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Chapter 1 

 

INTRODUCTION TO THE PSALMS OR WRITINGS 

 

 

“Praise the LORD! 

Praise the LORD, O my soul! 

I will praise the LORD as long as I live; 

I will sing praises to my God while I have my being” (Psalm 146:1-2). 

 

Our Lord Jesus fulfilled these words during his appearance on earth. Our Savior died with the 

words of the psalms on his lips. 

As a child he must have learned the Psalms from his mother Mary. She certainly knew them 

very well, for in her own hymn of praise, she quoted from no fewer than seven psalms (89; 98; 

107; 111; 113; 147). As a lad of twelve years he could go along to the temple. En route from 

Nazareth to Jerusalem he would naturally have lifted up the “pilgrim songs” (Pss. 120-134) with 

other pilgrims. Later as an Israelite among other Israelites, he would join in singing the Psalms in 

the forecourt of his Father’s house. 

When later he was rejected by the scribes, he both warned them and consoled himself with 

Psalm 118:22: “The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone.” This was a 

psalm that he sang in the evening before the day he died. “And when they had sung a hymn [the 

hallel, Pss. 113-118], they went out to the Mount of Olives” (Matt. 26:30). When he stood before 

the Sanhedrin on that same night, he appealed to Psalm 110. While hanging on the cross he 

lamented his abandonment by God with the words of Psalm 22. Finally as he breathed his last 

breath, he did so with words from the psalter on his lips. He obtained his last faith confession 

from Psalm 31: “Into your hand I commit my spirit” (v. 5; Luke 23:46). Perhaps he had learned 

this psalm as well from his mother Mary while he was still living at home. 

Notice how deeply our Savior lived from the Psalms. How he must have recognized his own 

path of suffering in those poor, suffering but nevertheless God-praising righteous ones. How 

many psalmists lamented about the persecution by the wicked in the Israelite church? That 

suffering reached its climax with our Savior. Our Lord Jesus fulfilled the Psalms as well. Initially 

his disciples understood nothing of that, but when after his resurrection he instructed them once 

again, he reminded them once again of the Psalms. I taught you earlier, he told them at that time, 

“that everything written about me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be 

fulfilled” (Luke 24:44). 

 

1.1 The Psalms as a Bible book and as a Bible section 

 

With that word “Psalms” the Lord directed his disciples not only to the 150 psalms that we 

still sing today, but also to the Bible section often “the Writings.” You need to know that our 

Savior and his apostles were accustomed to the synagogue practice whereby the scrolls of the Old 

Testament were classified in three groups: (1) the Law of Moses (Genesis – Deuteronomy); (2) the 

Prophets (Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings, Isaiah – Malachi); and (3) the Writings (not only the 

150 psalms but also the rest of the Old Testament). 

The rabbis still continue using this classification and sequence, and in published editions of 

the Hebrew Old Testament the books continue to be arranged this way. Our greatest Teacher also 
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acknowledged this classification as the proper one. That appears from his words cited above that 

he spoke to his disciples (Luke 24:44). This is all the more striking when you recall that the 

sequence found in our Bibles was known at that time as well. The Septuagint, the Greek Bible 

translation to which we owe our (mistaken) sequence of Bible books, had been available for a 

long time when Jesus lived on earth. Nevertheless, our Lord apparently stuck with the ancient 

Hebrew classification and sequence. 

For this reason we have returned to this original sequence of the Bible books in our 

commentary series, Opening the Scriptures. You can read more about this in the first volume, on 

Genesis. Including the completed New Testament, our Bible contains four main sections: (1) the 

Law of Moses; (2) the Prophets; (3) the Writings; and (4) the New Testament. 

 

The collection of Psalms (Hebrew: Tehillim) belongs to “the Writings,” (Hebrew: Ketuvim), a 

group of books including Job, Psalms, Proverbs, as well as the five Megillot, or Song of Songs, 

Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, and Esther, followed by Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, and 

Chronicles. The Jews call this third group of Old Testament books the Writings, which explains 

why our Old Testament is often referred to with the mnemonic TaNaK, or Torah (the Law) and 

Nebiim (the Prophets) and Ketuvim (the Writings). This mnemonic points to a threefold 

classification of Old Testament books. 

Because the Psalms form the entrance to the third section of Holy Scripture, however, people 

sometimes calls all the writings in this group by the name of the opening book: the Psalms. Just 

like we also identify a collection of stories by the first one in the collection. So the word “Psalms” 

appears with a twofold meaning: (1) the 150 psalms, and (2) the Writings. In this volume of 

Opening the Scriptures, we begin discussing this third main section of Holy Scripture: the Psalms 

or the Writings. 

Let’s first get a bird’s eye view. 

 

1.2 The Psalms 

 

“Hallelujah!” 

It is regrettable that this word is not translated. Literally it means, “Praise YHWH!” How 

often does not God’s Word arouse us to do that? To praise our heavenly Father? Can you sing? 

Then sing especially the psalms. At home with your children. In the gatherings of the church. The 

Psalms constitute the oldest “songbook” that God’s people possess. But it is also our oldest 

“breviary” or “prayer book.” Not collected by a church committee, but inspired by the Holy Spirit 

(2 Pet. 1:21). 

From the Psalms you can learn not only how you should praise God, but also how you may 

pray to him. For people must learn to praise God and to call on him. In the school of the Psalms 

you obtain lessons in not only theory, but also in practice. Approved, indeed, inbreathed by no 

one less that the Spirit of prayer himself. 

 

1.3 Proverbs 

 

What kind of young ladies should our young men choose, and for what kind of women should 

Christian young men avoid? Which women in this world actually deserve to be praised? Such 

practical things affecting the whole range of living are discussed in the book of Proverbs. 
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Just like the books of Job and Ecclesiastes, Proverbs seeks to put knowledge at our disposal. 

But an entirely different kind of knowledge that you receive in school and with which you can 

win a television game show. These biblical wisdom books do not offer knowledge for common 

development nor the intellectual knowledge of us Westerners, but wisdom for living. “Know how 

for living.” Knowing what you should do and not do, what you should say and not say. Insight 

into what is good and bad. How you should view people and relationships. The art of steering 

your life’s ship. 

The wise sages focus especially on the young people among God’s people. While you are 

young, you simply have not had the opportunity to gain very much life experience. You have not 

lived long enough yet. But this means that you risk the danger of naiveté, of being jejune in the 

face of various forms of evil in the world. Do you want to learn wisdom only after you have travel 

the route of suffering shame and injury? That is what Proverbs seeks to protect our young people 

from In this book they obtain the purified life-wisdom of entire generations of godly people as 

though it were offered on a silver platter. Anyone who reads and rereads this book in his or her 

youth may well be young in years but will nonetheless be rich in wisdom. 

The range of matters about which those sages speak is surprising. The talk about moderation 

and self-control, business and marital life, raising children and appreciating a good homemaker, 

work and rest, enjoying life and ensuring life (including eternal life). Everything on the basis of 

the fear of the LORD and with the intention of increasing your life’s happiness. 

 

1.4 Job 

 

Does the book of Proverbs speak about improving our life’s happiness? But what about when 

you must visit a friend or co-believer who is sitting next to the ruins of his happiness? How then 

do you find the right words? For once again you stand before dark riddle as to why precisely this 

child of God must be so overwhelmed. From where do you get the wisdom to avoid speaking 

words of cheap comfort? Here the book of Job can serve you well. 

Like Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, Job belongs to the so-called wisdom literature of the Bible, 

but it focuses on other matters than these other two books. If Proverbs focuses more on happiness 

in bloom, the book of Job stays busy with happiness crushed. The puzzles surrounding the 

suffering of God’s children. How must we talk about that with them? Hoe must we bear our own 

sorrow? Surely you don’t want to console with the “orthodoxy” of Job’s friends, do you? 

This second wisdom book talks about these things. 

 

1.5 Song of Songs 

 

Wedding day, wedding, honeymoon. High points in the lives of many people, among God’s 

people as well. The Song of Songs takes us into that sphere. How beautiful “he” finds his bride, 

and how proud “she” is of him! The Song of Songs sings its pure wedding songs about this 

unique time in the life of young people. 

“Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you,” Paul writes to 

the Corinthians, “whom you have from God? You are not your own, for you were bought with a 

price. So glorify God in your body” (1 Cor. 6:19-20). This is what that bride and that bridegroom 

are doing in the Song of Songs. 

They too lived in a world full of sexual corruption. They knew about concubines, polygamy, 

and Canaanite religious prostitution. But they glorified God with their body. They saved it for 
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their beloved and gave their bodies to each other in God’s time. Before their wedding day he said, 

“A garden locked is my sister, my bride, a spring locked, a fountain sealed” (Song 4:12). But after 

their wedding day she said, “I was a wall, and my breasts were like towers; then I was in his eyes 

as one who finds peace” (Song 8:10). 

Such things can also be read in the Book of God’s Spirit. He who dwells in our body as his 

temple teaches us himself that a young man may find his young lady very beautiful. And that God 

heartily grants them such joy in their time of engagement and such happiness for their 

honeymoon. 

There we read quite different language than that of the Gnostic Christians who would later 

coldly forbid marriage (1 Tim. 4:3). But Paul called this “teachings of demons” (1 Tim. 4:1). 

What a liberating gospel the Song of Songs proclaims to young and old alike. For instead of the 

marital corruption by means of pagan polygamy and “free love,” and instead of the equally pagan 

marital abstinence of the Gnostic Christians, this Bible book sings of the pure and faithful love 

between one husband and one wife. 

Song of Songs: a love poem in the fear of God. 

 

1.6 Ruth 

 

On that particular morning, that beloved Ruth “accidentally” walked to the field of Boaz to 

pluck grain. “The LORD repay you for what you have done, and a full reward be given you by the 

LORD, the God of Israel, under whose wings you have come to take refuge!” (Ruth 2:12). With 

these words pious Boaz addressed the faithful daughter-in-law of Naomi. 

With this observation one could summarize a large part of this book. How our heavenly 

Father rewarded the widow Ruth with a husband and a child. On the closing page of this little 

book that places us in the middle of the Israelites’ daily life, neighbor ladies pay her a maternity 

visit. They praise God for the birth of Obed, who would later become the grandfather of David. 

“Obed fathered Jesse, and Jesse fathered David,” we read at the end of the book about Ruth’s 

son (Ruth 4:22). Thereby our attention is directed to the main subject of this little book. For the 

book may be called Ruth and may discuss Ruth, but it is not about only Ruth. The main character 

of this little book is the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the main subject is God’s 

plan to save the world through David’s great Son, our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Notice how this great work wound its way through little details. On that morning, Ruth 

walked naively through the field of Boaz. To pluck grain. But at that moment God led a woman to 

a man in order to raise up from both of them the descendants of David. David, the king through 

whom Israel received so much blessing. David, the great ancestor of our Lord Jesus Christ. A 

Moabite widow was engrafted into Israel. But simultaneously God forged a link in his great plan 

to save not merely a single pagan woman through his Son Jesus Christ, but millions of pagans. 

Including those from whom we are descended. 

This is why we see the names of that wealthy Israelite farmer and that poor Moabite widow 

paraded in the birth registry of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham (Matt. 1). 

Ruth: Pentecost light in the dark period of the Judges. 

 

1.7 Lamentations 

 

Do you wonder sometimes whether we ourselves are also living in a time resembling that of 

the Judges, a time filled with covenant forsaking? Can “Zion’s breach” keep you awake at night? 
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Perhaps even bring tears to your eyes? If so, then read the book of Lamentations once. For then 

you will realize that you are not the first person to mourn for God’s people. The poets of these 

songs lament about the destruction of the temple by Nebuchadnezzar and the exile of Judah into 

the Babylonian captivity. 

Do you suppose such a little book has something to tell us in our modern century? May we 

ask you a counter question? Do you consider it essentially different whether God’s people are led 

to Babylon in exile or our young people fall into the captivity of apostate scientific views and 

pagan lifestyles? In both instances pagans are invading covenant territory. For example, has not 

the “Nebuchadnezzar” of evolutionism destroyed the faith of thousands? Do we then not stand 

just like the poets of Lamentations next to the ruins of God’s temple, for that does describe 

Christ’s church, doesn’t it? 

What kind of attitude is fitting for pious people in such times of judgment when God’s hand 

presses down upon “us”? What tone of speech do we adopt then? The protesting tone of modern 

democratic people who refuse to “take this or that”? Or the humble tone of this very relevant 

Bible book? 

Lamentations: for reading while sitting alongside the wreckage of God’s church. 

 

1.8 Ecclesiastes 

 

Do you go to your job every morning? Or are you a homemaker? Then at one time or another 

you have probably wondered: “Why am I doing this? Before I am finished with one task another 

is put in front of me. What am I actually accomplishing? Sometimes it seems as though I am 

working for nothing!” 

Then reading the book of Ecclesiastes will certainly benefit you. Together with a wisdom 

book, like Proverbs and Job. Naturally Ecclesiastes has surveyed all of human living accurately—

the sages were keen observers, after all—but he focused especially on our work. “Sweating,” that 

what the Preacher usually called it. 

This wise author was deeply moved by the vanity of all human living, but especially of our 

sweating. “What does man gain by all the toil at which he toils under the sun?” (Eccl. 1:3). He 

studied that question from every angle. “Man plugs away under the sun: and for what? What does 

he gain?” 

Just as with Proverbs, especially youth among God’s people can learn a lot from the Preacher. 

They expect so much from life. They can still engage it with such intensity—and they really 

should do that, says the Preacher: “Rejoice, O young man, in your youth, and let your heart cheer 

you in the days of your youth. Walk in the ways of your heart and the sight of your eyes” (Eccl. 

11:9). For life is vain, which means: it’s gone before you know it. This and even more skills for 

living are supplied in this third wisdom book. 

Ecclesiastes: wisdom, to go along especially with all that sweating. 

 

1.9 Esther 

 

An exotic garden party at the Persian palace. A drunken despot wants to flaunt his pretty wife. 

But she refuses to cooperate and is deposed as queen. Palace personnel look throughout the whole 

country for pretty girls from whom the king can select Vashti’s successor. 

God’s name appears nowhere in the entire book. But the godly reader naturally sees God’s 

hand behind the entire series of “accidents” that now take place. “Accidentally” the clever niece 
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of the Jew Mordecai comes into view for inclusion in the harem of Ahasuerus as a potential 

queen. And among all those beauty queens Mordecai’s niece “accidentally” wins the sympathy of 

the head eunuch. “Accidentally” no one discovers that she is a Jewess. While the fervent anti-

Semite Haman ascends to the highest post in the Persian empire, the powerful Ahasuerus 

“accidentally” finds this clever Jewess more lovely than all his other harem concubines. He 

chooses Esther as Vashti’s successor. 

Here are some more “accidents”: in extreme secrecy two men contrive a plan to get rid of 

Ahasuerus, but who discovers this murder plot? The Jew Mordecai figured it out. Through his 

niece Esther he had the king warned. Haman had everything set in place for the total destruction 

of all the Jews. But when Esther went to plead for her people, she “accidentally” became an 

exception to the rule that anyone who appeared before the king uninvited would be put to death. 

Once again, “accidentally” the king could not sleep that night. He summoned for someone to read 

to him from the royal chronicles, and lo and behold, he “accidentally” came across the passage 

about the murder plot that Mordecai had uncovered. 

You see clearly enough: an entire series of events that in themselves are rather unremarkable, 

for all of which the word “accidental” is applicable. But through all of this another occurrence is 

playing out, this one the battle between the woman’s seed and the serpent’s party (Gen. 3:15). The 

fate of Israel appeared to have been sealed. Haman had already fixed the date for their mass 

execution. But Yahweh neutralized the plan, and for that he used that courageous Jewess, Queen 

Esther, who had to spend her life in the harem of the mighty Ahasuerus. 

 

 

1.10 Daniel 

 

When as a lad of about fourteen years old, Daniel was deported to Babylon, Judah was on its 

last legs as an independent kingdom. Never again did it obtain such an independent position 

among the other kingdoms. From the time of the Babylonian captivity, God’s people had to live 

in this world under the domination of successive superpowers. 

During Daniel’s life Israel entered into new times and new relationships. According to human 

calculations, God’s people constituted nothing more than an insignificant splinter group under the 

Babylonian or Medo-Persian empire. Did this dispersed Judah still have its own future? Or had 

the aforementioned empires already pulverized Israel’s ideals? During these tumultuous times 

God’s Spirit provided in the book of Daniel an answer to the fearful questions of the pious. 

The men who wrote the Septuagint placed this book between those of the prophets Ezekiel 

and Hosea, or in Part II of the Scriptures (known as the Prophets). Originally, however, the book 

of Daniel was located in Part III (the Psalms or Writings). It did indeed constitute a distinctive 

writing, more similar to the Revelation of John than to the books of the prophets. Daniel is 

especially a Book of the Future, aimed at the generations coming after him. 

So Holy Scripture contains two books that present disclosures about the future. Both of them 

were provided at moments when a world power that appeared insuperable seemed to contradict all 

of God’s promises for a peaceable kingdom. God provided the first Apocalypse (which means 

disclosure) through the elderly captive, Daniel, who lived in the Medo-Persian empire. God 

provided the second Revelation also through an elderly captive, this time the apostle John, who 

lived in the Roman empire. Both were privileged to bequeath to God’s people a Book of Comfort, 

to confirm them in their faith in the ultimate victory of God and his Christ. Victory even over 
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despicable monsters whom these elderly seers saw in the future coming up from the sea of 

nations. 

But what route would God take to reach this goal? And what posture would the powerless 

pious people of God adopt in the meantime toward these world powers? Not that of the arrogant 

Maccabean resistance fighters, but that of the humble martyr Daniel and his three godly friends. Is 

the book of Daniel an advance product of the spirit of the zealous Maccabeans? No, the source of 

God’s kingdom is from above, and it does not come through battle-hungry Maccabeans. God will 

make it come like a stone, a rock that “without the help of human hands” will flatten the world 

kingdoms (Dan. 2). 

Meanwhile the godly can imitate the example of Daniel and his three friends, who loyally 

served the world empire and simultaneously obeyed God rather than people. Their believing 

fidelity and God’s preserving hand in the highest positions and in the greatest temptations can 

teach patience to the church-among-the-world-empires. “Here is a call for the endurance and faith 

of the saints” (Rev. 13:10). 

 

 

1.11 Ezra – Nehemiah – Chronicles 

 

“What are these feeble Jews doing?” (Neh. 4:2). This question appeared to characterize the 

Jewish church mockingly though accurately. “Feeble Jews”—what else did they look like? The 

ancient royal house of David appeared to be down for the count. Judah was one of the hundreds of 

territories belonging to the Persian empire. 

But was the role of David’s house actually exhausted? That is the great question in the 

background of these three Bible books. We include them together because Ezra, Nehemiah, and 

Chronicles all came from the same pen or at least from the one school and together constitute on 

grand history book: once upon a time called “Great Chronicles.” 

The writer of this great chronicling narrative, however, was a man “who was also himself 

looking for the kingdom of God” (Mark 15:43), and was looking for “the consolation of Israel” 

(Luke 2:25). He viewed the history of Israel, indeed, the history of all humanity, from a very 

different viewpoint that the author of Kings. This chronicler wanted to describe the history of the 

kingdom of God in Israel with David and his scions on the viceroy’s throne. 

He begins his narrative with Adam, in order to show how Israel arose from the human race 

with David in it loins. He points to the covenant with Abraham as the platform of the kingdom of 

God. The election of Judah matured into that of David and his descendants as the chose family for 

the viceroy’s throne in the Israelite theocracy. The election of Jerusalem signifies the elevation of 

this city to be the center of the theocratic state of Israel. In Chronicles everything centers on 

David and what Yahweh had promised him: “I will confirm him in my house and in my kingdom 

forever, and his throne shall be established forever” (see 1 Chron. 17:11-14). 

David is the man who initially realized this theocratic state. David’s love for Yahweh, the real 

king of Israel, David’s provision for Yahweh’s temple and worship—there you behold the 

standard in terms of which the chronicler measured all of David’s descendants. Unlike the books 

of Kings, he omitted entirely any consideration of the princes of Northern Israel; for through their 

breaking covenant they had placed themselves outside of the institutions of the theocratic state 

altogether. 

The narrative that the chronicler had to provide concerning David’s successors is for the rest 

rather sad. In fact, Jehoshaphat, Hezekiah, and Josiah were the only ones who walked in the faith-
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footsteps of their father David. His other scions deserted their calling. Rather than advancing 

God’s kingship over all of Israel’s life, they violated God’s covenant made with their father 

David, and broke down God’s kingdom with the most abominable idolatries. All this when they 

ought to have realized that in Israel everything had come from God: the land, the cities, the 

nation, the army, the wars, the priests, the prophets, and the kings. Many members of David’s 

house smothered the voice of the prophets and thereby silenced the conscience of the theocratic 

state. For that reason Yahweh elevated the Babylonian empire to lead the sons of David away into 

disgraceful captivity. 

Nevertheless Yahweh did not break his promise to David. God aroused the spirit of the 

powerful Cyrus to permit the captives to return home. But not without a scion of David in their 

midst: Zerubbabel! 

The chronicler narrates wonderful things about the captives who returned. They rebuilt the 

center of the ancient city of God: the temple and Jerusalem. They returned to the Law as the 

foundation beneath the Israelite world. But despite the purifying of the captivity, this new church 

remained a church full of sins and shortcomings. Ezra and Nehemiah wrestled in order to advance 

God’s kingship over the hearts and lives of the Israelites who had returned, but they also were 

unable to establish the ideal theocratic state. Even the Levites, their appointed assistants, missed 

that target. Ezra grieved over the mixed marriages that had again been entered, and Nehemiah had 

to struggle against the false impulse to be united with the Samaritans and their “ecumenical” 

syncretism. In opposition to that, our author is defending, with his great historical narrative, the 

worship in Jerusalem as the only lawful worship. The church that had returned had the perfect 

right, in light of the past, to view itself as the true Israel. As the perhaps humiliated but 

nonetheless legitimate continuation of the ancient Israelite theocratic state. 

The chronicler ends his summary of what “David” had accomplished thus far for the realizing 

of the kingdom of God, not with a credit balance but with a frighteningly large deficit. On the 

credit side of his ledger, he could display the immeasurable capital of Yahweh’s firm promise to 

David: “his throne shall be established forever” (see 1 Chron. 17:11-14). “You shall not lack a 

man to rule Israel” (2 Chron. 7:18). A promise that the prophet Ezekiel had repeated during the 

captivity: “My servant David shall be king over them” (Ezek. 37:24). With this unshakeable faith 

in God’s “steadfast love for David,” (2 Chron. 6:42), the chronicler shifted his attention from the 

beginning of humanity (Adam) to the hopeful future that he had learned from Jeremiah as well: 

“Behold, the days are coming, declares the LORD, when I will raise up for David a righteous 

Branch, and he shall reign as king and deal wisely, and shall execute justice and righteousness in 

the land” (Jer. 23:5). Words that we can no longer read without thinking of what the angel Gabriel 

told Mary: “ And behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall call his 

name Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. And the Lord God will 

give to him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and 

of his kingdom there will be no end” (Luke 1:31-33). For this reason, it is true also of the 

chronicler what our Lord once said about Abraham: he “rejoiced that he would see my day. He 

saw it and was glad” (John 8:56). 

Chronicles: the book of Advent par excellence! 

 

 

1.12 The “seam” between the Writings and the New Testament 
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In our Bible translations the books of Chronicles, Ezra, and Nehemiah come after the books of 

Kings. That was the work of the people we have mentioned before who produced the Septuagint, 

the Greek translation of the Old Testament, who both reordered the books and supplemented them 

with apocryphal books. These gentlemen surely viewed the book of Chronicles as a kind of 

duplicate of Kings, a book that acquired in Chronicles its necessary supplement (the Greek name 

for Chronicles is the significant word Paralipomena, the things left out). In the Hebrew Bible, 

however, Chronicles comes not after Kings (thus, not in Part II, the Prophets), but it comes in Part 

III (the Psalms or Writings), entirely at the end of this group of Bible books. 

This is a remarkable placement! 

For as we have already observed, in the entire Old Testament no book expresses so clearly on 

virtually every page the yearning for the great Son of David like the book of “Great Chronicles.” 

Do not Parts III and IV of Holy Scripture join together is a most remarkable way? For how does 

the third main section of Holy Scripture conclude? With a “Book of Advent” par excellence. And 

following immediately in our completed Bible is the New Testament, or Part IV of Holy 

Scripture. And with what words does that fourth section of Scripture begin? “The book of the 

genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham” (Matt. 1:1). 

Does not the chronicler’s great “Book of David” constitute a wonderful conclusion not only to 

the Writings, but also to the Law and the Prophets? Is it not remarkable that it is precisely “Great 

Chronicles” with its Advent message and Advent faith that constitutes the seam between the 

Writings, indeed, between the Old Testament and the New Testament? 

 

 

1.13 The Writings: not a collection of loose pearls, but a string of pearls 

 

With this we end our brief bird’s eye view of the landscape of the Psalms or the Writings. We 

paged quickly in the books of Psalms, Proverbs, Job, Song of Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, 

Ecclesiastes, Esther, Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Chronicles. We had nothing to complain about 

in terms of variety. What a variety this third group of Bible books displays: psalms, life wisdom, 

love poetry, the epic story at the Persian courts, lamentations about God’s people, perspectives 

about our daily work, a story about the Persian palace, apocalyptic literature, a history book going 

from Adam to Artaxerxes. Does there exist among these books any mutual connection, or are we 

looking at a collection of pearls here—each of them very pretty, but all of them lying loosely 

alongside each other? No, this third group of Bible books also surely displays an internal unity. 

To return to our metaphor for a moment: these are certainly not a pile of pearls, but a beautiful 

string of pearls! 

What then is the thread that binds together all of these apparently complete Writings that are 

next to each other in our Bible? We will save the answer to this question until we have discussed 

Psalms 1 and 2. 

So, then, let’s turn to the book of Psalms! 
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Chapter 2 

 

WHAT THE LOCATION OF THE BOOK OF PSALMS TEACHES ABOUT ITS CONTENT 

 

 

Very likely you have once seen a man on the train dressed in somber attire, bare feet in 

sandals, who sat mumbling a prayer from a breviary, a Roman Catholic prayer book. Just like 

that, in the middle of a weekday, the man performed his religious ritual in front of everyone while 

using public transportation. With a religious bald spot on the back of his head. Paying attention to 

nothing else than his religious reading. 

There sat a man who for the sake of pure religiosity had bade the world farewell, had given 

away his possessions, had left his family in order to put all desires to death behind somber 

monastery walls in a life of “asceticism.” Including the natural desire for a wife and children of 

his own. No wonder that fellow travelers cast steely glances of secret amazement toward this 

religious muscleman. He was pulling it off. 

The history books of Christianity, however, can provide examples still more glaring than that 

of our breviary-reciting monk who now and then might enjoy a good cigar. Formidable 

accomplishments have been registered in the religious arena: fasting and wakefulness, living in a 

cell, sleeping upright, wearing clothing made of animal skins, carrying around heavy chains and 

crosses, condemning oneself to lifelong silence, living for years on end atop a pillar, avoiding 

even the glance toward a woman or a feminine being. 

Should we imagine the psalmists to have been people resembling such extraordinary figures? 

Was David a colleague of that pious man on the train? Should we view the Psalter like a kind of 

Roman Catholic breviary? A little book for a tiny corner of our lives? The tiny corner known as 

religion? Are the Psalms actually useful only on Sunday in church, and individually at home for 

Bible reading? Or can you use them on weekdays as an ordinary person in ordinary living? 

We will go a long way toward answering these questions if we have first seen what the 

location of the Psalter in the whole of Scripture can teach us about the character of these songs. 

 

 

2.1 Songs on Sinai’s foundation 

 

Where are the Psalms actually located in Scripture? Anyone who has perused our Introduction 

might perhaps think that is almost a childish question. The Psalms? They’re easy to find! You 

take a Bible, open it exactly in the middle, and there you’ll find the Psalms. They are located in 

the middle of the Bible. 

Yes, of course they are, in our Bible, but we are using translations of the Bible. In the Hebrew 

Bible they are located in a different place, as we noticed in the previous chapter. After the Law 

and after the Prophets. We may direct the reader to that earlier discussion. Here we want to 

investigate what that original locations of the Psalms can teach us about their character. Then we 

will need first to consider what in fact constitutes the main part of the first large section of Holy 

Scripture, namely, the Law or Torah of Moses (Genesis – Deuteronomy). 

 

a. What is the Torah instruction about? 
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After everything that has been said in the opening volumes of this series about the Torah, that 

first large section of Scripture, we can suffice here with a brief answer to this question. The Torah 

is about three things. First, about covenants that Yahweh established during the course of time 

with Israel. First with Abraham, Israel’s progenitor, and subsequently beyond that first covenant, 

the LORD made a treaty with Israel at Horeb. Finally, just before the entrance into Canaan yet 

another one. The book of Deuteronomy constitutes the charter of that covenant. Secondly, this 

first Bible section teaches us how Yahweh became Israel’s King, and thirdly, how he came to live 

among his people in a Royal tent. In that tent Yahweh’s throne was located, the ark, and in that 

Palace Israel would be permitted to serve her King and Covenant Partner by means of altars, 

sacrifices, and priests. 

Those were the three main subjects concerning which our heavenly Father provided 

instruction to his ancient people in the Torah: (1) his Kingship, (2) his covenants, and (3) his 

Dwelling. 

 

b. The Torah: the foundation undergirding the Israelite world 

 

Believing Israelites valued these three great benefits so highly that they placed them on the 

same line as Yahweh’s work of creation! People in Israel viewed “Horeb” and everything that 

went with it as a genuine “establishment of the (Israelite) world” (see the commentaries on 

Exodus, on Leviticus 27, and on Numbers 10:11-12, where this expression is discussed more 

extensively). There, at Horeb or Sinai, through his divine instruction or Torah, Yahweh had 

placed Israel upon a foundation. What columns are for a bridge, that was the Torah for Israel. The 

ordinances of Moses constituted the supporting pillars beneath the Israelite society. These were 

the foundations that Yahweh had constructed beneath the Israelite world, so that it would not be 

shaken (Ps. 93:1; 96:10; 1 Chron. 16:30). Later Israel could not have expressed more powerfully 

its deep amazement for this all-encompassing work of God and its immense importance for 

Israel’s society than by calling it a creation work of God. The “foundation of the world.” That was 

“Horeb” and what Israel had received there. Like a cathedral tower amid a sea of houses, so the 

word Horeb or Sinai rose high from the Torah like the keyword of this entire first section of the 

Bible. Genesis not only introduced the events surrounding that mountain, but proceeded from 

those events (see the commentary on Exodus, specifically “Exodus and the Pentateuch”). Exodus 

and Leviticus and Numbers are virtually entirely devoted to this subject, and Deuteronomy looks 

back at this event. 

The Torah, with its presentation of Yahweh’s Kingship, the complex of covenants that 

Yahweh entered into with Israel, and his Royal Dwelling with its associated worship, constituted 

nothing less that the basis upon which Israel lived. The pillar of its existence. The foundation 

undergirding its society. The bedrock upon which the building of God’s people rested. 

As an aside, we observe that for us as well, who have become children of Abraham through 

faith and have been engrafted into Israel (Ps. 87; Rom. 4), the basis of Holy Scripture remains the 

Torah. Indeed, we no longer live under the Horeb covenant. With Christ’s coming that has 

become obsolete and disappeared (Heb. 7-8). But this does not eliminate the fact that with a view 

to our relationship to the Torah, the ongoing lesson of the epistle to the Hebrews is valid: “How 

much more we . . . !” We also live as the people of God on the foundation of his covenant with 

Abraham. As Meredith Kline wrote in his monograph about covenant and baptism, entitled By 

Oath Consigned, we are obligated by oath to serve our King loyally as faithful covenant partners. 

“I may be drowned outside the entire covenant community-with-God in the waters of his eternal 
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judgment if I do not keep his covenant!” The water of our baptism also declares this covenant 

sanction! Woe to the one who deserts the covenant community (Heb. 10:28-31)! 

 

c. Covenant songs 

 

When the Israelites broke camp in order to go take possession of Canaan, they possessed the 

Torah but not yet our present collection of 150 psalms. At that point, all of them had yet to be 

written. With one exception, namely, Psalm 90: “A prayer of Moses, the man of God,” prayed 

when the Israelites died off under God’s wrath because they had disdained the promised land 

(Num. 13-14). But even this ancient psalm dated from a period after “Horeb.” 

All the psalms in the Bible book bearing that name are born after the foundation of the 

Israelite world at Horeb. The same applies to the psalms that we encounter in other Bible books, 

like the song of Deborah (Judg. 5), the song of Hannah (1 Sam. 2), the praise song of Hezekiah 

(Isa. 38), the prayer of Jonah and the psalm sung with the ascension parade of the ark (1 Chron. 

16, which is almost the same as Ps. 105). In the context, we would also be able to include the 

praise poems of Mary, Zechariah, and Simeon (Luke 1-2). 

All these songs are composed and sung on a particular foundation. The foundation of the 

Torah. The foundation of God’s covenant and kingship. There lies their deepest difference from 

the “psalms” of Israel’s pagan neighboring nations. Yes, there too lies the deepest difference with 

many Christian songs, hymns, and “pious” ditties. 

But we also mentioned the “psalms” of Israel’s pagan neighboring nations. The discoveries in 

the field of antiquities studies have brought to light the fact that ancient Eastern pagans possessed 

their religious songs. We will show you a few of them in what follows. If you’d like, you can find 

a large number in the volume edited by James B. Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating 

to the Old Testament (Princeton, 1955; pp. 365-400). There you will find Egyptian, Sumerian-

Accadian, and Hittite psalms, prayers, and songs in honor of idol gods like the sun, the Nile, the 

moon god, Ishtar and Marduk. In terms of their poetic form, especially the Phoenician “psalms” 

display surprising features of similarity with the psalms of the Israelites. Just like our biblical 

psalm composers, the pagan poets loved, for example, to say things two or more times in 

succession, but with other words (the so-called Hebrew parallelism). Especially the discoveries at 

Ras Shamra or Ugarit in Phoenicia can hardly be overestimated in their significance for 

understanding the language of the psalms. The commentary on the Psalms by Mitchell Dahood (in 

the Anchor Bible series), which explains all 150 psalms linguistically with the aid of the 

discoveries at Ugarit, appears to illuminate the text at many places. 

So much for our discussion of similarity in language and poetic form. Regarding their content, 

there is a bottomless chasm between the psalms of Israel and those of the pagans. For all pagan 

religions (and under their influence, all self-directed Christian religion as well) turn on the 

question: How do I obtain a good relationship with God? Whereas we see from every line of the 

psalms that we already have a covenant relationship with God. An extraordinarily good and firm 

relationship. With that relationship Israel not only already possessed promises of blessing, but 

also stood thereby under the serious curse formulations (see the commentaries on Exodus, 

especially the section entitled “The form of the Ten Words”; on Deuteronomy 27-30, especially 

the chapter entitled “The Sanctions”; and on Joshua 23:3-8 and 24:22). What the pagans needed 

to do continually, and Israel never needed to do, was to put God (or the gods) in a good frame of 

mind by means of their religious practices. Like the Canaanite priests of Baal tried at Mount 

Carmel to get the attention of their master (the name Baal means lord or master) by means of 
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endless screaming and by cutting themselves with knives (1 Kings 18). But the psalmists could 

appeal to God on the basis of his own self-supplied Word, namely, the Torah given to Moses. 

Israel and its psalm composers enjoyed a unique position with respect to the Almighty: they 

lived on the foundation of Yahweh’s system of covenants. God’s kingship and the ministry of 

atonement at his altars constituted the supporting pillars beneath Israelite society. All the psalms 

were born and raised on this foundation. They were sung under the rainbow of God’s covenants. 

God’s kingship over Israel and his dwelling in the midst of Israel constituted as it were the 

atmosphere in which the psalmists breathed and the climate in which they lived, the bedrock upon 

which they were placed. 

In short, the psalms are covenant songs through and through. 

 

Occasionally that Sinaitic covenant foundation is explicitly mentioned. For example, this is 

the case is Psalm 93:1, that in other commentaries on the Torah we rendered this way: 

 

Yes, he has given the world firm foundations, 

 so that it would not be moved. 

 

We find these exact words three times in the Old Testament: in Psalm 93:1, Psalm 96:10, and 1 

Chronicles 16:30. But this was also a standard formulation in the time of the New Testament, and 

the phrase “foundation of the world” appears many times there as well (as katabolē kosmou; see 

Matt. 13:35; 25:34; Luke 11:50; John 17:24; Eph. 1:4; Heb. 4:3; 9:26; 1 Pet. 1:20; Rev. 13:8; 

17:8). Whereas many people understand this phrase to refer to the creation narrated in Genesis 1, 

a careful study of all of these passages teaches instead that it refers to the beginning of Israel’s 

national existence. In fact, it refers to the entirety of God’s redemptive deeds, the entire complex 

of the call of Abraham, the exodus from Egypt, and the establishment of the covenant at Horeb. 

In passing we would mention that especially Psalm 93, which mentions the foundation of 

Israel explicitly, is talking about what we called the main subjects of the Torah: Yahweh’s 

witnessed (namely, the covenants), Yahweh’s kingship, and Yahweh’s throne-dwelling. 

 

On the other hand, we also possess psalms that do not sing about this foundation of God’s 

people, but complain about it instead. Psalms 11 and 82 are clearly speaking during times of 

Israel’s Torah- or foundation-forsaking. Just prior to Absalom’s rebellion, David complained: “If 

the foundations are destroyed, what can the righteous do?” (Ps. 11:3). In Psalm 82 Yahweh 

himself is the One doing the speaking. Observing the oppression of orphan and widow, in flagrant 

violation with the text and the Spirit of his Torah, God complained about Horeb: “All the 

foundations of the earth are shaken” (v. 5). 

 

Far and away the most psalms do not mention the word foundation, however. Just like the 

Torah is hardly ever discussed explicitly in every psalm. But that does not contradict the fact that 

despite such silence, the substance itself of Israel’s foundation was indeed present everywhere. In 

fact, we find the entire Torah of Moses with all its benefits in every psalm one or more times, 

microfilmed in the four letters: YHWH. “I am Yahweh, your God, who had brought you out of 

the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery” (Exod. 20:2; Deut. 5:6). Psalm 88 may safely be 

called the saddest psalm in the entire Psalter. But even in the darkness being endured by this 

deathly sick poet, that name of Yahweh drives away the night of despair and replaces it with the 

dawn of future expectation. “Yahweh”—the name given in our translations the somewhat 
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misleading rendering of LORD, summarizes the entire Torah in four letters. Every psalm line in 

which you encounter the name Yahweh reminds you of the redemption of God’s people that was 

sealed at Horeb. That name and that redemption story remain inseparably bound to each other. 

We can safely say that since Israel’s redemption out of the mass grave called Egypt, that name 

functions like a sounding board for all of God’s speaking. In the Psalms as well. “I am 

Yahweh!”—which means: “I am your Lifegiver, your Savior, your nearby Helper, your There-I-

Am-Already.” All the promises, commands, warnings, admonitions, praises, and prayers are 

borne by that name, in the Torah and in the Prophets and in the Psalms. Merely the mention of 

that name already shows that the psalmists lift up their songs of praise and lament before the face 

of Israel Covenant-partner and Lifegiver. Like a watermark on a sheet of legal paper, we read on 

every page of the book of Psalms the name that God himself called out to the ears of Moses: 

“Yahweh, Yahweh, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love 

and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and 

sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children 

and the children’s children, to the third and the fourth generation” (Exod. 34:6-7). 

In the name Yahweh lies at the same time the secret about why Israel can praise its God so 

heartily, whereas the so-called praise of the pagan psalm poets had to degenerate into fawning 

flattery from eternally frightened worshipers who apparently sought to make a good impression 

on their fickle supreme beings. 

 

Why have we paid such extensive attention to this foundation undergirding the psalms? 

Because we Christians have so often neglected that covenant foundation in the course of our own 

history. This is how we have caused serious injury to the reading, singing, and understanding of 

the Psalms. For how will a person understand a song about God’s covenant if one does not see the 

substance of God’s covenant? At that point we have the blind giving their opinion about colors. 

 

d. Anyone who misunderstands this covenant foundation cannot understand the Psalms 

 

Why did the monk whom we met on the train practice his “religion” while traveling by public 

transportation? Why was he wearing religious garb and a religious tonsure? Why have so many 

before him entered the monastery in order to be separated from this world? Why did not only 

pagans, like the king of Moab (2 Kings 3:27), but even Israelites sacrifice their children to their 

idol gods (2 Kings 23:10)? What was driving king Ahaz, of whom we read: “He made offerings 

in the Valley of the Son of Hinnom and burned his sons as an offering” (2 Chron. 28:3)? How did 

this father ever reach the point of burning his Davidic prince-sons? Because all of these super-

religious Israelites and Christians ignored the covenant foundation on which our heavenly Father 

had placed them. Ahaz ignored the Horeb covenant as the foundation on which God was so very 

pleased to permit Israel to live. The self-directed pious Christians ignore the New Covenant, of 

which Jesus has become the Surety and that God has constructed as the foundation beneath our 

Christian lives. 

Here lies the root sin of all self-directed piety among God’s people: ignoring with a lot of 

radiant religiosity the covenant basis put in place by God. Therefore Paul called this “piety” 

nothing but “self-made religion” (ESV), or “will worship” (KJV), or “piety of one own invention” 

(Col. 2:23). People with self-directed piety do not know or at least do not acknowledge God’s 

covenant with his people. Thereby they attack nothing less than the foundation upon which the 

entire life of God’s people rests. God made a covenant with his people. With Israel the Horeb 
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covenant, and with Christianity the New Covenant, concerning which the sacramental cup of the 

Lord’s Supper speaks (Luke 22:2). God sealed that covenant with circumcision and baptism. He 

is the True One who has made us innumerable promises, but has also placed us under the legal 

terms of curse-in-case-of-unbelief. This is the basis of everything and a piety that one invents for 

oneself fails in fact to take that foundation into account. Self-directed religious people act as if 

they must still become God’s people, and thereby they ignore God’s promise that for a long time 

already he has been their God, yes, the God of their father and grandfather, and will be the God of 

their children. Piety of one’s own invention always imagines that the relationship with God must 

yet be entirely established. So it ignores the historical work of God’s Spirit. Centuries ago already 

he cut loose our ancestors from the grip of paganism and transferred them into the kingdom of 

God’s Son. Such Christians are not taking seriously what Peter wrote in 1 Peter 2:9-10. 

Consciously or unconsciously, they live from the false supposition that with pious 

accomplishments or experiences they must continually incline the exalted God toward a gracious 

attitude. Can you detect any difference between this and the actions of the priests of Baal on 

Mount Carmel who tried to mollify their “lord” by wounding themselves with cutting “until the 

blood gushed out upon them” (1 Kings 18:28)? Or the actions of king Ahaz who burned his own 

children? 

Admittedly, it makes some difference whether people burn their own children or one becomes 

a monk or one finds diversion in literature featuring religious experientialism. But no difference 

in principle. All of these belong to what Paul calls “self-directed religion.” No matter how much 

these may differ in their practical implementation, it remains a self-invented “way” of salvation, 

an end run around the foundation of God’s covenant. All of these involve placing your trust in 

something of man—your own religiosity—instead of in the promises of God. This is paganism in 

the Christian domain. Here we see sovereign man at work, who will put all things right with God 

by offering him the most costly religious sacrifices. Burning your child means, in terms of this 

pagan train of thinking, the ultimate accomplishment. You cannot give anything beyond the fruit 

of your own womb, said Micah already (Micah 6:6-8). 

What insulting distrust toward our good God! Even among his own people! What gives these 

people security is not God’s covenant of grace and not God’s firm promises, but their feelings: “I 

may consider myself a religious person. I’m hardly indifferent, therefore I may harbor hope.” Do 

you see all the way down to the bottom line here? What matters is not what God thinks of them in 

terms of his promises, but what they think of themselves—that’s what constitutes the basis of 

their confidence. In this self-directed religious climate, “experience” occupies a large place. Such 

pious people are quick to say: “That doesn’t move me.” Their salvation and inner tranquility 

depend on a continual consciously active “believing in Jesus.” And if what if the religious 

feelings appear every now and then to be dead? How can the poor person seeking tranquility ever 

arouse these feelings? Among other way, by singing something. Thereby many a self-observer 

recovered something of his peace of mind and “feeling” that he “was still far from being 

indifferent,” for such a little poem “did” something for him and so “he was not hopeless.” 

It is remarkable when the piety of one’s own invention seeks to “arouse” its sentiments 

usually has reached more eagerly for hymn collections than for the Psalter. After all, hymns are 

“New Testament” songs, “more evangelical” and “warmer” in tone than the Psalms, are they not? 

Hymns “do more for me,” is what a religious person is inclined to say. They find them better 

suited for stimulating their drowsy religious feelings (“revival songs”). 
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The “piety driven by experience” may have cast its lot in especially with what we generally 

call “hymns”—whose good points cannot be denied—but this does not eliminate the fact that in 

the course of time, it has done great damage to people’s understanding of the psalms. How else 

could it have been? Nevertheless, this piety has also completely illicitly laid claim to the psalms 

as well, squeezed them into its framework, and in this way turned them into something quite 

opposite. Entire generations have thereby become alienated from the language of the psalms. The 

air has turned blue from the sparks caused by the short circuits that have resulted. 

We will mention a few examples. 

 

Where in Christianity did the focal point of self-directed piety lie, among both Roman 

Catholics and Protestants? In the well-being of the so-called immortal soul. Everything focused 

on that product of human fantasy. On its detachment from the world (recall our monk on the 

train). Or on what had “happened” with or to her (recall the Reformed doubter from the English 

Regency period). The composers of the psalms, however, had the entire Israelite person in view 

with the word “soul,” that person who lived and walked under the Palestine sky. The piety of 

one’s own invention, however, shamelessly coins this word “soul” to refer to that special religious 

corner of the human personality where “the” reality of one’s entire piety must be “experienced.” 

Don’t you hear a terrible sparking of a short circuit there? 

The godly who are mentioned so gloriously in the Psalms were glibly viewed erroneously as 

being “special” people who had already experienced “something” in their “soul.” Whereas in fact 

they were ordinary people who kept God’s covenant in their daily living. By contrast, the wicked 

were mistakenly identified as people who denied God and because of that, were supposedly found 

not among God’s people but outside of their circle. Another blinding misunderstanding. To 

consider oneself to be among the godly was soon termed Pharisaical. In fact, the entire word 

“righteous” came to be used among very few people. To say nothing of the righteousness of the 

righteous (referring to their obedience to God’s commandments), concerning which there was 

even less understanding. To say nothing, as well, of appealing to that righteousness with God and 

people, as the psalmists dared to do. 

The experience of blessing and curse in God’s covenant by entire families and generations, as 

biblical history speaks of this, was exchanged for the experience of the individual “soul.” 

Powerful, spiritual psalm lines that deal with concrete blessing or curse stipulated by the Horeb 

covenant, clearly visible in terms of a bountiful harvest or an empty bread basket, was altered in 

this climate of self-directed piety into syrupy hymns or surreal ditties about what a devout “heart” 

or a pious “soul” can or cannot experience. 

As blind as the piety of one’s own invention has always been toward God’s redemptive deeds 

in the history of his people, people squeezed the psalmists’ words about God’s people into their 

own individualistic framework. Or if the psalms spoke about the visible reality of our earth, that 

was spiritualized. Tumultuous seas over which real cyclones were raging, became the “seas of 

life” experienced by the godly who can also experience life storms as turbulent. Mountains 

became spiritualized from powerful rocky monsters into mountains of difficulties that pious 

people can find along their life path. 

“Experiential piety” is also expressed in terms of lighter genres, however: the categories of 

people who worship “our dear Lord” and a mild “Jesus.” These people had difficulty with the 

imprecatory psalms. These psalms were set aside as “Old Testamentish” and therefore “harsh” 

and “unloving.” They were indeed cited by “Jesus,” but that must have been someone other than 

the Jesus of the Gospels, for the latter could say very “harsh” things (see Matt. 11:20-24). 
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In this way the piety that arose apart from the Word and covenant has in fact taken their 

psalms away from God’s people. Even though people continued to sing a few psalm verses here 

and there. For God’s covenant was forsaken and self-directed piety that came in its place warped 

every line in the psalter. For all of these find their sole support on the foundation of God’s 

covenant with his people. Misunderstanding this kills the understanding of the Psalms. 

Recognizing this puts in your hand the key of knowledge. 

 

 

2.2 The echo of “Moses” in the Psalms 

 

Perhaps you heard once while you were on vacation how impressively the echo of a 

thunderclap can reverberate in the mountains. But do you know where you can hear a far more 

powerful echo? In the book of Psalms. There you hear the sound of Moses and the Prophets 

amplified a hundredfold. And not distorted, but as clear as crystal. 

 

a. The Torah is not a purely religious book 

 

“I am your King, I establish a covenant with you, and I set up my dwelling in your midst!” 

With these three surprises Yahweh appeared at Horeb. Through Moses he gave the Israelites 

various ordinances for this. 

That kingship of Yahweh, however, did not affect only the “inner life” of the Israelites, but it 

affected their entire life. That appears clear as day from the Torah. Just as God’s covenant was not 

simply a question of their “heart-life” or their “soul-life,” but encompassed the entire Israelite 

community, like they were sitting there at Horeb with their wives and children in their tents. Even 

their oxen and donkeys were involved in this covenant. 

Of course, Yahweh was teaching them accurately how in a short time he wanted to be served 

by them in his dwelling. On which days, with which sacrifices, on what kind of altars, at which 

festivals, and by which priests. In that connection we get the impression that with such precision 

in his instructions, Yahweh wanted at the same time to cut off directly ahead of time various 

forms of exaggerated pagan piety. In Israel’s life, the place and dimensions of the “religious” 

were scrupulously demarcated. The service of God among the people of God may not turn into 

religiosity (as with our monk in the train). Yahweh told Moses to declare clearly that Israel must 

especially not think she was done with serving Yahweh by performing a bit of religion in the 

forecourt. Israel would have to demonstrate loyalty to her divine covenant partner and king in her 

entire life. You see that when you merely peruse the list of subjects concerning which Yahweh 

gave instructions through Moses. 

To mention just a few arbitrarily chosen topics: the Torah deals with such everyday things as: 

slaves and concubines, teeth that have been knocked out and eyes that have been damaged, goring 

animals and coverings over water wells, cattle rustling and thieves caught red-handed, fire in a 

grainfield and seducing a young girl, loaning money and demanding interest, taking an outer 

garment as security and a donkey that stumbles under its load, judges and witnesses, newly 

married men who obtain leave from military duty, women captured in war and slaves who have 

fled, putting a railing around a flat roof, picking grapes and gleaning grain, paying day laborers 

and the weights in the sack of a grain dealer. 
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You can see these are anything but “religious” matters, to which we would assign matters like 

Sunday observance, going to church, Bible reading, and meditation. Naturally Yahweh also 

required such things of Israel, but living in his covenant was hardly limited to such things, as 

we’ve already said. The Israelites lived day and night under the claim of God’s covenant. If they 

conducted themselves loyally toward God, they could count on God’s blessings, but if not, they 

could figure on receiving his curse. And that curse would not be a matter of internal anxiety of 

soul and such, but they would feel it in firsthand in their decimated cities, drought-ridden fields, 

reduced herds, empty bread baskets, kidnapped children, and military defeats (cf. Lev. 26 and 

Deut. 28-29). 

 

Living in God’s covenant! 

That is what the Torah taught. To that the Prophets called Israel back. And of that the Psalms 

sang and complained. No wonder that we hear the echo of both Moses and the Prophets 

resounding through every psalm. Along with the fact that the psalmists in turn never sang purely 

“pious” songs. 

 

b. No purely pious echo 

 

The psalmists all came from the “school” of Moses, something we see clearly when we 

simply page through the Psalms. Just like Moses, the psalmists did not speak only about the 

religious corner of our lives, like so many “spiritual songs” in Christianity do; they speak almost 

exclusively about “Jesus,” “sin,” “grace,” and “being saved.” Not that the psalmists never speak 

about sin and forgiveness, but in addition they sing about mountains and valleys, seas and clouds, 

wild donkeys and animal forage, laughing dales and richly promising fields, moistened clumps of 

soil and fields clothed with flocks, young lions and deer giving birth to fawns, rain and snow, sea 

creatures and predatory young ravens, desert travelers who got lost and seafarers caught in a 

storm. 

Merely from this list you hear already how purely the echo of Moses’ instruction about 

Yahweh’s royal and covenantal claim on Israel’s entire life reverberates throughout the Psalms. 

But there is more. 

 

Already known by now is our judgment that the Torah consists of three sections, namely: (1) 

the introduction, which is the book of Genesis; (2) the main section, consisting of the books of 

Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers; and (3) the conclusion, which is the book of Deuteronomy (see 

the introductions to the commentaries in this series on Genesis and Exodus). 

 

Genesis 

 

Notice how much attention to poets of the psalter devote to the earth and what is to be seen on 

the earth. “O Yahweh, our Commander [Adōn], how glorious is your name in all the earth!” This 

tone rumbles not only through Psalm 8, but through many other psalms. “For he spoke and it 

came to be; he commanded, and it stood firm” (Ps. 33:9). Psalm 104 lets us hear even more 

clearly the echo of the creation story. That psalm has embroidered it praise for God’s creation 

work entirely according to the pattern of the six days of creation. 

This affected, however, only the echo of Genesis 1. The main theme of this first book of the 

Bible, however, is not the creation of heaven and earth, but the covenant that God established 
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with Abraham and his posterity. This covenant constitutes the substratum upon which Yahweh 

would construct the foundation of the Sinaitic covenant at Horeb. 

Notice how the psalmists sang about this all-determinative covenant with Abraham. “He, 

Yahweh, is our God,” Psalm 105 sings. “He remembers his covenant forever, the word that he 

commanded, for a thousand generations, the covenant that he made with Abraham, his sworn 

promise to Isaac” (cf. Ps. 105:7-11). 

 

The main section of the Torah 

 

But the great events narrated in the books of Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers, which 

comprise the main section of the Torah, resound even more strongly in the Psalms. 

Start with the exodus out of Egypt. Moses described this elementary redemption of Israel, but 

the psalmists sang it in various keys. “When Israel went out from Egypt . . . what ails you, O sea, 

that you flee?” (Ps. 114; cf. Pss. 74; 77; 78; 80; 81; 105; 106). 

In addition, the psalmists sing about the good pleasure that Yahweh took in Israel. His 

inexplicable choice of their nation: “He declares his word to Jacob, his statues and rules to Israel. 

He has not dealt thus with any other nation; they do not know his rules. Praise the LORD!” (Ps. 

147:19-20). 

Then there is Yahweh’s Kingship. Anyone who is even a little familiar with the psalms knows 

how that was put into song. “Yahweh is King! Let the peoples tremble! He sits enthroned upon 

the cherubim, let the earth quake!” (Ps. 99:1). “All your works shall give thanks to you, O LORD, 

and all your saints shall bless you! They shall speak of the glory of your kingdom and tell of your 

power, to make known to the children of man your mighty deeds, and the glorious splendor of 

your kingdom. Your kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, and your dominion endures throughout 

all generations” (Ps. 145:10-13). 

Consider how intensely the godly in Israel also loved God’s dwelling (the third main theme of 

the Torah). “For a day in your courts is better than a thousand elsewhere. I would rather be a 

doorkeeper in the house of my God than dwell in the tents of wickedness” (Ps. 84:10). They could 

cry when they were unable to go to the temple (Ps. 42-43). For the pious Israelite firmly believed 

that there at the altar lives “my King and my God” (Ps. 84:4). There the priests and Levites give 

Torah (instruction from God’s Word) (Pss. 25:8-12; 73:17). There people stood before the face of 

God. There the godly showed their sorrow (Ps. 51) and there they received forgiveness (Ps. 130). 

There the question sounded forth: “What shall I render to the LORD for all his benefits to me? . . . 

I will pay my vows to the LORD in the presence of all his people, in the courts of the house of the 

LORD, in your midst, O Jerusalem. Praise the LORD!” (Ps. 116:12, 18-19). Sometimes those going 

to the temple would look with jealousy at the ministering temple personnel, the priests and 

Levites who could enjoy being in God’s house not merely occasionally but daily: “Blessed are 

those who dwell in your house, ever singing your praise!” (Ps. 84:4). Could Psalm 92 perhaps 

have been composed by such a priest? 

 

You can hear it, can’t you? The three grant themes of the main section of the Torah—

Yahweh’s kingship, his covenant, and his dwelling—reverberating powerfully through the 

Psalms. But Deuteronomy as well, the conclusion of the Torah, sounds forth its echo in the 

Psalms. 

 

Deuteronomy 
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When Moses as Yahweh’s fully authorized minister arranged a covenant with Israel in the 

fields of Moab, he arranged that according to the custom of his day in terms of the model of the 

covenants that Suzerains of that time established with their vassals. We find this in one of the 

most surprising rays of light that any archaeological discovery in the Near East has shed on the 

Bible. We are referring to the correspondence in form that the book of Deuteronomy displays 

with the ancient Near Eastern treaty documents that have been discovered. For example, we have 

in those documents the usual threats directed to the vassal not to forsake his suzerain. In this case, 

the vassal Israel is commanded to hold the Suzerain, Yahweh, in honor. In that context Moses 

declares, among other things: “Keep them [the stipulations of the covenant] and do them, for that 

will be your wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the peoples, who, when they hear all 

these statutes, will say, ‘Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people.’ . . . And 

what great nation is there, that has statutes and rules so righteous as all this law that I set before 

you today?” (Deut. 4:6, 8). 

Lay Psalm 19 alongside this: “The Torah of Yahweh is perfect, reviving the soul; the 

testimony of Yahweh is sure, making wise the simple” (Ps. 19:7). Or Psalm 119, which in fact 

arranges 350 lines in praise for the Torah. Think as well of Psalms 93 and 111. In fact, how does 

the book of Psalms begin? By asserting that the characteristic of a righteous person is that 

“his delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law he meditates day and night” (Ps. 1:2). 

Need we refer yet to Yahweh’s mode of action with Israel? Need we provide citations yet to 

prove that the psalmists, in this respect as well, were broadcasting on the same frequency as 

Moses, enshrining the directive of Yahweh’s future activity as he had done in Deuteronomy? 

 

You have now seen that the book of Psalms not only leans on the Torah but is also 

pervasively permeated by its spirit. It breathes the same air. It speaks of the same God. It leans 

upon the same covenants. It lives from the same promises. It knows the same threats. It boasts in 

the same King and it yearns for the same dwelling as spoken of in the Torah—and the Prophets. 

In short, the Torah and Horeb constitute not only the atmosphere in which all the psalmists 

drew their breath, but also the voice and the message that echoes in our ears from all the psalms. 

 

 

2.3 The echo of the prophets in the Psalms 

 

So the Israelites were very privileged, when they broke camp in the fields of Moab in order to 

go and take possession of the inheritance of Canaan.. Yahweh was their Suzerain, he lived in their 

midst, and his complex of covenants constituted the foundation beneath the Israelite society. With 

God’s Torah covering all these matters under their arm, as it were, the Israelites left for Canaan. 

What did Yahweh’s covenant partners then do there in Canaan with that Torah? As loyal 

vassals did they honor their Suzerain in his dwelling and obey him in their living? Did the Levites 

instruct God’s people and provide faithfully for the ministry of atonement with the altars and the 

ark of the covenant? This the fathers teach their children from the Torah? And did Israel in fact 

receive blessing from Yahweh along that route? 

To those questions the books of the Prophets supply an answer (those of the Former Prophets: 

Joshua – Kings, and those of the Latter Prophets: Isaiah – Malachi). It became a sad story that 

boils down to this: from his side, Yahweh maintained his tender faithfulness to the agreements 
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that were made. But Israel quickly stepped off her firm covenant foundation and seldom devoted 

herself with a completely devoted heart to her Suzerain in his dwelling place. 

 

a. A bird’s eye view of the Prophets 

 

Once again, the problem was definitely not with Yahweh. In strict accordance with his 

promises he brought Israel into her promised inheritance under Joshua. But the man was hardly 

dead when the defilement of the land had already begun. First people refused to execute the ban 

against the Canaanites, and later they even adopted the idol gods of the Canaanites. Thereby Israel 

had in fact forsaken the Horeb covenant. 

In fact, at that point the great lawsuit began that Yahweh prosecuted against his disobedient 

people and concerning which all of the prophets speak. Just as the book of Deuteronomy displays 

remarkable correspondence with the form of an ancient Near Eastern covenant- or treaty-making, 

so the story of the Prophets displays remarkable correspondence with the course of events 

connected to an ancient Near Eastern treaty breaking. 

Whenever in the ancient Near East a vassal-prince became guilty of breaking a treaty, his 

great treaty partner did not usually launch an expedition to punish him immediately. First he 

would undertake a diplomatic mission. In order to warn his defaulting confederate: What do you 

want? Return quickly to honoring our covenant, or welcome on your doorstep a military cohort to 

execute retribution? For you once promised me, in terms of a self-maledictory oath, that I may 

punish you and your distant posterity in case you should break our covenant. 

So Israel’s Suzerain did not immediately administer the strictest punishment upon his 

unfaithful vassal. Before he cast him out of the inheritance of Canaan, Yahweh first sent such 

emissaries. The prophets were fulfilling this task. They were the emissaries whom Yahweh as the 

Suzerain sent first to warn Israel and to remind Israel of the covenant agreements, including the 

curse formulae (Lev. 26; Deut. 28-29). Count them up, those prophets, and then you can see what 

tremendous divine patience Yahweh exercised with Israel. For he did not suffice with one or two 

diplomatic missions, but he sent out an entire platoon of prophets to Israel. No earthly Suzerain 

had ever shown such longsuffering as did Yahweh toward his unfaithful vassal. 

But did the prophets receive a hearing with no one in Israel? No, the majority just let them go 

on talking. But during all those centuries, Yahweh preserved a remnant, a remainder, of people 

who did not bend the knee to Baal but continued living according to the Torah, continued 

acknowledging Yahweh as their God and King, and did not forsake his covenant foundation. In 

the Psalms these faithful Israelites are called the righteous or the meek in the land. Even during 

the periods of deepest apostasy we encounter them in Israel. In the time of the judges, Manoah, 

Boaz, Ruth, Elkanah, Hannah, Samuel, and the other judges belonged to this remnant. During the 

rulership of the godless Saul this remnant was constituted by godly people like Jonathan, Abigail, 

David and his six hundred comrades in the cave of Adullam. During the rule of the godless Ahab, 

Yahweh consoled Elijah by telling him that he still had seven thousand Israelites who had not 

bent the knee to Baal. And when the two kingdoms of Israel and Judah reached their end and the 

fall of Jerusalem was imminent, Jeremiah was surrounded by a remnant that still feared Yahweh 

and acknowledged his right to judge Israel: people like Ebed Melech, the writer Baruch, and still 

others. 

These were the one the prophets were able to comfort. Especially the books of the Latter 

Prophets (Isaiah – Malachi) contain the comfort-filled promises of a radiant future under the 
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kingship of Yahweh. “And the LORD will be king over all the earth. On that day the LORD will 

be one and his name one” (Zech. 14:9; Micah 4:7). 

The psalms came from these circles. 

During the same centuries as those when the prophets called Israel back to Yahweh and his 

covenant, the psalmists were singing their psalms. No wonder that the echo of this centuries-long 

tragedy, about which the Prophets speak, reverberated loudly through the Psalms. And not only 

through the Psalms as a Bible book, but also through the Writings as a portion of the Old 

Testament. 

 

b. The echo of this lawsuit 

 

Naturally the joyful stories of the Prophets also resound in the Psalms. So, for example, the 

joy of the entrance into Canaan echoes in many a psalm. “You with your own hand drove out the 

nations, but them you planted; you afflicted the peoples, but them you set free; for not by their 

own sword did they win the land, nor did their own arm save them, but your right hand and your 

arm, and the light of your face, for you delighted in them” (Ps. 44:2-3). “Praise Yahweh. . . . And 

he gave them the lands of the nations, and they took possession of the fruit of the peoples’ toil, 

that they might keep his statutes and observe his laws. Praise the LORD!” (Ps. 105:1, 44-45; cf. Ps. 

114). 

There we are hearing the echo of the book of Joshua. 

But the somber tone dominates in the books of the prophets, and this explains why their echo 

in the psalms is also a somber sound. The thunderous punishments that Yahweh administered 

against Israel, according to the narrative of the prophetic books, find their chilling echo also in 

Israel’s songbook. 

We have already heard the psalmists rejoicing about God’s dwelling place, but they have also 

lamented about it. The foreboding fact that during Samuel’s youth already, Yahweh had forsaken 

his holy dwelling once and handed over his ark-throne to the pagans (1 Sam. 4-5), reverberates 

thunderously in Psalm 78. Just as, in fact, it reverberates throughout the entire period of the 

judges. At that point, however, Yahweh had not yet returned, but Psalms 74 and 79 let us hear the 

bewilderment and the sobbing of the godly who experienced the destruction of the temple in 586. 

“O God, the nations have come into your inheritance; they have defiled your holy temple; they 

have laid Jerusalem in ruins” (Ps. 79:1). “They were like those who swing axes in a forest of 

trees. And all its carved wood they broke down with hatchets and hammers. They set your 

sanctuary on fire” (Ps. 74.5-7a). There you hear the echo of the drama with which the books of 

Kings conclude. In fact, that entire period of the books of Kings supplies the décor of many 

psalms. 

You know the course of events. The majority in Israel did not trust in Yahweh. Many 

preferred to have as king a tough guy like Saul rather than Yahweh. They despised his covenant 

that he had made with their fathers, along with the warnings that his prophets transmitted to them. 

They wounded Yahweh by chasing after the non-entity-idols. Image-forging foundries were built. 

People dared even to erect devotional poles in Yahweh’s holy dwelling. And finally the Israelites 

fell prostrate before the sun, moon, and stars, and slaughtered their sons as burnt sacrifices to 

Molech. 

Thereby Israel was stepping away from her covenant foundation and the edifice of Israel’s 

society had to collapse. This resounding crash also echoed in the Psalms. For there the righteous 

speak, that holy remnant that still feared Yahweh. How intensely this poor remnant suffered when 
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the pillars of the Torah were sawn off from under the Israelite world. Perhaps even more than 

from the books of the prophets we discern from the psalms what intense pain this collapse of life 

occasioned for numerous godly Israelites. With the trampling of the Torah, after all, the protective 

shield was destroyed, the shield that Yahweh had furnished at Horeb, for widows, orphans, 

Levites, slaves, sojourners, and lay laborers. From this book of Psalms you hear a heart-rending 

chorus of agony-filled cries rising to God on high. An outcast like David surpassed all others with 

his laments. He was the spokesman for the unknown army of the oppressed righteous among 

Israel who were sighing deeply under the consequences of forsaking the covenant while the 

prophets were preaching. Naboth was hardly the only one who lost his share in the inheritance 

(which was Canaan). And Naboth’s wife and children were hardly the only ones who lost their 

husband and father. The psalms contain so many laments about the persecuting wicked that any 

quotation would be arbitrary. Here you see the portrait of such a wicked Israelite: “His mouth is 

filled with cursing and deceit and oppression; under his tongue are mischief and iniquity. He sits 

in ambush in the villages; in hiding places he murders the innocent. His eyes stealthily watch for 

the helpless; he lurks in ambush like a lion in his thicket; he lurks that he may seize the poor; he 

seizes the poor when he draws him into his net. The helpless are crushed, sink down, and fall by 

his might” (Ps. 10:7-10). Here is a psalm that innumerable poor righteous saints in both Old 

Testament and New Testament times have sung with tears in their eyes. Later we will return to 

the matter of the righteous and the wicked in the Psalms. 

But shaking their fists toward heaven—that was never the response of these righteous ones. 

Amid the storm of God’s judgments due to the despising of his Torah and the Horeb covenant, the 

psalm-poets became the spokesmen of the righteous who respected God’s right to discipline. As 

substitutionary intercessors they confessed the sins of Israel from the time of Egypt (Ps. 106). 

Perhaps despite their personal righteousness, in consciousness of solidarity with preceding 

generations they besought Yahweh: “Do not remember against us our former iniquities; let your 

compassion come speedily to meet us” (Ps. 79:8). Thereby they showed themselves congenial in 

spirit to intercessors like the prophet Jeremiah, the echo of whose preaching we will hear in 

psalms like Psalm 79. But the promise-for-the-remnant, which the prophets had also proclaimed, 

inspired the psalmists as well in the darkest times to compose lines like this: “God is still my King 

from of old.” With that they encouraged their brothers by reminding them of the deliverance from 

Egypt (Ps. 74). They instructed their children concerning Yahweh’s historic deeds of redemption 

(Pss. 78; 105). And they confessed in direct contradiction to public opinion that they viewed the 

idols as rubbish and praised Yahweh as the only God and the living God (Pss. 115; 136). They 

clung to the prophetic foretelling of an international kingdom of God, to which even converted 

pagans would be allowed to belong. This prophetic preaching finds it echo in Psalm 87: “Glorious 

things of you are spoken, O city of God. Among those who know me I mention Rahab and 

Babylon . . . !”(Ps. 87:3-4). In this context we think as well of Psalms 85, 126, and 147, given 

birth after captivity. They too reverberate with the prophetic promises-for-the-remnant. 

In what follows we will have sufficient opportunity to listen to this echo of Moses and the 

Prophets in the Psalms. We hope that the foregoing discussion may serve to illustrate the lesson 

that the original location of the Psalms in Holy Scripture can itself teach us much about their 

content and character. If we were to compare God’s Word to a mountainous landscape, then we 

could say that Moses and the Prophets let the voice of God sound forth, which then reverberates 

and echoes back and forth in the Psalms. Both in the Bible book as well as in the section of the 

Old Testament known as the Writings. 
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c. The ABCs of psalm interpretation 

 

The artistic structure that the Holy Spirit has supplied to the edifice of Holy Scripture can be 

neglected only at great cost to the interpretation of the psalms. There the ABCs of psalm 

interpretation consist of respect for the covenant foundation of Horeb and giving full attention to 

its echo in the books of the prophets! 

To say it with other words: never read the psalms apart from Israel’s history, as you find that 

described in the Torah and the books of the prophets. Even though you might not be able to date a 

psalm precisely, never read it as some kind of “universally religious poem.” Look at them always 

as responses inspired by God’s Spirit. Responses first to God’s foundational words and deeds in 

the Torah, and secondly, to God’s further actions with Israel in the period of the prophets. 

We do not intend to discuss all 150 psalms with you. We want to be nothing more than a 

humble guide who has come to point out for you several characteristic spots in the landscape of 

the Psalms. With the hope that this guide may sharpen your vision thereby so you can behold the 

unique beauty of a particular locale. So that later you can continue your own exploration on your 

own as you have opportunity. If desired, you can find literature that provides full descriptions of 

details on the shelve lined with commentaries on the Psalms. 

We do want to tell you how best you can enjoy seeing the land of the psalms. Therefore we 

will take the liberty, as we discuss several psalms, of making extended citations from the books of 

the prophets. We hope we don’t tire you out by doing this, but we cannot avoid doing this. On 

account of the echo, you see. That historical décor. And to convince you that the best commentary 

on the Psalms that we can consult is entitled: “Moses and the Prophets”! 
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Chapter 3 

 

THE RIGHTEOUS IN THE PSALMS 

 

 

A sharp dividing line runs through all of Scripture between two kinds of people: the righteous 

and the godless. As we will see in a moment, the Bible calls them by other names, but these are 

the most prominent ones. 

Especially in the Psalms this line of demarcation comes to light everywhere. You cannot turn 

one page in that book without encountering the contrast between the righteous and the wicked. No 

psalm that is not shaped by that struggle. The book is soaked, as it were, with both of these terms 

and their synonyms. It is not accidental, then, that the front line of this struggle is intentionally 

identified on the first page of the book of Psalms. Already in the first psalm these righteous and 

wicked are characterized briefly and powerfully. But we will discuss Psalm 1 is a separate 

chapter. 

Do we want to understand the psalms properly? Then we will have to focus our attention 

continually on this fundamental contrast in these songs and prayers. But to do that, we must first 

know the answer to these questions: What kind of people were those righteous ones? And who 

was being identified by the name wicked? We will discuss the first question is this chapter and the 

second question in the following chapter. 

 

 

3.1 The righteous and his righteousness 

 

“Righteousness”—how poorly many Christians have understood that word. A monk like 

Luther shuddered when he encountered God’s righteousness in the Bible. No wonder, since in the 

schools of his day poor Martin had been stuffed full with what the philosopher Aristotle had 

taught and according to this pagan, righteousness meant giving each one his due. Therefore, for 

the young Luther, the notion of God’s righteousness signified nothing less than a kind of torture. 

Misled by Aristotle, he lived under the torment of the thought that God kept a precise account for 

each person of the good works and the evil works he or she had performed. In order subsequently 

to weigh both of those quantities in comparison to each other, and give each person the merited 

reward. This kind of righteousness was without mercy. With that notion Luther’s heart sank. . . . 

 

With the term righteous things were no better. In Scripture it appears numerous times, but do 

you hear many Christians using it when they talk about God and serving him? In our Christian 

vocabulary the word has not become an everyday word. Are we mistaken to assume that the word 

“righteous” has almost a Pharisaical tone in the minds of many Christians? Like someone who 

awards himself a certificate of sinlessness. A brave fellow. So perhaps although we read a lot 

about the righteous, we dare not rank ourselves among them? This panders to the spirit of the age. 

For it is rather fashionable in terms of religion to assert deep uncertainty. Also with respect to the 

question: “Do I belong among the righteous?” People are talking in terms of the spirit of the age 

when they reply: “I would hardly dare say that about myself!” Not to mention that people hardly 

dare to appeal to their righteousness before God and others, as we hear people do frequently in the 

psalms. Presumably you will encounter little resistance among Christians if you say that “we are 

all sinners,” but will encounter serious misunderstanding if you were to say with Job, who had 
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been falsely accused, “Far be it from me to say that you are right; till I die I will not put away 

my integrity from me. I hold fast my righteousness and will not let it go; my heart does 

not reproach me for any of my days” (Job 27:5-6). But meanwhile, in this way, the sharp dividing 

line that the Lord makes in his Word between the righteous and the wicked gets obscured (Ezek. 

13:22). For the word sinner is, as we will see in the next chapter, another term for a wicked 

person, but not for a righteous person! 

 

“. . . Such a one is a righteous person.” 

 

Holy Scripture is not a scientific book about God and religion. It provides no definitions. It 

describes no concepts, such as, for example, the “concept” of the righteous. Read how Ezekiel 

18:5-9 talks about the righteous and his righteousness: 

 

If a man is righteous and does what is just and right—if he does not eat upon the mountains 

or lift up his eyes to the idols of the house of Israel, does not defile his neighbor’s wife or 

approach a woman in her time of menstrual impurity, does not oppress anyone, but restores to 

the debtor his pledge, commits no robbery, gives his bread to the hungry and covers the naked 

with a garment, does not lend at interest or take any profit, withholds his hand from 

injustice, executes true justice between man and man, walks in my statutes, and keeps my 

rules by acting faithfully—he is righteous; he shall surely live, declares the Lord GOD. 

 

What is it that we do and do not read here? 

We do not read here that a righteous person never commits sin. Nor that he goes about earning 

God’s favor with pious deeds. Long ago God had bestowed and promised his favor and grace in 

his covenant. For that covenant was already a gift of his grace. And as far as sinlessness is 

concerned: for what other reason than sin had Yahweh provided at Horeb an entire ministry of 

atonement with priests, altars, and sacrifices? Yahweh had long ago promised forgiveness to the 

penitent righteous person in advance. The word righteous in Ezekiel locates us not at all in the 

chilly atmosphere of a courtroom, where people have often viewed justice and love as 

contradictories. In the Scripture passage cited above, the righteous person stands with his 

righteousness in the full Israelite life as that ebbed and flowed at that time. 

What then do we find here in Ezekiel? The portrait of an Israelite righteous person. What does 

he look like? He appears to be a pious Israelite who in ordinary life kept the Horeb covenant with 

Yahweh. Righteous and righteousness in the Bible are preeminently covenant words. They always 

have the tone of fellowship, whether between God and people, or between a person and his 

neighbor. The Germans can say it with one word: Gemeinschaftstreue. We observe that when we 

view the portrait in Ezekiel 18. The righteous ones knew the brief summary of the Horeb 

covenant: the Ten Commandments—and they also observed them. This explains why there were 

righteous not only toward God but also toward their neighbors and fellow human beings. This 

obedience to God’s covenant is often identified in Scripture by means of the word righteousness. 

By the righteousness of the righteous, Scripture understands their keeping of God’s covenant in 

all of life, their obedient covenantal practical living, their loyalty toward God and people, their 

obedience to God’s commandments, indeed, their good works (the misuse of this biblical phrase 

does not overturn its Scriptural use, does it?). 

Toward Yahweh, the righteousness of the righteous came to expression in love-filled respect 

that they showed to him. This was identified as their fear of the LORD. Such respect was evident 
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from their aversion to idols and idolatrous sacrificial festivals held on the mountainsides. And it 

was proven through their zeal for respecting the purity and holiness that Yahweh expected from 

his people in terms of the Horeb covenant (see among others, the wonderful book of Leviticus). 

Toward people, the righteousness of the righteous was evident from their love for their 

neighbors. Their respect for their neighbor’s wife, his rights, his security, his bread, his clothing, 

his money, his legal protection—in short: for his entire life. 

Practically speaking, the righteousness of the righteous is thus a synonym for his love both 

toward God and toward other people. Our Savior was using the word in this way when he said: 

“Beware of practicing your righteousness before other people in order to be seen by them” (Matt. 

6:1). From the parallel in Matthew 6:2 it is evident that with the phrase “practicing your 

righteousness” he was referring to giving alms, helping your neighbor, and lending him 

assistance. 

In short, what kind of Israelites were those righteous ones? Faithful covenant partners! Pious 

and godly members of God’s people, who kept Yahweh’s covenant faithfully in their ordinary 

everyday living and who thereby lived out their good relationship with God. They were loyal to 

the agreements of “Horeb” both with respect to God and in terms of their relationships with their 

neighbors. Sinless? Of course not, but they were very attentive to God’s commandments that they 

should obey them (Ps. 103:18), and they also believed what preceded Psalm 103:18, regarding 

God’s grand forgiving attitude (vv. 6-13). Therefore, despite their sins and weaknesses, they will 

“stand in the judgment” (Ps. 1:5). 

This is what we learn about the righteousness of a faithful Israelite. The righteousness of a 

human being. 

 

But now what about God’s righteousness? This was something that made the young Luther 

cringe. Must we not tremble before that phrase, God’s righteousness? 

That depends. 

The wicked should, but the righteous should not. For just as the righteousness of the righteous 

refers to faithfulness to God’s covenant from the human side, so too God’s righteousness means 

faithfulness to that covenant from the divine side. Also when it is used to describe God, the word 

righteousness can be another word for succor, showing love, acting mercifully. Think of Samuel’s 

summary of “all the righteous deeds [tsidqot, lit.: righteousnesses] of the LORD that he performed 

for you and for your fathers” (1 Sam. 12:7). By that the judge was referring to God’s great deeds 

of redemption (cf. Isa. 45:8; 46:13; 48:18; 51:6; Ps. 98:1-2). That God is righteous or merciful or 

faithful to his promises appeared with the most glorious radiance from the most powerful act of 

God’s compassion: sending his Son for our redemption. 

 

“They were both righteous.” 

 

Frequently Scripture mentions the righteous by name. We read concerning Zechariah and 

Elizabeth that “ And they were both righteous before God, walking blamelessly in all the 

commandments and statutes of the Lord” (Luke 1:6). That is the testimony we read about a priest 

who later would disbelieve the angel Gabriel (Luke 1:26). Their son, John the Baptist, receives 

the same praiseworthy testimony: “for Herod feared John, knowing that he was a righteous and 

holy man” (Mark 6:20). 

In this way Scripture also calls people like Noah, Abraham, Lot, David, Simeon, Joseph, 

Mary’s husband, righteous. Concerning Noah we read that “Noah was a righteous man, blameless 
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in his generation. Noah walked with God” (Gen. 6:9). But he was not sinless, something evident 

from the story about his drunkenness. Abraham was also the same kind of loyal covenant partner: 

he trusted God’s promises while hoping against hope (Rom. 4). And Yahweh? He valued this 

trust-filled, loyal life-attitude of Abraham as his righteousness (Gen. 15:6). But the perfectly 

Righteous One was our Lord Jesus Christ himself (Acts 3:14; 1 John 2:1). 

The Psalms are chock full of such righteous ones. The psalter is not simply a book about the 

righteous one, but just as much a book by the righteous ones. A collection of their songs and 

prayers. 

 

 

3.2 How are the righteous identified? 

 

As we have already mentioned, the Bible uses a lot of other terms and phrases to identify the 

righteous. That is characteristic for Hebrew poets. The psalmists took delight in saying the same 

things in different words twice, sometimes three times in succession. Recall what we just read 

about Noah: “Noah was a righteous man, blameless in his generation. Noah walked with God” 

(Gen. 6:9). Three times, in fact, the same thing is being said, isn’t it? Of course there is some 

difference in nuance between these expressions, but the correspondence is greater than the 

gradations of meaning. To be righteous = to be blameless = to walk with God. 

In this way the psalmists had at their disposal several associated words and expressions when 

they spoke about the righteous. Perhaps by their use of synonyms the poets were constantly 

illuminating another side of the righteous, but they nevertheless had in view the same kind of 

Israelite: the loyal one who kept God’s covenant and were constantly attentive to keeping God’s 

commandments. 

In this context you can also recall our Savior’s beatitudes. In them he talked about the poor in 

spirit, those who mourn, the meek, those hungering and thirsting for righteousness, the merciful, 

the pure in heart, peacemakers, and the persecuted. All these expressions are related to the same 

kind of people, namely, the righteous. It’s just that with each expression, the righteous are being 

shown in another light. The righteous as people who mourn. The righteous as the meek. The 

righteous as those being persecuted, as peacemakers. In saying this, we don’t want to claim that 

all of the righteous one all the time experience all these things in the same measure. As a group, 

yes, but as individual believers, of course not. 

The same applies to the Psalms. Just as, in fact, throughout all of Scripture, so too in this 

Bible book as well we encounter the righteous and the wicked on every page. But they are 

identified by means of a multitude of words and phrases that naturally display some gradation in 

meaning, but substantively mean the same thing. 

For convenience we supply first an overview of all these words and phrases. We draw them 

from the English Standard Version of the Bible. Scripture speaks of those who are the . . . 

 

upright 

oppressed 

afflicted 

afflicted people 

poor 

weak 

upright in heart 
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godly 

faithful 

pure 

righteous generation 

saints 

pure in heart 

humble 

fellow blessed 

needy 

God’s servant 

simple 

good 

meek 

take refuge in God 

love God’s name 

know God’s name 

seek God 

take refuge from their opponents at God’s right hand 

fear God 

seek Yahweh 

wait for God 

keep God’s covenant and testimonies 

love God’s salvation 

walk blamelessly 

trusts in God 

fears God 

heartily delights in God’s commandments 

walks in the Law (Torah) of Yahweh 

keeps God’s testimonies 

seeks God with one’s whole heart 

walks in God’s ways 

Zion’s poor 

loves God 

broken in heart 

distressed in spirit 

quiet ones in the land 

faithful ones in the land 

 

All of these expressions refer to the righteous. They portray them, each in its own way, as the 

faithful covenant partners of Yahweh, who loyally demonstrate their bond with him by fulfilling 

their Gemeinschaftspflicht (shared obligation) in all their living. 

 

 

3.3 The poor and afflicted 
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Of course Israel had those who were both righteous and rich (think of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, 

Solomon, Joseph of Arimathea), but as a rule the majority of the godly belonged to the lowest 

demographic group. That becomes evident from the context in which the words afflicted ones 

(ani) or humble ones (anaw) or poor ones (ani, ebjōn, rāsj) appear in the psalms. Fearing 

Yahweh, keeping his covenant, and honoring his commandments—all of these were done, 

according to the psalmists, especially by the poor among Israel. Most of the righteous ones were 

poor and afflicted. 

Perhaps many of the psalmists were poor themselves! 

 

Now it would surely have struck you that the psalmist-poets do not talk about various kinds of 

suffering that the righteous undergo in equally concrete ways, but often using somewhat veiled 

terms. They complain about opponents, enemies, persecutors, contenders, oppressors, despisers, 

and the bloodthirsty, who oppress the godly in various ways. But what these oppressors precisely 

did rarely comes to the surface. We read about nets that are stretched out like traps, of snares that 

are set, and pits that are dug. But words like nets and pits and bloodthirsty men are somewhat 

veiled. Just like expressions such as they string the bow and they unsheathe the sword. On the one 

hand, they leave no possible doubt that the poet was experiencing a severe crisis, but on the other 

hand, they must be interpreted figuratively. In this way these terms and phrase obscure what 

exactly in fact was going on. 

With the psalms of David this somewhat vague technique of expression constitutes nothing 

objectionable. We know the life of this preeminent psalm composer from the books of Samuel, 

Kings, and Chronicles. In them, we possess a unique commentary on the psalms of David. 

Knowing these books can clarify for us many vague expressions in these songs. Is the godly king 

complaining about “workers of iniquity” and “the ungodly,” who “take counsel” against him? In 

Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles we see these oppressors at work in living color. We see the 

pretend-pious Saul together with his godless clique chasing David. “And Saul spoke to Jonathan 

his son and to all his servants, that they should kill David” (1 Sam. 19:1). There you have such a 

“taking counsel” with “murmuring” against the righteous. Speaking of pits and nets, what else 

than these did a vile traitor like Doeg use (1 Sam. 22:6-23)? Or those “brothers” from Keilah who 

had rescued David from, of all people, the Philistines (1 Sam. 23:1-13; cf. 23:19-24). Was not the 

tightfisted Nabal a “worker of unrighteousness”? A chapter like 1 Samuel 25 can fill out very 

concretely for you the meaning of this expression. Or 2 Samuel 15, which tells us how David’s 

own son Absalom “stretched out a net” for his father. When Psalm 55 complains about their 

mouth, which is smoother than oil, then we can properly recall David’s own experience of that in 

connection with Absalom (2 Sam. 15). He wanted to pay a vow to Yahweh at Hebron, he told his 

father. But there is where he fomented rebellion. Or we might recall the mocking and cursing of 

Shimei (2 Sam. 16:5-14). In short, something of a veil may lie over the psalms of David, one that 

with the help of the books of Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles we can in a certain sense lift. 

But so many righteous ones in Israel suffered just like David. You need think only of the 

hundreds of men, women, and children who went along with David: “And everyone who was in 

distress, and everyone who was in debt, and everyone who was bitter in soul, gathered to him” (1 

Sam. 22:2; see our discussion of Ps. 57 below). Victims of the wicked terror perpetrated by the 

zealous radical Saul. What must we bring to mind when the Psalms talk about these and other 

righteous persons as the poor and the afflicted? And about the pits and nets that are prepared for 

them? Naturally the poets were employing the artistic techniques of their day and their cultural 

milieu, such that they used fixed verbal expressions and structures. But they certainly used their 
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veiled mode of expression also to put others in a position to pray these prayers in their own 

circumstances of oppression. It was in part due to this that the psalmists placed the particularities 

of their suffering somewhat in the shadows. 

But what must we think of when in the Psalms we hear the righteous ones given the title of the 

poor, the afflicted, the humble, the persecuted, and the weak? How should be fill out these 

somewhat vague appellations? In what did their suffering consist? With a view to providing some 

texture to these veiled expressions that you will encounter in your Bible reading, we would like to 

reflect a bit on the miserable circumstances in which the poor lived during many periods in 

Israel’s history. 

 

a. The Torah—the shield of the poor—broken 

 

Among an agrarian people like Israel, there would naturally have been those poor people who 

no longer possessed their own field, their own olive trees, their own vineyard for providing their 

sustenance. 

And it was precisely this that Yahweh wants to prevent! Already at Horeb he had instituted 

various protective measures for that purpose. The Lord wanted to preserve his people from the 

kind of difficult society known in those times among the pagans. Rich landowners, on the one 

hand, and poor day laborers and field workers, on the other hand. Each Israelite would therefore 

have to receive approximately the same size piece of land in Canaan as their inheritance (Num. 

26:52-54). As a kind of lend-lease program, “for the land is mine,” said Yahweh, “for you are 

strangers and sojourners with me” (Lev. 25:23). That is how things were to remain. Yahweh 

being the only great landowner and the Israelites being serfs not to each other but to Yahweh. The 

land—which in economic terms means capital—would have to remain perpetually divided up: 

“The land shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the land is mine” (Lev. 25:23). In this way, Yahweh 

sought to prevent wide and continuous social disparities. 

Naturally there would arise a class of poor people despite such provision. For a variety of 

reasons, an Israelite farmer could be compelled to sell his inheritance and hire himself out with a 

more wealthy brother. But such an impoverished Israelite and his children would not be allowed 

to be bereft of their land in perpetuity, for Yahweh is a defender of the poor (Isa. 25:4; Ps. 

109:31). With a view to such cases he had commanded two things. First, in the next year of 

jubilee all of the fields that had either been surrendered or sold were to be returned to their 

original owners (Lev. 25:28). Secondly, a labor contract with such an impoverished brother could 

be allowed to last at most six years, that is, until the next sabbatical year (Exod. 21:1-2; Deut. 

15:12-13). By means of these and other ordinances, Yahweh erected in the Torah a protective 

shield around the poor. 

Regrettably, the books of the Prophets narrate how Israel despised this Torah at virtually 

every point, and thereby abandoned its evangelical foundation for an evangelical society, so that 

Israel’s poor certain had debt, but no defense. 

The excavations in Palestine have illustrated this Torah-trampling in a sad way. In the tenth 

century, the time of David and Solomon, the houses appeared to have been equally large. 

Something that points to somewhat equitable living circumstances among the inhabitants. When 

you step into the excavated city from the eighth century, however, from the time of Amos, Isaiah, 

and Micah, then you will encounter a stark contrast. One easily recognizes the neighborhood 

where the houses of the rich were located in terms of their larger and better construction. In the 

poor neighborhood the houses were located close together and were much smaller. These facts 
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have been demonstrated by excavations especially in Samaria. There people have discovered 

remains of impressive palaces, but also of atrocious hovels where people have lived. Despising 

the Horeb covenant disrupted society. Instead of enjoying the social and economic balance 

envisioned by Yahweh at Horeb, Israel slid increasingly toward the extreme contrasts between the 

rich and poor, coming to resemble the pagan societies from which Yahweh had sought to preserve 

Israel. 

With a view to such situations, the poet laments in Psalm 11: “If the foundations are destroyed 

[i.e., the Torah is despised], what can the righteous do?” (v. 3). If in the year of Jubilee people 

refused to return the poor man’s land, and if in the sabbatical year people refused to return 

freedom to the righteous laborer, if corrupt judges pervert the lawsuit of a weak widow, if wicked 

fellow Israelites trample Yahweh’s ordinances unrelentingly and bribe judges with gifts, what can 

the righteous do? With these examples we can fill out the words “weak” and “oppressed” and 

“afflicted” that appear in the Psalms. 

Here is another source of poverty and affliction. 

 

b. Inhumane tax burdens 

 

From the time of Solomon on, a severe tax burden must have been laid on the ordinary man. 

Not for nothing had Samuel warned Israel: their kings would conscript your sons for their army, 

your daughters for their palace, your fields, your vineyards and olive gardens for their friends, 

your labor for their projects, so that you will grumble about your king (2 Sam. 8:11-18). History 

proved Samuel to have been absolutely right. Saul began as a farmer’s son and ended with a huge 

estate (1 Sam. 11:5; 22:7; 1 Sam. 9:9-10). But especially under Solomon high taxes must have 

been laid upon Israelite farmers (1 Kings 12:4). He had divided the country into twelve districts, 

each of which had to provide the necessary support for one month in the year for the king and his 

entire palace entourage (1 Kings 4:7, 27-28; cf. 2 Chron. 17:5). At the same time the kings 

appeared to have had the right to the first cutting from the meadow, for Amos talked about “the 

latter growth after king’s mowings” (Amos 7:1). As a demonstration of favor the king could grant 

someone relief from such burdens (1 Sam. 17:25). 

By means of such burdens, the inequality of possessions increased and the social balance was 

increasingly disrupted. The excavations tell their story: the tablets that people have discovered in 

the excavations show that the impoverished agrarian populace had to provide the palace with 

incredible amounts of taxes paid in kind. If a farmer would lose his estate in this way, he would 

never get it back, for we read nowhere that Yahweh’s ordinances pertaining to the year of Jubilee 

and the sabbatical year were ever observed. Although the possibility remained that these 

regulations were observed, albeit perhaps merely on a regional and limited basis. 

So here we see something of the extreme suffering that can lay behind the somewhat veiled 

expressions in the Psalms. The “afflicted” person could have been a farmer who had to hire 

himself out as a day laborer and sometimes even sell his own children! Put yourself into the shoes 

of such a brother when at the end of the day his boss did not pay him the wage he was owed, 

because this wicked employer gave no heed to Yahweh’s command in Deuteronomy 24:12-15 (cf. 

Job 24:7). When you read the complaints in the Psalms, think of the poverty of such a righteous 

person! What humiliation for a farmer who once was free now to have to work in the olive 

orchard of a wicked landowner (Job 24:6; cf. vv. 10-11). With the words poor and afflicted we 

could well imagine those living in hovels who ate the husks of grain, material that had been 

measured out and sold in reduced ephahs and deceptive scales (Amos 8:5-6). Emaciated and 
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stripped and treated like an animal—such was the lot of the poor in Micah’s days (Micah 3:2-3). 

Some would have been so far in debt that they had to give away their millstone—an indispensable 

object in an Israelite home—as security for their debt. If you try to imagine the misery of a family 

that did not receive back this security, then you will comprehend all the more what misery the 

righteous suffered! In that connection recall the continual fear. Fear of being demoted from a 

wage earner to a slave. Fear for the worst possible scenario: having to sell your children into 

slavery. Fear for the tax officials, people who were often wicked. Don’t forget the poor female 

slaves, who were required to place their bodies in service both for their “master” as well as for his 

sons (Amos 2:7). Do you understand what it means to be despised by others, including your own 

family, simply because you are poor (Prov. 14:20; 19:4, 7)? To see your wise counsel despised 

because you are poor (Eccl. 9:15)? 

All of these afflicted ones can take refuge in the complaint: 

 

Arise, O LORD; O God, lift up your hand; 

     forget not the afflicted. 

Why does the wicked renounce God 

    and say in his heart, “You will not call to account”? 

But you do see, for you note mischief and vexation, 

    that you may take it into your hands; 

to you the helpless commits himself; 

    you have been the helper of the fatherless (Ps. 10:12-14). 

 

c. Labor 

 

A third cause of poverty among the righteous would have involved forced labor, something 

known throughout all of the ancient Near East. Near the end of his administration, David had an 

official overseeing the forced labor (2 Sam. 20:24). Under king Solomon immense construction 

projects were undertaken, like the temple and the royal palace, fortresses around Jerusalem, and 

garrison cities (1 Kings 9:15-18). In addition to using slaves, Solomon also employed Israelites 

for this work (1 Kings 9:20-22; 5:13). Adoniram was the overseer of forced labor (1 Kings 4:6; 

5:14; cf. 11:28). King Asa summoned all of Judah without exception for the fortification of Geba 

and Mizpah (1 Kings 15:22). Jeremiah accused king Jehoiakim that he had constructed his palace 

without paying the construction workers: “Woe to him who builds his house by unrighteousness, 

and his upper rooms by injustice, who makes his neighbor serve him for nothing and does not 

give him his wages” (Jer. 22:13). 

If only we would recall these things in our psalm reading. The righteous being put to work on 

the palace of king Jehoiakim and going home every night without being paid. . . . 

 

d. The many wars 

 

A fourth cause of poverty among Israel’s righteous ones would have been the many wars in 

which Israel became entangled during the final centuries before the captivities. Wars with Syrians 

and Assyrians, Egyptians and Babylonians. To say nothing of the other wars (Isa. 9:11). In all of 

this Yahweh’s covenant wrath was descending upon Israel (Lev. 26; Deut. 28-29), but the 

righteous ones suffered right along with the wicked, indeed, perhaps even more. 
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Imagine a moment the consequences of these wars for the agrarian populace, and you will 

have even more background information about the affliction of the righteous ones as that echoes 

throughout the psalms. 

Wars began most often in the spring, since that was “the time when kings go out to battle” (2 

Sam. 11:1; 1 Chron. 20:1). Almost every Assyrian military campaign whose date we know began 

between April and June. That was self-explanatory: at the time nice weather arrived, the roadways 

were in better shape, the transports and bivouacs were simpler, and especially feeding the troops 

was easier. For ancient Near Eastern armies had to scavenge for food in the countries through 

which they were marching. This explains why they set out in the spring. They would then have 

arrived in the country of the enemy just as the grain in the field was ripe for harvesting. The is an 

Egyptian papyrus that describes extensively how this method was used by the Egyptian army in 

Canaan, perhaps when Pharaoh Sishak attacked Judah during the reign of king Rehoboam (2 

Chron. 12). 

Do you suppose the soldiers in that era received wages? By means of robbery and stealing in 

the hostile territory they had to provide for themselves. Who can say how much suffering in this 

respect lay veiled behind many of the vague complaints in the psalms! For there was plundering 

during these wars! The pleasure of dividing up the spoils is proverbial in the Bible (Ps. 119:162; 

Isa. 9:2). City (in which lived the farming populace as well) were plundered and set ablaze (2 

Sam. 8:8; 12:30; 2 Kings 14:14; 25:13). Abandoned army camps were despoiled (2 Kings 7:16; 

cf. Deut. 20:14). Even flocks were taken (1 Sam. 14:32; 27:9; 30:20). Indeed, already before the 

captivities invading troops kidnapped numerous Israelite boys and girls for the purpose of 

auctioning or selling them (Joel 3:3-4). The wife of general Naaman had such an Israelite slave 

girl in her home in Damascus. What immense sorrow lay embedded in such simple descriptions in 

the book of Kings. 

We may imagine things like these when we hear the righteous complaining: “I am poor and 

afflicted.” Behind these words may have been the kidnapping of a child, the stealing of a flock, or 

the destruction of a harvest. Daniel and Ezekiel were not the only righteous ones who suffered 

under the brutality of war that God’s covenant curse had brought upon a wicked Israel. 

 

e. Widows and orphans, sojourners and Levites 

 

In Israel the righteous were to be found among the poor. But whom do we often find among 

these godly poor? The widows and their orphans, the sojourners and Levites. So when you 

encounter words like “poor” and “afflicted” in the psalms, think especially of these wretched 

people. 

 

Throughout the entire ancient East, widows suffered a proverbially miserable lot—and during 

periods of despising the Torah Israel was no exception. Anyone in Israel who wanted to express a 

terrible insult used the phrase “May your wife become a widow!” (Ps. 109:9). Seldom in the 

entire Old Testament do we read of a wealthy widow. On the contrary, they are usually mentioned 

in the same breath with the poor, the afflicted, and the oppressed. When you come across the 

word “widow,” think of the godly widows. Without the support of her husband, with the 

protection of righteous governments, robbed of the divine shield of the Torah, they with their 

children often stood defenseless in a wicked Israelite society. 

If she still retained a plot of land from her deceased husband, then wicked neighbors would 

steal strips of it by repositioning the boundary stones. Sometimes a husband left behind no 
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possessions, but only debts, so that she ran the risk of losing her children as well. “The creditor 

has come to take my two children to be his slaves,” complained the widow of a prophet to Elisha 

(2 Kings 4; cf. Job 6:27). We read of nursing infants torn from their mother’s breast (Job 24:9), 

even of widows who were murdered (Ps. 94:6). Most landowners were not as generous as the 

righteous Boaz, and most widows were not as fortunate as Ruth in terms of gleaning. 

 

Sojourners and Levites were also dependent on the righteousness (or justice) of their fellow 

citizens. The Levites possessed no inheritance of their own in Israel, no fields of their own; 

Yahweh was their portion. They lived from a portion of the sacrifices that were brought to 

Yahweh. Levites and their families experienced it firsthand and in their wallets when Israel 

forsook the ordinances of Yahweh. Who knows how many poor Levites are speaking in the 

psalms? Recall these brothers, then, when you hear the psalmists give expression to the suffering 

of the righteous. People have assumed that Psalm 73 originated in such a circle of poor Levites. If 

that is correct, then that psalm is portraying how such exploited servants of Yahweh could be 

moved in the depths of their being when they compared their own poverty with the prosperity of 

the wicked. “Until I [with my Levitical labor] went into the sanctuary of God [there to perform 

my humble work]; then I discerned their end” (Ps. 73:17). At that point the peace of God 

descended once again in their heart. “Nevertheless, I am continually with you; you hold my right 

hand”—as a Levite I enjoy the privilege of always being near you, in the sanctuary, where my 

fellow Israelites come only occasionally. His comfort was genuinely Levitical: others may 

possess various kinds of property, but his eternal inheritance is God (Deut. 10:9; 18:2). We could 

read Psalm 73 as the wrestling of such an exploited servant of God in the midst of prosperous 

wicked fellow Israelites. 

Were the righteous often poor and afflicted? Yes, they were, and don’t forget that among them 

were these Levites, who possessed “no inheritance,” who had to live from donations and became 

the first victims in times of covenant apostasy. Followed closely by those other “weak ones”: the 

widows and the sojourners. 

The Hebrew words used to identify these poor people are very descriptive. The ani (afflicted) 

uses a word derived from anah, bent, bowed, unfortunate. Do you see him standing there, the 

poor fellow in front of the estate holder? Bent over. From the same verbal root comes the word 

anaw (humble). That word also describes the poor one as someone bowed down, both before God 

and in the eyes of others. The ebjōn (poor) portrays the poor as needy, suffering need. Other 

richly figurative Hebrew words for “poor” are dal (lit., thin, derived from dalal, to hang, be low, 

languish). Here one can think of “the lowly of the land,” referring to the agrarian proletariat that 

was allowed to remain living in the land after the fall of Jerusalem (cf. 2 Kings 25:12). The 

Hebrew word rasj describes the poor as “have nots,” without property. These various words are 

used synonymously to indicate the same poor people. 

 

We hope that the words “poor,” “afflicted,” “oppressed,” “weak,” and “humble” have 

obtained more texture for you. The psalmists speak about the suffering of these righteous ones, as 

we’ve said, mostly in somewhat veiled terms. But by means of this brief tour of the causes of 

much poverty in the circles of the godly, perhaps we obtain a somewhat more realistic picture in 

our minds when we hear complaints about “oppressors” who “bend the bow” or “dig a pit.” See, 

for example, such a poor righteous one walking with tear-filled eyes along his ancestral 

inheritance, the field that Yahweh had given his family but that had been taken from him. . . . 
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Naturally there were also many wealthy righteous ones, as we have already seen, but you can 

legitimately view these as exceptions, and in your psalm reading follow this guideline: the 

righteous = the poor = the afflicted = the humble = the weak = the needy = day laborers and 

impoverished farmers = widows and orphans = Levites both neglected and without property. 

 

 

3.4 Persecuted because they practice righteousness 

 

“All who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Tim. 3:12). The 

righteous ones of the Old Testament discovered that as well. They hungered and thirsted for 

righteousness. They respected God’s covenant right to their lives and to the life of all Israel. 

Being righteous before God and others was their highest purpose in life. This explains their zeal 

for the cause of Yahweh and their aversion toward everything that went against his Word. But O 

how they were persecuted because of that! We see that from both the Bible and subsequent church 

history. 

Our Lord Jesus once pointed to that red stream of “all the righteous blood shed on earth, from 

the blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah the son of Barachiah, whom you murdered 

between the sanctuary and the altar” (Matt. 23:35). Why did Cain murder his brother? “Because 

his own deeds were evil and his brother’s righteous” (1 John 3:12). There were more of those 

among God’s people, as we will see in the next chapter. Moses’ own brothers almost stoned him 

(Num. 14:10). Because he relied upon Yahweh and they didn’t. So he was almost stoned for his 

righteousness. David’s faithful reliance upon the name of Yahweh, whereby he was able to slay 

Goliath, in the long run earned him the demonic hatred of Saul, by whom his life was threatened 

for many years. Again, “for the sake of righteousness.” For the same reason the prophets were 

persecuted as well: Elijah, Elisha, Amos, Jeremiah . . . . Under the rule of Ahab his own palace 

chaplain Obadiah hid one hundred prophets in a cave, where he supplied them with food and 

water (1 Kings 18:4). Otherwise Jezebel would have exterminated them. Talk about the 

impoverished righteous and those persecuted for the sake of righteousness! She wanted to murder 

Elijah as well (1 Kings 19:2). Amos was sent out of Bethel like a naughty boy (Amos 7:10-11). 

And you know the path of suffering traveled by Jeremiah: he celebrated the fortieth anniversary 

of his ordination in prison or at the bottom of a pit. In addition to these names, however, church 

history has seen an entire army of unknown poor and persecuted righteous ones. David’s 

followers trapped in the cave of Adullam (1 Sam. 22:1-2). The prophet’s widow who came in 

desperation to Elisha (2 Kings 4:1-7). The widow of Naboth (1 Kings 21). The poor who were 

sold for a pair of shoes (Amos 2:6). All of them persecuted for the sake of righteousness. Hated 

because they observed Yahweh’s precepts in their daily living. 

That sets their poverty and suffering in a very special light! 

Poverty, sickness, adversity, opposition, and persecution are universally human phenomena, 

of course. Pagans and unbelievers can talk about these as well. But in the psalms these things are 

not brought up in that way. These forms of suffering are included in the psalms in a very special 

light. When the psalmists complain about poverty, persecution, scoffers, liars, oppressors, pits, 

and snares, they are bringing these matters before God’s face as suffering that has overtaken 

them, to use the words of the Savior, for righteousness’ sake. 

This is suffering of a very specific kind. 

It has everything to do with the great demarcation line that runs through the entire Word of 

God, including all the psalms. The dividing line between the usually rich and powerful wicked, 
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who have forsaken the Word (often with the appearance of godliness), and the usually poor and 

persecuted righteous, who heartily love Yahweh, keep his covenant, and tremble before his Word. 

That is the framework within which the psalmists complain about poverty, persecution, sickness, 

abuse, nets, pits, lies, lawless witnesses and scoffers. Our Savior mentioned this kind of “cross 

bearing.” Cross bearing is simply the suffering that we bear “for righteousness’ sake,” for the sake 

of our loyalty toward God and his cause, for the sake of Christ’s will, “without cause” (Ps. 25:3; 

44:24; Rom. 8:36). All the other suffering that we have in common with the unbelieving world is 

the result of sin and punishment for sin. 

 

From this we understand why the Reformed in the sixteenth century reached so eagerly for the 

Psalms, when the Reformation reintroduced congregational singing. For centuries churchgoers in 

the medieval cathedrals were allowed only to look and listen. But the reformers returned to the 

example of the early Christian church and had the church sing again in her gatherings. The 

problem was, what could they have the church sing? At that point people had no psalter for use in 

congregational singing. Gradually a number of psalters appeared. Yes, psalters! For the book of 

Psalms is a songbook of the suffering righteous ones, and what could the impoverished martyr 

churches in the sixteenth century better sing than the songs of those who centuries ago had in fact 

endured the same suffering as they? So those who were being persecuted for righteousness’ sake 

in the sixteenth century took upon their lips the psalms of those who in a much earlier time had 

been persecuted for righteousness’ sake. What better songs could they sing while standing around 

the red glowing embers of the burning stakes or while worshiping on foreign soil as refuge 

congregations (think of Emden and London). In these songs the persecuted Reformed people not 

only encountered their persecuted fellow righteous believers, but they also received the needed 

comfort and the needed instruction concerning what were God-pleasing prayers for such destitute 

circumstances. Like the following: 

 

Those who trust in the LORD are like Mount Zion, 

    which cannot be moved, but abides forever. 

As the mountains surround Jerusalem, 

    so the LORD surrounds his people, 

    from this time forth and forevermore. 

For the scepter of wickedness shall not rest 

    on the land allotted to the righteous, 

lest the righteous stretch out 

    their hands to do wrong. 

Do good, O LORD, to those who are good, 

    and to those who are upright in their hearts! 

But those who turn aside to their crooked ways 

    the LORD will lead away with evildoers! 

    Peace be upon Israel! (Ps. 125) 

 

When we hear about persecuted Christians, we are inclined to pity them. But our Savior 

congratulated them. Not despite their persecution but because they were persecuted: “Blessed are 

those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 

5:10). Thereby our chief Prophet and Teacher summarized a fundamental theme of the book of 

Psalms, the songbook of those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake. 
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3.5 Mourning for Zion 

 

Often the righteous were the afflicted, the poor, the persecuted for righteousness’ sake. What 

attitude did they adopt toward their suffering? 

No human response was foreign to them. We see that with Asaph, who was extremely agitated 

internally about the prosperity of the wicked and about his own poverty. His heart was embittered 

and uncharitable. But the attitude did not characterize his entire life. “I was brutish and ignorant; I 

was like a beast toward you” (Ps. 73:22). We would say: a stupid ass. You know as well about 

Elijah’s discouragement and Jeremiah’s dejection, something that led him once to curse the day of 

his birth (1 Kings 19; Jer. 20:7-18). We could mention other discouraged righteous ones. 

But what was their usual attitude toward their suffering? Not one of activism and agitation in 

pursuit of their own rights. No, what was characteristic for the righteous is that as far as their own 

rights were concerned, they entrusted their cause in terms of higher appeal to Yahweh, and they 

prayed: “Contend, O LORD, with those who contend with me; fight against those who fight 

against me!” (Ps. 35:1). Occasionally they dared even to pray: “Vindicate me, O LORD, for I 

have walked in my integrity, and I have trusted in the LORD without wavering” (Ps. 26:1). And as 

far as God’s rights to Israel were concerned, when these were trampled by God’s people, that 

would make the righteous burst into tears! 

They were “those who mourn in Zion” (Isa. 61:3). 

Naturally, their own suffering weighed heavily, but the fact that Israel was trampling God’s 

covenant and was despising God’s precepts, that broke the heart of the righteous many times. This 

explains their nickname: “the brokenhearted” and “the contrite in spirit” (Ps. 34:18). In this 

respect, the wealthy righteous were also called “poor.” Take Hannah, for example, the mother of 

Samuel. She was certainly a wealthy woman. Her husband Elkanah could support two wives and 

sacrifice a three-year old bull that Samuel presented to Yahweh; not every Israelite could do these 

things. So from a cultural point of view, Hannah was presumably anything but poor. 

Nevertheless, in her song of praise, which was preoccupied with the situation of the Israelite 

church at the close of the period of the judges and with the imminent events occurring at that 

time, she says: “He raises up the poor from the dust; he lifts the needy from the ash heap” (1 Sam. 

2:8). Undoubtedly she was including herself in these words, and was prophesying about the seat 

of honor that she would obtain in the kingdom of God. Hannah, the mother of the prophet 

Samuel, the reformer during the period of the judges and the teacher of king David. 

From this we learn that we should not always understand the word “poor” literally in the 

socio-economic sense of the word, but sometimes we need to take it figuratively: those (not 

numerous) wealthy righteous ones are also “poor,” since despite their wealth they are afflicted on 

account of the desolate situation of “Zion.” See the superscription above Psalm 102: “A Prayer of 

one afflicted, when he is faint [!] and pours out his complaint before the LORD.” 

“Blessed are those who mourn [especially on behalf of Zion],” our Savior said, “for they shall 

be comforted” (Matt. 5:4). With these words our Savior was speaking in line with many psalms, 

among them, Psalm 126: 

 

Those who sow in tears 

    shall reap with shouts of joy! 

He who goes out weeping, 
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    bearing the seed for sowing, 

shall come home with shouts of joy, 

    bringing his sheaves with him (vv. 5-6). 

 

Do you mourn on behalf of Zion? Do you look with deep pain when the Goliath of modern 

science, indeed, our entire modern world, scoffs at the living God and his Word? Are you contrite 

in spirit when you recall that these enemies have swept up into the camp of our enemies 

innumerable young men and young women throughout the last two centuries? Can you become 

nauseous when you observe the limited strength of movements aimed at returning people to God 

and his Word? Then read a lot in the psalms about those “mourning in Zion,” for example, Psalms 

44, 74, 77, 79, 80, 89, 90, and 102. In these psalms you hear the righteous laboring as intercessors 

to bring before the face of God the need of the Israelite church. From such psalms we can learn 

how, during times when God’s judgments are poured out upon his people, we may pray to God. 

Notice how these “crushed in spirit,” though they themselves are personally righteous, have 

identified closely with the sins of their ancestors and contemporaries. Listen for how they 

complain to Yahweh about these: with eyes open for God’s righteous wrath, with an appeal to his 

promises, pleading on the basis of his name, beseeching him for mercy and comforted with God’s 

eternal kingship. Although we will still return to discuss these matters extensively with our 

treatment of several such psalms, we want to draw your attention now already, by way of 

illustration of the foregoing, to a few portions from these psalms: 

 

Psalm 74:1-2: 

 

O God, why do you cast us off forever? 

    Why does your anger smoke against the sheep of your pasture? 

Remember your congregation, which you have purchased of old, 

    which you have redeemed to be the tribe of your heritage! 

 Remember Mount Zion, where you have dwelt. 

 

Psalm 77:3, 7: 

 

When I remember God, I moan; 

    when I meditate, my spirit faints. 

Will the Lord spurn forever, 

    and never again be favorable? 

 

Psalm 79:1, 8-9: 

 

O God, the nations have come into your inheritance; 

    they have defiled your holy temple; 

    they have laid Jerusalem in ruins. 

Do not remember against us our former iniquities; 

    let your compassion come speedily to meet us, 

    for we are brought very low. 

Help us, O God of our salvation, 

    for the glory of your name; 
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deliver us, and atone for our sins, 

    for your name’s sake! 

 

Psalm 102:7, 9-10, 12-13: 

 

I lie awake; 

    I am like a lonely sparrow on the housetop. 

For I eat ashes like bread 

    and mingle tears with my drink, 

because of your indignation and anger; 

    for you have taken me up and thrown me down. 

But you, O LORD, are enthroned forever; 

    you are remembered throughout all generations. 

You will arise and have pity on Zion; 

    it is the time to favor her; 

    the appointed time has come. 

 

Modern Christianity has come under severe judgment. We have been bruised by two world 

wars, and now it appears that God and his Christ are sitting idly by while western Christianity is 

being pounced upon from all sides by evil spirits. In such an evil time as ours, does there exist 

lesson material in the school of prayer we call the Psalms that is any more relevant than those 

sung for us by the righteous as those who mourn for Zion? In that school, however, we will also 

learn that our Savior congratulates us on the basis of these prayers and poems: “Blessed are those 

who mourn, for they shall be comforted.” 

 

 

3.6 The songbook of the remnant 

 

“In his days may the righteous flourish,” prays Psalm 72 (v. 7), prayed about or for Solomon. 

Israel would indeed have experienced such times. All the days of Joshua, Israel served Yahweh 

(Josh. 24:31), and in the century of David and Solomon, Yahweh could perhaps have heard Psalm 

72. But in general the books of the Prophets paint an altogether different picture, namely, of an 

Israel in which the righteous constituted nothing more than a remnant, a somewhat smaller or 

larger minority. We commented on this earlier, and now we want to add a few more observations. 

In the time of the judges, main times the righteous certainly constituted a dwindling minority. 

We have already mentioned the names of Manoah and his wife, the parents of Samson, and of 

Naomi, Boaz, and Ruth, Hannah and Elkanah, the parents of Samuel, who would have belonged 

to the groups who gathered around the judges. Samuel as well would have initially formed groups 

of students. Men like the prophets Gad and Nathan, prince Jonathan, David, and his contingent 

that accompanied him in his wanderings, the wise woman Abigail would have come from the 

“school” of Samuel. 

The government of David and Solomon ushered in a period of return to Yahweh and his 

service, but scarcely one century later the discouraged Elijah complained: “[T]he people of Israel 

have forsaken your covenant, thrown down your altars, and killed your prophets with the 

sword, and I, even I only, am left, and they seek my life, to take it away” (1 Kings 19:10). To 

which Yahweh responded by comforting his servant with these words: “Yet I will leave seven 
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thousand in Israel, all the knees that have not bowed to Baal, and every mouth that has not kissed 

him” (1 Kings 19:18). Here the righteous apparently constituted a remnant. 

Again approximately one century later, we hear Hezekiah use this word when the Assyrians 

threaten Jerusalem. At that time the prince asked the prophet Isaiah, “Lift up your prayer for the 

remnant that is left” (2 Kings 19:4). Another hundred years later, Hezekiah’s great-grandson 

Josiah sends a deputation to the prophetess Hulda. Deeply impressed by the lawbook that Hilkiah 

had discovered in the house of Yahweh, Josiah asked the prophetess to consult Yahweh “for those 

who are left in Israel and in Judah” (2 Chron. 34:21; cf. vv. 20-28). 

Among the Latter Prophets, the terms remnant or remainder had become more or less a 

standard expression. Isaiah was instructed to name one of his sons, Shear-jashub, meaning “a 

remnant shall return” (Isa. 7:3; cf. 8:3, 18). In fact, at the time Yahweh called this prophet, he 

prepared him already for the reality that a mere remnant would listen to his preaching (Isa. 6). 

That gave Isaiah much sorrow, as we learn from his complaint: “Who has believed what he has 

heard form us? And to whom has the arm of the LORD been revealed?” (Isa. 53:1). We must look 

for the righteous during this period among the disciples of Isaiah (cf. Isa. 8:16) or among those of 

his contemporary, Amos, who similarly spoke of Joseph’s remnant (Amos 5:15). Or in the group 

surrounding Micah, who brought God’s Word approximately in the same decades, and thereby 

comforted the remnant (Micah 2:12; 7:18). 

That even during the darkest periods in Israel’s history there should still have been a remnant 

of the righteous is due exclusively to Yahweh’s mercy and faithfulness. After all, he told Elijah, 

“I have seven thousand left in Israel. . .” (1 Kings 19:18). And Isaiah also received this 

declaration: “If the LORD of hosts had not left us a few survivors, we should have been like 

Sodom, and become like Gomorrah” (Isa. 1:9; cf. Jer. 31:2; Amos 5:15; Ezra 9:13-14). The “zeal 

of the LORD,” there you behold the power behind this continuing existence of a remnant (2 Kings 

19:31; cf. Gen. 6:8). 

Does the New Testament speak any differently? The Lord Jesus gathered nothing more than a 

remnant from the corrupted Jewish church, didn’t he? In this respect as well, he fulfilled the 

words and experiences of the prophets. 

 

Our psalms originated in these groups! We could easily entitle our book of psalms “the 

songbook of the remnant.” In these psalms we hear the voices of the holy remnant as we saw 

these faithful ones preserved throughout Israel’s entire history. The “seven thousand” in the days 

of Elijah, “the remnant that is still found,” about which Hezekiah spoke, “the remaining ones,” 

about whom Josiah consulted with the prophetess Hulda, “Joseph’s remnant” in the days of 

Amos, in those groups the psalms were preserved and sung. 

Here we encounter at the same time the explanation of a phenomenon that has periodically 

puzzled many Bible readers: How did it happen that in the books of the Latter Prophets (Isaiah – 

Malachi), we read the most beautiful redemptive promises in the middle of the darkest 

announcements of judgment? Have you ever been surprised about this remarkable contrast? Think 

about it once: these prophets focused not only on the wicked among Israel, but also on the 

righteous! Their mandate was this: “Tell the righteous that it shall be well with them, for they 

shall eat the fruit of their deeds. Woe to the wicked! It shall be ill with him, for what his hands 

have dealt out shall be done to him” (Isa. 3:10-11). Notice how the initial redemptive promise is 

followed by the announcement of judgment. 

For you should especially avoid idealizing this minority position of the righteous. At times 

they felt almost overwhelmed, as you can hear from the following psalm portions: 
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Psalm 12:1: 

 

Save, O LORD, for the godly one is gone; 

    for the faithful have vanished from among the children of man. 

 

 

Psalm 14:2-3: 

 

The LORD looks down from heaven on the children of man, 

    to see if there are any who understand,[a] 

    who seek after God. 

They have all turned aside; together they have become corrupt; 

    there is none who does good, 

    not even one. 

 

This poet is apparently talking about “perpetrators of unrighteousness” in Israel, people like 

king Saul who could eat up David and his men, “as they ate bread” (Ps. 14:4). He also prays for a 

change in “the fortunes of his people,” and accuses the instigators of all this misery of having 

some “knowledge” of Yahweh. Why do they ignore him so foolishly? But he also comforts 

himself with the knowledge that Yahweh intervenes on behalf of the remnant, to which this 

psalmist belongs: 

 

Psalm 14:5: 

 

There they are in great terror, 

    for God is with the generation of the righteous. 

 

The psalmists have surely drawn this comfort from the promises that the prophets directed to 

this afflicted and impoverished remnant. From which you can once again hear the echo of the 

Prophets in the Psalms. Regarding the coming captivity and beyond, indeed, even regarding the 

return from captivity and the first coming of Christ, and beyond, the prophets were led to comfort 

the remnant with the promise of the engrafting of the Gentiles into Israel and visionary portraits 

of heaven on earth that this immense church will inherit after Christ’s return. “. . . and all the 

nations shall flow to it [to the remnant that returns after captivity], and many peoples shall come, 

and say: ‘Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD, to the house of the God of Jacob, that 

he may teach us his ways and that we may walk in his paths.’ For out of Zion shall go the law [the 

Torah, instruction], and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem [borne by Paul and the other 

apostles]. He [Jesus, at his return] shall judge between the nations, and shall decide disputes for 

many peoples; and they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning 

hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war anymore” (Isa. 

2:1-4). “Then the remnant of Jacob will be in the midst of many peoples like dew from the Lord, 

like showers on the grass, . . . like a lion among the beasts of the forest, like a young lion among 

the flocks of sheep . . . . like a noisy multitude of men” (Micah 5:7-8; 2:12). Viewed in terms of 

the flesh, this remnant appeared to be mostly “a people humble and lowly” (Zeph. 3:12). But 

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm+14&version=ESV#fen-ESV-14083a
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people living with the promise that Yahweh of hosts “will be a crown of glory, and a diadem of 

beauty, to the remnant of his people” (Isa. 28:5). 

 

The echo of this and other prophetic promises for the remnant sounds clearly from the 

songbook of this righteous remnant. In Psalm 87, the Korahites confessed the expectation of a 

massive expansion of this sacred remnant into a worldwide church: 

 

Glorious things of you are spoken, 

    O city of God. 

Among those who know me I mention Rahab and Babylon; 

    behold, Philistia and Tyre, with Cush— 

    “This one was born there,” they say (Ps. 87:3-4). 

 

Did a wicked majority in Israel seek their power in military might and treaties with pagan 

nations? The righteous confessed in their psalms the exact opposite of the spirit of the age: 

 

Psalm 20:7: 

 

Some trust in chariots and some in horses, 

     but we trust in the name of the LORD our God. 

 

Psalm 33:16-17, 20: 

 

The king is not saved by his great army; 

    a warrior is not delivered by his great strength. 

The war horse is a false hope for salvation, 

    and by its great might it cannot rescue. 

Our soul waits for the LORD; 

    he is our help and our shield (cf. Ps. 147:10 

 

Whereas many Israelites served the Baals and forsook Yahweh, Israel’s holy remnant prayed 

for the king (Pss. 72; 89), and looked ahead to the great “David” of the messianic future. 

Meanwhile they did not elevate themselves above their fellow Israelites in a proud sectarian way, 

but they understood themselves bound by God’s covenant with their contemporaries and their 

ancestors. In solidarity with them and as intercessors for them, they confessed the sins of their 

fathers from the time of Egypt. 

 

Psalm 106:6-7: 

 

Both we and our fathers have sinned; 

    we have committed iniquity; we have done wickedness. 

Our fathers, when they were in Egypt, . . . 

 

There we hear the same tones as in Daniel 9. And whereas other lay prostrate in worship 

before the “host of heaven” (2 Kings 17:16; 21:3; 21:5; 23:4-5; 2 Chron. 33:3-5), Israel’s 

righteous remnant was singing the exactly contrary to the spirit of the age: 
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Psalm 8:3: 

 

When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, 

    the moon and the stars, which you have set in place, 

 

Psalm 19:1: 

 

The heavens declare the glory of God, 

    and the sky above proclaims his handiwork. 

 

In their songbook, the righteous also read psalms about God’s judging and liberating hand in 

Israel’s history. Whereas the wicked, as Psalm 28 observes, “do not regard the works of the LORD 

or the work of his hands” (v. 5), the righteous confessed: 

 

Psalm 78:3-4, 7: 

 

things that we have heard and known, 

    that our fathers have told us. 

We will not hide them from their children, 

    but tell to the coming generation 

the glorious deeds of the LORD, and his might, 

    and the wonders that he has done. 

    so that they should set their hope in God 

and not forget the works of God, 

    but keep his commandments; 

 

In this way the sacred remnant confessed their faith by way of the Psalms. At all the points 

against which the spirit of their age (and the spirit of our age!) was raising objections, and their 

confession was coupled with suffering. For example, in connection with healing from sickness, 

for which king Ahaziah sought counsel from Baal-Zebub, the god of Ekron, but for which the 

righteous called upon the name of Yahweh and praised him for their healing (Ps. 30). 

 

In our age as well, our heavenly Father preserves a remnant of righteous one amid an apostate 

Christianity, those who love him and tremble before his words. Taken by itself, it is presumably 

still rather large, but view in terms of the total number of those baptized and in terms of the 

entirety of the Christian populace, this remnant is likely “small” and “afflicted.” But the eyes of 

Yahweh are upon the righteous and his ears are attentive to their cries for help (Ps. 34:16). Soon 

they will inherit the earth and delight in abundant peace (Ps. 37:11, 29). 

May the “remnant” in modern Christianity not only grow in number, but also realize in 

increasing measure through the inner bonds of faith that they are connected with the sacred 

remnant identified in the books of the Prophets. And may our heavenly Father grant in his favor 

that the remnant in our modern time may connect themselves ever more closely in their songs and 

prayers with the model of the Psalms: the songbook and the prayer book of the righteous remnant 

in Israel! 
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Chapter 4 

 

THE WICKED IN THE PSALMS 

 

 

No fewer than eighty-one times the word “wicked” appears in the Psalms. But if you add to 

this the numerous synonyms, then the number of places where the Psalms talk about the wicked 

increases into the hundreds! 

What kind of people were those wicked? If we want to understand the psalms well, this 

question is just as important as the question about the righteous, which we answered in the 

previous chapter. In the psalms the wicked are contrasted with the righteous as the second class of 

main characters. That is why we are devoting a separate chapter to them. 

How do the psalmists talk about these wicked? If we want to have a good introductory 

overview about this, we must take especially two things into consideration. First, that also when 

the psalms talk about the wicked, they are echoing the sounds of the Torah and Prophets (cf. 

chapter 2). Secondly, that we now live under a new and better covenant than did the psalmist of 

that day. We stand in the covenant of which Jesus became the Surety (Heb. 7:22; 8:6, 13). So if 

now we want to sing the psalms that speak of the wicked, we ought to show ourselves to be pupils 

of our highest Teacher and of his apostles. We can hardly ignore their language about wicked, 

enemies, scoffers, and hypocrites. 

 

4.1 Where do we look for the wicked? 

 

With the term wicked do you perhaps think automatically of pagans and those who deny God? 

Occasionally we get the impression that many Bible readers imagine the wicked to be people 

given to coarse profanity, criminality, people shown in repulsive mug shots. 

As far as those who deny God are concerned, that easily dispensed with: the world of the Old 

Testament did not yet have such people. Godless people? Theoretical atheists? Both among Israel 

and among the pagan nations this kind of people was completely unknown. Of course Israel was 

acquainted with the fools who said in their hearts (i.e., proceeded from the understanding): “There 

is no God” (Ps. 14:1; 53:1). But such fools were not thereby denying “that a god exists.” Doubts 

concerning the existence of gods did not appear even among Israel’s pagan neighbors, as we’ve 

said. That first occurred with the degeneration of Christianity. In that decline, when someone 

claims that there is no god, that person is thereby denying his existence. But when a fool in Israel 

said: “There is no God,” he was thereby denying that God sees and observes and requires an 

accounting with respect to people” (Ps. 10:4). Such a person lived on the basis of the notion: “O, 

God will forget that, he’ll never see that” (cf. Ps. 10:4). “But they do not consider that I remember 

all their evil” (Hos 7:2). “They say [i.e., think], ‘The LORD does not see; the God of Jacob does 

not perceive’” (Ps. 94:7). Of course he exists, but he does not bother himself with our practices. 

So the godless were definitely not people who denied the existence of God. 

 

Were they perhaps pagans? Undoubtedly various psalmists do talk about foreign enemies. 

Take, for example, Psalm 33: “The LORD brings the counsel of the nations [i.e., the pagans] to 

nothing; he frustrates the plans of the peoples [made against Israel]” (v. 10). Nevertheless, there 

are at most ten psalms in which the enemies being complained about are pagans. 
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With that observation we are not claiming that Scripture never uses the term wicked to 

designate pagans. Abraham called the inhabitants of Sodom “wicked” (Gen. 18:23, 25). 

Nevertheless one can safely say that Scripture uses this term only by way of rare exception to 

identify pagans. When God’s Word talks about the wicked, it almost always has Israelites in 

view. Members, therefore, of the church of that time. Covenant partners of Yahweh. Members of 

God’s people. “For wicked men are found among my people” (Jer. 5:26; cf. 12:1). This was 

Yahweh’s complaint not only in Jeremiah’s day, but this was also stated throughout the Torah, the 

Prophets, and the Writings. With the phrase the wicked, the psalms have in view a particular kind 

of Israelite. When in Psalm 50:5 God commands in his anger: “Gather to me my faithful ones 

[KJV: saints], who made a covenant with me by sacrifice!,” then one commentator considered 

these words to have been directed to just this kind of wicked among Israel. Here the term “faithful 

ones” [KJV: saints] does not refer to really pious people, those who in their behavior respond to 

God’s favor in which they have been included; but it is the simple identification of the people as 

such, in terms of and by virtue of the covenant, living in a particular relationship to God, a 

relationship of favor. God had received these wicked ones, as they had been included in their 

ancestors, in his gracious Horeb covenant just as much as the righteous. Indeed, those wicked 

sometimes walked around with their mouths spouting God’s covenant. For we read about this in 

Psalm 50 as well: “But to the wicked God says: ‘What right have you to recite my statutes or take 

my covenant on your lips?’” (v. 16). And Psalm 1 talks about the wicked “in the congregation of 

the righteous,” even though these sinners possessed no abiding place in that congregation (v. 5). 

 

So then, where must we search for the wicked? Surely not first of all among the pagans, but 

ninety-nine percent of the time among God’s own people. Do you hear the psalmists complaining 

about the wicked? Then you should think of Israelites, “church people.” There in that ancient 

Hebrew church, there the wicked were sitting, about whom the psalms talk throughout. Among 

God’s people of that time, living in the power-zone of God’s Word, living on the redemption-

foundation of “Horeb.” 

 

 

4.2 A people without piety 

 

Anyone thinking, however, that he would have recognized these wicked immediately by their 

mug shots and coarse language would in many cases have been seriously mistaken. 

Often the wicked appeared to be very pious Israelites! 

We already heard from Psalm 50, that they could be spouting off everywhere about God’s 

covenant and precepts (v. 16). Apparently they were Bible-grounded believers. Proverbs 21:27 

even talks about “the sacrifice of the wicked.” Yahweh detested them, but such worshipers came 

into the temple. King Saul was that kind of “pious” wicked person. About him we read frequently 

that he offered sacrifices. You will recall what Samuel said to Saul: “To obey is better than 

sacrifice, and to listen than the fat of rams” (1 Sam. 15:22). Saul was never deficient in bringing 

sacrifices to God, but he was seriously lacking in obedience. A striking example of a wicked 

person who apparently took God’s precepts very seriously (1 Sam. 13:9; 14:32-33). Someone who 

dared to swear by the name of Yahweh when dealing with the witch at Endor (1 Sam. 28:10; cf. 

Jer. 12:2)! 
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With such Israelites appearances could be even more deceiving. The wicked could at first 

glance present themselves in such a friendly and soft-spoken manner. “Do not drag me off with 

the wicked,” prays Psalm 28, “with the workers of evil, who speak peace with their neighbors 

while evil is in their hearts” (v. 3). Psalm 10 portrays a wicked person who even pronounces 

blessings. Such a person happened to be passing by a group of harvesters and called out very 

“piously”: “The blessing of the LORD be upon you!,” to which they respond: “We bless you in the 

name of the LORD!” (Ps. 129:8). You can hear such things coming from the mouths of the wicked 

(Ps. 62:4; 139:20). Occasionally we simply get the sense that these fellows were smooth. They 

must have spoken their honeysweet words in a soft tone with velvet tongues. In many psalms we 

read about “flattering lips” and “the flattering tongue” (Ps. 5:9; 12:3). David complains about 

someone whose mouth is smoother than butter (Ps. 55:21). The wicked sometimes dared even to 

flatter God. That is how some would render this line: “For he flatters him [i.e., God] . . . so that he 

[God] would not discover and hate his crime” (Ps. 36:3). 

Are the wicked crooks and villains? The Scripture passages cited already teach us that in the 

psalms the wicked are certainly not to be characterized as criminal types. On the contrary, we 

could better think of Israelites who must have made a very pious and very friendly, sometimes 

smooth impression on a naïve observer. 

 

This portrait of the wicked receives still more telling features when we investigate how the 

Torah and the Prophet talk about them: precisely in the same way as the Writings. To summarize 

it in the words of Paul: “People who have the appearance of godliness, but denying its power” (2 

Tim. 3:5). 

Let’s look at a couple of examples. 

Korah, Dathan, and Abiram. At first glance they look like pious men. They said to Moses and 

Aaron: “You have gone too far! For all in the congregation are holy, every one of them, and 

the LORD is among them. Why then do you exalt yourselves above the assembly of the LORD?” 

(Num. 16:3). Do you hear them taking the name of Yahweh on their lips? Do you see where we 

find such men? In the middle of the Israelite church. But Moses unmasks them as conspirators 

against Yahweh. Indeed, he talks about “these wicked men” (Num. 16:26). 

Hophni and Phinehas serve Yahweh as priests. But they were “worthless men. They did not 

know the LORD. . . . [T]hey lay with the women who were serving at the entrance to the tent of 

meeting” (1 Sam. 2:12, 22). The rendering of verse 22 suggests that these women had come to 

perform chores, but this does seem right to us. They came to honor Yahweh and . . . were abused 

by the wicked priests of Yahweh. Something that some women would perhaps have tolerated, 

thinking that thereby they were acting properly and piously. Just like the women serving at the 

Canaanite sanctuaries thought this way. For the Canaanites viewed religion to involve whoredom 

and whoredom to involve religion. A Canaanized Israel could have adopted similar practices. 

Could the godly Hannah have been prophesying with a view to both of these priests, Hophni and 

Phinehas, when she said: “but the wicked shall be cut off in darkness” (1 Sam. 2:9)? This was 

indeed something that happened shorty thereafter (1 Sam. 4). 

We have already mentioned the wicked worshiper Saul. 

Baanah and Rechab cut off the head of Saul’s son Ish-bosheth and brought it to David. Listen 

to the “principled” words they said in that context: “Here is the head of Ish-bosheth, the son of 

Saul, your enemy, who sought your life. The LORD has avenged my lord the king this day on Saul 

and on his offspring.” But David called them “wicked men” (2 Sam. 4:5-12). Despite their pious-

sounding statements. 
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What do you think about prince Absalom? Was he not a really wicked man? Yet he started the 

revolution and political coup against his father with this pious-sounding pretext: “Please let me go 

and pay my vow, which I have vowed to the LORD, in Hebron” (2 Sam. 15:7). No commentary 

needed. 

And what would you say about king Ahab? Also a really wicked man. But he too had 

surrounded himself with an aura of religiosity, though it was piety of his own inventing. Ahab is 

virtually the textbook model of a wicked person. On the one hand he gave names to his children 

that echoed the name of Yahweh (Ahaz-Jah, Jeho-ram, Athal-Jah) and surrounded himself with 

prophets of Yahweh. But on the other hand, with all his religiosity he didn’t give a hoot about the 

fundamental condition of the Horeb covenant: Away with all forms of Canaanite life! This 

wicked king brought God’s people from self-made service of Yahweh initiated by Jeroboam to the 

idolatrous service of Baal championed by his consort Jezebel. He also approved the judicial 

execution of Naboth, a brother in the Israelite church (1 Kings 21)! He dared even to caricature 

Elijah as someone who had thrown Israel into adversity (1 Kings 18:17). When Jehoshaphat, the 

king of Judah, made a marriage alliance with this Ahab, the prophet Jehu, the son of Hanani, 

leveled this accusation against Jehoshaphat: “Should you help the wicked and love those who hate 

the LORD?” (2 Chron. 19:2). 

These are ten examples of wicked people: Korah, Dathan, and Abiram; Hophni and Phinehas; 

king Saul; Baanah and Rechab; prince Absalom; and king Ahab. All of them were Israelites. 

Members of God’s people. With no lack of “pious” talk. Some of them very busy with “religion.” 

But they did not factor Yahweh into the practice of ordinary life. In the practice of everyday they 

lived on the basis of the notion: “There is no God” (namely, whom you must factor into your life; 

Ps. 14:1; 53:1). 

 

The New Testament speaks no differently. 

We have already heard Paul talk about people “who have the appearance of godliness, 

but deny its power” (2 Tim 3:5). In the same epistle the apostle talks about Hymenaeus and 

Philetus, who fell away from the path of truth with their claim that the resurrection had already 

occurred (in our hearts), whereby they upset the faith of some (2 Tim 2:16-18). In that context 

Paul talks about “wickedness.” Yet one more in a host of examples of religious wickedness. 

The writer Jude also indicates this when he writes: “For certain people have crept in [the 

church] unnoticed who long ago were designated for this condemnation, ungodly people, who 

pervert the grace of our God into sensuality and deny our only Master and Lord, Jesus Christ. 

These are grumblers, malcontents, following their own sinful desires; they are loud-mouthed 

boasters, showing favoritism to gain advantage” (Jude 4, 16). 

 

The widespread conception of the wicked as uncouth criminal types hinders the understanding 

of Scripture and the Psalms. So too the notion that people must preferably look for the wicked in 

what we call “the world.” The Torah, the Prophets, the Writings, and the New Testament all 

speak about wicked people in Israel, in the Christian church. And God’s Word portrays them as 

apparently pious characters who can speak with a velvet tongue about “God,” but who 

nonetheless constitute a people lacking genuine piety. 

 

 

4.3 The term wicked and its synonyms 
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In our everyday Christian usage, the term righteous actually never became common, as we 

observed. But is it any different with the term wicked? We usually look with a bit of confusion at 

the “world,” but seldom if ever use the term when we attempt to distinguish among the spirits in 

Christian contexts. Certainly not as long as such people present a religious face. For example, 

who dares to call some pious-language-speaking inquisitors from church history wicked people? 

After all, they were wearing religious garb! Or a nineteenth century farmer who exhausted his 

workers? He usually in the front pew in church, didn’t he? 

Do we feel a bit inhibited by our language, perhaps? The English word godless includes the 

word god and the suffix less, being without God—so we should not blame people today for 

identifying “the godless” as modern atheists. Who dare to take upon his lips that harsh sounding 

word godless as long as he has in view people who still show some degree of religiosity? 

The preceding has perhaps taught us clearly that God’s Word uses the term godless or wicked 

in reference to Israelites or Christians. Members of God’s people who show a degree of piety but 

do not live God-fearing lives. That is not to deny that it can be profitable to look a moment at the 

original Hebrew word rasha. That can free us from the misunderstandings referred to earlier. 

Perhaps we will see more sharply how the psalmists, driven by the Holy Spirit, distinguished 

among various situations in the Israelite ecclesiastical world. Instructed by them, we come under 

the sometimes constrictive impression of the relevance and the sharply distinguishing language of 

the psalmists when it comes to our own Christian ecclesiastical world. 

 

The Hebrew word for godless is ָרָשע, rasha. In contrast to our English translation of that 

word, the Hebrew contains no trace of the word “God.” Misunderstandings like those discussed 

earlier could hardly have arisen simply from the Hebrew. The word rasha derived originally from 

the sphere of jurisprudence and literally means: the guilty one. The person who did not have 

justice on his side and stood guilty, toward God in general or in a specific matter in particular. 

Just as the tsaddiq or righteous one could be declared innocent in response to an accusation, the 

opposite was the case with the rasha or godless or unrighteousness one. 

Words obtain their meaning through usage. In this way, the tsaddiq (righteous one) was the 

person who stood toward God in justice in that he kept God’s covenant, whereas the rasha 

(godless one) did not keep covenant and thereby came to stand as one guilty before God. 

“Transgression speaks to the wicked deep in his heart; there is no fear of God before his eyes”—

before the eyes of the rasha (Ps. 36:1). 

If need be, during your own Bible reading you can replace the word godless with the word 

guilty. Perhaps many a line from the Psalms will become more meaningful to you. At the same 

time think of the kind of Israelites and Christians mentioned earlier: an Absalom, an inquisitor, a 

greedy farmer. Church members. With pious platitudes on their lips, but with no fear of the LORD 

in their hearts. And therefore they are godless or the guilty ones. In general guilty on account of 

their covenant breaking lifestyle. Like Absalom in regard to that insidiously planned uprising 

against David and like that churchgoing farmer in terms of the starvation wages he was paying his 

worker. 

 

When in the preceding chapter we talked about the righteous, we saw that the psalmists had at 

their disposal an entire series of related words and expressions for identifying these Israelites and 

their lifestyle. The same is the case when they talk about the wicked. We have gathered these 

synonyms together in one place here. 
 

sinners 
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transgressors 

perpetrators of unrighteousness 

evil ones 

reprobate 

evildoers 

loathsome 

apostate 

wrongdoers 

people without piety 

enemies of Yahweh 

enemies 

opponents 

haters 

bewildered 

fools 

ignorant 

proud 

haughty 

overconfident 

boastful tongue 

scoffers 

forgers 

hypocrites 

lying lips 

those who speak lies 

deceivers 

men who shed blood 

people of deceit and injustice 

violent ones 

 

Of course these are names used to identify the godless wicked in the circles of the righteous. 

In those groups, the pretentious “piety” of their fellow Israelites was seen through, and these 

brothers were unmasked as enemies of Yahweh. Evil people, no matter how piously they pretend 

to be (think of Absalom: I want to go and pay my vow to Yahweh . . .). Wrong and apostate 

children of God. 

Our Savior as well had to labor among such godless church people. Among “an unbelieving 

and adulterous generation” (Matt. 17:17; Luke 9:41; Acts 2:40). In fact, notice that we hear the 

apostle Paul frequently complaining about “opponents.” And whom did he have in mind? Pagans 

like the Romans? No, brothers! Jews and Judaizing fellow Christians. In Philippians 3:18 he 

complains about “enemies of the cross of Christ,” referring thereby not to unbelieving pagans but 

to those Judaizing fellow Christians. Those were ultimately “enemies of the cross of Christ” (cf. 

Luke 1:74). 

Just as in the preceding chapter we devoted more extensive attention to several terms used to 

refer to the righteous, here as well we want to discuss several terms that we find in the Psalms that 

refer to the wicked. 
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4.4 Fools 

 

In our word usage, a fool is someone who does stupid things. Someone who goes outside 

where the temperature is freezing without wearing a jacket and catches a cold, will get to hear the 

accusation: Why were you so foolish? So for us the word does not have a particularly religious 

tone. But in Scripture the word fool (Hebrew: nabal) is primarily a religious word. It indicates 

how someone relates to God. Fool is another word for the wicked, the person whose lifestyle 

involves acting in daily life as though there is no God who observes you. Such Israelites and 

Christians live on the basis of the notion: “O, God will forget about it” or “God isn’t concerning 

about such things” (cf. Ps. 10:11). According to Scripture such thinking could enter the heart only 

of a fool: “The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no God’” (Ps. 14:1; 53:1). This explains why we 

find the wicked identified by the term fools. 

 

Various such fools are mentioned in Scripture by name. Nabal, the husband of the prudent 

woman Abigail, was a fool and had a name (Nabal) that could mean that as well (1 Sam. 25). We 

have already mentioned several times the psalm strophe: “The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no 

God’” (Ps. 14:1; 53:1). With the aforementioned Nabal you can see just how practical this notion 

was. With regard to the struggle in the Israelite church over returning to the Torah, as that had 

been begun by Samuel and continued by David, Nabal apparently did not understand the first 

thing about it. This is typical for the wicked, “Because they do not regard the works of the LORD 

or the work of his hands” (Ps. 28:5). Just as Nabal’s activity fit exactly with the description of a 

fool that Isaiah provides: “ 

 

For the fool speaks folly, 

    and his heart is busy with iniquity, 

to practice ungodliness, 

    to utter error concerning the LORD, 

to leave the craving of the hungry unsatisfied, 

    and to deprive the thirsty of drink (Isa. 32:6). 

 

Acting exactly like that kind of fool, Nabal refused to give anything to David and his men. This 

despite prevailing regulations pertaining to helping nomads who had “earned” something by 

guarding Nabal’s flocks (1 Sam. 25). Prince Amnon, who disgraced his sister Tamar, thereby 

acted like a fool as well (2 Sam. 13:13). 

Scripture talks even about foolish prophets! Yet another proof as to how we can peer through 

the religiosity of fools and the wicked. While the storm of God’s judgments upon Judah was 

approaching, and Jeremiah had been summoning God’s people for years to humble themselves 

under God’s smiting hand, many other prophets continued talking calmly about “peace.” Yet 

again we have the “pious” wicked who “do not regard the works of the LORD or the work of his 

hands” (Ps. 28:5). These wicked prophets simply refused to see God’s smiting hand and that 

branded them just as much fools as Nabal and Amnon. And the believers who followed these 

foolish leaders? “O foolish and senseless people, who have eyes, but see not, who have ears, but 

hear not” (Jer. 5:21). 

 



 56 

For the shepherds are stupid 

    and do not inquire of the LORD; 

therefore they have not prospered, 

     and all their flock is scattered (Jer. 10:21; cf. Ezek. 13:3; Ps. 74:18). 

 

The psalmists experienced times when the fools constituted such a large majority among 

God’s people that the righteous wondered whether there actually were other God-fearers (Pss. 14; 

53). At that point they cried out: “Save, O LORD, for the godly one is gone; for the faithful have 

vanished from among the children of man” (Ps. 12:1). Such psalm strophes becomes all the more 

evocative when you recall that our Savior called the Pharisees and scribes, who were rather 

religious people, “fools” (Matt. 23:17). “For you devour widows’ houses and for a pretense you 

make long prayers” (Matt. 23:14). Were not the Pharisee “fools” displaying the same features as 

those of the fools in Psalm 14: “who eat up my people as they eat bread” (v. 4)? You can see with 

this how sharply a psalm like Psalm 14 distinguishes within the circle of God’s people! 

 

In short, “fools” were those Israelites who took so little account of Yahweh that they snubbed 

those who were hungry and thirsty, as Nabal did, and were people-of-nothingness (1 Sam. 25). 

Israelites who observed nothing of God’s thunderous deeds in church and world, like many 

prophets, shepherds and their followers in the time of Jeremiah. Scribes, who talked foolishly and 

oppressed widows. 

 

 

4.5 Scoffers 

 

When we read in Psalm 1 about “the seat of scoffers,” then perhaps we are given to thinking 

automatically of bar stools where coarse fellows exchange bawdy jokes about God and serving 

God. 

Undoubtedly Scripture does talk occasionally about such profane scoffers. For example, it 

tells us about the boys of Bethel who jeered at Elisha: “Go up, you baldhead! Go up, you 

baldhead!” (2 Kings 2:23). And about the drunken priests and prophets who said about Isaiah: 

What does that guy really want? 

 

To whom will he teach knowledge, 

    and to whom will he explain the message? 

Those who are weaned from the milk, 

    those taken from the breast? 

 

Does he think we’re kindergartners? 

 

For it is precept upon precept, precept upon precept, 

    line upon line, line upon line, 

    here a little, there a little. 

 

To which Isaiah answered, with reference to the foreign Assyrians: 
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For by people of strange lips 

    and with a foreign tongue 

the LORD will speak to this people . . . (Isa. 28:9-11). 

 

Here is the sound of course scoffing at God’s Word and his prophets. 

 

Nevertheless, we must be careful with the term scoffer, so that we don’t think exclusively of 

unsavory customers and coarse jesting. The term scoffer is one of the many nicknames of the 

wicked, people who also sported a façade of religiosity. Someone who is a scoffer was more often 

within the church than outside of it. 

What constitutes a scoffer? That is taught concisely in several proverbs. In Proverbs 21:24 we 

read this sketch of a scoffer: 

 

“Scoffer” is the name of the arrogant, haughty man 

    who acts with arrogant pride. 

 

There you hear what makes a person a scoffer: boundless hubris, self-adulation, arrogance. 

When mother pours too much tea in a cup, then she exceeds the limit. That is what the scoffer is 

like, according to this proverb, someone who is boundless, measures himself too greatly, doesn’t 

know his size. Understand well: all of this toward God. The scoffer is someone who does not (any 

longer) understand his real size with respect to the Almighty. At that point one is filled with 

hubris! 

That this is exactly the arrogance that brands a scoffer as a scoffer appears from Proverbs 3:34 

as well: 

 

Toward the scorners he [Yahweh] is scornful, 

     but to the humble he gives favor. 

 

Here the scoffer is contrasted with the humble (anaw), identified also as the meek or the poor. We 

recall these people from the previous chapter. Whereas the godly poor are humble toward God, 

the scoffer is arrogant toward God. 

The apostles Peter and James quoted this proverb in their epistles. What is remarkable is the 

alteration they made. They quoted it not precisely as we read it above: “Toward the scorners he is 

scornful,” but this is how they quoted it: “For God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the 

humble” (James 4:6; 1 Pet. 5:5). Instead of scoffers they have proud. In their view, these terms 

were synonymous. 

Finally these two proverbs about the scoffer: Proverbs 13:1 and 15:12: 

 

A wise son hears his father’s instruction, 

    but a scoffer does not listen to rebuke. 

 

A scoffer does not like to be reproved; 

    he will not go to the wise. 

 

It requires no argument to suggest that in view here is correction aimed at fearing Yahweh. That 

is the goal of the book of Proverbs: to teach its readers to understand the fear of Yahweh (Prov. 
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1:1-7; 2:5). But a scoffer refuses that. He refuses any correction aimed at fearing Yahweh. The 

term scoffer describes the wicked person as the one who is hostile to the Word, an arrogant 

Israelite. 

 

In the New Testament as well the scoffers are mentioned several times. Here too the popular 

conception of coarse, profane scoffers is certainly not fostered. 

Peter says: “Knowing this first of all, that scoffers will come in the last days with 

scoffing, following their own sinful desires. They will say, ‘Where is the promise of his coming? 

For ever since the fathers fell asleep, all things are continuing as they were from the beginning of 

creation’” (2 Pet. 3:3-4). Why should we not think here of those theologians who reason away 

with scholarly language the imminent return of our Savior? Or who “demythologize” Scripture at 

this point? Should we not understand the “seat of scoffers” mentioned in Psalm 1 to refer not to 

bar stools but to professors’ chairs? Are not those who do not factor in Jesus’ return to judge the 

living and the dead acting “with boundless hubris,” as Proverbs 21:24 puts it—the preeminent 

characteristic of the scoffer? 

Jude also discusses the coming of scoffers, who will be “following their own ungodly [!] 

passions. It is these who cause divisions, worldly people, devoid of the Spirit” (Jude 18-19). 

Outwardly these scoffers and wicked look like Christians: they had “crept into” the church (v. 4). 

As unobtrusively as possible. But still scoffers! 

 

Just like the words proud, haughty, over-confident, so too the word scoffer helps us recognize 

the wicked in terms of an essential characteristic: their boundless hubris, their self-exaltation. This 

is not a passing sin, but a thoroughgoing lifestyle. Who is going to do anything? “Who is master 

over us?,” they ask (Ps. 12:5). With respect to these scoffers we are warned not be permit 

ourselves to be misled by the appearance of godliness. The Sadducees were skilled members of 

the Sanhedrin, but Mary included them among “the proud” (Luke 1:51-52). Scoffers can cause 

divisions in the Christian church, Jude teaches us. Such examples can teach us the direction our 

understanding to take when we hear the psalmists complain about scoffers and the proud. 

 

Have mercy upon us, O LORD, have mercy upon us, 

 for we have had more than enough of contempt. 

Our soul has had more than enough 

    of the scorn of those who are at ease, 

    of the contempt of the proud (Ps. 123:3-4). 

 

In line with these sentiments, numerous godly people throughout the course of time have 

signed as they suffered under the scoffing of the world. The righteous are undoubtedly mocked 

endlessly by “Philistines”—recall Samson (Judg. 16). But Psalm 123 is speaking in the first place 

about that line running straight through God’s people: the line of demarcation between the 

righteous and the wicked in Israel and now in Christianity. 

“The scoffing of the arrogant” and “the despising of the haughty”? Who of the prophets did 

not suffer such treatment? All of them opposed “pious-looking” opponents who as real scoffers 

often exalted themselves in boundless hubris above the prophetic Word. Recall how the “pious” 

scoffer-prophet Hananiah treated poor Jeremiah despicably (Jer. 28). But our Lord Jesus Christ 

has fulfilled Scripture in this respect as well: who of all the righteous has ever suffered such biting 
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mockery as he? Not only Roman soldiers, but chief priests and scribes treated him abusively 

(Matt. 27:27-44). 

 

 

4.6 Sinners 

 

As we saw, in addition to words like scoffers, fools, and overconfident, the psalmists had at 

their disposal an entire series of other names with which to identify the wicked and their practices. 

They used words like: evil, doers of unrighteousness, evildoers, loathsome, and sinners. 

Later we will deal with the question about what kind of evil and unrighteousness the wicked 

did perpetrate. But now we wish to observe this: that which brands a person as wicked are not 

particular, incidental sins. Not even gross sins. Scripture could tell us tragic tales about these as 

well, from the lives of righteous people. In fact, why else would Yahweh have instituted at Horeb 

the kind of atonement ministry that required priests, altars, and sacrifices? Surely because he 

already then was factoring in the reality that his people would naturally stumble every day. No, 

the great contrast between the righteous and the wicked among God’s people did not rest on 

whether they sinned, or even whether they fell deeply into sin. This contrast arose from a squarely 

opposite lifestyle with respect to God and his Word. Expressions like reprobate, loathsome, 

apostate, wrongdoer, and evil person do not characterize the wicked as someone who daily falls 

into sin, but as someone who continuously and intentionally lives in sin. The righteous fall 

repeatedly into sin, to their deep regret. The wicked are those who as their lifestyle despise God 

and his Word. 

Therefore the wicked are also called sinners. 

 

a. “We are all sinners”—is that a correct expression? 

 

“Ach, when it comes down to it, we are all sinners!” You can hear this said frequently in 

Christian circles. But are people who say that correct? Does Scripture call both the righteous and 

the wicked sinners? We are not doubting the theological correctness of this claim. As a rule 

people could echo the Preacher: “Surely there is not a righteous man on earth who does good and 

never sins” (Eccl. 7:20). Or join with James: “For we all stumble in many ways. And if anyone 

does not stumble in what he says, he is a perfect man, able also to bridle his whole body” (James 

3:2). But then the question remains whether people have rendered the words of Ecclesiastes and 

James correctly with the claim: “When it comes down to it, we are all sinners!” Such a mode of 

expression is not “like the words of God” (1 Pet. 4:11). People are not distinguishing carefully. 

The forced conception emerges that all people can be divided into believing sinners and 

unbelieving sinners, but ultimately all people are sinners. 

Scripture uses the term sinner in a way that distinguishes far more sharply. As we mentioned, 

Scripture sees a clear line of demarcation running between those who serve God (the righteous; 

see the preceding chapter) and those who do not serve God (the wicked, those whom we are now 

discussing). Well, then, these wicked are called sinners in Scripture. Just like the terms scoffer 

and worker of iniquity and evildoer and proud and fool, the term sinner is one of many terms with 

which the psalmists refer to the wicked. Sinners and the righteous are portrayed in Scripture as 

opposites. A glance at the following Scripture passages can teach us this. 
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Psalm 1 praises the righteous as blessed because he “does not stand in the way of sinners” (Ps. 

1:1). Sinners will not stand in the congregation of the righteous (Ps. 1:5). The parallel with Psalm 

1 is also instructive in this context: wicked = scoffers = sinners. All of these are squarely opposed 

to the righteous, those who observe the Torah. In Psalm 26 David prays: 

 

Do not sweep my soul away with sinners, 

    nor my life with bloodthirsty men, 

in whose hands are evil devices, 

    and whose right hands are full of bribes. 

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

    redeem me, and be gracious to me (Ps. 26:9-11). 

 

The composer of Psalm 104 rejoices at the prospect: 

 

Let sinners be consumed from the earth, 

    and let the wicked be no more! (Ps. 104:35). 

 

There are more Scripture passages where the wicked and sinners are mentioned in the same 

breath. In Proverbs 11:31 we read: 

 

If the righteous is repaid on earth, 

    how much more the wicked and the sinner! 

 

Peter speaks in the same manner: “If the righteous is scarcely saved, what will become of the 

ungodly and the sinner?” (1 Pet. 4:18; cf. 1 Tim 1:9). Similarly the evangelists often mention the 

tax collectors and the sinners in the same breath (Matt. 9:l0-11; 11:19; Luke 7:34; 15:1). 

So you see how sharply in all these Scripture passages the distinction is made between the 

righteous and the wicked or sinners. In contrast with what Christians occasionally say: “We are 

all sinners,” Scripture does not lump together all members of God’s people. Scripture thoroughly 

distinguishes between a woman like Elizabeth and such a sinner as the woman who anointed the 

feet of the Lord Jesus (Luke 7:36-39). 

 

b. Once a sinner, always a sinner? 

 

Is this great dividing line among God’s people also definitive? Hardly. On every page, 

Scripture draws this line between the righteous and the godless, but it never declares this line to 

be final with respect to individual people on either side of this line of demarcation. Isaiah said: 

“Let the wicked forsake his way, and the unrighteous man his thoughts; let him return to 

the LORD, that he may have compassion on him, and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon” 

(Isa. 55:7). Notice the phrase our God! Isaiah realized that he had been accepted into Yahweh’s 

people together with the wicked by means of the same covenant. Ezekiel as well summoned the 

wicked to repentance and proclaimed to them the forgiveness of their sins: “But if a wicked 

person turns away from all his sins that he has committed and keeps all my statutes and does what 

is just and right, he shall surely live; he shall not die. None of the transgressions that he has 

committed shall be remembered against him; for the righteousness that he has done he shall 

live. Have I any pleasure in the death of the wicked, declares the Lord GOD, and not rather that he 
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should turn from his way and live?” (Ezek. 18:21-23; cf. 33:12-16). Two chapters that clearly 

teach that the line of demarcation between the righteous and the wicked need not be an 

irrevocable and immutable dividing line as far as God is concerned. “The saying is trustworthy 

and deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners” (1 Tim 

1:5). But when the tax collector in the parable had prayed: “O God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” 

then he did not remain a sinner. For the Savior concluded his story by saying: “This man went 

down to his house justified, rather than the other [the Pharisee, who thought he didn’t need any 

grace]” (Luke 18:14; cf. Rom. 5:1). 

Converted sinners, then, were no longer sinners in the sense used to describe the wicked. 

From that point forward they went on to do what the Lord Jesus had taught in the Sermon on 

the Mount: they walked along the narrow path of God’s commandments (Matt. 7:13-14). 

Attentive to keeping God’s commandments. This is how those who formerly had lived culpably 

(wickedly) toward their heavenly Father now went on to keep his covenant. Of course they daily 

stumbled in various respects (James 3:2), for no one is so righteous that he does good without 

sinning (Eccl. 7:20). But then they prayed as their Savior had taught them: “Our Father, forgive us 

our debts, as we also forgive our debtors.” 

 

“We are all sinners,” say many Christians, with good intentions. Thereby they mean that even 

the righteous must all their lives pray the Lord’s Prayer daily as they seek forgiveness of their 

debts. But in the statement quoted above, there can lurk a particular kind of self-directed piety 

that recognizes only two portraits: that of the Pharisee and that of the tax collector. And who 

would not prefer to identify with that tax collector, who prayed: “O God, be merciful to me, a 

sinner”? To many, that appears to be the safest route. But where then lies the dividing line that 

Scripture shows on every page, between the righteous and the wicked? By means of such 

religiosity that line is in fact thrown out. In fact, we would have to call godly covenant keepers 

like Elizabeth and Zachariah, whom Luke calls “righteous,” with the term wicked. For then 

Elizabeth would be the same kind of sinner as that woman in Luke 7:36-50. What then must we 

do with the Psalms? Must all of us identify then with the non-Godfearing wicked, about whom 

there is so much complaining in the Psalms? For whom then are all the lovely promises that 

Scripture directs toward the righteous? And who is supposed to respond then when the psalmists 

sound the summons: “Shout for joy in the LORD, O you righteous! Praise befits the upright” (Ps. 

33:1)? Whoever misunderstands the dividing line between righteous and wicked by reckoning 

everyone as belonging to the sinners will read Scripture through clouded glasses. 

To prevent misunderstanding, we repeat once more that of course the righteous are not sinless. 

Nor does Scripture teach that a person walks as a righteous person by his own strength. Just as we 

can become righteous only by God granting us and reckoning to us the righteousness and holiness 

of Christ in the promise of the gospel. And by the Holy Spirit bringing our hearts, on the 

foundation of God’s covenant of grace, under the claim of his Word and inclining them to the fear 

of the LORD in order to walk on the path of the righteous (as we learn from Heidelberg Catechism, 

Lord’s Day 23, q. 60). In addition, Scripture does not talk about a static line of demarcation, as 

we learned from Ezekiel 18 and 33. But it does speak incessantly about a dividing line. Therefore 

it uses the term sinner not for those who under the Horeb covenant, by means of altar and priest, 

sought atonement for their sins with godly sorrow. Nor does Scripture call those people sinners 

who under the New Covenant “They appeal constantly to the blood, suffering, death, and 

obedience of Jesus Christ, in whom they have forgiveness of their sins through faith in him” 

(Belgic Confession, art. 29). 
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In short, sinners are not the righteous, but they are the wicked. On account of their deficient 

sorrow and forgiveness according to God’s holy justice, they are guilty toward God and their 

neighbors. Israelites or Christians, who do not fall into sin out of weakness but who live in sin 

with great delight. Here there an entirely distinct “way” on which the righteous do not “stand” 

(Ps. 1:1). Therefore one day the sinners will be removed from the earth (Ps. 104:35). “ 

 

In just a little while, the wicked will be no more; 

    though you look carefully at his place, he will not be there. 

But the meek [i.e., the righteous] shall inherit the land 

    and delight themselves in abundant peace (Ps. 37:10-11; cf. Matt. 5:5). 

 

 

4.7 The proud 

 

God’s Word views the most essential characteristic of the wicked to be pride. We saw that 

come out already in terms like scoffer, the arrogant, haughty, reckless, and boastful tongue. 

Words that each characterize the wicked as the autonomous person who basically refuses to bow 

before God but is a law to himself. The sovereign human being. Immeasurably reckless. The 

opposite of the humble and often poor righteous person. We want to discuss for a moment this 

arrogant attitude. When Asaph observed the prosperity of the wicked, he said: “I was envious of 

the arrogant” (Ps. 73:3). This nickname provides a good opportunity to engage this question: 

Why is it that with the word wicked, so many Christians think of scoundrels and villains? 

 

Holy Scripture reserves the word sinner especially for the wicked among God’s people, as we 

have seen earlier. With its terminology, it does not sweep believers and unbelievers together into 

one pile, but makes a firm distinction between those who fall into sin (the righteous) and those 

who regularly live in sin (the wicked). At this point, however, another misunderstanding plays a 

role, whereby many wicked persons are equated with criminals. It appears that people do not 

always perceive clearly what kind of sin actually brands a person as a sinner. Only morally 

despicable actions? 

In his book Concerning the Righteous Ones, A. Janse pointed out already in 1931 that many 

Christians have the notion that wickedness lies exclusively in the ethical arena. Many see sin only 

in various morally despicable actions. In their view, the quality of someone being a sinner comes 

out in various forms of social unrighteousness, like murder, robbery, sexual assault, and various 

indecencies. 

The righteous can also be trapped by this religious spirit, so that their eyes are blinded to 

reality. But they often pray with the psalmist: “Open my eyes, that I may behold wondrous things 

out of your law” (Ps. 119:18), and “Teach me good judgment and knowledge” (Ps. 119:66), and 

when the Lord answers these prayers, what a different view they receive of the situation that 

exists in our Western Christianity! A. Janse expressed it this way: 

 

When the Lord opens their eyes to see the present distress of Zion—to see the captivity to 

and oppression of the spirit of the age, then they are shocked that it is so bad. 

What is striking at that point in the first place is not that there are so many Christians 

who have forgotten the purification of their ordinary daily living and who are careless in 



 63 

their encounters and concourse with others and with God, of those unsympathetic 

occurrences that make you shudder—and also not that there are so many stupid and 

foolish and unbearable Christians over whom others understandably stumble, and also not 

that one can point out so many social wrongs among Christian brothers and in families—

and not even that Christians repeatedly fall into those offensive moral behaviors, like a 

revolutionary spirit and enmity and hatred and immoral activities, stealing and 

covetousness and blasphemy and coveting another’s property. 

Rather, in the first place what is in view is the great evil in contemporary Zion, 

namely, that it no longer acknowledges the covenant of the LORD and no longer seeks to 

stand in covenant relationship with the LORD. It has become so bad with our covenant 

breaking that we ourselves no longer see it,” wrote Janse (Van de rechtvaardigen [1931], 

pages 28-29). 

 

You need only think in this context of various “spiritual songs” and “evangelical” hymns that 

people sing, that have not one word about God’s covenant in which Jesus functioned as Surety 

and in which the babies and school-aged children are included. 

 

Both righteous and wicked live on the foundation of God’s covenant. But not all the wicked 

go beyond the boundaries into villainy and indecency. There are many “nice” arrogant people 

who lead decent lives. But you must understand us clearly at this point. We would not care to 

argue that a person can be saved by such self-righteousness. Just as one cannot be saved by 

unrighteousness. At the point of being saved, there is no difference between self-righteousness 

and unrighteousness. But Scripture does distinguish between these two. 

If sin is merely an ethical matter for us, we will not be led by Scriptural terms like wicked, 

haughty, and reckless to look in the direction of such self-righteous decent people, but think only 

of thieves and murderers. But if we have learned to see that evil consists first of all in covenant 

breaking, and continual neglect of God, who established his covenant with us, then we will 

understand Scripture better when it talks about the wicked. 

The outright neglect of the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ—don’t smooth that over! 

Acting as if God is nothing more than thin air is one of the most serious manifestations of sin. To 

break God’s covenant oneself, perhaps forgetting it entirely—that brands a person as proud. That 

makes one guilty (i.e., wicked) before God. Living a decent life but completely ignoring God is a 

very great evil and is reckless and rash! This sensitivity for good and evil appears to have been 

dulled among Christians, which explains our little digression. The poet of Psalm 119 clearly 

recognized the proud, as we see from his prayers: 

 

The [proud] utterly deride me, 

    but I do not turn away from your law. 

The [proud] smear me with lies, 

    but with my whole heart I keep your precepts 

Let the [proud] be put to shame, 

    because they have wronged me with falsehood; 

    as for me, I will meditate on your precepts (Ps. 119:51, 69, 78). 

 

Shockingly relevant psalm verses! Especially today when in connection with the proud and 

their lies and persecution we think of the “articulate,” accomplished, arrogant, sovereign people of 
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science who as autonomous scholars will determine what in Holy Scripture is “myth” and what 

they can (!) still accept as Word of God in this age of Enlightenment-to-the-nth-degree. Their 

supremacy is overwhelming, their scoffing and derision wounds the righteous. But is something 

strange overcoming them? The psalm verses that speak about the proud or haughty among God’s 

people can teach us the correct, God-pleasing prayers against these enemies of the Truth. 

 

 

4.8 People of blood and violence 

 

“Save me from bloodthirsty men,” David cries out in Psalm 59:3. And in Psalm 52:1 he asks: 

“Why do you boast of evil, O mighty man?” These are prayers that many righteous ones after him 

would have echoed. Often the wicked behaved in a way like David describes here, as bloodthirsty 

and violent men. 

Most of the time those oppressed express themselves in the psalms with more or less vague 

expressions, like: “For behold, the wicked bend the bow; they have fitted their arrow to the string 

to shoot in the dark at the upright in hear” (Ps. 11:2). And this: 

 

The wicked plots against the righteous 

    and gnashes his teeth at him, 

The wicked draw the sword and bend their bows 

    to bring down the poor and needy, 

    to slay those whose way is upright (Ps. 37:12, 14). 

 

Other psalms talk of “becoming snared in traps” and “falling into someone’s claws,” metaphors 

drawn from war and hunting. We have spoken already about this use of such vague, somewhat 

veiled phrases (see 3.3, “The poor and afflicted”). Behind these shrouded formulations, terrible 

social injustice lies hidden, perpetrated by rich wicked people against their poor fellow Israelites. 

The books of the prophets are full of this. 

Not that we should take expressions like “bloodthirsty men” and “butchers” literally. Even 

though in the case of Ahab and Naboth that is what happened (1 Kings 21). With terms like 

bloodthirsty men and men of violence we can also recall figures like Nabal, who let David and his 

homeless companions languish. Rich property owners who failed to pay their workers in the 

evening. Grain merchants who sold chaff as grain. Merchants who used false weights in their 

pocket. Creditors who seized a persons hand mills or blankets—indispensable utensils—and kept 

them as security for days on end. Masters who used their female slaves for their own pleasure. 

Farmers who stole land by moving the boundary stone between them and their neighbor woman, a 

defenseless widow. Someone like Jehoiakim, who had a palace built but didn’t pay the 

construction workers. There were even people who stole infants from their mothers’ breast (Job 

24:9)—like slave traders did less than a century ago in America. In her novel, Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin, Harriet Beecher-Stowe described such horrible practices, together with the “pious” words 

with which the wicked cloaked their wickedness. Having the hungry bring the sheaves and the 

thirsty work the winepress (Job 24:10-11). We need not cross the ocean for this: hunger in the 

homes of land workers occurred in our own country not that long ago. Is it any wonder that the 

oppressed righteous referred to such wicked ones with phrases like “men of blood and deceit,” 

“the man of deceit and injustice,” and branded them as “tyrants”? 
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Even though in this context we do not need to think exclusively of rich property owners, 

merciless moneylenders, unscrupulous judges and merchants. The persecution of the poor 

righteous one was not only social and economic. History shows that the godly have always had to 

suffer “because the did righteousness” (cf. chapter 3.4). “Bearing one’s cross” is what the Lord 

called this suffering. Here as well it was the case that “on the side of their oppressors there was 

power” (Eccl. 4:1). David opposed Saul, who held the reins of power in Israel. So, too, Elijah 

opposed Ahab with the Word. A hundred other prophets had to be hidden from queen Jezebel. 

Uriah, the son of Shemaiah, was pursued all the way to Egypt by king Jehoiakim (Jer. 26:20-23). 

For his entire life, Jeremiah suffered at the hands of kings, princes, prophets, and priests—in 

short, from those in power. Our Lord Jesus was persecuted and killed by powerful church leaders 

who made common cause with the occupying forces of Rome. Just as Paul’s opponents frequently 

invoked the help of those powers. In fact, when the apostle though back on his own past, he 

confessed that he used to be a violent man (cf. 1 Tim. 1:13). We are familiar with that past. “Saul 

was ravaging the church, and entering house after house, he dragged off men and women and 

committed them to prison” (Acts 8:3). From this we learn clearly that even a former persecutor of 

the church and inquisitor called himself a violent man. Bloodthirsty men continued the trail of 

blood from Abel to Zachariah, the son of Barachiah, murdered for the sake of the Word. Centuries 

later Jesus of Nazareth dared to throw the murder of Zachariah at the feet of the scribes and 

Pharisees: “the blood of Zechariah the son of Barachiah, whom you murdered between the 

sanctuary and the altar” (Matt. 23:35). Speaking of bloodthirsty men . . . it looks like we need to 

apply that term to scribes as well! 

 

No, the psalmists mention no names. What exactly had been done to them they usually 

conceal beneath somewhat veiled terminology. But as we have mentioned already, they described 

their suffering with stereotypical terms for more than one reason. Naturally on account of the 

sensitivities and poetic style of their own cultural milieu, but also certainly in order to allow 

others to pray these prayers in circumstances of similar distress. Something than the godly in both 

Old and New Testament times have done. The followers of David in the cave of Adullam as well 

as the poor Waldensians and the Christian slaves on the American cotton plantations. From the 

lips of these people the laments rose to heaven: 

 

Rescue me, O my God, from the hand of the wicked, 

    from the grasp of the unjust and cruel man (Ps. 71:4). 

O God, insolent men have risen up against me; 

    a band of ruthless men seeks my life, 

    and they do not set you before them (Ps. 86:14). 

 

Violence, that is one of the characteristics of the wicked among God’s people. “Therefore 

pride is their necklace; violence covers them as a garment,” complains Asaph (Ps. 73:6; cf. Ps. 

5:6; 17:4; 18:48; 26:9; 54:3, 5; 55:10; 59:3; 140:1, 4, 11). The psalmists dared to lift up 

imprecations concerning these “bloodthirsty men” (we will discuss this kind of petition in 

connection with Psalm 59): 

 

He will return the evil to my enemies; 

    in your faithfulness put an end to them (Ps. 54:5). 
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Oh that you would slay the wicked, O God! 

    O men of blood, depart from me! (Ps. 139:18). 

 

Just as innumerable persecuted godly people throughout the ages have been comforted with 

psalm verses about the defeat of the wicked, and have looked forward to the kind who would 

cause violence to disappear forever: 

 

I have seen a wicked, ruthless man, 

    spreading himself like a green laurel tree. 

But he passed away, and behold, he was no more; 

    though I sought him, he could not be found (Ps. 37:35-36). 

 

Give the king your justice, O God, 

    and your righteousness to the royal son! 

For he delivers the needy when he calls, 

    the poor and him who has no helper. 

From oppression and violence he redeems their life, 

    and precious is their blood in his sight (Ps. 72:1, 12, 14). 

 

That is what King Jesus will do when he comes later. 

 

 

4.9 Liars 

 

Finally, we need to say something about the expressions liars, lying lips, deceivers, and the 

boastful tongue, terms and phrases also used in the psalms to identify the wicked. 

What do these terms and phrases indicate? 

 

Truth and lie – certainty and uncertainty 

To understand the term liar, we do well first to answer the question: What did the Israelites 

understand by truth (Hebrew,  ֱֶמתא , emet)? This latter word is derived from a Hebrew verb (amin) 

that means to be certain. You hear this, of course, in our word Amen, which means: “It will truly 

and surely be” (Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s Day 52). 

So with the term truth, an Israelite thought in the first place of immutability, certainty, 

reliability. “Your word is truth” (John 17:17), which is to say: one can rely on God’s Word, you 

can build on it, you will not be disappointed, it is certain. It is also the Word of the “LORD God of 

truth” (Ps. 31:5, KJV). In him a person can place his trust. God does what he has promised and 

supplies insuperable certainty in the lives of his children. 

The Hebrew words for lie (kāzab, shav, remijah, sheqer) indicate exactly the opposite of truth, 

namely, uncertainty, unreliability, something that has no fixity, with which one is disappointed, 

something that lacks the power to maintain itself in through the course of time. When one hears 

Scripture talk about lies, we must not think in the first place of a contrast between what someone 

says and what he thinks, or between what someone states and what really happened, but of a 

contrast between certainty and uncertainty, like that between granite and thin ice. The 

characteristic feature of a lie, according to Scripture, is its slackness, it incapability of maintaining 
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itself through the course of time. To trust in a lie is something like walking on a slippery path or 

through a swamp: sooner or later you’ll slip and fall or sink away. 

Our English versions render the different Hebrew words with lie, deceitful, deceit, deceiving, 

falsehood, flattery, smooth lips, smooth words, faithless, pretense, and traitorous. Different 

expressions, but with one basic meaning: this person or thing or word does not endure. 

 

Lying lips 

We come now to deceivers and lying lips. Comprehensive terms. They can refer to false 

accusers, false witnesses, perjurers, deceitful in trade, people who use false weights and measures. 

The elders of Jezreel, who at Jezebel’s command called for a fast (how pious!) and falsely 

accused Naboth and later stoned him, were lying lips and deceivers. And simultaneously 

bloodthirsty men. In fact, the Psalms use the expression bloodthirsty and deceitful men. 

Oppression and deceiving go hand in hand. In various ways. We sense something of the affliction 

of the oppressed righteous ones in the metaphor they use to describe the language of their wicked 

exploiters: “Their throat is an open grave” (Ps. 5:9), “they make their tongue sharp as a serpent’s 

(Ps. 140:3). In other places they compare the words of the wicked to a sharpened razor, smooth 

butter, soft oil, but in fact they are sharpened bayonets, swords, and arrows. Our Savior also 

echoed these words: “Teacher, we know that you are true and teach the way of God truthfully, 

and you do not care about anyone’s opinion, for you are not swayed by appearances” (Matt. 

22:15). That sounded friendly, but with these words the Pharisees and Herodians were laying a 

snare by means of “deceitful words”! 

Doeg the Edomite was also a real liar, according to the superscription above Psalm 52. This 

Doeg betrayed David’s location to Saul: “David went to the house of Ahithophel.” According to 

the Greek notion of the word truth, one that is still widespread, Doeg was not lying. His words 

corresponded with the facts. What he said had indeed happened. But how did David characterize 

this man? 

 

Your tongue plots destruction, 

    like a sharp razor, you worker of deceit. 

You love evil more than good, 

    and lying more than speaking what is right (Ps. 52:3-4). 

 

Doeg communicated genuine facts, but nevertheless David still called him a liar, with whom 

he had a terrible experience. 

 

Lying prophets 

If you take the trouble to look up every passage where the Old Testament talks about lying, 

liars, and related expressions, you will be surprised how often these relate to the speaking of . . . 

false prophets! Especially in the book of Jeremiah. 

In the days of Jeremiah, the majority of those is Judah lived in the firm “faith conviction” that 

God would of course not allow the Babylonians to touch his temple in Jerusalem. “This is 

Yahweh’s temple, Yahweh’s temple” (Jer. 7:4). According to Jeremiah people thereby put their 

confidence in deceitful words (Jer. 7:2). “Do not let your prophets and your diviners who are 

among you deceive [besheker] you” (Jer. 29:9; cf. Isa. 30:9; Ezek. 12:24; 13:8, 19, 22; 22:28). 

They did not vindicate Yahweh in his judgments and thereby stiffened the people in their 

confidence-without-humbling-themselves. 
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The preaching of these lying prophets otherwise appeared very principled and deeply 

“believing”! They spoke from a certain “faith expectation”: “Peace, peace!” Whereas God exalted 

his rod of discipline, Nebuchadnezzar, higher and higher, they continued comforting the people of 

Judah with promises like: “You shall not see the sword, nor shall you have famine” (Jer. 14:13). 

Even when the first one from the people of Judah, including Daniel and his three friends as well 

as the prophet Ezekiel, were already being transported to Babylon, the lying prophets still 

“believed”: “Behold, the vessels of the LORD’s house will now shortly be brought back from 

Babylon” (Jer. 27:16; cf. Jer. 8:8; Ezek. 13:6-7; Micah 2:11). But Jeremiah characterized these 

“believing” and “comforting” sermons as dealing falsely (Jer. 6:13; 7:4; 8:8, 10; 23:14; 27:9, 14, 

16). Later Paul would observe the same thing regarding those false teachers who were forbidding 

marriage and the enjoyment of certain foods (1 Tim. 4:1-2). 

 

Scripture passages like those mentioned above can warn us once again not to think 

exclusively that the wicked in the Psalms as explicit criminal types. Not even when they are put 

on stage as liars. Of course we think then also of the ordinary lies of a grain merchant, who 

sought to sell chaff as though it were grain or measured with a false weight (Amos 8:5-6). But let 

us especially not forget in this connection the “pious” wickedness of the apparently deeply 

“believing” lying prophets. Their activities reverberate in the Psalm as well. These fellows 

preached lies. Whoever trusted their words came to learn in a painful way, through the fall of 

Jerusalem and the deportation to Babylon, that with their trust in these “prophecies” they had built 

on thin ice—and were now falling through that ice. 

 

How oppressed the godly among Israel must have felt under the power of these liars. 

Jeremiah, for example, who had to speak out against his colleagues for some forty years. And 

what prophet did not have to do that? In biblical times the godly had to fight especially against 

those who spoke lies. In our time that has been supplemented with the overwhelming power of the 

written and published word. And therefore also published lies. On occasion we can substitute for 

the complaints in the Psalms about the tongue of the wicked complaints about the pen of the 

wicked. Just like we can add to the mouth of liars also their books and their magazines, and to the 

speaking of liars also their writing and their publishing. How great a power the lie has acquired 

among Christian people in earlier times! Both in its ordinary coarse form as well as in the pious-

looking form. Church and world suffer under the tyranny of the lie. In this deep need, Psalm 12 

can teach us the proper prayer: 

 

Save, O LORD, for the godly one is gone; 

    for the faithful have vanished from among the children of man. 

Everyone utters lies to his neighbor; 

    with flattering lips and a double heart they speak. 

May the LORD cut off all flattering lips, 

    the tongue that makes great boasts, 

those who say, “With our tongue we will prevail, 

    our lips are with us; who is master over us?” (Ps. 12:1-4) 

 

Just like the righteous one in Israel, the godly ones who are Christians live among the wicked. 

That refers to all those members of God’s people who stand guilty before our heavenly Father. 

Whether on account of a particular sin with which they refuse to break, or in general on account 
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of their proud attitude, their reckless neglect of the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. The 

appearance of piety or humanistic self-righteousness cannot camouflage this wickedness before 

God’s holy eyes. 

In our time as well, the righteous ones suffer persecution at the hands of the wicked in all sorts 

of ways. May the Psalter teach each generation anew how believers must pray, with what they 

may be comforted, and what they may sing in response to this front of proud or wicked or sinners 

or scoffers or liars or bloodthirsty men or those who are violent or fools. 

But from the conversions of such wicked may it also be evident that it is true what our 

heavenly Father declared long ago through the mouth of Ezekiel: “Have I any pleasure in the 

death of the wicked, declares the Lord GOD, and not rather that he should turn from his way and 

live?” (Ezek. 18:23; cf. vv. 21-24). 
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Chapter 5 

 

PSALM 1: THE FIRST KEY TO THE BOOK OF PSALMS 

 

 

Do you find it enjoyable when a book not only contains an extensive table of contents, but 

also provides a good introduction? Such an overview helps you to keep seeing the forest as well 

as the many trees. An introduction often instructs you about the purpose the author had in mind 

when writing his book, what kind of readers he had in view, and what faith assumptions underlie 

his work. All of this usually helps you read a work with more enjoyment and more benefit. 

Our Psalter is also arranged that purposefully! 

A few pages introduce it, as it were, something one can view as a combination of what we call 

a table of contents and an introduction. With this we are referring to Psalm 1 and Psalm 2. In the 

first place those psalms tell you what the main theme of the upcoming Bible book is: God’s 

people living with the Torah (Psalm 1), under the dominion of Yahweh and his anointed (Psalm 

2). In the second place they instruct you about what kind of faith the Psalms proceed from, 

namely, that a person who lives with the Torah is to be congratulated because Yahweh knows the 

way of the righteous (Psalm 1). In short, in the face of everything, Yahweh stands on the side of 

the righteous and his kingdom will come! 

With an ordinary book you would not do well to skip the introduction, which goes for the 

Book of books as well. Psalms 1 and 2 are not put at the head of the Psalter by accident. If you 

skip over these psalms you will be denying yourself the benefit of an excellent guide who could 

not only have shown you the path through the Psalms as a Bible book, but also through the 

Writings as a section of the Old Testament. 

In this commentary we can discuss only a selection of Psalms, but though we must pass some 

over, we cannot pass over Psalms 1 and 2. 

We want to read Psalm 1 first with you. 

 

 

5.1 The remarkable place of Psalm 1 

 

One of the premier rules for interpreting Scripture requires that you always read a Scripture 

passage in its context. This applies to Psalm 1 as well. Usually this psalm is read by itself in 

isolation, and we admit that following this approach one can say many good things about it and 

learn from it, but we think that the psalm speaks most fully to us when we first take note of its 

remarkable place in the entirety of Scripture. 

 

Psalm 1 begins the Psalms, and it does so in a twofold way. 

Of course, this psalm constitutes the gateway into the book of Psalms. That in the first place. 

Through the door of Psalm 1 you enter the book of Psalms for the first time. 

But at the same time, it constitutes the entrée into that entire collection of Bible books that 

constitutes the third main section of Holy Scripture. After Torah and Prophets come . . . the 

Writings! 

So Psalm 1 is the opening, first, for the Bible book called Psalms, and second, for the Bible 

section called the Writings. 
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a. Gateway to the psalter 

The order of the psalms in our Psalter is certainly not transparent. The word haphazard in this 

context is perhaps too strong, but the question is whether the current arrangement follows a 

particular guideline. One biblical scholar has concluded that the Psalter displays no systematic 

arrangement that ties all 150 psalms together (C. Th. Niemeyer). According to him, one thing is 

certain, however: Psalms 1 and 2 are not at the beginning of the collection by accident. The 

collectors must have placed them there intentionally. 

 

Could someone have composed Psalm 1 especially to serve as an introduction to the book of 

Psalms? Some have suggested this possibility, but it is difficult to prove. The same is true of the 

opposite view. Meanwhile, there are various reasons that strengthen the notion that Psalms 1 and 

2 occupy a special place in the entirety of the Psalter. 

According to some manuscripts, Acts 13:33 speaks about Psalm 2 as “the first Psalm.” This 

can refer to the fact that people counted Psalm 1 as the introduction to the Psalter. Others point 

out that a particular Jewish tradition viewed Psalms 1 and 2 as one psalm. In addition, it is 

remarkable that neither of these psalms has a superscription, something that strengthens their 

“general” character. 

These reasons have varying degrees of strength, but they do combine to argue for the view 

that the collectors of these two Psalms have placed them at the beginning as the “Introduction” to 

the Psalter. This assumption grows into a conviction when we have taken account of the content 

of both of these psalms. 

 

We are limiting ourselves at this point to Psalm 1. 

Not wanting to enter into any premature discussion of this, we could raise these questions 

initially: Do you know of any psalm better suited than Psalm 1 to open the Psalter? What other 

psalm identifies as briefly and powerfully as Psalm 1 the great line of demarcation that ran 

straight through Israel, namely, the line between the righteous and the wicked? What psalm 

characterizes this contrast as clearly as Psalm 1? Where else are the “parties” and their most 

characteristic differences so clearly illuminated? Yahweh knows the way of the righteous, but the 

way of the wicked will perish. What other psalm confesses this faith-expectation as crisply and 

clearly as Psalm 1? 

The psalm that opens our collection is surely no arbitrarily written and selected psalm. On the 

contrary, it constitutes the key to the entire Bible book that follows. It is the guidebook for 

traveling through the land of the Psalms. The Introduction or Preface. The quintessence of this 

psalm is simultaneously the quintessence of the entire book of Psalms. 

We want to read it as such in a moment. 

 

b. Psalm 1 as the thread between the Prophets and the Writings 

There is, however, yet another reason why Psalm 1 occupies a remarkable place in the entirely 

of Holy Scripture. That sacred book consists, as we have observed several times, of four parts: (1) 

the Torah of Moses; (2) the Prophets; (3) the Writings; and (4) the apostolic writings or the New 

Testament. 

Well, one of the “seams” that unites these sections runs through Psalm 1! 

 

The first “seam” runs between the conclusion of the book of Deuteronomy and the beginning 

of the book of Joshua. That seam ties together Part 1 (Torah) and Part 2 (Prophets). 
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The way this happens deserves our attention! 

What, in fact, was the conclusion of the Torah? The warning: “Israel, keep the Torah!” (cf. 

Deut. 25:16 – 33:29). And how do the books of the Prophets begin? With the urgent warning: 

“Observe the Torah!” (cf. Josh. 1). 

 

The second “seam” runs between Malachi 4 and Psalm 1. That ties together Part 2(Prophets) 

and Part 3 (Writings). (Remember that in the Hebrew Bible, the Writings, which include the 

Psalms, come after the Prophets.) The way in which these two parts of the Bible are tied together 

is equally remarkable! On the last pages of the books of the Prophets we read about “the 

distinction between the righteous and the wicked, between one who serves God and one who does 

not serve him” (Mal. 3:18). And what kind of warning is contained in these closing words of the 

second main part of Holy Scripture? “Remember the law of my servant Moses, the statutes and 

rules that I commanded him at Horeb for all Israel” (Mal. 4:4). 

Don’t you find it striking that in Psalm1—on the first page of Part 3 of Holy Scripture—once 

again the Torah forms the center of attention? For what constitutes the difference between the 

righteous and the wicked? It is their different attitude toward the Torah! Who are the ones praised 

as being blessed already in the first line of Part 3 of Holy Scripture? The one who observes the 

Torah and who meditates on the Torah day and night. 

Does not this second “seam” also bear witness to the unity of Holy Scripture? Three of its four 

main part are fastened to the preceding or succeeding main part by the warning: “Observe the 

Torah!” 

No wonder! 

The entire Scripture rests upon the Torah. 

Part 2 of Scripture, the Prophets, rests on the Torah. 

Part 3 of Scripture, the Writings, also rests on the Toray. 

Therefore Psalm 1 refers immediately to the Torah. 

By way of introducing what follows (the entire Psalter and Part 4, the Writings). 

 

c. Gateway to the Writings 

So Psalm 1 opens the Psalter as a Bible book. We have already called it “the guidebook for 

traveling through the land of the Psalter.” But this pertains not only to the Psalms as a Bible book, 

but also to the Writings as a section of the Bible. 

We have already supplied an overview of this section of the Bible in chapter 1. The variety in 

this third group of Bible books appears quite large: psalms, wisdom for living, love poetry, the 

story of a gleaner, lamentations about God’s people, perspectives concerning daily work, a drama 

in the Persian palace, apocalyptic literature, and history book from Adam to Artaxerxes. 

Nevertheless, this collection of books constitutes no pile of isolated pearls but a beautiful 

pearl necklace. What then is the connecting thread between these apparently widely disparate 

writings? Psalms 1 and 2 can teach us that! 

To restrict ourselves for the moment to Psalm 1: this psalm can not only provide us excellent 

guidance through the Psalms as a Bible book, but at the same time through the Writings as a 

section of the Bible. It points us to the great themes contained in all the Writings. 

First, then, let’s look at the front in the Psalms and the Writings. 

 

 

5.2 The front identified 
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According to Scripture, a sharp line of separation or a dividing line runs straight through 

between the righteous and the wicked. The book of Psalms bears witness to that, as we saw in 

chapters 3 and 4. Here is a brief summary. 

 

a. The righteous 

The righteous were those Israelites who did not depart from the life foundation of God’s 

covenant, upon which he had placed Israel at Horeb. These godly ones took God’s covenant and 

precepts into consideration. The psalms refer to these righteous ones with an entire series of 

words and expressions. We supplied an overview of them in chapter 3.2. 

We must look for these godly ones among Israel’s poor. The words righteous, poor, and 

afflicted are synonymous in the psalms. In connection with them we must think of impoverished 

farmers who, on account of repeatedly occurring despising of the Torah in Israel, had lost their 

land and thereby their source of income. We should think additionally of widows and orphans. In 

the ancient Near East, they were among the genuinely “afflicted.” Surely we must think also of 

the Levites who, during the many periods of covenant apostasy, were among the real “have nots.” 

In short, the righteous ones in the psalms and the first hearers of Jesus’ Beatitudes constituted one 

and the same category of Israelites (cf. Matt. 5:1-12). 

From these groups the psalms arose. One could easily call them “the songbook of Israel’s 

remnant,” for often, and perhaps we should say most of the time, the righteous constituted a 

remnant among God’s people (which today refers to Christianity). 

We discussed them and their suffering in chapter 3. 

 

b. The wicked 

Squarely opposite these righteous ones stood the wicked, literally: those who were guilty 

(before God). These were also Israelites, but people whom in fact the apostle described as “having 

the appearance of godliness, but denying its power” (2 Tim. 3:5). 

We must look for these “perpetrators of unrighteousness” especially among Israel’s wealthy. 

The psalms portray them as harsh and ruthless oppressors who had enriched themselves by 

trampling God’s ordinances that were socially beneficial, for the disadvantage of the poor, 

defenseless righteous ones. We spoke about these wicked ones and their practices in chapter 4. 

 

c. This contrast already in the opening lines 

Do you not find this very telling that this deep religious contrast comes to light already on the 

first pages of the Writings? Teaching us that this front is highly important and we should pay 

attention to it! It has everything to do with our praying and singing. Part 2 of the Scriptures (the 

Prophets) has barely concluded with words about this front and Part 3 (the Writings) begins 

immediately with it once more! And Part 4 (the apostolic writing of the New Testament) does the 

very same thing. The first pages of this last section of the Bible immediately makes mention of 

the preaching of John the Baptist, who also spoke about grain and chaff on the threshing floor of 

God’s people. 

So it was Psalm 1—this Introduction to the book of Psalms—that led us to begin our own 

commentary on the Psalms with two sections about this great contrast in the Psalms. One special 

section about the righteous and one special section about the wicked. Insight into this front line 

and an eye for this contrast are of fundamental importance for reading the psalms, as we learned 

from Psalm 1. And also from Psalm 2, in fact. 
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Turn the matter around once into the opposite! Close your eyes for this deep cleft that all of 

Scripture pictures. Look at God’s people once in a manner that is the polar opposite, with 

ecumenical eyes: as one undivided, mutually coherent mass of “believers.” Everyone being 

“religious” and “believing” in “God” and “Jesus” in their own way. How do you begin with the 

Psalms in these groups? Surely they don’t belong among them, do they? For this climate, these 

Psalms are not “nice” enough, or far too “Old Testamentish,” for example, when they cry out for 

divine avenging! In such circles people far rather need “appealing love songs,” as Hendrik de 

Cock characterized many so-called “evangelical hymns” in the nineteenth century. Is such 

language too strong? But does not the majority of these songs obscure far too much the front line 

and dividing line, taught by God’s Word, between the righteous and the wicked? 

This spirit clashes directly with the first psalm. 

 

 

5.3 The righteous are nonetheless to be congratulated! 

 

“Many are the afflictions of the righteous, but the LORD delivers him out of them all” (Ps. 

34:19). With that he is not exaggerating at all. The psalms are filled with complaints about 

poverty, oppression, exploitation, reversals, persecutors, oppressors, lying speech, insult, nets, 

snares. Above all the others, you hear an outcast like the young David. Bloodthirsty men stretch 

the bow and unsheathe the sword. Powerless and bitterly sorrowful, the righteous cry out to 

Yahweh and commend their righteous cause to his care. In short, from this book rises a 

heartrending chorus and cries of agony to God on high. But now listen to the surprising beginning 

of this Prayer Book! 

 

Verse 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. 

 

The first word of the first sentence of the first psalm teaches us that appearances deceive. 

Despite their suffering, you could better congratulate the righteous than lament over them. In the 

light of God’s Word they are precisely the one doing well. “O the blessednesses of the man . . .,” 

is how Psalm 1 begins literally. Rendered a bit more freely: “Those people are well off! You 

could congratulate those people!” That’s how the overture of the psalms begins. With a faith 

confession as brief as it is powerful, one that acknowledges that those suffering righteous ones 

who will appear in the subsequent psalms are nonetheless “blessed”! 

But as we stated, in these opening lines of the psalm the gap also appears between the 

righteous and the wicked. In the psalms, those Israelites get to speak who were not walking or 

living according to the model of the wicked and the sinners. In distinction from many other 

Israelites, they listened to other counsel, they walked upon another life path, and sat in another 

circle. The motto had already been stamped upon their heart: “But that is not the way you learned 

Christ!” (Eph. 4:20). 

 

The Law shows the Way 
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What a treasure trove of wise counsel Yahweh had supplied Israel in the Law. And not at all 

confined to “religious” things like sacrificing and praying, but as we already saw, dealing with the 

entirety of Israelite life: treatment of slaves, loaning money and charging interest, weights and 

measures, picking grapes, and even more of such everyday things. God’s Word talked about all 

those things “unto life.” God have no other kind of counsel than what can heal our human living 

and make it flourish. 

This complete living with Yahweh as he had held it before Israel in the Torah Moses had 

summarized once this way: “You shall walk in all the way that the LORD your God has 

commanded you, . . .” (Deut. 5:33). Just like the poet of Psalm 1, Moses compares the life of a 

person with walking along a way (or path) (cf. Ps. 37:5; 91:11; Prov. 16:9; Job 31:4; Isa. 40:27; 

Jer. 10:23). The term “way” occasionally envisions all our life circumstances, at other times it 

refers to our manner of life, our conduct, or our deeds. The language of Scripture uses in this 

context beautiful expressions like: “walking along the ways of Yahweh.” “For you show them the 

good way on which they must walk,” said Solomon (2 Chron. 6:27). Yahweh did that especially 

in the Torah. In that revelation he supplied, in the deepest sense of the word, his “advice for 

living.” For the godly Israelite the Torah signified something like a divine Guidebook. In it 

Yahweh pointed him to the good “way of life,” or as the psalmist put it: “the way of your 

statutes” or “the way of your commandments” (Ps. 119:26, 31-32). In our dispensation that 

involves believing in Christ. “And this is his commandment, that we believe in the name of his 

Son Jesus Christ and love one another, just as he has commanded us” (1 John 3:23). Our Savior 

also said once, “I am the way” (John 14:6). He also used expressions like “the way that leads to 

life” (Matt. 7:13-14; cf. 22:16; Luke 1:79). In the book of Acts our entire “Christian faith” (as we 

call it today), quite apart from wishing to view it intellectually, was called “the way of salvation” 

(Acts 16:17), or simply “the way” (Acts 19:9; 23; 22:4; 24:22). 

 

The counsel of the wicked 

But what to the wicked do? They go their own ways. Throw God’s directions to the wind and 

follow their own principles. That’s how we would understand the expression “the counsel of the 

wicked.” We prefer not to tie it to a spatial idea of a gathering of advisors or a “council” like we 

have in our communities or churches—the town council or the church council—but rather to a 

particular advice wicked recommendations, perhaps even of the principles of wicked Israelites or 

Christians. We find the same Hebrew word (ֵעָצה, ētsa) used in the question asked by Absalom to 

Ahithopel: “Give your counsel. What shall we do?” (2 Sam. 16:20, 23). And in the history of 

Rehoboam, who rejected the counsel (ētsa) or the advice of the elders (1 Kings 12:8, 13). This is 

how the wicked contemptuously lay aside the “counsel” that Yahweh provided his people in the 

Torah. 

There again you have the front between the righteous and the wicked! The godly seek advice 

from God and his Word. “Who is the man who fears the LORD? Him will he instruct in the way 

that he should choose” (Ps. 25:12). Asaph was this kind of God-fearing man, as we see from his 

confession: “You guide me with your counsel” (Ps. 73:24). Asaph expected counsel from 

Yahweh. So the composer of Psalm 119 called God’s testimonies “my advisors” (literally, the 

men-of-my-counsel, v. 24). But the wicked knew better that the All-wise God. They didn’t need 

his Torah or Instruction. They saw themselves as being above Yahweh’s counsels and were their 

own advisors. Ahaziah, king of Judah, was this kind of wicked man, concerning whom we read 

that “he also walked in the ways [!] of the house of Ahab, for his mother was his counselor [!] in 

doing wickedly,” “after the death of his father they were his counselors, to his undoing” (2 Kings 
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22:3-4; cf. Micah 6:16). In fact, Scripture supplies numerous examples of this “walking in the 

counsel of the wicked.” 

Perhaps some Christians think in this context too exclusively of various sinful amusements: 

gambling casinos, nightclubs, and such. But why would we not also think of the familiar 

phenomenon of false prophecy in Israel? Scripture does talk about wicked prophets (Jer. 23:9-32), 

doesn’t it? They also provided counsel to the people, although it different one hundred and eighty 

degree from that given by the faithful prophets. Rather that advising Judah to humble itself under 

the striking hand of God, as Jeremiah had advised, prophets like Pashur, Hananiah, Ahab, and 

Zedekiah gave the counsel especially to keep on “believing” in the indestructibility of the temple 

(Jer. 7). With this we simply wanted to indicate that “walking in the counsel of the wicked” surely 

resulted not only in various social and ethical injustices, but throughout the entire history could 

also be seen in the ecclesiastical arena. 

 

The way of sinners 

In the preceding section the “way” or lifestyle of the wicked passed in review. They appeared 

not always to be villains and scoundrels. Their way was not characterized in the first place by 

various offensive sins, but especially by their arrogant attitude of living with respect to Yahweh. 

It was their covenant breaking. Their constant ignoring of Yahweh as their divine covenant 

partner and king. Therein lay their great wickedness. Even though they frequently cloaked this 

with the garment of “civil decency,” but that too was a form of self-directed righteousness. Acting 

arrogantly as though there were no God, that seemed to be the preeminent characteristic of “the 

way of sinners” and “the way of the wicked” (Jer. 7:23-26). 

Naturally this kind of attitude toward God did not remain invisible in practice. We became 

acquainted with the wicked and sinners who enrich themselves at the cost of their brothers and by 

trampling the Toray underfoot. Others persecuted those who wanted to live holy lives according 

to the Word of God. In this context we can further identify those who “to leave the craving of the 

hungry unsatisfied, and to deprive the thirsty of drink” (Isa. 32:6), and to the oppression of 

widows and other poor people, to moving boundary stones, charging exorbitant interest, taking 

grinding stones and blankets as security, selling chaff as though it were grain (Amos 8:6), abuse 

of power against female employees (Amos 2:7). Such things characterize “the way of sinners.” 

Notice how far this diverges from “the good way,” to use Solomon’s phrase, that Yahweh had 

indicated in the Torah. In fact, “the way of sinners” consisted in perpetual missteps. The Hebrew 

word for sinner in Psalm 1:1 points in that direction: miss the target, stray from the way, make a 

mistake. The opposite was “walking with God.” And that is so simple: 

 

He has told you, O man, what is good; 

    and what does the LORD require of you 

but to do justice, and to love kindness, 

    and to walk humbly with your God? (Micah 6:8). 

 

The circle of scoffers 

Psalm 1 speaks literally of “the seat of scoffers.” Have Bible-believing Christians thought too 

much that this perhaps referred to seats in coffeehouses and theaters, and too little of these being 

pulpit chair or endowed professors’ chairs? What brands a member of God’s people as a scoffer is 

not in the first place his profane jokes about God and his service, but his self-exaltation. Perhaps 

camouflaged by a bit of humanistic decency, but thereby no less sovereign and autonomous. Peter 
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and Jude were acquainted with scoffers inside the Christian churches, people who rationalized 

away the return of the Son of man that can be expected every day, and tore apart the churches (2 

Pet. 3:3-4; Jude 18-19). 

 

The righteous are not so! 

According to this “counsel of the wicked” and this “way of sinners” and in this “circle of 

scoffers,” the righteous in Israel did not live. A thrice-repeated not in this psalm verse points to 

the contrast between the manner of life of the apostate and that of the righteous. These people 

walk, stand, and sit differently than unbelievers. God’s faithful children walk according to God’s 

counsels, stand in the way of his commandments, and sit in the circle of those who fear Yahweh. 

Not that the righteous in Israel lived back then from the same spirit as the later monks, who 

separated themselves from the society of the wicked and sinners. Paul would later say: “since then 

you would need to go out of the world” (1 Cor. 5:9-13). No, the godly kept themselves from 

following the principles of the wicked, not from sinners themselves but from their way, not from 

all interaction with scoffers but from friendship with them. This is no narrow-minded apartheid. 

The righteous avoided the lifestyle of the wicked not from an isolationist overestimation of 

themselves, but first of all, because they knew that this would gradually lead to their own defeat, 

and secondly, because they possessed such delight in the way of God’s Word. That is what we 

will read later in verse 2. 

This aversion characterizes the godly in all of Scripture: Psalm 26:4-7, Proverbs 1:10-19; 

4:14-19; Ephesians 4:20; 1 John 2:15-17 all express this very clearly. When the godly 

Jehoshaphat forgot this commanded separation and entered an alliance with Ahab, and together 

with him and Israel entered battle against Ramoth in Gilead, he was warned about that by the seer 

Jehu, the son of Hananiah: “Should you help the wicked and love those who hate the LORD? 

Because of this, wrath has gone out against you from the LORD” (2 Chron. 19:2). This is how the 

prophet spoke despite the fact that Jehoshaphat and Northern Israel stood in the same covenant 

with God and thus were brothers (2 Chron. 11:4; 28:9-11). In this way, the godly often ended up 

standing separate from their covenant forsaking brothers in the immense church world—with the 

Word and for the Word! 

So Psalm 1 opens the Psalter by observing in its opening lines the deep contrast between two 

kinds of life principles, two manner of living, and two groups—all of them proceeding from two 

kinds of attitudes toward Yahweh and his Word. 

 

Verse 2: 

 

But his delight is in the law of the LORD, 

    and on his law he meditates day and night. 

 

Because Israel went through so many periods when they forsook Yahweh, the righteous often 

constituted only a remnant or remainder that was characterized, first, negatively by its separation 

(cf. v. 1), and secondly, positively by their obedience to God’s Word. That was their delight and 

their life. 

 

Yes, the godly love God’s Word! With the word law in Psalm 1 don’t think especially of an 

arid lawbook of criminal code with hundreds of strict regulations. The Pharisees and scribes have 

saddled us with that misunderstanding. Originally this error sprang from a rabbinic root and by 
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way of Pharisees who became Christians it became a toxic weed that invaded the vineyard of 

Christianity. Many Christians were led by this misunderstanding to view the Law of Moses as a 

kind of religious labor contract, except with conditions that an ordinary person could never fulfill. 

We will discuss this misunderstanding more extensively when we discuss Psalm 15 later. Making 

this connection with the thought world of the Pharisees and Judaizers, however, has undoubtedly 

caused misunderstanding of Psalm 1 as well. 

In this psalm, the word Law absolutely does not refer to something that is dry and harsh and 

cannot be carried out. In fact, the Israelite talked about the Torah as something identical to the 

term Instruction for our ears. Torah was something that Israelite young people received from their 

parents or teachers (Prov. 1:8; 3:1; 6:20, 23; 7:2; 13:14). Our heavenly Father gave his children 

the Torah or instruction during the wilderness period. As we have remarked more often, this 

instruction contained a whole lot more than simply religious matters. The Torah a book of laws 

and prescriptions? A large portion of the books of Genesis, Exodus, and Numbers consist, note 

well, of narratives of God’s liberating activity with Israel. The Torah tells us how Yahweh 

became King in Israel, established covenants with his vassal nation, and arranged a dwelling 

where Israel could serve him. Moreover, who would dare to call the statutes in the Torah dry and 

harsh? They all tingle with life, life, and more life, which Yahweh as God of life had promised to 

his people. No. Psalm 1 surely does not portray a man who sat bent over studying one or another 

religious rulebook. He was not the predecessor of the religious canon lawyer whom we meet in 

the Gospels: the Pharisees and scribes, who stored in their heads the disentangling arguments of 

rabbi this and rabbi that, so they could load down the poor churchgoers of their day. Psalm 1 

speaks on an entirely different level, and about something entirely different. It shows the portrait 

of a righteous one who amuses himself in God’s fatherly instruction about Israel’s redemption 

from the power of Satan and death along the route of atonement through satisfaction. 

 

Does Psalm 1 have in mind the Torah of Moses exclusively? It is tempting to answer the 

question affirmatively. Already in the time of Joshua the Torah would have existed in book form, 

though not in its present form (Josh. 1:8; Deut. 6:6; 11:18-19; 17:19). We commented earlier that 

the main sections of the Bible are stitched to each other is a remarkable way. With the conclusion 

of Deuteronomy and the beginning of Joshua, the main section of Torah and Prophets are tied to 

one another by the admonition: Remember the Torah of Moses! And with Malachi 4 and Psalm 1 

we say the main sections of Prophets and Writings stitched to each other, once again with 

reference to . . . the Torah! That remarkable place of Psalm 1 at the seam of two main sections of 

the Bible make us think with the term law in Psalm 1:2 automatically of the five books of Moses. 

It is obvious that Psalm 1 at the head of the Writings has in view the same Torah that Joshua 1 

had in view at the head of the Prophets. But because the term torah can also refer to the 

instruction of parents, sages, prophets, and priests, Psalm 1 could naturally also be referring to 

more divine instruction than that of Moses alone. It could also be referring to the torah in the 

prophetic books like Joshua, Judges, and Samuel, perhaps also the psalms of David. But this 

represents no contradiction. Whether we should think here only of the Torah of Moses in the 

Pentateuch, or also of that found in the prophets and psalmists, makes no difference in the final 

analysis. After the Law of Moses was revealed, these supply nothing new in principle. All torah 

in Israel flowed ultimately from the great fountain of the Torah of Moses. The parallel between 

Psalm 1 and Joshua 1 remains remarkable, in any case. 
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The wicked in Israel despised that Torah, but for the godly it was their delight and their life. 

They would much rather possess God’s Word than thousands of pieces of gold and silver (Ps. 

119:72, 140). It tasted better than honey (Ps. 119:103. It is no wonder that God’s Word can revive 

a person and make him happy, and it is no surprise how much wisdom can be mined from it (Ps. 

19:8-9; 119:98). Notice how much delight the composer of Psalm 119 can take in the Torah (cf. 

vv. 24, 77, 92, 143, 174). 

Psalm 1 sketches the portrait of an Israelite righteous person as someone who “meditates day 

and night” on God’s Word. We could also render this: “reads it as he mumbles softly” or “as he 

says it to himself.” This is not the kind of person who “quickly reads a little passage a minute.” 

He was to retain what he has read, and in order to plant it firmly in his mind he reads it with 

mumbling and half aloud to himself. He is accustomed to doing this. Genuinely godly people are 

busy “day and night” with what God has said in his Word. Would not the fixed times of prayer 

refer as well to fixed times for hearing and reading God’s Word (Dan. 6:11; Mark 1:35; Luke 

2:46-49)? This is something entirely different than being busy religiously during the entire day, 

like that monk with his prayer book in the train. 

Was this poet acquainted with the Torah, then, in book form? We already indicated that this 

was certainly not impossible. For we read about Moses, that he was busy “writing the words of 

this law in a book” (Deut. 31:24). Joshua received a commandment that powerfully leads us to 

think of our psalm verse: “This Book of the Law shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall 

meditate on it day and night” (Josh. 1:8; cf. 2 Kings 22; 2 Chron. 14:4; Ps. 16:7; 63:7; 119:97-98). 

In any case, with a view to his torah, Moses had commanded: “And these words that I command 

you today shall be on your heart. You shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk 

of them when you sit in your house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and 

when you rise” (Deut. 6:6-9; 11:18-20). The Israelite may very well not have had God’s Word at 

home on a shelf in book form, but this commandment of Moses did assume that he knew the torah 

and was busy with it day and night, for how else could you teach it to your children? 

So according to Psalm 1, you can recognize the righteous in terms of two characteristics: they 

keep themselves separate from the wicked and their lifestyle, and they are governed day and 

night by God’s Word. Does it look like that leaves them holding the short end of the stick in life? 

Don’t they end up often standing as poor “have nots” opposite the wealthy wicked? Psalm 1 

proclaims that this appearance is deceiving, and the psalm comes to the righteous with a word of 

congratulations: “Blessed is the man . . . !” 

 

Verse 3: 

 

He is like a tree 

    planted by streams of water 

that yields its fruit in its season, 

    and its leaf does not wither. 

In all that he does, he prospers. 

 

Such a metaphor spoke more powerfully to Israelites in the arid Middle East than to us who 

live near the sea. Hagar and Ishmael, and later Israel, almost died of thirst in the wilderness (Gen. 

21; Exod. 15:24; 17:2; Num. 20:4). There was not blessing apart from rain (Ps. 65:10-14; cf. 1 

Kings 17). Here the psalmist is using a very powerful metaphor for the life power and life 

flourishing of the righteous: a tree planted, actually, a cutting planted alongside water ditches. In 
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those days people in Palestine must have planted cuttings from fruit trees along artificially dug 

channels that obtained their water from larger reservoirs. The roots of such trees could drink in 

the arid summer to their hearts content, resulting in constant freshness and timely fruit-bearing. 

You could hardly have invented a more appropriate metaphor of life power and fruitfulness in 

Israel (cf. Gen. 49:22; Deut. 11:10-11; Ps. 52:8; 92:13-14; 128:3; Isa. 58:11; Jer. 17:5-8). The 

psalmist is comparing the righteous with such a fruitful tree. Like such a tree draws is life juices 

from the water, so the righteous draws his life power from his continual interaction with God’s 

Word, whereby his life bears abundant fruit: “In all that he does, he prospers.” To the ordinary 

eye, the poor righteous ones in Israel perhaps lead an unfortunate life, whereas the wicked to all 

appearances register the greatest successes. To the eye of faith, beautiful fruit grows only in the 

life of the righteous. Take, for example, Joseph, Moses, David, the prophets and the apostles. 

“Numerous are the tribulations of the righteous,” all of them could say in unison. And yet in these 

lives the priceless fruits ripened “in its season” in these lives for the kingdom of God. The same 

can be said of “ordinary” people like Hannah and Elkanah. Hannah’s barrenness signified a 

severe trial for her. She and her husband experienced much sorrow because of the apostasy of 

Shiloh. But notice the beautiful fruit that grew on the tree of their lives. Their son Samuel, 

together with his pupil, David, was the man through whom God began to exalt his Israelite church 

from the deep apostasy of the time of the judges. Even “the memory of the righteous is a 

blessing” (Prov. 10:7). 

 

 

Verse 4: 

 

The wicked are not so, 

    but are like chaff that the wind drives away. 

 

This too is a crass metaphor! Especially when you compare it with that used for the righteous. 

If the latter resembled a tree, fruitful and firmly rooted, a model of power, then the psalmist 

compares the wicked to dry and worthless chaff. This was a very understandable metaphor for the 

Israelites. In Palestine you could see farmers busy during harvest time on the higher elevations as 

they winnowed the threshed grain. When a cool breeze came in off the Mediterranean Sea in the 

evening, it blew away the chaff from the grain. No one milled it, since what could you use that 

chaff for anyway? 

 

With this metaphor the psalmist was encouraging his poor fellow righteous ones, and 

confessing the faith that served as the basis for the lamenting and singing of the subsequent 

psalms. The wicked are well off and the righteous are badly off? No, in the light of God’s 

promises the situation was exactly the opposite: the godly were fruitful trees and the wicked were 

worthless chaff! 

 

 

Verse 5: 

 

Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment, 

    nor sinners in the congregation of the righteous. 
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The believers living under the old covenant also knew that Yahweh would one day judge the 

world (cf. Isa. 1:25; 2:12-13; 13:6, 9; 22:5; 34:8; Eccl. 12:14; Matt. 3:12; Luke 3:17). Though 

they did not yet know that God would give this worldwide judgment to his Son (John 5:22; Acts 

17:31). On that Day of the Son of man it will become plain that the poor righteous ones were 

indeed to be congratulated and their godless oppressors to be accused severely. For then the 

humble (anawim) would inherit the land (viz., the earth, Matt. 5:5) and delight themselves in 

abundant peace (Ps. 37:11). But the sinners would perish from the land (Ps. 104:35). All those 

harsh wicked oppressors will be blown away like chaff (Job 21:18; Ps. 35:5; Isa. 17:13; 29:5; 

41:15; Hos 13:3). They took no heed to the Guidebook or Torah of Yahweh, and appeared to have 

chosen the much more advantageous course, but one day it will be evident that they followed a 

dead end path literally and figuratively (Ps. 37:10; Ps. 73; Matt. 3:12). The One known among 

Israel as the Angel of Yahweh and among us as the Lord Jesus Christ, the incarnate Son of God, 

will one day bring this to light when he comes to judge the living and the dead. 

Nevertheless with this verse we should not think only of the final judgment. Certainly the 

history of Israel is filled with injustice and oppression against the godly, just as the history of 

Christianity is, but there have been different times as well: “ So David reigned over all Israel. And 

David administered justice and equity to all his people” (2 Sam. 8:15; cf. 1 Kings 3:28; 4:20, 25). 

Under his rule and that of other godly kings, this too would have been visible: “Therefore the 

wicked will not stand in the judgment, nor sinners in the congregation of the righteous” (Ps. 1:5; 

cf. Ps. 101). In this context one might think as well of the fate of Ahab and Jezebel, the wicked 

murderers of Naboth. The dogs licked up their blood. The persecutor Saul fell on his own sword. 

Herod was eaten by worms. The false prophets Pashur and Hananiah, fierce opponents of 

Jeremiah, died a premature death (Jer. 20:6; 28:17). All of these were wicked people who 

perished in God’s judgment before the final judgment. Lives that looked a lot like chaff: unstable, 

rootless, without content and without fruit. They vanished at that point from the assembly of the 

righteous, in order later to vanish entirely from the land (Ps. 104:35; cf. Ps. 37:20; 68:3; 112:10). 

 

Do not these words constitute a striking introduction to the book of Psalms? Notice the 

laments in the subsequent psalms, concerning the injustice perpetrated by the wicked! But the first 

psalm sounds forth the kind of conviction undergirding the appeals to God in this Bible book: the 

Judge of all the earth will perform justice! 

 

 

Verse 6: 

 

For the LORD knows the way of the righteous, 

    but the way of the wicked will perish. 

 

In our language the verb to know lies mostly in the sphere of seeing and perceiving. It is a 

relatively neutral word. But in the Bible, in the verb to know you feel the warmth of contact with 

what or whom a person knows. In Hebrew one can even say that a man knows his wife. In 

Scripture to know is far more a matter of someone’s heart than of his mind (cf. Gen. 39:8; Prov. 

1:2). 

The psalmist would certainly have wanted to say as well that Yahweh knows the way of the 

righteous in this way. That he “knows everything about it” and sympathizes with them with 

heartfelt sympathy. He knows their poverty and oppression, their sickness and suffering injustice. 
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“He knows their sitting and their rising. He discerns their thoughts from afar. He searches out 

their paths and their lying down, and is acquainted with all their ways” (cf. Ps. 139.1-3). “The 

eyes of the LORD are toward the righteous and his ears toward their cry” (Ps. 34:15, 18). He 

records their tears (Ps. 56:8). The righteous stand day and night under his powerful protection. 

Yahweh know them as his loyal covenant partners. 

 

That last observation must be added. Archaeological investigation of ancient Near Eastern 

treaty documents has shed light on the significance of the biblical word to know. In these treaties 

to know is often used as a technical term for the mutual recognition of a Great King and his vassal 

as covenant partners together. To know means in this context that one acknowledges the 

stipulations of the covenant as binding, and recognizes either the vassal or the Great King as a 

legitimate covenant partner. People would show this by respecting and honoring mutual rights 

and duties as loyal covenant partners. 

Perhaps as we read Holy Scripture we should pay more attention to this covenantal 

background of the word to know. This kind of meaning could be rendered more clearly in a 

number of Scripture passages. In Psalm 1:6 as well. Keeping in view the character of all the 

psalms as songs of the covenant will lend more significance to knowing than that Yahweh takes 

kind notice of the righteous and cares for them. The content of this verse appears to us to be still 

more full and weighty. Why, despite all outward signs to the contrary, are the righteous to be 

congratulated? Because Yahweh knows their way. The heavenly Great King Yahweh entered into 

treaties with Israel. Let the righteous be comforted in knowing that their loyal path is surely not 

hidden from God’s all-seeing eyes and as a loyal Great King, he will keep his covenant 

obligations toward these loyal vassals! 

When heard this way, in this verse Psalm 1 sounds a keynote for the entire Psalter: the God to 

whom the psalmists pray, complain, and rejoice is chesed, faithful, loyal! His chesed (steadfast 

love, covenant faithfulness, loyalty) is “as high as the heavens,” a Covenant Partner whose 

faithfulness “reaches to the clouds” (Ps. 36:5). 

 

 

The keynotes are struck 

 

With this psalm we have read the first Introduction to the book of Psalms. Several keynotes of 

this book have been struck. Psalm 2 will add a few more, and then the overview of the Psalms is 

completed. 

Psalm 1 directed us to the following themes: 

 

1. The book of Psalms is governed by this contrast among God’s people: the poor righteous 

ones versus the wealthy wicked, or loyal covenant partners of God v. unfaithful covenant partners 

of God. 

2. These Israelites followed two kinds of advice: that of Yahweh in the Torah or that of the 

wicked and their principles. They walked down two different life paths: that of Yahweh and his 

commandments, or that of the sinners and their autonomous world- and life-view. And they 

traveled in two kinds of groups: that of Yahweh and his upright ones, or that of the scoffers and 

their sovereign principles. 

3. But Psalm 1 does not criticize the righteous about this in the least. On the contrary, it opens 

this commemorative book with hearty congratulations: How blessed the righteous are! 
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4. Characteristic of the godly, therefore, was their aversion toward the lifestyle and friendship 

of the wicked. Not practiced from a kind of separatistic apartheid for its own sake, but compelled 

on account of their living with the Word. 

5. Indeed, the righteous were to be congratulated! Measured according to outward appearance, 

they seemed to be leading unfortunate lives, but in the light of God’s promises they were 

genuinely successful and their lives bore genuine fruit. Because they had led their lives along the 

eternal path. In contrast with the sterile lives of the wealthy wicked with their dead-end life path. 

 

With this note Psalm 1 has also introduced the Writings as a section of the Bible. But we will 

come back to this in our discussion of Psalm 2. 
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Chapter 6 

 

PSALM 2: THE SECOND KEY TO THE BOOK OF PSALMS 

 

 

You can view Psalm 2 all by itself, of course. But in view of both its content and its canonical 

place, it is a genuine introductory psalm like Psalm 1. In a twofold sense. First, it naturally 

introduces the Psalms as a Bible book, but just like Psalm 1, it also introduces the Writings as a 

section of the Bible. We mentioned already that the Jews often joined these two psalms together. 

This is understandable. In terms of their canonical location, they stand together at the headwaters 

of the Psalms and the other Writings. In terms of their content, they both point to the front that 

governs the leading edge of the Psalms and the other Writings, the line between those who are for 

and those who are against Yahweh. These two psalms fill out each other rather nicely, though 

there is a difference in how they shed light on this line of demarcation. 

Perhaps this is more difficult to see in our modern translations and versions, but just as Psalm 

1, so Psalm 2 identifies this line of demarcation within Israel. Among God’s people. Today we 

would say: in Christianity. According to their own Introduction, the Psalms are governed by a 

covenantal—if you will: ecclesiastical—front. They speak from the contrast between those within 

Israel, within God’s people, who are for Yahweh and those who are against him. That is the deep 

correspondence between both psalms. 

Now then, what is the difference in the light being shed on this front? 

Psalm 1 speaks especially about the contrast in Israel between Yahweh and his Torah. The 

wicked Israelites shoved this Guidebook aside arrogantly, in order to follow their own ways and 

principles. Looking with worldly eyes, in so doing they are betting on the good horse. Most of the 

wicked lived prosperously, while the righteous who remained loyal to Yahweh drew the short 

straw everywhere. The Psalms are chock full with complaints about wicked oppressors. But 

Psalm 1 introduces the songs of these suffering righteous ones with the hardy confession of faith: 

Yahweh nevertheless defends the godly and is their future. Wicked successful people? They are 

as sterile as chaff. No, more sterile than those poor righteous ones! Because the apparently 

unsuccessful lives of the righteous bear lasting fruit! 

Psalm 2 speaks in the same faith about the same front. But whereas Psalm 1 focused more on 

the opposition toward Yahweh and his Torah, Psalm 2 focuses on the resistance against Yahweh 

and his Messiah, his vassal-king, his vice-regent. Psalm 2 views that resistance arising 

occasionally from hostile pagans, but mostly from hostile Israelites. Without naming them, we 

see Psalm 2 once again featuring the wicked, those members of God’s people who despise 

Yahweh and his Word. You will no longer be able to miss them on every page of the book of 

Psalms. Psalm 1 characterizes them as Israelites with their own counsel, their own way, and their 

own group. Psalm 2 characterizes them as apostates with their own god (Baal?) and their own 

prices: “Away with Yahweh and his Davidic vassal-king!” 

 

Torah and Prophets tell us much about this undertaking of Yahweh and his anointed. The echo 

of this reverberates through all the Writings. Jubilation psalms glorify Yahweh’s kingship. Psalms 

of lament mourn the apparent defeat of David’s royal house (Ps. 89, for example, and the psalms 

of lament), or people pray for its continuation (Ps. 72), or yearn for the great Son of David 

(Chronicles). To say nothing about all those complaints of the poor righteous ones who suffer 
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under the oppression of the wicked because the king himself has forsaken God’s covenant and 

does not take God’s Torah as guideline for his rule. Kings and Chronicles are full of this. 

At the beginning of all those Writings we have not only the faith confession of Psalm 1 (“And 

nevertheless Yahweh stands on the side of the righteous”), but also that of Psalm 2 (“And yet the 

kingdom of Yahweh and his Messiah will achieve the ultimate victory!”). 

With these two faith confessions we have in hand the keys to the Psalms. 

 

 

6.1 A psalm of David? 

 

Who composed Psalm 2? David? That cannot be determined with certainty. There is no 

superscription above this psalm that gives the name of its author. Acts 4 appears to supply some 

information. There we read that the church in Jerusalem prayed this psalm once to our heavenly 

Father. After the arrest and liberation of Peter and John, the entire congregation raised its unified 

voice to God: “Sovereign Lord, who made the heaven and the earth and the sea and everything in 

them, who through the mouth of our father David, your servant, said by the Holy Spirit, ‘Why did 

the Gentiles rage, and the peoples plot in vain?’” (Acts 4:24-25). Does this mean, then, that we 

should for this reason consider David to be the author of Psalm 2? In our opinion, the statement of 

the Jerusalem church does not need to compel us to do so. We can imagine that for the sake of 

convenience, the church in Jerusalem identified all the psalms as coming from the man whom 

they knew as David, “the sweet psalmist of Israel” (2 Sam. 23:1), since he had composed so many 

of them. So in our view, that church could have employed the same linguistic custom that our 

Reformed ancestors used, who stipulated in their Church Order of Dort that in the churches “only 

the 150 Psalms of David” and a couple of hymns were to be sung (article 69). In terms of the 

manner of speaking, “David” is a rather complex title that refers not only to the person of David 

but in fact to all those who composed psalms. Seen in this way, the church of Jerusalem intended 

the words cited earlier to mean: “You yourself have said by your Spirit in the Psalms . . . .” The 

expression “through the mouth of David” then practically means: “through the mouth of the 

psalmist.” Just as all the Proverbs are called “proverbs of Solomon,” because he was the proverb 

composer par excellence, so too all the Psalms may be called “psalms of David,” because he was 

the psalm composer par excellence. 

Of course, with this we are in no way arguing that David did not compose Psalm 2. We are 

leaving out of consideration the possibility that an anonymous composer placed this psalm on the 

lips of David, like Marnix of Saint Aldegonde apparently used poetic license to place the line “I 

am William of Nassau” on the lips of Prince William. There is much to be said for the view that 

Psalm 2 came from David’s hand. The language is ancient. And David encountered much 

opposition during his life. If people want to read the psalm concretely, they can quite properly 

think of David’s kind of experiences. But these experiences, on the other hand, were not limited 

to David. We see the basic paradigm of Psalm 2 surface repeatedly in church history. This psalm 

is one of the most frequently cited psalms in the New Testament, so that we can easily speak of 

many fulfillments of Psalm 2. 

 

We just used the word fulfillments—in the plural. This likely requires further explanation. 

Therefore we will postpone our exposition of Psalm 2 for a moment, as we make a brief 

digression for handling the question: How can psalms be fulfilled? That one should speak of 

prophecies being fulfilled is normal, but how can one speak this way about psalms? When we 
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have answered this question, we will be better able to show how Psalm 2 was fulfilled frequently 

in the course of church history, in expectation of its definitive fulfillment. 

 

 

6.2 How psalms can be fulfilled multiple times 

 

In the New Testament we read more than once that not only words of the prophets but also 

psalms are fulfilled (Matt. 13:35 = Ps. 78:2; Luke 24:44 and John 13:18 = Ps. 41:9; John 15:25 = 

Ps. 69:4; John 19:24 = Ps. 22:18). Altogether we find one or more citations from or allusions to 

one hundred one different psalms in the New Testament! From Psalm 2 alone we find at least 

fifteen (Matt. 3:17; Acts 4:25, 26; Acts 13:33; Heb. 1:5; 5:5; 7:28; 2 Pet. 1:17; Rev 2:26; 6:15; 

11:15, 18; 12:5; 17:18; 19:15, 19). 

To reach a correct view regarding the fulfillment of psalms, we must first deal with a 

widespread misunderstanding about prophecy. 

In the opinion of many people, prophecy is another term for prediction, and fulfill is another 

term for the happening of such a prediction. It is not for nothing that people talk about a “weather 

prediction.” Every day the national weather service predicts the weather for the coming day(s), 

and as a rule we can say: it happens just as it was predicted yesterday. In a similar way, people 

imagine the biblical prophets to be men who concerned themselves with predictions of future 

events. By the fulfillment of their prophetic words people then understand that their predictions of 

the future happened. 

Now we are not denying that prophets spoke also about the future. Micah was privileged to 

foretell that the Lord Jesus would be born in Bethlehem (Micah 5:1). Jeremiah announced the 

death of the false prophet Hananiah (Jer. 28). Both predictions happened precisely as they had 

been foretold. However, when we take all the saying of the prophets together, we can agree with 

the Reformed Old Testament scholar B. Holwerda, who wrote that the prophet of Israel predicted 

practically nothing. Nor do we want to lose sight of the fact that the word fulfill can be related to 

promises that God made to his people and that he subsequently kept fully. 

In far and away the most instances, the prophets spoke God’s Word, however, not about a 

future time (Judges 6:7-10; Jer. 2; Ezek. 16; Hos 11:1; etc.). Nevertheless we read about Hosea’s 

prophecy, “Out of Egypt I have called my son” (a saying about Israel’s past), that it was fulfilled 

(Hos 11:1; Matt. 2:15; cf. Jer. 31:15; Matt. 2:17-18). How can one speak of fulfillment here? After 

all, you cannot say of a prophecy concerning the past that it later happened, can you? 

In order to be able to live along with Scripture, we must be saturated with the conviction that 

God’s Word is not a supra-temporal “pious” book, not a system of various religious “truths,” not 

a collection of timeless religious expressions, but was originally written and spoke from and with 

a view to particular historical situations. Holy Scripture never speaks “supra-temporally,” but 

always situatedly: in and with an eye to particular situations in history. It speaks this way not only 

in the so-called “historical” books (a strange distinction, from which we have demurred by our 

return to the original arrangement of Scripture in terms of four main sections), but also the letter 

of Paul and the book of Revelation are historical books that we must read as dated literature, from 

their situation of birth in history. We must always be conscious of this, for our Western 

inclination to think in terms of universal concepts and our Gnostic mortal enemy with its 

obsession with system tempt us time and again to read God’s Word as a collection of timeless 

“truths,” “but in this way we have filed down the teeth of the lion (of prophecy).” Read the Bible 

as a dated book! 
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It is clear that certain situations as it were repeat themselves in the course of history. The 

particularities may well differ from each other, but the basic structure of a former situation 

reappears again. Or to say it with other words: often history shows the same basic pattern. Both 

biblical history and church history show us many examples. Situations that the psalmists have 

sung about. 

The foregoing can be clearly illustrated with Psalm 22. There David is extremely distressed. 

He is bereft of all help and has become prey to mockery and despising. He has fled from his 

home, has lost everything, his clothes, yes, even his wife (1 Sam. 19:12). He even feels 

abandoned by Yahweh. From this emergency situation David complained: “My God, my God, 

why have you forsaken me? . . . They divide my garments among them, and for my clothing they 

cast lots” (Ps. 22:1, 18). It is clear that here we are hardly dealing with a prediction, but with a 

complaint that David expressed on a particular day about himself. 

Centuries later the Lord Jesus hung on the cross. Soldiers gambled for his garments and he 

also felt forsaken by God. At that time our Savior lamented about his situation with the words of 

David in Psalm 22: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46). When John 

described the gambling for Jesus’ clothes, he added: “This was to fulfill the Scripture which says, 

‘They divided my garments among them, and for my clothing they cast lots’” (John 19:24). Did 

the Gospel-writer want to inform us in this way that at this point Psalm 22 finally “happened”? 

No, for Psalm 22 was not a prediction that the Lord Jesus would one day feel forsaken by God 

and that the clothes of the Lord Jesus would be the object of gambling, but a lament that David 

felt so lonely and that they had gambled for David’s clothes. But history repeats itself, at least in 

terms of its basic pattern, in the suffering of our Savior. The situation of Psalm 22 occurred once 

again, with him. And even in still sharper form that with David. That included the fact that the 

portrait of the situation supplied in Psalm 22 (a deeply suffering righteous person) became real 

once again. The Psalm began once again “to speak,” even more powerfully than it first spoke 

when it sounded forth from David’s mouth. 

In such a case a saying of a psalm was fulfilled. This has nothing to do with something 

happening, because with the psalms we are not dealing with predictions of a seer but with the 

situation-descriptions of a poet. This kind of poetic sketches of a situation become real once 

again. Ancient sayings obtain a new sound. Many a saying in Scripture achieved in the life of our 

Savior its fulfillment or apex of realization. If ever anyone had reason to cry out, “My God, my 

God, why have you forsaken me?,” then it was our Savior. He had many more reasons than the 

author of Psalm 22 himself. Therefore John could write that such a psalm was fulfilled in him, 

made full, reaching its highest climax, when the clothes of our Savior were gambled for as he 

hung on the cross. 

In this way many psalms were fulfilled in the life of Isaiah, Jeremiah, Amos, Hosea, Ezekiel, 

and others when these people encountered similar situations as others long before them had also 

encountered. Indeed, the psalms continue to be fulfilled in this way for and with us when we have 

Davidic and Asaphic experiences and recognize ourselves so strikingly, despite all the difference 

in particularities, in their situation that has been portrayed in poetic form. Even though not one 

psalm will ever again reach such a climax of fulfillment as they did in the heart and on the lips of 

the greatest Believer who ever walked upon earth, Jesus, the preeminently Impoverished One and 

the Suffering One in the wicked church world of his time. 

The language of the psalms makes it easy for God’s people throughout the ages to pray them 

and to sing them. On the one hand, they are clearly situational, but on the other hand, Hebrew 

poetry has a preference for more or less fixed expressions and word couplets and an occasionally 
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veiled manner of speaking, whereby they place in the light the precise basic pattern and the 

particularities of time and manner, as well as leaving some particularities in the mist. This 

linguistic uniqueness of the psalms make them so suited for praying them or singing them in 

similar situations when they are being fulfilled once again. 

Now that we’ve concluded our digression, let’s return to Psalm 2. 

 

 

6.3 The first voice: rebels against Yahweh and his Messiah (vv. 1-3) 

 

Psalm 2 clearly consists of four parts. In each of them we hear a different voice. In verses 1-3 

we hear the shriek of rebels against Yahweh and his vassal-king, already indicated by the 

commentary of the composer: “Why . . .?” In verses 4-6 we listen to the reaction of Yahweh 

himself to this. Next come verses 7-9, where the king himself is speaking. And the psalmist 

himself draws the conclusion in verses 10-12. 

We will discuss the psalm strophe by strophe. 

 

Verses 1-3: 

 

Why do the nations rage 

    and the peoples plot in vain? 

The kings of the land set themselves, 

    and the rulers take counsel together, 

    against the YAHWEH and against his messiah, saying, 

    “Let us burst their bonds apart 

    and cast away their cords from us.” 

 

There you have the basic pattern of so many periods in the history of Israel and that of 

Christianity: revolt, always and again, revolt against Yahweh and his messiah. There you also find 

the basic pattern of the current situation in Christianity. 

 

a. Yahweh and his messiahs 

 

A good Bible translation in clear English is obviously a wonderful tool for understanding 

Scripture. Nevertheless, it can occasionally be helpful not to translate several Bible words. We 

have done that here in Psalm 2:2 with the Hebrew word mashiach ( ִׁ יח ִָׁמש  ), familiar to us in its 

somewhat bastardized form messiah or in its translation as anointed. 

With the word messiah we often think immediately and exclusively of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

and the question arises whether Psalm 2 then provides a prediction of the resistance that he would 

encounter. But then how could believers have understood this psalm in the centuries before 

Christ’s coming to earth? These difficulties resolve themselves if we remember the following. 

First, these three words mean exactly the same thing: the Hebrew word mashiah, the Greek word 

christos, and the English word anointed. Second, believers who lived before Christ’s coming to 

earth knew an entire series of messiahs, strange as that may sound. The Hebrew Bible uses the 

word mashiach for priests, but especially for kings in Israel, all of whom were anointed when 

they assumed their offices. Even Saul was called mashiach. When Abishai proposed to slay Saul, 

David answered, “The LORD forbid that I should do this thing to my lord, the LORD’s mashiach, 
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to put out my hand against him, seeing he is the LORD’s mashiach” (1 Sam. 24:6; cf. 12:3, 5; 

16:6; 24:11; 26:9, 11, 16, 23; 2 Sam. 1:14, 16). In all these passages Saul is called in our 

translations “the LORD’s anointed,” but in the Hebrew Bible he is called “the mashiach of 

Yahweh.” David was referred to in the same way: “Shall not Shimei be put to death for this, 

because he cursed the LORD’s anointed [mashiach]?” (2 Sam. 19:21; cf. v. 23). When Solomon 

concluded his prayer at the dedication of the temple, he spoke this way about himself: 

“O LORD God, do not turn away the face of your anointed one [mashiach]!” (2 Chron. 6:42). In 

other passages the word refers to the king of Israel without mentioning his name (cf. 1 Sam. 2:10, 

35; Ps. 2:2; 20:7; 28:8; 84:10; 89:39, 52; 132:10, 17; Lam. 4:20). So the English word messiah 

does not refer only to the Lord Jesus, but also to Saul, David, and all of their successors who 

occupied the throne on Mount Zion. Solomon, Hezekiah, and Josiah were messiahs just as well. 

Even though the Lord Jesus is naturally the greatest in the line. But for that reason, to distinguish 

him from David the messiah and the other messiahs, we call him messiah along with his name: 

Messiah Jesus. 

Do you see that before the coming of Messiah Jesus, Psalm 2 was certainly not speaking a 

secret language for believers? During those centuries, Yahweh had his messiahs on the throne of 

David. Psalm 2 would have been referring in the first place to just this kind of messiah like David 

and Hezekiah. And it would have been fulfilled later repeatedly. For the basic pattern of Psalm 2 

would have been depicted repeatedly in the world of Israel: rebellion against Yahweh and his 

messiah. Though this phenomenon reached its climax in resistance again Yahweh and his greatest 

Messiah: Jesus! But even then the psalm did not yet receive its final fulfillment. Our age is filled 

to the brim with revolution against Yahweh and Messiah Jesus. 

 

b. From whom and where did Yahweh and his messiahs always encounter resistance? 

 

In the first part of this psalm, we hear the sounds of a revolution. Kings and other rulers are 

mobilizing their armies. We hear the sounds of revolutionary slogans and of authorities 

conspiring intensely with each other against Yahweh and his messiah-king seated on Mount Zion. 

Where must we find these revolutionaries: within or outside of Israel? The answer to this 

question depends on the way we translate Psalm 2:2: “the kings of the earth” or “the kings of the 

land.” Both translations of the Hebrew word erets (ֶאֶרץ) are possible. One could just as well 

translate it as “the kings of the city” or “the kings of the city state.” 

 

Kings of the earth? Or of the land? 

 

If one chooses for the earth, then the psalm obtains a global cast, of course. Its field of vision 

encompasses the entire world. Because we do not know for certain who the author is, we cannot 

identify any history to which our psalmist must have been referring. People have pointed to 

various wars that have jeopardized the continuation of the Davidic dynasty, from the time of 

David until the time of the Maccabees. For some time Israel was a great entity surrounded by a 

wreath of vassal states, and biblical history shows attempts undertaken by subjugated nations to 

cast off the superior power of David’s house. Think of the attacks of Ammonites, Moabites, and 

others against the authority of David, Jehoshaphat, Uzziah, and Jotham (2 Sam. 10:2; 2 Chron. 

20:26-27; Ezra 4:20). People have observed that such rebellions would often have occurred near 

the time of enthroning a new king in Judah, so that Psalm 2 would be an “enthronement psalm,” 

one that explained beforehand the futility of such a potential uprising. But if the name Yahweh is 
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the brief summary of all of God’s redemptive gospel for Israel, can one then say of pagans that 

they rebelled against Yahweh? And during times when Israel observed God’s covenant, did they 

constitute such a great threat to David’s throne (Lev. 26:6-8; Deut. 28:7, 10, 13)? Were not the 

attacks of the Syrians, Assyrians, and Babylonians upon Israel and Judah proofs of Yahweh’s 

covenant curse? God is not always with his people. We will discuss this more extensively when 

we come to Psalm 46. Therefore here in Psalm 2 we opt for the translation, “kings of the land set 

themselves up.” In so doing, we are locating the hearth of the resistance against Yahweh and his 

messiahs not outside of, but within Israel, not among the pagans, but among God’s people 

themselves, in the circle of God’s covenant. In so doing, we are not excluding the kind of 

rebellion of vassal-kings like that described in 2 Samuel 10, for measured according to the 

standard of God’s promise to Abraham, we are then still dealing with “kings of the land,” the land 

that God had promised to Israel. In our opinion, this explanation of our psalm better fits with the 

entirety of the rest of Scripture. 

 

In addition to the word erets (think of the name of the present state of “Israel”: “erets Yisrael,” 

the land of Israel), the word kings also need not constitute an objection against looking for the 

rebels against Yahweh and his messiahs especially in Israel. The usual explanation makes us think 

automatically of powerful foreign princes, but the word king as it is used in Scripture refers not 

only to potentates ruling over a worldwide empire, but also for what we might today call mayors. 

Various local and regional authorities. After all, the Bible speaks rather customarily about the 

“king” of Sodom and the “king” of Jericho, and even about the “king” of tiny Ai (cf. Josh. 12), 

doesn’t it? The concordance will furnish you numerous names of such city-kings. The “kings of 

the land” mentioned in Psalm 2 can surely have been various Israelite authorities, local or 

regional rulers in Israel, who for one reason or another wanted to see the messiah-king in 

Jerusalem deposed from his throne. Recall in this context Absalom and Ahithophel, genuine 

“rulers” in the sense of Psalm 2:2, and Israelite revolutionaries against David. We might think as 

well of the battles that Israel and Judah fought against each other. Those entailed the Jerusalem 

messiah-king being opposed by “kings of the (same) land” (cf. 2 Chron. 13). Or consider the 

influence of numerous priests of Baal and false prophets within Israel during the time of the 

kings. They too were “rulers”! No, the words kings and rulers do not prevent us from thinking in 

connection with Psalm 2 of an Israelite, covenantal, if you will: ecclesiastical décor. 

 

Pagan nations or Israelites? 

 

But the psalmist is speaking about “peoples” and “nations,” isn’t he? That does not prevent us 

from thinking of an Israelite background to this psalm. Moses spoke this way about Yahweh in 

connection with Israel: “Yea, he loved the people[s]” (Deut. 33:3, where the same word, ammim, 

is used as in Ps. 2:1). You need not think that this refers to masses of millions of people; a 

“people” (Hebrew, am) can also be small, indeed, so small that Moses uses the plural to refer to 

Israel. Just as David uses the word that is found in Psalm 2:1 for “nations” (Hebrew, goyim) in 

Psalm 59:6, for his Israelite enemies. The word does not compel us to think of pagans. 

The text of Psalm 2:1-3 permits us then to see in the rebelling peoples and kings no unnamed 

pagan powers, but Israelites. Kings in the promised land. Authorities among God’s own people. 

Therefore, in its portrait of the front found throughout the psalms, Psalm 2 ties in closely with 

Psalm 1, which identifies for us the wicked in Israel, on the soil of God’s covenant. The arrow of 

the prophecy in Psalm 2 can be polished to a much sharper point than we had supposed with the 
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customary, worldwide view. All the more when we review how the apostles, who were driven by 

the Holy Spirit, have explained this psalm in their writings. Then we are fortified even more in 

our conviction that Israel is the breeding ground of the resistance that always flared up against 

Yahweh and his messiahs. 

 

Psalm 2 in the New Testament 

 

We will have the passages where the New Testament cites our psalm pass in review, and 

notice especially the direction in which the arrow of the prophecy of Psalm 2 is pointing in these 

citations: toward Israel or toward the pagan world? 

 

Matthew 3:16-17: 

And when Jesus was baptized, immediately he went up from the water, and behold, the 

heavens were opened to him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and coming 

to rest on him; and behold, a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son [Ps. 2:7], the Beloved, 

with whom I am well pleased.” 

 

In the time of Matthew, that latter issue was precisely the great bone of contention in Israel: 

was Jesus of Nazareth the Messiah or not? Israel had rejected him, indeed, even crucified and 

killed him. “The kings of the land” with their followers could not have rebelled more fiercely 

against Yahweh and his Messiah. But Matthew, the Jewish Gospel-writer, wanted to prove 

especially to Jewish readers that Jesus of Nazareth was the great Messiah promised of old. In that 

great apologetic context of Israel’s resistance against Yahweh and his Messiah the evangelist 

narrates how God himself cited Psalm 2 after Jesus’ baptism. According to Matthew, therefore, 

the battleline of Psalm 2 ran right through God’s people. 

 

The letter to the Hebrews: 

Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, but in 

these last days he has spoken to us by his Son [Ps. 2:7], whom he appointed the heir [Ps. 2:8] 

of all things, through whom also he created the world (Heb. 1:1-2). 

So also Christ did not exalt himself to be made a high priest, but was appointed by him who 

said to him, “You are my Son, today I have begotten you” (Heb. 5:5; cf. 7:28). 

The Jewish Christians to whom this letter was directed were in danger of falling back into the 

Judaism that was hostile toward Messiah Jesus, which at that time still possessed its impressive 

temple in Jerusalem. How terrible such a falling back would be, for then these Jewish Christians 

would forget that Messiah Jesus is the Son of God (also in the sense of Psalm 2) and is greater 

than the angels (Heb. 1-2), greater than Moses (Heb. 3-4), greater than Aaron (Heb. 5-6), indeed, 

who is the high priest who is simultaneously king, just like Melchizedek (Heb. 7-10). 

The letter to the Hebrews also cites Psalm 2 in connection with resistance against Yahweh and 

his Messiah Jesus among the Hebrews—not among pagans, but among members of God’s people! 

 

2 Peter 1:17: 

For when he received honor and glory from God the Father, and the voice was borne to him 

by the Majestic Glory, “This is my beloved Son [Ps. 2:7], with whom I am well pleased.” 
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In this letter Peter warns for “false prophets among the people,” who even deny “the Lord, 

who purchased them.” Whereas Peter himself had heard how God had called the Messiah “my 

Son.” Once again a citation of this psalm in the context of resistance against Messiah Jesus among 

God’s own people. 

 

Revelation 2:26-27: 

The one who conquers and who keeps my works until the end, to him I will give authority over 

the nations, and he will rule them with a rod of iron, as when earthen pots are broken in pieces 

[Ps. 2:8-9], even as I myself have received authority from my Father. 

 

Prostitution and committing adultery are metaphors used frequently in Scripture in terms of 

destroying the covenant relationship. That sin was being committed by Christians in the church 

of Thyatira. Once again the rebellion of Psalm 2: casting off the yoke of the Messiah (or: Christ)! 

Conquerors in this church struggle were promised by the Messiah a share in the promise of Psalm 

2:8-9. Here as well the Holy Spirit cites Psalm 2 in connection with a covenantally specified 

battleline in the ecclesiastical arena and not specified in terms of the resistance of pagans. 

 

Revelation 6:15-17: 

Then the kings of the [land] and the great ones and the generals and the rich and the 

powerful, and everyone, slave and free, hid themselves in the caves and among the rocks of 

the mountains, calling to the mountains and rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the face 

of him who is seated on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb, for the great day of their 

wrath has come, and who can stand?” 

 

Here the apostle John sees the judgment upon Jerusalem, the bloody city that killed the 

prophets. Revelation is not showing us universal world judgments, but judgments upon the city 

that had forsaken the covenant of Yahweh and had killed those bearing witness to the resurrection 

of Messiah Jesus. The opening of the seals brings with it covenant judgment. The citation of 

Psalm 2:1, “the kings of the land,” places the psalm once again in a covenantally specific context. 

The “kings of the land” are prominent ecclesiastical figures. 

 

Revelation 11:16-17: 

Then the seventh angel blew his trumpet, and there were loud voices in heaven, saying, “The 

kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, and he shall 

reign forever and ever.” And the twenty-four elders who sit on their thrones before God fell 

on their faces and worshiped God, saying, “. . .We give thanks to you, Lord God Almighty, 

who is and who was, for you have taken your great power and begun to reign. The nations 

raged [Ps. 2:1], but your wrath came, . . . .” 

 

In view of the foregoing, the “nations who raged” were Israelites. In the context Jerusalem is 

central. That is “the great city that symbolically is called Sodom and Egypt, where their [!] Lord 

was crucified” (v. 8). In the streets of Jerusalem John saw in a visionary way the corpses of the 

witnesses to Messiah Jesus. John also saw the beast rising from the bottomless pit near Jerusalem 

(Rev 11:7-8). There people did not believe in “Yahweh and his Anointed” (Ps. 2). Here also one 

should not be looking for universal political phenomena, but the resistance against Yahweh and 
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his Messiah, as that was committed in the contemporary Judaism as “synagogue of Satan” (Rev 

3:9). Once again we see Psalm 2 cited in an “ecclesiastical” context and not a pagan one. 

 

Revelation 12:5: 

She gave birth to a male child, one who is to rule all the nations with a rod of iron [Ps. 2.9], 

but her child was caught up to God and to his throne. 

 

Revelation 11 spoke about Jerusalem, where the witnesses of Messiah Jesus lay dead on the 

street. Revelation 12 points us to the background of all resistance against the coming of Messiah 

Jesus as well as against his appearance: behind it all stands the “dragon” or the devil. But his 

henchmen were church people. The Gospels show that clearly. The dragon raged in the Holy City 

(Rev. 11:2, 18). Jerusalem had rejected and killed Messiah Jesus. God snatched his Son out of her 

hands. They committed rebellion against “Yahweh and his Messiah.” 

In his Gospel, John tells how Jesus himself characterized this opposition during his stay here 

on earth. In that Gospel the term world is not a designation pointing to unbelieving humanity in 

general, but very often it refers to the Jewish church leaders who were hostile to Messiah Jesus. 

With a view to this covenant community Jesus accused the Jews who rejected him: “You are of 

your father the devil” (John 8:44). Behind Revelation 12 as well, we see first of all the Jerusalem 

of John’s day that had rejected the Messiah. “Then [when God had snatched the Messiah away to 

the throne] the dragon became furious with the woman and went off to make war on the rest 

of her offspring, on those who keep the commandments of God and hold to the testimony of 

Jesus”—that is: the Christians who is John’s day were severely persecuted by “the synagogue of 

Satan”; Rev. 12:17). To comfort these victims of the bloodthirsty Jewish church, John recalled 

Psalm 2:9: Messiah Jesus will one day punish these “pagans” with an iron rod! Revelation 12 uses 

our psalm, therefore, in a covenantally determined context. 

 

Revelation 17:18: 

“And the woman that you saw is the great city that has dominion over the kings of the land.” 

 

This city was apparently first of all the Jerusalem of John’s days. That is what “the kings of 

the land” governed, the Jewish authorities (Sanhedrin), who sent their agent, Saul of Tarsus, to 

Damascus to arrest disciples of Messiah Jesus (Acts 9). The Jewish Christians in Asia Minor 

knew that they had entered the church of Messiah Jesus. Economic boycott and expulsion from 

the guilds were the punishments that “the kings of the land”—who in turn were governed from 

the Jerusalem-that-was-below—applied to the followers of Messiah Jesus. 

 

Revelation 19:11, 15, 19: 

“Then I saw heaven opened, and behold, a white horse! The one sitting on it is called Faithful 

and True, . . . . From his mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations, 

and he will rule them with a rod of iron [Ps. 2:1, 8-9]. . . . And I saw the beast and the kings of 

the land with their armies gathered to make war against him who was sitting on the horse and 

against his army.” 

 

“You will not have gone through all the towns of Israel before the Son of Man comes” (Matt. 

10:23). “There are some standing here who will not taste death until they see the Son of 

Man coming in his kingdom,” our Savior declared before his ascension (Matt. 16:28). In doing so, 
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the Lord used the manner of speaking used by the prophets, who often portrayed events that were 

close and that were in the distant future as though on the same line. In this way, Christ’s 

announcements of his judgment upon Jerusalem in the year AD 70 often merged with those of his 

final coming for world judgment. That does not remove the fact that in AD 68-70 he did indeed 

come to execute judgment against apostate Jerusalem (Matt. 24 and parallel passages). 

John knew about this future “coming” from Jesus’ instruction during his time on earth. But in 

the visions of Revelation Jesus provided John with further instruction about this. As in this vision 

of Revelation 19. This vision focuses first of all on the judgment upon Jerusalem in AD 70. In 

that center of Jewish rejection of Messiah, the “beast” (i.e., false prophecy) celebrated its 

triumphs. “And many false prophets will arise and lead many astray,” the Savior had foretold 

(Matt. 24:11, 24). One could well think of them when Revelation 19 brings on stage once more 

“the kings of the land,” who again “gathered together” to wage war against Messiah Jesus, in this 

vision seen as the Rider on the white horse. But God be thanked (19:1-2), Messiah Jesus comes to 

“teach morality” to the city that first had killed him and later his followers. Expressed in the 

ancient language of Psalm 2: rule them with an iron rod. 

Here as well Scripture is talking not about universal world judgments, but about covenant 

wrath. The “kings of the land” here are authorities among God’s people standing under the claim 

of his covenant. In that apostate ecclesiastical context Scripture brings up Psalm 2 for discussion. 

 

 

Insurrection among God’s own people 

 

Psalm 2 talks about insurrection against Yahweh and his Messiah. But where must we look 

for the insurrectionists: inside or outside Israel? The text of the psalm allows us to look for them 

among God’s own people, and the context in which the apostles cited the psalm pushed us further 

in this direction: Psalm 2 is talking about insurrection against Yahweh and his Messiah among his 

own people! Not universal political leaders, but Israelite authorities, “kings of the land,” stand up 

against God and his Messiah-king. And the “nations” who follow them are not unbelieving 

humanity in general, but Israelites, members of the covenant community. That is the fundamental 

pattern of Psalm 2. 

As we have seen, the apostles later recognized this in their situation. It struck us that in his 

letters to converted pagans, Paul nowhere cites Psalm 2 in order thereby to corroborate their 

former pagan aversion to the true God. The apostles recognized the “fundamental pattern” of 

Psalm 2 in Jerusalem, the bloody city that had killed the Messiah and through whom the 

Christians were awaiting yet in the apostolic age a “great tribulation, such as has not been from 

the beginning of the world until now, no, and never will be” (Matt. 24:21). In the Jewish 

authorities and “preeminent ecclesiastical figures” they recognized from Psalm 2 the “kings of the 

land” who were hostile toward Messiah Jesus. They saw this psalm being fulfilled in the 

“inheritance of God’s covenant.” 

 

With this, the arrow of this prophecy appears to be more sharp than when we understand the 

phrase “the kings of the earth” to refer to something vague and general, such as “the yellow peril” 

or what we call “the world.” Psalm 2 is talking about opposition against God’s Messiah in what 

the Lord Jesus and John called “the world”: the great ecclesiastical world that is hostile to the 

Word! Can we not see, twenty centuries after the apostles, the “fundamental pattern” of this psalm 

repeatedly surface in church history? Psalm 2 provides further instruction about the battleline that 
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Psalm 1 already identified as running right through God’s people, which now means: straight 

through baptized Christianity. We should look for “the kings of the land” who conspire against 

God and his Messiah or Christ, not in the Kremlin or in Beijing, but in the sessions of councils 

and synods and among theological faculties, where people condemned Luther and Calvin or were 

in fact contending by means of Scripture criticism against God and his Messiah. 

“Let us burst their bonds apart and cast away their cords from us!” We will not see that very 

soon carried as a slogan on a banner. But that does become the motto of baptized Christianity that 

is exalted by God’s Spirit to heaven but always casts of the cords of God’s covenant and breaks 

the yoke of his commandments. Don’t stare yourself blind looking at attractive or activistic 

religiosity, for the opponents of the Jerusalem church were also smothered with that, but the 

brothers saw through that clearly and recognized the slogan of Psalm 2: Away with the Messiah! 

We’ll take care of things without him! 

All that insurrection against Yahweh and his Messiah(s), however, has no sense. That is the 

tone of all of Psalm 2, but the first sentence already confesses God’s supremacy over his “pious” 

enemies with the question: “Why do the nations rage and the peoples plot in vain?” What did they 

actually hope to achieve? Whoever opposes the Messiah has to deal with God, after all. 

 

 

6.4 The second voice: The one seated in heaven. The kingdom of the Messiah as God’s 

business (vv. 4-6) 

 

How such times of insurrection against Yahweh and his Messiah must have dismayed the 

godly in Israel. Don’t forget that the well-being of the divine kingdom of Israel, humanly 

speaking, depended strongly on the messiah-king. What all-comprehensive promises Yahweh had 

given to David’s house, and thereby to Israel: a peaceable kingdom! From the books of Samuel 

and Kings we know what a godless king can destroy and what a godly king can restore. 

Moreover, the words king and judge are in parallel in verse 10 for a reason. The purity of 

jurisprudence is closely connected with the godliness of the king, the supreme judge. This is what 

Psalm 72 shows clearly, namely, how much justice for the poor and peace in the land depended 

on the king who was ruling. 

Poor Israelite believers like that messiah-king himself became distressed! Like after the death 

of Ahaziah, when queen-mother Athaliah exterminated all the royal descendants of David, 

reaching all the way to prince Joash (2 Kings 11:1-2). Or when the messiah-king came to stand in 

opposition against the priests of Baal, like Josiah (2 Kings 23). How the godly remnant in such 

periods must have wept because of the disintegration of the house of David and his kingship over 

Israel (cf. Pss 44; 74; 79; 80; 89; 102; 106; 120). 

All of this reached its climax (i.e., is fulfilled) in terms of our great Messiah Jesus. Notice how 

much we expect from him: in the present and the future, the forgiveness of our sins, the renewing 

of our heart and life, indeed, of this entire earth, our resurrection from the dead and eternal life in 

the New Jerusalem. Therefore we can suffer under the resistance against Messiah Jesus as that has 

come to expression in the oppressive de-christianizing that has occurred in recent centuries. 

People are robbing our Messiah of his honor as the incarnate Son of God, as the One who 

conquered death, and as the judge of the living and the dead. And fear can creep into our hearts: 

what will become of his kingship? The psalms of lament over Zion (Pss. 74; 79; 102; and others) 

are once again very relevant. We would like to read several of them with you. But at the heart of 
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these psalms we find the courageous confession of Psalm 2: the Kingdom of the Messiah is God’s 

cause! 

 

 

Verses 4-6: 

He who sits in the heavens laughs; 

the Lord holds them in derision. 

Then he will speak to them in his wrath, 

and terrify them in his fury, saying, 

“As for me, I have set my King 

on Zion, my holy hill.” 

 

Here God himself is speaking. But the psalmist omits the word “God,” and also the name 

“Yahweh,” and has him speaking as “the one sitting on the throne in heaven.” An indication of 

exaltedness that reminds us of Isaiah 40: “Behold, the nations are like a drop from a bucket, and 

are accounted as the dust on the scales; . . . All the nations are as nothing before him” (Isa. 

40:15,17). What does the Lord say when such “drops” and “pieces of dust” attack the messiah-

king? He has to laugh at them! Psalm 2:4b: “He who sits in the heavens laughs; the Lord holds 

them in derision.” Do people want to shove the messiah-king off his throne? The One who sits in 

the heavens laughs at them! In all of Scripture that is said of God only three times, but one of 

those is Psalm 2:4 (see Pss. 37:13; 59:8). As high as heaven is above the earth, so high is he 

exalted about this tumult. “He changes times and seasons; he removes kings and sets up kings” 

(Dan. 2:21). Have people become blind to the relationships in church and world? With anger the 

divine speaker continues: “As for me, I have set my King on Zion, my holy hill.” 

Anyone coming to the messiah-king will be dealing with “the One sitting in the heavens.” 

That is how the relationships are arranged. When it comes down to it, David was “only” anointed 

or a messiah of God. And Asa and Hezekiah and all those other messiah-kings in Israel as well. 

Indeed, even our Messiah Jesus is God’s servant as Mediator, is he not? The church of Jerusalem 

complained to God that Israel opposed “your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed” (Acts 

4:27). 

That is how the relationships are arranged. Behind messiah David stood God himself, who 

anointed him and thereby appointed him. Behind messiah Hezekiah stood God himself, who had 

appointed him. Opposition against Messiah Jesus signifies rebellion against “the One sitting in the 

heavens.” The kingship of Messiah Jesus is God’s affair. 

 

How often did not Israel and Christianity forget this fundamental lesson with which the 

psalter opens. This led to God’s people living under the delusion that they had to secure their own 

safety. With chariots, horses, and riders, with cleverness, political means and everything else. 

Someone like Saul did not really believe that his kingship was God’s affair and that God was 

really capable of protecting him apart from military power. David, who had understood and 

practiced this lesson, always knew that he was a servant-king who could wait for God’s time and 

intervention. Psalm 2, therefore, is thoroughly “Davidic.” He was the man who confessed: 

“Yours, O LORD, is the greatness and the power and the glory and the victory and the majesty” (1 

Chron. 29:11). That can supply tranquility to a person, which is also the purpose of Psalm 2. But 

if ever there was one messiah who behaved as God’s servant, it was Messiah Jesus. He fulfilled 

Psalm 2, also by confessing the faith embedded in this psalm in a way that no one before him had 
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done. He believed that in the final analysis the kingdom was God’s affair and in that kingdom he 

who was Messiah was truly God’s Servant (Isa. 42:1-4; Matt. 12:18-21; Acts 3:13, 26; 4:27, 30). 

He spoke often like a real Servant about “the works of God” for which he had come (John 9:3), 

“the works of my Father” (John 10:37), “the works of the One who has sent me” (John 9:4), “my 

food is to do the will of him who sent me” (John 4:34). This explains his firm confidence in the 

promissory speaking of his Father: “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me” 

(Matt. 28:18; cf. John 5:27). God the Father maintains the royal rights of Messiah Jesus (Rev. 

3:21; 12:5). 

 

How this second part of Psalm 2 must have comforted believers in every age. When the power 

of the messiah-king appeared to be small and that of his opponents great. But now as well, we 

ourselves are sometimes deeply overwhelmed by the power of unbelief. What weapons, what 

intellect, what money, what manpower, what grandeur and what a seductive power are arrayed in 

the fight against the Word of God by apostate Christianity, against the God who let go of his Son 

for our sake so that he might adopt our flesh, serve as our Security, conquer death, and save us. 

How much vigorous opposition does not our Messiah Jesus encounter everywhere within 

Christianity! How many ways do not apostate Christians attack his honor! “The kings of the 

land,” prominent ecclesiastical leaders, deny his deity, his resurrection from the dead, his return. 

But for the comfort of the godly remnant among God’s people throughout all the ages, the psalter, 

that prayerbook and songbook of Israel inspired by God’s Spirit, opens by telling us that God is 

laughing about this. Powerful anti-Christian movements, and movements in the world of 

Christianity seeking to draw people away from the Messiah of the Scriptures—do they 

overwhelm you? Nauseate you sometimes? Then be comforted along with the anawim or the 

humble one of all ages, by Psalm 2: God laughs about this! All opposition against our Messiah-

King will be in vain, futile. “As for me, I have set my King on Zion, my holy hill,” says the One 

sitting in the heavens. Who can destroy that? “You are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s” (1 Cor. 

3:23). 

 

 

6.5 The third voice: The Messiah cries out what Yahweh has promised him (vv. 7-9) 

 

The kingdom of the Messiah is God’s affair! For that confidence the godly in Israel had a very 

solid reason. For Yahweh had promised that between him and the kings of David’s house nothing 

less that a Father-son relationship would exist. One can hardly imagine a more intimate 

communion of interests than this. 

In Psalm 2:7-9 the messiah-king recalls that divine decree. That is contained in the third voice 

in this psalm: 

 

I will tell of the decree: 

The LORD said to me, “You are my Son; 

    today I have begotten you. 

Ask of me, and I will make the nations your heritage, 

    and the ends of the earth your possession. 

You shall break them with a rod of iron 

    and dash them in pieces like a potter’s vessel.” 
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If Psalm 2 involves first of all “messiahs” who lived in the time before the coming of God’s 

Son to earth, and is “fulfilled” in them—that is, has reached its climax, its apex of relevance—in 

the great Messiah Jesus, then do we not run stuck with this explanation when we come to the 

verses printed above? “He said to me: ‘You are my son, I have begotten you’”—how could 

“messiahs” like David, Jehoshaphat, and Uzziah claim this about themselves? Do not these words 

apply exclusively to our Lord Jesus Christ, of whom we confess that he “alone is the eternal 

natural Son of God” (Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s Day 13; cf. John 1:14; Heb. 1:1; John 3:16; 1 

John 4:9; Rom. 8:32)? Moreover, the composer of Psalm 2 did not know this Messiah, did he? 

No, but with these words he was nevertheless speaking to his contemporaries in recognizable and 

familiar language. 

In ancient Egypt, which was Israel’s great neighbor, people viewed their kings as real sons of 

deity. People believed that the pharaohs had been conceived by a deity and the queen mother, 

such that these princes were “son of god” in a physical sense, incarnate gods. In their letters, 

Canaanite vassal-kings addressed Pharaoh as “my god, my sun god.” In order to keep this 

“divinity” in the family, the pharaohs married their own sisters. It is known of one pharaoh that he 

married his own third daughter. Their names also testify to this pretention: “son of Re” or “son of 

Amon.” In Mesopotamia people did not go that far. Concerning the Canaanites we are acquainted 

through archaeology with an image of two princes who are nursing at the breasts of a goddess. 

Scripture nowhere mentions this ancient Near Eastern king deities, and in connection with Psalm 

2 we need not think of this erasing of the boundary between God and human beings. But how 

must we explain the sentence: “You are my son, today I have begotten you”? 

As a well-known adoption formula. 

Excavations in the Near East have taught us that in the world of the Bible, childless couples 

adopted a child. Various stipulations pertaining to that have come to light, including the 

ceremonious formula that the adopting man spoke to the youngster whom he was adopting: “You 

are my son, today I have begotten you.” “Today I become your father,” is the somewhat free 

modern English translation. A record was drawn up for such an adoption as well. 

Psalm 2:7 uses ancient well-known expressions. 

 

What if we connected this thought with Psalm 2:7? Especially in connection with what we 

read in 2 Samuel 7. David wanted so badly to build a temple for Yahweh, a house of stone. 

Although God decided that David’s son would be permitted to build this temple, Yahweh 

appreciated David’s plan so highly that he promised David a house, a royal house, a house of 

flesh and blood that would last forever. As far as David’s son and successor, Solomon, was 

concerned, Yahweh promised: “I will be to him a father, and he shall be to me a son” (2 Sam. 

7:14; cf. Ps. 89:27). This is what Yahweh ordained: Davidic kings will stand in a father-son 

relationship with me. Psalm 2:7a would have had that promise in view when it spoke of the chooq 

 of Yahweh. We have translated the Hebrew word as decree, but we could also have (ֹחק)

translated it as decision, pronouncement, determination, or ordinance. Perhaps still more 

accurately as statute. 

It is possible that Psalm 2 is borrowing not only expressions from contemporary adoption-law, 

but also ancient Eastern enthronement and covenant terminology. In ancient Egypt whenever a 

new king ascended the throne, people formulated an oracle whereby a god legitimated the new 

king as legitimate ruler, and acknowledged the king as his own son. The Hebrew word chooq, 

which we have translated as decree, could have referred to such a legitimation-oracle. This 

parallel appears attractive to us because more often we have encountered in Holy Scripture 
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expressions that were borrowed from ancient Eastern covenant terminology; moreover, with the 

“decree” of 2 Samuel 7 and Psalm 2:7a we are surrounded thoroughly by a “covenant climate.” 

Perhaps for this reason the word statute would be the best translation for chooq in Psalm 2:7. “I 

will tell of the statute of Yahweh: He said to me, ‘You are my son, today I have begotten you’.” 

The Israelite king from David’s house was not a son of the gods, was not begotten by a god 

with the king’s mother. In advance the adoption terminology excludes such thoughts of the 

deification of the king. Yahweh had begotten the king not before he was born, but “today”! 

Interpreters have connected that with the day of enthronement. But could not Samuel have been 

speaking about that intimate Father-son bond between Yahweh and David when the latter was 

being anointed? After all, could not the prophet have said far more in that group of young men in 

the house of Jesse than Scripture tells us? The new element in Yahweh’s message in 2 Samuel 7 

would then be, among other things, God’s decree to expand that Father-son relationship in the 

future to include David’s descendants and successors. 

 

Whatever the case may be, in Psalm 2 we also hear the echo of 2 Samuel 7. With that, Psalm 2 

adds a new and lovely comforting sound to the opening chorus of the psalter. Before one lament 

is expressed about the messiah and his kingdom, the psalmist introduces the messiah-king as the 

one who is speaking, with this confession: “I will tell of the statute of Yahweh . . . !” We call that 

a genuine confession of faith, for we must not underestimate the threat: “Kings of the land set 

themselves in array and the rulers take counsel together, against the LORD and against 

his messiah” (v. 2). Listen to what the threatening hordes are shouting (v. 3). Distressing times for 

the king and his godly followers. But what weapon does the messiah-king raise against that 

opposition? Chariots? Horses? Riders? Other earthly tools of power? No, he doesn’t say one word 

about these. His only defensive weapon is: the statute of Yahweh. God’s promises about David’s 

royal house. That is what he raises up as his only shield. 

With that, Psalm 2 touches on one of the main themes in Holy Scripture, one that applies—

indeed, if fulfilled by, and is thus more relevant—by our Messiah Jesus. This lesson is as follows: 

Is God’s messiah threatened (vv. 1-3)? Then that is God’s affair (vv. 4-6). The messiah-king does 

not conquer his enemies himself; God does that for him (Ps. 110:1; Heb. 1:13; 10:13). Yahweh 

breaks the opposition, his messiah-king has only Yahweh’s promise or statute: “You are my son . 

. . .” But ultimately all anti-messianic or anti-Christian opposition shipwrecks on that! Nothing 

and nobody can win against that decree. For if God’s “son” is the messiah-king, naturally he is 

also God’s heir. God gave him the right to ask for that: 

 

Ask of me, and I will make the nations your heritage, 

    and the ends of the earth your possession. 

You shall break them with a rod of iron 

    and dash them in pieces like a potter’s vessel. 

 

If in verse 8 we use the word land instead of earth, then we need not think here of the 

excesses that characterized ancient Eastern palace life. Moreover, the land promised by God was 

larger than the land possessed by Israel. For God had promised Abraham “this land, from the river 

of Egypt to the great river, the river Euphrates” (Gen. 15:18; cf. Num. 34:1-2; Josh. 1:4; 13:1-6). 

This land was one hundred fifty kilometers southwest of Jerusalem. 

David was the first one who did what Yahweh had invited: “Ask of me, and I will make the 

nations your heritage, and the ends of the earth your possession.” When he became king he ruled 
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the tiny city state of Hebron, a midget kingdom. And when after seven years he accepted the rule 

over Israel, the Philistines possessed many enclaves among Israel. Saul had left behind the 

promised land in this condition. But at the end of his life, David has with God’s help “broken” all 

those “kings of the land” and “dashed them in pieces like a potter’s vessel,” including even 

Damascus (Ps. 18:44). David ruled “over all the kingdoms from the River to the land of the 

Philistines, to the border of Egypt” (1 Kings 4:21, 24). According to Psalm 2:8, a Davidic king 

was allowed to ask Yahweh for that expanded territory, and woe to anyone who contested that 

right. 

Psalm 2:7-9 is thoroughly “Davidic.” 

 

But Psalm 2:7-9 is much more applicable to our Messiah Jesus and his judicial position with 

God. In him these words reach their apex or their fulfillment. He “only is the eternal natural Son 

of God,” who humbled himself to become God’s Servant and our Mediator. In that form God 

spoke to him the same ancient “enthronement language” as he did to David and his successors. 

We have already seen that, when we traced the citations of Psalm 2 in the New Testament. When 

our Savior was baptized, God’s voice sounded from heaven: “This is my Son . . .” (Matt. 3:17). 

That was the ancient sound of Psalm 2 and of the covenant that God had established with the 

royal house of David (2 Sam. 7). And with his glorification on the mountain, once again Psalm 2 

sounded forth from the radiant cloud: “This is my Son!” (Matt. 17:5). The letter to the Hebrews 

sees Psalm 2 fulfilled in Messiah Jesus: “For to which of the angels did God ever say, ‘You are 

my Son, today I have begotten you’?” (Heb. 1:5; cf. 5:5; 7:28; 2 Pet. 1:17). For that reason, being 

“appointed hear of all things” (Heb. 1:2) warranted putting the question of Psalm 2:8. Satan had 

tempted him by showing him all the kingdoms of the world, and as though he were God, Satan 

told the Messiah: “All of these I will give you if you fall down and worship me” (Matt. 4:8-9), 

making a wordplay on Psalm 2:8! But Jesus obediently chose the path of suffering what God had 

pointed out to him and could thereafter with justified confidence, at God’s invitation in Psalm 2:8, 

declare: “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me” (Matt. 28:18). Pay attention 

to the date these words were spoken: the Messiah-King was about to be enthroned! 

Once again we encounter the ancient fundamental pattern of Psalm 2, now in the church 

history governed by Messiah Jesus. Throughout the centuries opposition has arisen against him, 

both among Jews as well as Christians. His only weapon has been God’s statute: “You are my son 

. . . Ask me and I will give you the nations for your inheritance. . . .” The ancient rule applies to 

his kingdom as well: “Not by might, nor by power, but by my Spirit, says the LORD of hosts” 

(Zech. 4:6; cf. Ps. 20:7). Messiah Jesus also has God’s promise: one day God will put all his 

enemies at his feet (Heb. 10:13). One could summarize the content of gospel preaching since 

Jesus’ enthronement with Psalm 2:7-9. Through that proclamation Messiah Jesus has been telling 

for centuries about the statute that God executed for him: Messiah Jesus is the sole heir of the 

entire world, and all who believe in him are “fellow heirs” (Rom. 8:17), and his enemies will soon 

be smashed as earthen vessels. 

His Jewish opponents discovered this latter reality in the years AD 66-70. In the Jewish war, 

that cost 1,100,000 lives and ended in the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple. The book of 

Revelation speaks about this judgment in the first instance, also in Revelation 12:5. But Psalm 2 

will reach its final fulfillment only with Jesus’ return to judge the living and the dead. Then God 

the Father will grant him the authority to smash all his enemies like someone with a heavy iron 

rod smashes into smithereens a cupboard full of porcelain. Then the ancient words of Psalm 2 will 

reach their highest fulfillment. When Messiah Jesus with his divine royal power will show all his 
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enemies among the devils and among people, including the false “godly,” how true God’s royal 

decree about Messiah Jesus was: “Ask me and I will give you the nations for your inheritance, the 

ends of the land for your possession!” Only then will we get a Christian world, or said in a better 

way: a divine kingdom ruled by the Spirit of Christ. 

 

6.6 The fourth voice: The summons to serve Yahweh and his Messiah (vv. 10-12) 

 

When a Great King in the ancient Near East had a rebellious vassal, as a rule he did not 

punish such a subordinate ruler immediately by sending an expedition of soldiers to execute that 

punishment, but he first sent a diplomatic mission to warn the apostate vassal. For such an event 

the world of the Bible recognized certain fixed diplomatic forms and terms. Initially the unfaithful 

vassal was reminded once more of his covenant obligations, and the covenant curse sanctions 

were brought to his attention once more, and only then did the Great King end his message with 

an ultimatum that often began with the words: “Now then . . .” or “Therefore . . . .” 

The psalmist begins the final stanza of Psalm 2 with this genuine covenant term. That stamps 

verses 10-12 immediately as a covenantally stipulated ultimatum, that makes an appeal to 

covenant stipulations. Thereby we sense immediately that we are confirmed once again in our 

opinion that Psalm 2 is talking about opposition against Yahweh and his messiah among God’s 

own people. 

 

Psalm 2:10-12: 

Now therefore, O kings, be wise; 

    be warned, O rulers of the earth. 

Serve the LORD with fear, 

    and rejoice with trembling. 

Kiss the Son, 

    lest he be angry, and you perish in the way, 

    for his wrath is quickly kindled. 

Blessed are all who take refuge in him. 

 

“Have I any pleasure in the death of the wicked, declares the Lord GOD, and not rather that he 

should turn from his way and live?” (Ezek. 18:23). That Savior-love of God echoes in the 

conclusion of Psalm 2 as well. Ceasing opposition would mean escaping the king’s wrath. The 

psalmist summons his godless fellow Israelites to do just that. 

But at the same time he comforts the humble in Israel who mourn on account of the 

opposition against Yahweh and his messiah-king. How can one clothe that comfort any more 

powerfully than in the form of an ultimatum to the king’s enemies? It is impossible to find more 

triumphant talk about them than this use of a capitulation summons. Are we hearing at this point 

perhaps the echo of the centuries long lawsuit between Yahweh and Israel, about which the books 

of the Prophets tell us? As ambassadors of Israel’s Great King they had communicated his many 

warnings. 

The final sentence of this psalm is a congratulation addressed to those who take refuge in 

Yahweh as their Suzerain or Great King, and in his messiah or vice-regent! Thereby the psalmist 

ends with the same powerful faith language as that with which he began. Whereas everywhere in 

Israel (and among the territories belonging to Israel?), “kings” and other rulers conspire against 

the Davidic king in Jerusalem and their rebellious slogans sound forth throughout the land, 
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despite all of this, the psalmist confesses while grasping God’s own decree over his messiah: 

Nevertheless, all those among God’s people are to be congratulated who take refuge in Yahweh 

and his messiah who was heavily opposed! For him faith was already a “proof of things people do 

not see” (Heb. 11:1). 

By way of David and his successors, this conclusion of Psalm 2 naturally envisions especially 

our Messiah Jesus, “the ruler of the kings of the land” (Rev 1:5). What is more foolish for 

baptized subjects of this king and members of his people than to oppose him? You risk his terrible 

covenant wrath. And what is more sensible for a Christian than not rejecting that Messiah-King 

but showing him the requisite honor as Son of God? Now it can still happen voluntarily, soon 

when he returns it will need to happen, perhaps involuntarily, for whether we want to or not, we 

will bend the knee before Messiah Jesus (Phil 2:10-11; Rev 11:15). 

The Messiah of the Scriptures does not look at all like the “sweet Jesus” of Jesus-idolatry: the 

portrait of Jesus of a soft, sweet, and infinitely pleading man. Soon the enemies of the Messiah of 

Psalm 2 will be crawling away into the earth (Rev. 6:15-16). Be alert then for him. Woe to us if 

his wrath burns over us. This Prince, that Messiah Jesus, whom we will get to see on the last day! 

Therefore all those who today believingly take refuge in God and his Messiah are doing well, 

even though millions within Christianity have adopted as their life motto: “Let us burst their 

bonds apart and cast their cords from us!” Hearty congratulations, if for the complete redemption 

of our human life on this accursed earth, for the distribution of sin and its consequences, the 

victory over grave and death, turn away from all earthly saviors and saving measures and focus 

your eye of faith only on the kingdom of God our Father and his Messiah Jesus! 

 

 

6.7 History repeats itself: the fundamental pattern of Psalm 2 three times 

 

So Psalm 2 is fulfilled more than once. Or said a different way: it describes a situation that is 

later repeated often in terms of its fundamental pattern. The psalm speaks with intense language 

in terms of God’s greatest Messiah: Jesus. By way of summary we will restate the fundamental 

pattern of our psalm with several expansions of it. 

 

I. The basic pattern 

 1. Verses 1-3: rebellious rulers in the land of Israel want to case David or one of his 

successors from the throne. 

 2. Verses 4-6: Yahweh, who sits in the heavens, mocks these attempts and makes 

known that he views opposition against his messiah to be opposition against God himself. 

 3. Verses 7-9: The threatened messiah appeals to his only tool of defense: Yahweh’s 

statute that his vice-regent from the house of David will exercise dominion over the promised 

land. 

 4. Verses 10-12: An ultimatum summons the rebels to honor the treaty stipulations of 

their Great King Yahweh and to cease their opposition against his messiah-king. Obedient 

subjects are congratulated. Their beloved messiah may be severely threatened, but God’s 

promises make him and his kingdom safe. 

 

II. Israel during the years AD 33-70 

 1. Verses 1-3: The “kings” in the Jewish land and the rulers in the Sanhedrin and in 

the synagogues conspire together against Messiah Jesus and his followers. They kill Jesus himself 
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and cast his disciples out of synagogues everywhere, if possible with the help of the strong arm of 

Rome. 

 2. Verses 4-6: Thereby the apostate Jewish church engages in battle with God 

himself, who had appointed this Messiah-King over his people. John the Baptist and Jesus warn 

about “the coming wrath” (Matt. 3:7; Luke 21:23). 

 3. Verses 7-9: Messiah Jesus respects the entirely unique nature of his kingship. He 

rejects all fleshly power for establishing his kingdom and appeals exclusively to God’s statute 

concerning the Messiah. Satan offers him all the kingdoms of the world, but Messiah Jesus 

desires them only from his Father. Immediately before his ascension he confesses his faith in the 

words of Psalm 2:8-9 (cf. Matt. 28:18, “all authority in heaven and upon earth has been given to 

me [in this messianic promise]”). 

His apostles proclaim everywhere where Jews are living that God had made Jesus “Lord and 

Messiah” (Acts 2:36; 13:33; 18:28). And through his Revelation to John, Jesus himself comforts 

the persecuted Jewish and Gentile Christians in the church world of that time, with reference to 

Psalm 2:7-9 (cf. Rev 2:27; 12:5; 19:15). 

 4. Verses 10-12: From the preaching of John the Baptist until that of Jesus and his 

apostles, the ultimatum of Psalm was sounded throughout the Jewish world: “Now then, serve 

Yahweh and his Messiah!” A remnant repented, but the masses continued to cast off the cords of 

God’s covenant. In AD 66, Yahweh began to pour out his covenant wrath upon Jerusalem and it 

“kings.” In the Jewish War (66-70) Israel was “baptized with fire” (Matt. 3:11-12). The book of 

Revelation was initially fulfilled and Psalm 2 was fulfilled for the umpteenth time. “Blessed” are 

the Christians who take refuge in the Messiah. They find rescue in Pella (Matt. 24:16), when 

Jerusalem is destroyed in AD 70 as the great Babylon. 1,100,000 Jews perish. 

 

III. After AD 70: Christianity in the West 

 1. Verses 1-3: The “kings” in Christianity and the rulers or prominent ecclesiastical 

figures drive Jesus from his unique position as Bishop over the Christian church. They rob him of 

his honor as the only sufficient Savior, as the incarnate Son of God, and as the one who holds the 

key to the kingdom of death. The spiritual nature of his kingship is misunderstood. Apostate 

Christians grasp prematurely for God’s promised kingdom of the future by expecting a 

redemptive commonwealth here and now, if necessary to be established with revolutionary force. 

People honor Jesus as “a good man.” 

 2. Verses 4-6: Thereby baptized Christianity throughout the centuries repeatedly rises 

in opposition against God himself, who granted this Messiah and in him the promise of its 

complete salvation. God speaks about wrath in response to this rejection of his Messiah and his 

Spirit (Heb. 10:29-31). 

 3. Verses 7-9: Over against the massive rejection of Messiah Jesus, the humble ones 

can be comforted with God’s immutable statute with respect to Messiah Jesus’ rights as kind and 

his authority one day to strike down all opposition against himself. The book of Revelation 

comforts believers living after AD 70 by the many citations from Psalm 2. The book substantiates 

this psalm, that Messiah Jesus one day will judge the “Babylon” of apostate Christianity, which 

has persecuted so many righteous ones. 

 4. Verses 10-12: God is still longsuffering, “not wishing that any should perish, but 

that all should reach repentance” (2 Pet. 3:9). For that reason, let Christian preaching bear the 

character of an ultimatum, taking its starting point in the claim that God has upon Christianity by 

virtue of his covenant. Let the covenantally stipulated “now then” of Psalm 2 sound forth in our 
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evangelistic conversations with those who reject or ignore Messiah Jesus. Let people warn all 

people who reject God’s ultimatum of their destruction. What John saw in his visions about 

Jerusalem’s destruction will be repeated on a cosmic scale when Messiah Jesus comes on the last 

day to punish his unruly subjects by pouring out of the vials of God’s covenant wrath upon them 

until they are empty. May many fellow Christians still accept God’s ultimatum before then! With 

an eye to that day, Psalm 2 congratulates those who had taken refuge in God and his Messiah. 

 

 

6.8 The Writings introduced 

 

At this point we have read Psalms 1 and 2, and with them we have read the introduction to the 

Psalms in a double sense of the word: the Psalms as a book of the Bible, but also to the Writings 

as a section of the Bible. 

We’ve already indicated the great diversity that this third section of the Bible displays: 

psalms, wisdom for living, love poetry, the story of Ruth, the gleaner, and that of queen Esther at 

the Persian palace, laments about the captivity of God’s people, perspectives about the vanity of 

our daily work, apocalyptic literature, a history book covering the time from Adam to Artaxerxes. 

Is there any connection between the variegated diversity of these books? Or do the constitute a 

collection of pearls without any unifying thread? We posed this question earlier, but wanted to 

save it until we had discussed Psalms 1 and 2. 

When we keep clearly in view the canonical location of both of these psalms—at the opening 

of the Psalms as a book of the Bible and as a section of the Bible—then Holy Scripture itself 

provides the thread that ties together the pearls of the Writings into a sparkling pearl necklace. 

Both of these introductory psalms serve as templates to guide us through the variegated entity of 

the Writings. Psalms 1 and 2 can help us to get a view of the main themes in the third section of 

the Bible. All the Writings constitute variations on the themes that surface in these introductory 

psalms: Yahweh nevertheless stand on the side of the righteous and their lives bear fruit (Psalm 

1). Nevertheless the Kingdom of Yahweh and his Messiah will achieve the ultimate victory! 

(Psalm 2). That faith ties the Writings together into a unit. 

Let’s review them now with a bird’s eye overview. 

 

a. Psalms 

 

The songbook of the godly, but often poor remnant among Israel that continued to fear God. 

Doesn’t this minority look like they always draw the short straw? Doesn’t the opposition against 

Yahweh and his ordinances often display great power in the Israelite church? The psalmist 

confess their faith courageously in the face of all this, namely, that Yahweh still stands on the side 

of those whose joy is in his Torah and who continue hoping in the coming of God’s Kingdom, 

trusting in the promises that Yahweh had made to David’s house. “Yahweh knows the way of the 

righteous” and “I will tell of the decree of Yahweh,” that confession of Psalms 1 and 2 constitutes 

the pattern according to which all the prayers of praise and petition are embroidered. 

 

b. Proverbs 

 

The contrast that Psalm 1 points out as existing in Israel between the righteous and the 

wicked, those who trust in Yahweh and those who forsake Yahweh, confronts us in almost every 
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proverb. The man of Psalm 1 who does not act according to the autonomous advice of the wicked, 

but remembers the Torah of Yahweh day and night, appears in numerous close-ups from daily 

life. Proverbs offers hundreds of illustrations to accompany the confession of Psalm 1, that the 

godly lead fruitful lives and the wicked lead unfruitful lives. The “blessed” of Psalm 1 resonates 

in numerous proverbs in which the wise show how the fear of the LORD is healthy for life and 

how the principles of the wicked serve to destroy life. 

Just as the Psalms are songs based on the foundation of Sinai, so too Israel’s sages conveyed 

their chokma (wisdom) on the same basis. You will find the golden nuggets of God’s counsels in 

the Torah minted in the Proverbs into the currency of true wisdom for living. 

 

c. Job 

 

Occasionally the righteous have to suffer severely, and at that point, the “Why, O God?” can 

pain their heart deeply. Dead orthodoxy like that of Job’s friends does not really help at that point. 

As advocates for God, they misunderstood Job’s righteousness. They posed the issue this way: 

Either Job is upright and godly—but then God does him a terrible injustice . . . or: God never acts 

unjustly, so Job is guilty. Stated briefly, they posed a dilemma: either God is guilty or Job is 

guilty. But the poor sufferer knows that this was not true: “Your maxims are proverbs of ashes; 

your defenses are defenses of clay,” he complains (Job 13:12). The framing of the issue by his 

orthodoxistic friends was invalid. God was not guilty, but neither was Job. Job wrestled to hold 

fast to the confession that Psalm 1 expresses so succinctly: “Nevertheless Yahweh knows the way 

of the righteous.” Our God is a loyal Great King who faithfully fulfills his covenant obligations 

toward loyal covenant partners. Even though he cannot make his administration of cosmic 

governance transparent to us on account of our human smallness. But that does not negate the fact 

of God’s loyalty, that Job confessed so firmly, nor of Job’s righteousness that he so fully 

maintained despite his uncomprehended suffering. 

 

d. Song of Songs 

 

The key of Psalm 1 also fits this over-spiritualized book of the Bible. With a variation of the 

opening words of Psalm 1, we could summarize the Song of Songs this way: “Blessed is the man 

who in the area of marriage and sexuality does not walk according to the counsels of the wicked, 

but for this arena of life takes pleasure in the Torah or Instruction of Yahweh.” 

In the background of this little book we again encounter the contrast of Psalm 1, between the 

righteous and the wicked with their squarely contradictory marital morality. Think of the 

Canaanite religious prostitution to which many wicked Israelites surrendered in the time of the 

judges. Against this background the Song of Songs proclaims the sacredness or distinct style for 

the love life of a young man and his young lady, under the kingship of God. Here as well the 

confession of Psalm 1 sounds forth, that a human life can bear fruit only along the path of God’s 

commandments, including the area of marital love. Living on the foundation of God’s covenant 

and listening to his Instruction is the only thing that gives you good reason for singing love songs 

when you’re young, for this is how you come to know pure marital happiness. 

 

e. Ruth 
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Taking pleasure in the Torah of Yahweh, according to Psalm 1, is the characteristic mark of 

the righteous. That is exactly what Boaz and Ruth showed, each in their own way. She went out to 

glean, a right that Yahweh had granted in his Torah to the poor and to strangers (Lev. 19:9-10). 

Boaz acted also entirely in the Spirit of the Torah, in his treatment of Ruth in the field and in his 

respect for the law of levirate marriage and his duties as kinsman redeemer. Doesn’t Psalm 1 say 

that the righteous look like a tree planted by the stream? You must look at Boaz and the practical 

fruits that matured in his life along the path of keeping God’s commandments. 

At the same time in this little book we hear the sound of the faith of Psalm 2: “Nevertheless 

the Kingdom of Yahweh and his Messiah is coming!” On a given morning in the time of the 

judges, Ruth “accidentally” entered the field of Boaz. But with divine purpose Yahweh was at 

work on behalf of the coming of his Kingdom, and placed in service an ancestor and an ancestress 

of David’s house, who thereby became the ancestral parents of Messiah Jesus. 

 

f. Lamentations 

 

The composers of the Lamentations also resemble the man of Psalm 1, who meditated day and 

night on God’s Torah. Therefore they cried their eyes out at the fall of Jerusalem in 586 BC. They 

knew not only the promises, but also the threats of God’s covenant, for example, in Leviticus 26 

and Deuteronomy 28, and they say God’s covenant curse at work in the defeat of Judah. But they 

would also have known Leviticus 26:40-42 (God’s way back), and from that have understood that 

only one attitude was suitable: that of deep humbling under the striking hand of God. And what 

kind of attitude is suitable for us when God brings such apocalyptic woes upon Christianity in our 

day? This leads you again to the isolation about which Psalm 1 talks. Just like Jeremiah and the 

composers of the Lamentations, with their humbling under God’s judgments upon their 

contemporary church, found the “pious” wicked to be opposing them, people who looked no 

further than the Babylonians and their own injured “rights” (see Jer. 40-44). 

God’s kingdom and dwelling appeared to have been destroyed for good. The messiah-king 

had been deported. But the faith of Psalms 1 and 2 lived in the composers of the Lamentations: 

Nevertheless Yahweh know the righteous as his loyal covenant partners. And when they sing: 

“But you, O LORD, reign forever; your throne endures to all generations” (Lam. 5:19), at that 

point the confession of Psalm 2 is being echoed: “I will tell of the statute of Yahweh.” For the 

contrite in spirit during the Babylonian captivity, here was the basis for acknowledging: 

“The LORD is my portion,” says my soul, therefore I will hope in him” (Lam. 3:24). 

 

g. Ecclesiastes 

 

Here too we have someone who “takes pleasure in the law of Yahweh” (Ps. 1:2) and draws his 

wisdom from that. The Preacher suffers under the vanity (i.e., the transitoriness, the emptiness) of 

our human sweating, but nonetheless does not fall into the revulsion toward life à la Sartre. From 

the Torah the Preacher knew Yahweh as Creator of a good world, and had knowledge of our 

rebellion against him: “ See, this alone I found, that God made man upright, but they have sought 

out many schemes” (Eccl. 7:29). He also knew from the Torah why our life is irrevocably limited 

by death and why we must sweat upon the earth, which was cursed on account of us (Gen. 3). But 

the Preacher knew as well of a final judgment (Eccl. 8:8; 11:9; 12:14), and in that notion the 

godly Israelite heard primarily the sound of liberation! “For Yahweh knows the way of the 

righteous, but the way of the wicked will perish” (Ps. 1:6). With this Psalm 1 gives us the key to 
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the book of Ecclesiastes. It warns us about both a despondent pessimism and an unrealistic 

idealism, but teaches us the godly sense of reality found in the Torah. It teaches us to accept what 

is crooked with the world without surrendering to it. To enjoy the good that God desires to give us 

along with all our sweating (Eccl. 5:17). 

 

h. Esther 

 

“The kings of the earth [the Hebrew word can be rendered by earth and land] set themselves, 

and the rulers take counsel together, against the LORD and against his Anointed” (Ps. 2:2). That 

was the fundamental pattern of Esther’s time as well, when Haman took counsel as to how he 

could destroy the people of God. But the book of Esther testifies of the ancient faith of Psalm 2: 

“He who sits in the heavens laughs, the LORD holds them in derision” (v. 4). 

At the same time we hear in this little book as well, just as in the Psalms, the echo of Moses 

and the Prophets. Haman, the Agagite, was an Amalekite, a new Agag (Num. 24:7), and Esther 

and Mordecai knew from the Torah: “The LORD will have war with Amalek from generation to 

generation” (Exod. 17:16). Immediately after the exodus from Egypt, Amalek wanted to destroy 

Israel, and at that point Yahweh had called out Amalek as an archenemy of God (Exod. 17:14). 

Israel was never to forget this attempted extermination at Rephidim: “Remember what Amalek 

did to you on the way as you came out of Egypt” (Deut. 25:17). 

From the Prophets Esther and Mordecai would have known the sin of Saul, who refused to 

execute Yahweh’s ban upon Amalek, although Samuel had reminded him of the event at 

Rephidim (1 Sam. 15). Saul refused to wage “Yahweh’s war,” but in this regard Esther and 

Mordecai lived according to the Torah and the Prophets. 

Here again we have the motifs of Psalms 1 and 2. 

 

i. Daniel 

 

Daniel could have posed for the portrait of the godly man that Psalm 1 sketches. “His delight 

is in Yahweh’s law and he meditates on that law day and night,” describes how Daniel lived his 

whole life. As a young lad he refused to defile himself by eating Babylonian food, out of 

obedience to the food and purity laws of the Torah, whereby Yahweh made his people holy and 

separate in the world. Just as it was the Torah that supplied Daniel with insight regarding the 

background of the Babylonian captivity: the curse of the covenant at Horeb. As intercessor Daniel 

humbly acknowledged this: “As it is written in the Law of Moses, all this calamity has come upon 

us” (Dan. 9:13). 

Meanwhile this tragedy that befell Israel was very severe. The house of David, to whom 

Yahweh had made such great promises, had been deported to Babylon. The temple had been 

destroyed. Daniel was serving in the palace of the prince who had destroyed Jerusalem and 

according to human standards every messianic expectation along with it. In this period of the 

apparent defeat of God’s kingdom, Daniel was permitted to proclaim the irresistible ultimate 

victory of that kingdom: “The God of heaven will set up a kingdom that shall never be destroyed” 

(Dan. 2:44). That was recognized even by Nebuchadnezzar and Darius. “I, Nebuchadnezzar . . . 

blessed the Most High, and praised and honored him who lives forever, for his dominion is an 

everlasting dominion, and his kingdom endures from generation to generation” (Dan. 4:34). 

Darius himself even issued a decree: “The God of Daniel . . . is the living God, enduring forever; 

his kingdom shall never be destroyed, and his dominion shall be to the end” (Dan. 6:26). The 
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disclosures concerning the future that God gave to Daniel proclaim the kingship of Yahweh and 

his messiah-king. With this, the “Revelation of Daniel” has comforted the godly during difficult 

times under Persian and Greek world domination. 

On the pages of this Bible book we see the watermark of Psalms 1 and 2. Psalm 1 describes 

the godly who stand in the world with the Torah, while not being of the world. Psalm 2 is echoed 

when Daniel sees in a vision Yahweh, “who sits in the heavens” (the “Ancient of Days”) giving 

dominion to “one like a son of man” (Dan. 7:13-14). “And all peoples, nations, and languages 

should serve him” (Dan. 7:14). Is not the thread of Psalm 2:8 being woven still further? In fact, all 

of the book of Daniel underscores the congratulation with which Psalm 2 concludes: “Blessed are 

all those who take refuge in him!” 

 

j. Ezra-Nehemiah-Chronicles 

 

If there is a group of books that continually demonstrate the connection between Yahweh’s 

blessing and curse, and Israel’s faithfulness and unfaithfulness, then it is that of Ezra-Nehemiah-

Chronicles. In that respect, this group of books reviewed Israel’s history entirely in the light of the 

Torah. If Israel does not return to the Torah, then it has no future. Ezra and Nehemiah were 

deeply convinced of that. 

People have suggested that the books of Ezra and Nehemiah breathe the spirit of the later 

Pharisees and scribes, with their sterile “law” scholarship. But the location of these book under 

the heading of Psalm 1 demonstrates the opposite. Just as the Psalms, so too these books depend 

on the Torah, sound forth the echo of the Torah, and view Israel’s history in the light of the 

Torah. Here again we have the thread that ties together the other Writings: Israel’s living 

according to the Torah. 

At the same time the books of Ezra-Nehemiah-Chronicles constitute a unity together with the 

other Writings, in that this group has as its goal to describe the history of the Kingdom of God in 

Israel with David and his descendants who sat on the vice-gerent’s throne. These books have to 

point out many sins and mistakes in David’s house, but nevertheless the author did not lose 

courage. The “declaration of Yahweh” about the messiah-king with which Psalm 2 unites the 

Prophets with the Writings, constitutes the pivot around which the entire history turns, according 

to the chronicler. Yahweh said to the messiah-king, “You are my son, today I have begotten you. 

Ask of me and I will give you the nations as your inheritance, the ends of the earth for your 

possession” (Ps. 2:8; cf. 1 Chron. 17). This group of books describes the largely tragic history of 

the messiah-kings of David’s house, proceeding from the belief in what Psalm 2 confesses at the 

heading of all the Writings: Nevertheless Yahweh will fulfill his promises to David’s house by 

granting it world dominion. Therefore we earlier called this group of books the Advent-book par 

excellence. 

 

k. The Scripture cannot be broken (John 10:35) 

 

How suitable, then, is our deep respect toward the Holy Spirit, under whose leading the Holy 

Scripture became such a harmonious entity. Not only when we pay attention to the four main 

sections together, but also when we view each section on its own, as we did here in connection 

with the third section of Holy Scripture: the Writings. 

God’s Spirit preserved psalms that came to us through many centuries, and gathered them into 

one big book. He placed that book at the head of various Writings, great and small, old and new, 
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diverging widely in content. He saw to it that this collection was introduced by Psalms 1 and 2. 

These constitute not only the basting thread between Law and Prophets, on the one hand, and the 

Writings, on the other hand. They also provide a short overview of the 150 Psalms. Psalms 1 and 

2 constitute the strand that ties together the pearls of the Writings into a necklace. 

Our respect deepens when we go on to open the New Testament or the apostolic writings, the 

fourth section of Holy Scripture. That section begins with a genealogy of Messiah Jesus, the son 

of David. It picks up again the theme of the Writings—Yahweh’s decree concerning his Messiah-

King—with the announcement: “. . . the kingdom of heaven has drawn near!” 
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Chapter 7 

 

PSALM 12: SAVE, O LORD, FOR THE GODLY ONE IS GONE
1 

 

 

“What will the world be like for my children and grandchildren?” How many godly parents 

and grandparents have not heaved this sigh? It is no wonder, is it, that you hold your heart while 

you read the newspaper and watch TV? What will become of God’s church now that so many 

who used to belong to Christianity have exchanged God’s words for the words of wicked people? 

Out of that spiritual distress Psalm 12 was born. We assume that this distress belonged to 

David. David was a man who throughout his life suffered so much under the debasement of God’s 

word that on a given day he lifted up the prayer that we have in the Bible now as Psalm 12. 

The psalm consists of three parts. First, we hear David complaining and praying (vv. 1-4). 

Then the LORD God speaks and promises his salvation (v. 5). Finally, David speaks once again 

and we hear him praise God’s Word and confess his faith in God’s redemption (vv. 6-8). 

 

7.1 David’s complaint and prayer (vv. 1-4) 

 

Regarding the situation in which David composed this Psalm, we think it is preferable to 

recall the time when Saul was persecuting him and he was surrounded by traitors and liars, rather 

than the years when David was implementing justice and righteousness as king (2 Sam. 8:15; Ps. 

101). The formulations of this psalm renders it suitable as a model prayer for the church in 

subsequent centuries when the lie has continued to triumph. 

 

Save, O LORD, for the godly one is gone; 

for the faithful have vanished from among the children of man (v. 1). 

 

“Help! Help!” That is something you cry out when you are almost drowning. Well, David was 

almost drowning in a sea of lies. At that point he cried out: “Help, LORD, for there are no longer 

any godly!” Where can I find someone who still serves you from the heart? 

Was there, then, really no longer anyone who did that? Yes, of course, but David would have 

meant that he hardly encountered anyone who was godly, for in the same breath he added: “Yes, 

the faithful are hardly to be found among the people.” And in verse 5 he talks about those in 

distress who are persecuted, and those who are poor who sigh because of their miserable 

circumstances. So there were a few godly, but they constituted a diminishing minority! Do not 

forget that in David’s early years, the time of apostasy during the time of the judges had barely 

ended. 

Notice that here David is not speaking about pagan nations like Syria and Egypt, but about the 

situation in Israel, the people of God. During that time the majority had fallen away from God and 

his service. When Scripture talks about the wicked, as it does here in verse 9, then a ninety-nine 

out of a hundred times you will find these wicked among God’s people (cf. chapter 4). Or to 

speak in our terms: you find the wicked among the many baptized Christians who have 

regrettably left the church and the faith. 

So David was sounding the same complaint that Elijah did. That prophet thought he was the 

                                                 
1 Translator’s Note: This chapter has been added to the English translation of this commentary, and did not appear in 

the original. 
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last believer remaining in Israel. At that point the Lord comforted him by telling him that he had 

preserved 7,000 godly people who had not bowed the knee to Baal (1 Kings 19:14-18), but those 

7,000 constituted merely a remnant. 

Does not our own time, with its unspeakable secularization, display a comparable situation? 

Of course, within Western Christianity there are still many believing Christians, also among the 

youth, for which we thank God. But if you compare the number of believing Christians with the 

number of those who have been baptized, or with the number of the entire world population, then 

do not true believers constitute a diminishing minority? Facing such widespread apostasy, David 

became so distressed that he cried out: Oh, LORD, help! The lie rules! 

 

Everyone utters lies to his neighbor; 

with flattering lips and a double heart they speak (v. 2). 

 

Naturally, this also means that among the ordinary people were those who practiced lying and 

deceit frequently and easily. People spoke nice words, but didn’t mean them. In addition, he 

would certainly have had in mind mean traitors and false accusers, like Doeg and the citizens of 

Ziph and Kehila, who during his wanderings had betrayed his hiding places to Saul (1 Sam. 22:9-

10, 18-19; 23:1-13). That could have cost him his life. 

But he could also have had in mind King Saul, who had promised that whoever would slay 

Goliath would be allowed to marry his daughter! (1 Sam. 17:25; 18:17-26). But when David did 

that, he did not receive Saul’s daughter in marriage. Acting as though he had not broken his 

solemn promise, he responded with the cold retort: “I will give you another chance (!) to become 

my son-in-law, if you slay one hundred Philistines for me.” But in saying this, Saul expected that 

such an endeavor would have cost David his life and the matter would have been resolved. This is 

what David is here calling false, double-hearted language. Literally: speaking with two hearts. 

Saying one thing, but meaning another. Thoroughly wicked. 

Those who prayed this psalm at a later time would understand the terms falseness and lying 

lips to refer to false prophets or lying prophets, such as the colleagues of Jeremiah and Ezekiel. In 

a time when God was enraged with his people, they “comforted” them with God’s love. Right 

before the Babylonian captivity they placated the blinded people with the slogan “Peace! Peace!” 

That was nothing less than “pious” lying and a fatal debasing of words. 

As far as our own time is concerned, far worse than the debasement of our money is the 

debasement of God’s Word. Using words like God, Jesus, Lord, freedom, righteousness, love, 

resurrection, kingdom of God, the truths being referred to with these words are being twisted. 

Listen to how David calls for God’s help in the face of this evil. 

 

May the LORD cut off all flattering lips, 

the tongue that makes great boasts, 

those who say, “With our tongue we will prevail, 

our lips are with us; who is master over us?” (vv. 3-4). 

 

David tasted that devilish spirit among Israel. The people spoke with self-confidence: “O, we will 

think about it. Who is going to tell us anything? (‘Who is master over us?’) We say one thing, but 

naturally we mean another thing.” That is the technique of the father of lies that is used by his 

devotees: “Let the lies fly! Pious or crude, as long as they set people free from God.” 

Words are far more powerful than bombs. In this connection we think of the printed word and 
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its spread by means of mass media. Smooth lips, big mouths – you find these everywhere in 

church and world, including at lecterns and pulpits. 

What can the tiny group of believers on earth hope to accomplish against the superior power 

of the Prince of lies? Nothing, in their own power. Out of that weakness David called upon God 

for help: “LORD, cut off their false tongues and shut the mouths filled with arrogance!” In order to 

make the world livable once again, God will have to tear down the curtain of lies that envelops 

the earth and will have to imprison the father of lies forever. 

Today is the LORD being called upon for help in our worship services as powerfully as David 

did in Psalm 12? Or do worship leaders have difficulty with such strongly worded prayers in the 

psalter, because unlike David they are not facing heat for standing up for God’s honor, and do not 

yearn for the acknowledgement of his lordship? 

The more deeply we are affected by the despising of God’s Word, the more fervently we will 

pray with David: “LORD, cut off all flattering lips!” Especially those of Satan, who does nothing 

else than spread the lies that there is no God, no Creator, no Lawgiver, no sin, no Savior, no 

resurrection, no judgment, and no eternal life. 

 

7.2 God’s promise of salvation (v. 5) 

 

But God watches over his word (Jer. 1:12) and over those who tremble before his Word and 

treat it as their dearest treasure (Isa. 66:2). The kingdom of the lie will come to learn that. 

 

“Because the poor are plundered, because the needy groan, 

I will now arise,” says the LORD; 

“I will place him in the safety for which he longs” (v. 5). 

 

What had they sighed about? About everything concerning which David also sighed: that the 

entire culture was poisoned by lies, deceit, and oppression. When Scripture speaks about lies, it 

means that people, words, and things have become unstable, unreliable. For that reason, the word 

lie can serve to describe not only words, but also a brook, a bow, and an idol. All of them are not 

things on which one would build, but things that can disappoint you and which can lead to failure. 

David saw a society where you could hardly rely on what people said or professed. Words had 

become unreliable. And it appeared as though God was taking no notice and was doing nothing to 

oppose this. It seemed as though the Evil One was able to function as if the world belonged to 

him and Golgotha had never occurred. 

But then suddenly, above all the lies spewing forth from lips, newspapers, books, magazines, 

radio and TV broadcasts, the voice of the Almighty reverberates: Now I’ve had enough. I will 

place in safety all the godly victims of the lie! Now! This is a prophetic “now,” one that 

announces that judgment is at hand. The Lord Jesus used the same concise prophetic manner of 

speaking before the Sanhedrin: “But I tell you, from now on you will see the Son of Man seated at 

the right hand of Power and coming on the clouds of heaven” (Matt. 26:64). And in Revelation: 

“Surely I am coming soon [speedily, now]”(Rev. 22:20). For the Lord a thousand years is like one 

day. 

“Now I’ve had enough!” How majestic this sounds in the face of the bragging of the wicked 

liars with their “Who is master over us?” Who? The LORD of hosts! God Almighty! And he is 

going to demonstrate that. No one needs to doubt that! 
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7.3 David praises God’s Word and looks for God’s salvation (vv. 6-8) 

 

Amid idolatry surrounded by unreliable human speech, David praises the immovable 

consistency and permanence of God’s Word. 

 

The words of the LORD are pure words, 

like silver refined in a furnace on the ground, 

purified seven times. 

You, O LORD, will keep them; 

you will guard us from this generation forever (vv. 6-7). 

 

In this context these words refer in the first place to the promise of divine rescue (v. 5). God will 

soon—for him, that has occurred already now—liberate his people forever from every lying 

power. On the new earth humanity will inhale forever the pure mountain air of the truth. All 

falseness, duplicity, and double-heartedness will be banished there. 

But with these verses we naturally think immediately of all of God’s Word. Your Word is 

truth, the Lord Jesus said (John 17). In Holy Scripture, the word truth is another word for 

permanence. The lie resembles thin ice through which you can fall and sink down to the bottom, 

but the truth is like granite. God’s Word, from Genesis 1 to Revelation 22, is pure truth. It 

contains not a single ounce of untruth and is just as pure as silver that has been purified seven 

times in the furnace, cleansed from all impurities. God does not speak with a forked tongue. His 

Word is the only basis on which you should build, in life and in death. 

Was David delivered from his distress at that point with the wave of a magic wand? Not at all, 

for in the last verse he sketches the very same situation he had described in the first verse. 

 

On every side the wicked prowl, 

as vileness is [still] exalted among the children of man (v. 8). 

 

This lying-with-a-thousand-faces was present here with just as much insolence as it was before 

David prayed this psalm. But even though the culture had not changed, David himself was 

changed. Someone has called Psalm 12 “the way out of fear,” because at the end David is 

describing the same situation, but he was looking at it entirely differently. For he had begun his 

prayer with: “Help, LORD! For the godly one is gone; for the faithful have vanished from among 

the children of man” (v. 1). At that point God had answered him: “I will now arise!” (v. 5b). That 

had quieted him: “You will guard us from this generation for ever!” (v. 7b). 

When the lie remains dominant, Psalm 12 can provide an anchor and serve as a model prayer. 

May God grant that the sparks of David’s love for the truth may set many hearts aflame. So that 

their prayers may be delivered from general religious platitudes and clichés and instead ask: O 

God, exterminate every lying power and its instruments. Allow the many victims of lies to come 

to acknowledge that you alone speak the truth. With such prayers we join David in beseeching the 

LORD for help in the cosmic battle that he is waging against the father of lies. 
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Chapter 8 

 

PSALM 15: WHO MAY BE GOD’S HOUSEGUEST . . . AND CONTINUE FOR ETERNITY? 

 

 

A Sunday church service. 

The minister has chosen as his text: Psalm 15. 

The sermon is “discriminating.” The congregation is pointed to its being worthy of 

condemnation before God. “Who of you can fulfill these requirements?” is the question that 

sounds forth from the pulpit. “Not almost keep them, not keep them partially, but keep them 

perfectly?” Without hesitation the answer follows from the pulpit: “Nobody!” 

The faces are somber. 

Who dares to contradict this? 

The preacher continues: There is One who has perfectly kept these requirements of Psalm 15: 

our Savior Jesus Christ. If we believe in him God will forgive our inability to do any good and 

accept us in grace. 

Amen!” 

 

 

8.1 No law-as-whip that drives us to Christ 

 

Let’s not blame the minister too severely for his explanation of Psalm 15, for what did he read 

in his commentaries? Something along these lines: that what comes to the surface here is that the 

old covenant is inferior to the new covenant in the wealth of its administration, in that this psalm 

nowhere talks explicitly about grace and faith. In the way the law is unfolded here, the psalm 

displays the outward-legalistic form in which the covenant of grace in ancient times was largely 

clothed. The tone of Psalm 15 is somber, but it still lacks the evangelical knowledge that in 

himself man does not possess the power to be fully obedience and therefore it is not by his own 

effort, but only by God’s grace that one can come into fellowship with God. 

No wonder when with the help of comments like these sermons are made like we heard above. 

Our minister could have unfolded his caricature of Psalm 15 even more frighteningly than he did. 

In this mental climate one can encounter expressions like: “This psalm calls for the Christ! By 

this psalm we are driven to the foot of the cross!” And more such “edifying talk.” 

But would David have intended that? The first readers of Psalm 15 did not yet know the Lord 

Jesus Christ and his crucifixion. With his poem did David want to saddle them with a feeling of 

despair by holding before them something akin to the bankruptcy of their life? Is it true that he 

does not talk explicitly about grace and faith, as we just heard being claimed? 

Here again we stumble upon the famous twins whose bad influence we can observe ever since 

the apostolic age: Judaism and Gnosticism. 

 

The glasses of Judaism 

 

How is it possible! At Sinai God had exalted the Israelites to heaven itself. As descendants of 

Abraham they already stood in a covenant relationship with God, and there God supplemented 

that first covenant of grace with a second! In the Torah or Law we find the documents of these 

covenants. But where then lies the opportunity for the Pharisees? To read this Law-instruction 
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about God’s covenants of grace as a bunch of work conditions for a wage contract! “Something 

for something,” they reasoned. Our religious accomplishments earn the divine gift of salvation. In 

this caricature of the Law, not one shred of God’s grace survives. God’s good and thoroughly 

evangelical Law was twisted into a religious labor contract. Children of God began behaving like 

slaves, or like employees in religious wage labor, for which the Law functioned like a labor 

contract. 

Unfortunately this spirit has crossed over into the Christian church. In so-called Judaism we 

meet a “Christianized” form of Pharisaism with just as legalistic an outlook, but now toward 

God’s entire Word. Despite the life work of Paul, many Christians also twisted the gospel of our 

Lord Jesus Christ into an arid bunch of regulations. The sea of misery that this misunderstanding 

has unleashed throughout Christianity can hardly be described with words. It resembles a 

cancerous tumor that has metastasized throughout the entire body of Christianity. 

If you read God’s Word like a “law,” a labor contract, then you will spend your whole life 

falling prey to fear and uncertainty. People draw out further stipulations from such a “law” and 

never find rest in terms of the question whether one has ever “done” enough and has really kept 

the “law.” In the Middle Ages, people like Thomas à Kempis, Tauler, and Eckhart wrote massive 

books about what a Christian had to have “done” and “experienced” before he was allowed to 

believe that he had “arrived.” But Luther, who took the stipulations of this “law” dead seriously, 

never came to the point of assurance. After the Reformation, this noxious weed popped above 

ground once again. Among Reformed Protestants people hardly ever spoke sympathetically about 

the Law of Moses (the preacher who did do so did not have it easy). People spoke about God’s 

beloved Law as though it were a whip that first drove sinners to despair by disclosing their 

“impotence,” in order then to drive them to Christ. As though the apostle meant this when he 

called the Law “a tutor unto Christ” (Gal. 3:24). 

Later, people read Psalm 15 this way in the synagogue. As though it were a “law.” Those poor 

souls! For if you read the Law legalistically, un-evangelically, then that wreaks havoc with the 

other Bible books. Just as when an entire statue tilts when its base sinks crookedly. The Law of 

Moses constitutes the base in Holy Scripture upon which everything rests. If you read that base 

section through Judaistic glasses, then you will also view Psalm 15 in a “contractual” light, like a 

poem that like the Judaistic caricature-law discloses to us our “inability” and drives us to Christ. 

The question then becomes frightening: “Yahweh, who shall sojourn in your holy tent?” With our 

minister earlier, it was very quiet in the church when he asked the question: “Who of you can 

keep these requirements?” For when it comes to God’s law . . . the uncertainty continues to gnaw. 

In the eighteenth century, when the great mass of Protestant Netherlands had forsaken God’s 

covenant, there appeared volumes full of measures people could take in order to determine 

whether they would be permitted to dwell eternally with God. They contained far more measures 

than Psalm 15, but the uncertainty continued to gnaw: “Who dares to say about himself that he 

does this perfectly?” Those with false security were not uncovered in this way, and upright 

believers were not comforted. 

That is what happens when you read Psalm 15 like a law. 

For then you automatically fall into perspectives about our “inability and being worthy of 

condemnation.” At best, Psalm 15 obtains the same function as the caricature-law out of whose 

spirit people then interpret the psalm, namely, that of the religious bogeyman who scares the wits 

out of us regarding the apparently inescapable condemnation, in order then to point us from that 

“forsakenness” (a beloved topic of older and newer “spiritual guides”) to Jesus. Fortunately our 

minister did reach that point. 
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But, someone will object, what about Leviticus 18:5, where Moses himself says: “You shall 

therefore keep my statutes and my rules; if a person does them, he shall live by them: I am 

the Lord”? Indeed, but please do not read these words with Pharisaic glasses. Before you know it, 

you will land in a Pharisaic thought pattern and will view the Law as a regulation without grace. 

But in the words cited above, Moses was pointing to all those commandments and ordinances of 

the Law that spoke about receiving atonement, washing, and forgiving of sins and renewing of 

life. “So shall the priest make atonement for him for the sin he has committed, and it will be 

forgiven him”—such commandments (to go to the priest with a sacrificial animal) and such 

promises in the Torah instruction about sacrifices in Leviticus 1-7, to mention only one item, also 

belonged to that Law concerning which Moses said: “If a person does them, he shall live by 

them.” Who has the right in that context simply to omit from consideration such ordinances as the 

great Day of Atonement, the guilt offering and sin offering, the peace offering, when discussing 

Leviticus 18:5? Moses meant: “The person who does [not Pharisaically, like a religious labor 

contract, but believingly, full of trust in the promises and sacraments of the Torah] [all of] them 

[including keeping the ordinances that we just mentioned: seek forgiveness of sins from the priest 

and at the altar] will live by them [through that faith, that believing keeping of the Law]!” The 

way of salvation was never any different than Moses identified in Leviticus 18:5. 

 

 

The glasses of Gnosticism 

 

Naturally throughout the centuries, Gnosticism has found in the Pharisaic or Judaistic spirit 

that we’ve sketched an excellent marriage partner, for what does Gnosticism love more than 

“contradictions” (cf. 1 Tim. 6:20). How many contradictions have not these “teachings of 

demons” (cf. 1 Tim. 4:1) created? One of their most dangerous is the contradiction they claim 

between the Old Testament and the New Testament. The former is supposedly lower, more 

outward, harsher, and even loveless, in contrast to the New Testament that is supposedly the 

higher, more loving, more “internal” part of God’s Word. If you read Psalm 15 unsuspectingly 

with the glasses supplied by Gnosticism, then you arrive at the characterization that we provided 

earlier from a number of commentaries: an “external-internal form,” a lack of “evangelical 

knowledge that a person does not possess the power in himself to be sufficiently obedient,” and 

the like. Psalm 15 is then twisted into the system of “contradictions” (1 Tim. 6:20). 

All of this despite the fact that the Law of Moses in reality is first of all thoroughly Gospel, 

and accordingly, the Psalter is an echo of that Law that can sound forth nothing other than an 

evangelical echo. What else did God’s treaties with Abraham and Israel constitute than black-on-

white proofs of God’s matchless grace? What else can you expect from this Songbook of those 

covenants? There is no line in the Torah that is not saturated with God’s love for Israel, and no 

page without the watermark of Yahweh’s promises for life. All the Psalms were sung on this 

foundation. Therefore we dare to posit the claim confidently: to misunderstand the Torah is to 

misunderstand the Psalms. 

 

 

A covenant song 
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If we read the Law first of all as it ought to be read, as Gospel for Israel with the promise of 

justification, sanctification, and glorification by grace through faith and with the demand to 

pursue righteousness as Yahweh’s faithful covenant partners, then we are delivered by one fell 

swoop out of any further difficulties as we continue reading the rest of Scripture. For then we see 

clearly that both the Law and Psalm 15 and the commandments of our Lord and his apostles all lie 

on the same line. To say it with different words: the composer of Psalm 15 saw himself and his 

listeners absolutely not as though from God’s side they stood before Yahweh entirely “free of 

obligations,” so that they could wonder: How do we come into contact with such a holy God? 

That is the pattern of all forms of self-directed religion. No, the psalmist is speaking on the 

foundation of the Torah as a covenant partner of Yahweh, to fellow covenant partners of Yahweh, 

about their commonly shared Covenant Partner Yahweh. 

That is how we must sing Psalm 15—as a covenant song. 

 

 

8.2 Whoever acts this way will not be moved in eternity 

 

Was Psalm 15 composed especially as an “Introit”? An “entrance song” for coming into the 

sanctuary? Many commentators affirm this. They claim that when a procession of pilgrims had 

approached the gates of the temple, they sang verse 1: “Yahweh, who will sojourn in your tent?” 

After this a priestly choir answered with verses 2-5. 

Holy Scripture tells us nothing about such a reception ritual, however. Naturally Psalm 15 

could easily have been part of the rotational songs in the temple service, but what psalm could not 

be sung in the worship service? Therefore they need not have been composed specifically for the 

worship or cult, as one particular school of psalm interpretation quickly asserts about this or that 

psalm. You can sing them just as well at home, even while washing dishes or picking grapes as an 

Israelite farmer. To say nothing about reading the psalms or praying them in one’s inner chamber. 

It strikes us as indemonstrable that Psalm15 was composed specifically for pilgrim 

processions that were standing ready to enter the temple. Why could the author not have written it 

as a wisdom poem, whether for reading or for teaching, for example, so that children could learn it 

by heart like we used to do in school? The question and answer format, as well as the number of 

commands (notice: ten!) could point to a didactic-chokmatic purpose, for wisdom teachers used 

that format more frequently (cf. Ps. 34:12-15 [also by David], Prov. 31:2-9; 30:4; Eccl. 1:3; 6:12). 

The wise Preacher also paid attention to people going to the temple: “Guard your steps when you 

go to the house of God” (Eccl. 4:17 [Hebrew]; cf. 5:1). The question of Psalm 15:1 is in fact not 

once directed to the priests, but to Yahweh, who had already supplied the answer in the Torah. All 

of the requirements that are coming one can substantiate with the Law of Moses. 

 

Our attention is drawn to the fact that Psalm 15 makes no religious (“cultic”) demands, for 

example, that one must be pure. But this psalm also echoes the Torah and as we said, the Torah is 

no merely religious book, such that its reverberation does not have merely a religious tone. The 

claim of God’s covenant touches on Israel’s daily life and not only its activities connected with 

the worship of Yahweh. Between the Sabbath and the other days, the Israelite knew no general 

contradiction, as we can see from the discussion of Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. The 

requirements for Levitical purity and the like were pedagogical-symbolic reminders of the great 

requirement of the Law to walk in holiness in the entirety of life. 
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An unholy daily life would make the most scrupulous worship of God worthless (Ps. 40:6-7; 

50; 51:16-17; Isa. 1:10-20; Jer. 7:1-15; Hos. 6:6; Amos 5:21; Micah 6:6-8; Matt. 23). David knew 

this all too well as a pupil of Samuel: “obedience is better than sacrifice” (1 Sam. 15:22). 

So now let’s consider the psalm itself! 

 

Verse 1: 

O LORD, who shall sojourn in your tent? 

    Who shall dwell on your holy hill? 

 

How is it possible that someone would dare claim about this psalm that it nowhere “speaks 

explicitly about grace and faith”? The name Yahweh, the very first word of this psalm, drips, so to 

speak, with grace. In those four Hebrew letters, YHWH, the psalmists saw in microfilm God’s 

entire Gospel-for-Israel. God’s foundational redemptive work from the days of Moses echoed in 

the name Yahweh: Abraham—Egypt—Horeb. Apart from this “foundation of the [Israelite-

Christian] world,” it would have been all over for Israel a thousand years before Psalm 15 was 

written. Ever since Abraham and Egypt, Israel was living by grace. 

The psalmist goes on to talk about Yahweh’s “tent” and “holy mountain.” Those terms need 

not be referring to Mount Zion, for in the song of Moses, near the Dead Sea, the terms “God’s 

dwelling” and “the mountain of your inheritance” were used in parallel fashion (Exod. 15:17). 

Rather, God’s dwelling among his people was itself a form of his grace toward Israel. He 

privileged his people with his residence, where priests blessed and taught in his name, and where 

everything—colors, sacrifices, clothing, materials—spoke of Yahweh’s love for Israel’s life and 

his aversion toward death. A psalm about God’s Dwelling is not talking about grace? How can 

people defend something like this? 

 

May we be guests with Yahweh, according to the standards of ancient Eastern hospitality? 

After all, such a host felt obligated for a lot more than we might, something you can see with Lot, 

who would have allowed his daughters to be disgraced rather than his guests (Gen. 19:8). Even 

after his departure a guest can fall back on the protection of his host within a radius of many 

kilometers yet. 

Who may sojourn so safely under Yahweh’s roof? 

 

The following verses provide an answer to that question. Whoever reads that legalistically 

will sigh along with the minister with whom we began, about our “inability.” But whoever reads 

Holy Scripture as a covenant book and the Psalms as covenant songs will read in Psalm 15:2-5 a 

brief summary of what Psalm 103 calls: “keeping his covenant and remembering to do his 

commandments” (v. 18). Israelites who have lived for a long time in fellowship with Yahweh can 

learn concisely from this psalm what they had to do to remain Yahweh’s faithful covenant 

partners (cf. Isa. 33:14-16). 

One could put the question this way: “Yahweh, what have you promised to your people?” To 

which in the rest of the psalm David confesses that he believes what God has promised. In the 

Torah, for example, in Leviticus 18: “The man who does these things will live by them!” (v. 5). 

Psalm 15 believes what God promises there in Leviticus 18. It summarizes something of God’s 

works of righteousness in order to conclude with the firm confession: “He who does these things 

shall never be moved” (Ps. 15:5). 
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Verse 2: 

He who walks blamelessly and does what is right 

    and speaks truth in his heart. 

 

When Yahweh showed Abraham once more what kind of conduct he expected from his 

covenant partner, he used the same word that we encounter in Psalm 15:2: “Walk before me, and 

be blameless” (Gen. 17:1; Heb. tamim). Older versions render this “be upright.” We would prefer 

to translate it as walk with a complete heart or with an undivided heart before my face. Yahweh 

wanted to be served resolutely, not by covenant partners whose heart was governed by divergent 

motives, like that of “a double-minded man” (James 1:8; 4:8). Our eye must be focused on God 

alone. Yahweh demands integrity. No straying from his paths. Although stumbling on the good 

path is something different that walking on the wrong path. Psalm 19 expresses nicely the 

meaning of walking tamim: “ 

 

Keep back your servant also from presumptuous sins; 

    let them not have dominion over me! 

Then I shall be blameless, 

    and innocent of great transgression (v. 13). 

 

The expression “he whose walk is blameless” is in fact a reference to the righteous. 

Here is where the spirit of common Christian religion immediately misunderstands Holy 

Scripture: walk blamelessly, with a complete heart, who can do that? Are not all of our best works 

in this life imperfect and stained with sin? Are we not all miserable sinners? We have already 

discussed these things in chapter 4., will return to them in connection with Psalm 26. This 

includes the word blameless. For now we will suffice with the following. 

In fact this kind of religiosity classifies all people as “all are sinners,” distinguished at most as 

either believing sinners or unbelieving sinners. In this way the sharp dividing line that the Lord 

makes in his Word between the righteous and the wicked is erased very piously (cf. Ezek. 13:22), 

according to Dutch author A. Janse, continuing with the observation that in our time it is not easy 

to confess God’s words on this matter. We are confronted with the danger that we no longer dare 

to speak of “the righteous,” because the world immediately looks down on us as “Pharisees” who 

think that they are better than others. Not only the “world,” but also “Christianity” attacks us 

when we dare speak of “the righteous” as Holy Scripture does. A real arsenal of modern religious 

proverbs and fashionable talk stands in service for terrifying the righteous with judgment while 

God pronounces them blessed—all the while that these same people talk very gently about “other 

religions” and about the wicked. 

But then does such “walking blamelessly” exist in reality? Does it ever! Holy Scripture, 

especially the Psalms and Proverbs, are packed full of them (cf. Pss. 7:8-10; 18:24-33; 19:8; 

25:21; 26:1; 37:18; 41:12; 84:11; 101:2, 6; 119:1, 80; Prov. 2:7, 21; 10:9, 29; 11:20; 19:1; 28:10). 

Some people are even mentioned by name: “Noah was a righteous man, blameless in his 

generation. Noah walked with God” (Gen. 6:9). Job was “blameless and upright, one who feared 

God and turned away from evil” (Job 1:1). David provided in 2 Samuel 22:23-24 (equivalent to 

Psalm 18) a beautiful description of being blameless: 

 

For all his rules were before me, 

    and from his statutes I did not turn aside. 
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I was blameless before him, 

    and I kept myself from guilt (cf. Ps. 18:23-24). 

 

With our discussion of Psalm 26 we will look more closely at the fact that David dared to appeal 

to his own blamelessness! Finally, there are Zechariah and Elizabeth, of whom we read: “And 

they were both righteous before God, walking blamelessly in all the commandments and statutes 

of the Lord” (Luke 1:6). 

All these people are called blameless despite the wrong things that Scripture as well as they 

themselves identify. Walking blamelessly is apparently not a matter of sinlessness, but a matter of 

the heart, of your life orientation or your course of life. If that is good then Scripture can 

generously call such a person blameless. Anyone who mumbles about that by speaking now about 

“remaining weakness” (something that is true!) seems to want to be more godly than the Bible 

itself. 

If we are not careful, all this reasoning will lead unconsciously to putting a smokescreen in 

front of the demand that Yahweh gave to Abraham already as the covenant demand par 

excellence, a demand repeated here by David as the inescapable, necessary fruit of faith in God’s 

covenant promise and condition for continuing fellowship with God the Lord: “Walk before my 

face and be blameless!” 

Such believers may be God’s eternal houseguests! 

 

For a clear understanding we will add, perhaps without needing to, the following comment. 

Naturally the righteous do not live in God’s fellowship on the basis of their blameless walk. The 

only basis of Israel’s salvation lay in the fact that God had accepted Israel as his children by 

grace. We would say today: only on the basis of Christ’s sacrificial crucifixion we are by grace 

accepted by God. There is no other basis for our salvation. God’s grace and Christ’s righteousness 

and holiness, which are granted to us in the promise of the gospel and accepted through faith. 

Such faith must naturally bear fruit. Otherwise it would be dead (James 2). So then, those fruits 

are further described in a few sentences in the rest of the psalm. 

 

Righteousness and truth 

 

The King James Version of Psalm 15:2 reads like this: “He that walketh uprightly, and 

worketh righteousness.” As frequently as the Bible uses the word righteousness, just as 

infrequently does it come from the lips of Christians. And when it does, it is still overlaid with 

pagan content. As though righteousness would mean something like the way a rigidly inflexible 

judge coldly and mercilessly applies the law. But as we saw in chapter 3, in Scripture 

righteousness is precisely a lovely quality. Scripture understands the righteousness of the 

righteous to refer to his holding fast loyally to God’s covenant in all of life, and certainly not only 

in the courtroom. Righteousness is practically another word for obedience to God’s 

commandment, living believingly with Yahweh. 

 

Someone who does righteousness not merely once in awhile for one time but continually is a 

covenant partner with whom Yahweh is not disappointed, someone on whom one can rely. Such a 

person is called in the language of Scripture a man of truth. In our language we talk about truth as 

something that corresponds precisely with the facts. You can communicate this so-called “naked” 

truth without any love for your fellow man. But when the Bible uses the word truth, we can easily 
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substitute for it words like firmness, solidity. If we compare the lie with thin ice, then the truth is 

granite. And that is what Yahweh requires of his covenant partners: people must be able to rely on 

their words, without sooner or later sinking through them like melting ice. If we use the ESV 

rendering—“he who speaks truth in his heart”—the was is here being required is that even our 

considerations must be characterized by our covenantal faithfulness to Yahweh (cf. Deut. 6:5-6, 

“love God with all your heart”). For that matter, the Israelite made little distinction between 

thinking and speaking. 

 

Verse 3: 

Who does not slander with his tongue 

    and does no evil to his neighbor, 

    nor takes up a reproach against his friend. 

 

Naturally here again it is the course of our life that is in view. “If anyone does not stumble in 

what he says, he is a perfect man, able also to bridle his whole body,” says James (3:2), who 

offers a striking warning against the sins and against the ungovernability of our tongue (cf. James 

3:5-8). Anyone wanting to remain in God’s fellowship, however, will never use this small but 

mighty organ for blasphemy. A houseguest of God “does not go around with blasphemy on his 

tongue,” as we might translate verse 3. Some have proposed this translation: “who does not 

stumble over his tongue.” Verse 3c talks about heaping a reproach on one’s neighbor. A very 

descriptive formulation. Reproach can be an oppressive burden. David could talk about that from 

his own experience: suffering under evil tongues! They were in the environment of Saul (1 Sam. 

23:19-24; 1 Sam. 24:10; 26:1-25, 19). Later David’s own son Absalom prepared for a revolution 

with his tongue (2 Sam. 15:1-6). How David must have feared the tongue of Ahithophel (2 Sam. 

15:31). And what blasphemous words the worthless Shimei heaped on the king as he was fleeing 

(1 Kings 1). This suffering of David was fulfilled in the life of many righteous ones after him, 

especially in the life of our Lord Jesus Christ. What reproach false brothers heaped on him. 

These examples show simultaneously that it is not self-evident that members of God’s people 

refrain from blasphemy. Nevertheless that has to happen, or else we cannot remain houseguests of 

God! Such loyal covenant partners ought to distinguish themselves from Saul and his clique, the 

false witnesses against Naboth, the brothers of Anathot who blasphemed their fellow villager 

Jeremiah, and the church leaders who heaped reproach on Jesus and his apostles. 

We have already observed that in our time the overwhelming power of the written and printed 

word has come about. The power that we ascribe to the pen, the Israelite ascribed to the tongue. 

“Who does not blaspheme with his pen and in his newspaper does not lay reproach upon his 

neighbor,” is how we might paraphrase verse 3 for our consideration. 

 

Verse 4a: 

In whose eyes a reprobate is despised, 

    but who honors those who fear the LORD (NASB). 

 

There again you have the battle line that Psalms 1 and 2 portrayed so sharply for us. The line 

of demarcation between the wealthy falsely pious wicked and their oppressed righteous brother in 

the Israelite church. Do you want to dwell eternally in God’s house? Then you must choose your 

position now already, Psalm 15:4 is saying. Do not smooth over the wickedness of the wicked 

(they are called here “vile persons”), but honor the righteous (“who fear Yahweh”), even though 
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among them you will not find “many wise according to worldly standards, not many powerful, 

not many of noble birth” (1 Cor. 1:26; cf. chapter 3, § 3). If Yahweh rejects the wicked, we his 

covenant partners must show ourselves to be in solidarity with him on this. 

 

The reprobate 

 

Had Yahweh simply rejected these wicked ones, already “from eternity”? Scripture speaks 

clearly about that: “Behold, God will not reject a blameless man” (Job 8:20). And this: 

 

With the merciful you show yourself merciful; 

with the blameless man you show yourself blameless; 

 with the purified you show yourself pure; 

and with the crooked you make yourself seem tortuous (Ps. 18:25-26). 

 

Yahweh certainly does not operate whimsically. “Though he scoffs at the scoffers, yet he gives 

grace to the afflicted” (Prov. 3:34, NASB; cf. our discussion of mockers in chapter 4, § 5). Psalm 

53:6 says about those Israelites who are foolish, corrupt, ignore God in practice, and oppress 

God’s people, that “God has rejected them.” Even though in the time of Psalm 53 there were 

many, for the poet saw this image of the Israelite church: 

 

God looks down from heaven 

on the children of man 

to see if there are any who understand, 

who seek after God. 

They have all fallen away; 

together they have become corrupt; 

there is none who does good, 

not even one (Ps. 53:2-3). 

 

That is why God rejected them (v. 6). There were times when Yahweh rejected all Israel, except 

for a remnant (2 Kings 17:20; Jer. 31:37-38). One person who was rejected who was mentioned 

by name was Saul (1 Sam. 15:23; 16:1). There as well, however, we read about an explicit reason: 

“For you have rejected the word of the LORD, and the LORD has rejected you from being king 

over Israel” (1 Sam. 15:26). 

 

According to Psalm 15:4, who may reside in Yahweh’s house? Those who as loyal covenant 

partners break with those with whom their Great King himself has broken. People have suggested 

that verse 4 be translated: “The despised person is cast out of his presence, but he takes delight in 

[or: celebrates] those who fear Yahweh.” 

This is how God’s loyal covenant partners have always behaved. Samuel loved Saul very 

much, but at God’s command had to treat him publicly as a prince who had been rejected by God 

(1 Sam. 15:26; 16:1). We must despise the reprobate, similar to what many Levites, priests, and 

God-fearing Israelites practiced toward king Jeroboam (2 Chron. 11:13-14). They “despised” this 

“reprobate” man by leaving behind their possessions and moving from Israel to Judah and 

Jerusalem, “to sacrifice to the LORD, the God of their fathers” (2 Chron. 11:13-16; cf. 15:9). And 

when Jehoshaphat failed sufficiently to “despise” Ahab, his “reprobate” brother-in-law, the seer 
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Jehu, the son of Hanani, came to punish him: “Should you help the wicked and love those who 

hate the LORD?” (2 Chron. 19:2; cf. 20:35-37; 25:7). Jeremiah’s fellow villagers were “reprobate 

men” (see Jer. 11). Was Jeremiah supposed to try to remain their good friends despite the cost? 

No, Yahweh advised him: “They shall turn to you, but you shall not turn to them” (Jer. 15:19). 

People should not say this is “typically Old Testament.” What did our Savior do when the 

majority in the Jewish church refused him? He spoke in parables, “so that lest they should see 

with their eyes and hear with their ears and understand with their heart and turn, and I would heal 

them” (Matt. 13:15). The Lord Jesus also honored the dividing line. 

His apostles followed his example by making their appeal: “Save yourselves from this 

crooked generation” (Acts 2:40). The division between Jesus’ enemies and his followers ran 

straight through Israel. In fact, he had foretold that he had come to bring division (in the Jewish 

church) (Matt. 10:34-35; cf. 10:11-14). Anyone who wants to continue living with Yahweh will 

have to honor this course of events and behave according to this rule: “Shall I not despise those 

who despise you, Yahweh?” But according to Psalm 15:4 they must at the same time honor those 

who fear Yahweh! Even though such people are the poor and despised in the world. Just like 

David answered his scoffing wife Michal: “. . . by the female servants of whom you have spoken, 

by them I shall be held in honor” (2 Sam. 6:20-22). “As for the saints in the land, they are the 

excellent ones, in whom is all my delight” (Ps. 16:3). For this reason Moses refused to continue as 

a son of Pharaoh’s daughter, and although he was virtually a prince in the Egyptian palace and 

had a degree in Egyptian sciences, he chose the side of slave workers, since he “considered the 

reproach of Christ greater wealth than the treasures of Egypt” (Heb. 11:24-26). Scripture provides 

more examples like this. Take, for example, Obadiah, palace marshal for Abab and Jezebel. “Now 

Obadiah feared the LORD greatly” (1 Kings 18:3). And he did so in such a corrupt palace 

environment. But all the opulence there did not draw him away from Yahweh or from his 

oppressed confessors. “When Jezebel cut off the prophets of the LORD, Obadiah took a hundred 

prophets and hid them by fifties in a cave and fed them with bread and water” (1 Kings 18:4). 

Isaiah also adopted the same posture in his day. He was a chronicler in the palace of king Uzziah 

(2 Chron. 26:22) and must have been a man of great erudition in view of his prophecies. But 

despite his cultural formation and high position, he was not ashamed to belong among the poor 

remnant that still feared Yahweh in his day. But the finest example of all is God’s Son himself. 

Hebrews 1 calls him “Heir of all things,” through whom God has created the world, “the radiance 

of the glory of God” (Heb. 1:2-3). He was not ashamed to call us his brothers. He did what Psalm 

15 calls “honor[ing] those who fear Yahweh.” And he expects that same life-attitude from us. 

 

 

Verses 4b-5: 

Who swears to his own hurt and does not change; 

who does not put out his money at interest 

    and does not take a bribe against the innocent. 

He who does these things shall never be moved. 

 

Money is a very delicate instrument for measuring someone’s commitment to righteousness 

and love for the truth. Do you want to live eternally in Yahweh’s house? Do the truth, then, live 

solidly and sturdily by never going back on a promise made to your own hurt. Or by profiting 

from your neighbor’s need in any other way. In the ancient Near East interest rates of 20-30% 

were common. No wonder that the Hebrew word for interest literally means something bitten off. 
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Demanding interest was something like biting your neighbor. We would also observe that in the 

ancient Near East were unfamiliar with our custom of lending money for the purpose of doing 

business. Anyone in the ancient world who borrowed did so out of necessity. Imagine, then, 

people abusing that circumstance of need! Yahweh had not delivered his people Israel from their 

Egyptian oppressors so they could oppress each other (Exod. 22:25; Lev. 25:35-38; Deut. 23:19-

20). An Israelite was supposed to execute righteousness toward a brother in need (Ps. 15:2) by 

requiring no interest from a fellow Israelite. Do you want to continue living as a guest in 

Yahweh’s house? Then never act like a noosjeh (a moneylender), like pagan people did. And like 

Israel did under king Saul (1 Sam. 22:2; cf. 2 Kings 4:1). And don’t succumb to bribes. Here 

again the psalmist is echoing Moses (cf. Exod. 23:8; Deut. 16:19). “Surely oppression drives the 

wise into madness, and a bribe corrupts the heart” (Eccl. 7:7). God’s houseguests should be able 

to say with Samuel: “. . . From whose hand have I taken a bribe to blind my eyes with it?” (1 

Sam. 12:3). For then they will enjoy the promise: “He who does these things shall never be 

moved.” 

 

The blameless will never be moved 

 

In the preceding we mentioned in connection with every verse examples of righteous people 

who fulfilled these demands. For “walking blamelessly” may be an impossibility, according to 

some Christians, but from the examples given you can see that among God’s people this is 

genuinely a reality—and according to Psalm 15 a perpetual necessity. 

“He who does these things . . .”—which indicates that it is possible, that it is required! 

It is remarkable that in the last line the psalmist does not return to his question of verse 1: 

“Who may dwell . . .?” but formulates his conclusion this way: “He who does these things will 

never be moved.” Apparently for him this was equivalent. He who stands on the side of Yahweh 

enjoys a position of safety on the concrete pier of his covenant and promises, above the 

whirlpools of death and decay. On that platform “one is never moved.” 

 

As we will see in the next chapter, in our discussion of Psalm 16, believers in the old covenant 

did indeed believe that their life was safe and secure with Yahweh, all the way through death. 

They too believed in the resurrection of the dead and the life of the future age (see Dan 12:13). In 

fact, how else would Martha—a woman who after all lived under the old covenant, even though 

at that time in her life it was at the point of becoming obsolete and of disappearing (Heb. 8)—how 

else would Martha have been able to say about here brother Lazarus, “I know that he will rise 

again in the resurrection on the last day” (John 11:24)? We hardly need to explain this from the 

fact that she was living on the threshold of two dispensations, for Abraham also considered that 

God was powerful enough to resurrect the dead (Heb. 11:17-18). In fact, he looked beyond the 

promised land of Canaan (Heb. 11:10-16; cf. 2 Kings 5:7). We recall these facts so that we do not 

read the conclusion of Psalm 15—“shall never be moved”—through a Gnostic-Marcionite 

glasses, even though it might have a modern frame, so that people once again observe a 

“contradiction” between the “never” of the Old Testament and the “for eternity” of the New 

Testament. In view of the last line of his psalm, David apparently knew very well that a person 

would not be moved in eternity if he walked in the path of a believer (not along a pharisaical or 

legalistic path) by keeping God’s commandments and loyally following his covenant. 

David was thereby looking forward to life in the future age. 
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Psalm 15 looks a little bit like the Sermon on the Mount preached by our Lord Jesus Christ. 

There our Savior provided similarly concrete commands like David does in this psalm (Matt. 5-7: 

do not commit injustice, no impurity, keeping your tongue in check). All of these are to be read as 

the promise of the King for us who are citizens of his Kingdom: “And everyone who hears my 

words and does them” will enter that kingdom. But whoever does not do them in daily life, 

whether Christian or non-Christian, their fall will be great (Matt. 7:24-27). The conclusion of 

Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount and that of Psalm 15 are talking along the same line. As Judge of the 

entire earth, Jesus Christ will confirm the conclusion of this psalm on the day of judgment, when 

each person will be rewarded according to what he has done, whether good or bad. But anyone 

who does what Psalm 15 says, will not be “moved” under the burden of Jesus’ sentence: “Depart 

from me . . . !” 
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Chapter 9 

 

PSALM 16: YAHWEH IS MY ETERNAL INHERITANCE 

 

 

“A golden gem of David.” 

That is how Luther and the Dutch Bible translators rendered the word miktam above Psalm 

16. That was mistaken, and we still don’t know for sure what miktam means, but right or wrong, 

one thing is certain: in the treasure house of the psalter Psalm 16 is truly a “golden gem.” A poem 

brimming with joy in Yahweh. Loaded with trust in him. Written with golden letters. A thousand 

years before Christ it confesses substantially the same thing that Paul did when he wrote: “For I 

am sure that neither death nor life . . . will be able to separate us from the love of God . . .” (Rom. 

8:38-39). 

No wonder the apostles loved to preach from this psalm after the resurrection of our Lord 

Jesus Christ. The Spirit of truth showed them that this psalm was speaking about the second 

David (Acts 2 and 13). Partly based on these Scripture passages, we see no reason to doubt the 

correctness of the superscription and to deny that this psalm came from David. 

 

 

9.1 David and the aftereffects of the period of the judges 

 

When David composed Psalm 16, the period of the judges had scarcely ended! We must take 

that into account thoroughly as we read this psalm. It arose in the transitional years between the 

time of the judges and that of the kings. Saul and David were anointed as kings by Samuel, the 

last judge. But the times were changing. The prophecy of Hannah, that godly intercessor on 

Israel’s behalf, began to be fulfilled. The Scripture instruction of her son Samuel was the means 

in God’s hand for raising up Israel from the deep decline experienced during the time of the 

judges. Even though the wicked Saul had brought severe injury by his radical behavior to 

Samuel’s work of reformation. But with great dedication David advanced the church restoration 

of his spiritual father Samuel. His most cherished dream was to build a house for Yahweh (2 Sam. 

7). But when Yahweh appointed that work for David’s successor, he still did what he could: 

David brought the ark to Jerusalem (2 Sam. 6). Meanwhile David provided for the worship in the 

new temple: he regulated the sacrificial ministry, the temple musicians, and last but not least, 

David provided God’s people with a large portion of his Psalms collection (cf. 2 Chron. 16:37-

43)! So we can confidently speak of the church restoration that God accomplished in response to 

Hannah’s prayer through the work of Samuel and David. 

Nevertheless, on the other hand, we must not suppose that with the death of David, ideal 

circumstances obtained in the Israelite church. The return to God and his Word was at that point 

only partial. Even with a man like David. 

 

David’s weaknesses 

 

Whether there was a idol image (terafim) in the house of David and Michal is questionable 

(see our commentary on 1 Sam. 19). 
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But even with a reformation-minded man like David, the claim that every residue of the 

apostate era of the judges would have been removed in one fell swoop is doubtful. We could lend 

Psalm 16 a bit of texture if we mentioned a couple of examples of that ancient leaven. 

Shortly before his coronation by the house of Judah David was still friends with the Philistine 

prince Achish, and through him undoubtedly with other prominent Philistines. 

In addition, we occasionally encounter remarkable unfamiliarity with the precepts of the 

Torah both with David and with his family. His daughter Tamar appeared not to know that 

marrying her stepbrother was forbidden in the Torah (Lev. 18:9; 2 Sam. 13:13). And for all his 

zeal for the restoration of the ministry of the tabernacle, David was apparently ignorant of the 

requirement that God’s ark was to be carried by Levites, and was not to be carried on a wagon 

(Num. 7:9; 2 Sam. 6:3). Nor did the Torah permit the ark and the tabernacle to be separated. 

David did place the ark in a special tent in Jerusalem—which in itself was a touch of church 

restoration—but the tabernacle remained located without the ark in Gibeon (1 Chron. 15:1; 2 

Chron. 1:2-5). That city of Gibeon was half pagan, many of whose inhabitants “were not of the 

people of Israel but of the remnant of the Amorites” (2 Sam. 21:2). Even when the zealous and 

reformatory king David had died, it appears that the people were accustomed to sacrificing at the 

high places (1 Kings 3:2). Finally, people have pointed to the fact that even with David the 

Canaanites had not been expelled entirely. Instead there are abundant signs of intermingling (e.g., 

2 Sam. 8:18, 23, esp. 37-39). 

We may also mention as an aside that from these facts we can also learn patience when the 

Lord makes us live in defective ecclesiastical circumstances or when we must observe in our own 

time that return to God and his Word always remains “piecemeal.” 

 

When? 

 

When did David compose Psalm 16? People suggest that it was sometime during the seven 

years when he was king in Hebron over Judah. At that time David could say: “The lot has fallen 

for me in pleasant places.” After having been chased by Saul for years he found rest in Hebron. 

At the same time he also still had reason to pray: “Preserve me, O God, for in you I take refuge.” 

David was ruling at that point nothing more than a tiny country that lay between the mighty 

Philistine empire and that of Saul’s son Ishbosheth and the veteran Abner. The arguments 

advanced for this view do not compel us to tie the psalm to those seven years. In fact, David lived 

his entire life on a volcano and always ran the risk of succumbing to the hand of assassins, so that 

he always had reason to pray: “Preserve me, O God, . . . .” Moreover, David was not the kind of 

man who would sing merely in idyllic circumstances: “The lines have fallen for me in pleasant 

places.” The composer of the familiar “I shall lack nothing” of Psalm 23 was the kind of firm 

believer who, in a manner of speaking, could well have sung in the cave of Adullam: “The lines 

have fallen for me in pleasant places” (cf. Pss. 4:8; 34). 

So we will not venture to suggest a particular date, but want to read our psalm in the larger 

framework of the aftereffects of the time of the judges, and of the movement for returning to God 

and his covenant that had not been pursued completely everywhere is Israel, as we come to know 

that movement from the books of Samuel. Then we are reading Psalm 16 still as a historically 

dated psalm and not as a vaguely religious poem, as a historically situated psalm and not an aridly 

pious poem that transcends time. 
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9.2 Verses 1-4: a determined confession 

 

So even Samuel and David were unable to make the crooked things straight in Israel. But 

when he composed Psalm 16, David had made a bold decision for himself and his family: from 

that time on, they were done with all rivals to Yahweh and with everything that smelled of 

idolatry. Yahweh is my only Lord and my highest delight. In verses 1b, 2, 4, 5, and 8, David 

makes known the radical break of his family with all idolatrous influences, and confesses his firm 

decisiveness to live with Yahweh alone. 

Let’s now discuss verses 1-4. 

 

Verse 1: 

Preserve me, O God, for in you I take refuge. 

 

It would be natural if these words led you to think that David was facing lethal danger, but 

when didn’t he? When he was fleeing from Saul, but also when he had become king, for the Bible 

knew royal assassins by the handful. 

But perhaps David was thinking of being preserved by the Word! Seeing the apostasy of the 

previous centuries, this was surely not a superfluous prayer for an Israelite (cf. v. 4). His own son 

Solomon slid back in his old age into the rather overwhelming Canaanite forms of religion, didn’t 

he? Did you think that David thought himself to be elevated beyond such a fall? We heard him 

say something quite different in 1 Samuel 26:19. If this assumption is correct, then in this prayer 

of Psalm 16 we may hear this echo as well: “Preserve me, O God, from the spirit of this age, for 

in you I take refuge.” Whatever danger he may have had in view, however, in any case David did 

not seek his safety in military power or useful alliances with other governments, but had decided 

to renounce all of this and to confess: “In you I take refuge!” By whom else should we enjoy 

safety against the spirit of our age than with the same Lord? 

 

Verse 2: 

I say to the LORD, “You are my Lord; 

I have no good apart from you.” 

 

Here we see clearly that David had made a particular decision. At a given moment he said 

resolutely to Yahweh: From now on you are absolutely the only One for me. 

Was this not something automatic for an Israelite? Naturally, when we recall that the 

constitution of the Horeb covenant read this way: “I am Yahweh, you God, . . . you shall have no 

other gods before my face.” But don’t forget the situation in which David was confessing this! 

The period of the judges had scarcely ended. The return to the Horeb covenant had just begun. 

Canaan was still full of Canaanites. Everywhere you could see people who were serving the Baals 

and who expected rain and fertility from Astarte. And the popular festivals in honor of the gods, 

along with their religious prostitution (everyone having sexual relations everyone else), were 

powerfully alluring for all the Israelites who could hardly stand on their own at this point. In that 

kind of historical situation David’s confession was not so self-evident or automatic as it perhaps 

appeared. At least he did not consider it superfluous to declare the quality of his relationship with 

Yahweh (v. 2) and with the people of Yahweh (v. 3). 

 

Verse 3: 
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As for the saints in the land, they are the excellent ones, 

in whom is all my delight. 

 

All Israelites were holy people (cf. Exod. 19:6; Deut. 14:2; Ps. 34:9). Because Yahweh had 

put them on his side and had made them covenant partners of the holy God. But in David’s time 

there lived in the land not only Israelites, but also many pagans. We already mentioned the pagan 

Gibeonites. The Philistines were exercising great power during David’s early years in the land 

promised to Israel. The Canaanites were still not yet expelled. In fact, during the entire time of the 

judges, Israel had lived among them (cf. Judges 1:27-36). In short, David was living with pagans 

and saints in the same land. Bonds of friendship and close relations with pagans constituted a 

daily danger for an Israelite. 

 

But what does David confess in this verse? Not only that he wanted publicly to acknowledge 

that he want to serve Yahweh alone (v. 2), but also that his heart went out to God’s faithful people: 

the saints in the land, for they (and not our pagan countrymen) are the exalted in whom is all my 

delight. Even though all Israelites were “saints” to the degree that they were heirs of the covenant, 

here David would have had in view those Israelites who bore this name with honor. With David’s 

confession, therefore, we should think of those Israelites who belonged to “Hannah’s tribe.” The 

humble. The godly, People who joined Samuel’s movement of returning to God and his Word. 

Saints who “were completing” their holiness dating historically from Abraham and Horeb, “in the 

fear of God” (to use an expression from Paul found in 2 Cor. 7:1; cf. Ps. 34:9). Those were 

David’s friends. 

That was the case then, although you should not expect to find the godly at that time primarily 

among the circle of the nobility, but among people who were poor and with minimal resources. 

Righteous, humble, and poor are three words used often to refer to the same kind of Israelite (see 

chapter 3, § 3). But do not suppose that David looked down his nose at such people. He loved 

God and therefore also God’s people. In the cave of Adullam he assembled hundreds of those 

impoverished godly ones around himself (Ps. 11:3; 1 Sam. 22:1-3), people who were being 

oppressed contrary to the Torah by their creditors, and were bitterly saddened by the foundations 

beneath the Israelite world that were being destroyed (by no means complainers and 

troublemakers). David loved this poor but godly people, and had not thought of being superior to 

them by virtue of his class. When later he transferred the ark to Jerusalem, he was dancing in very 

customary clothing among male and female slaves. “How the king of Israel honored himself 

today,” his wife Michal mocked him when he came home, “uncovering himself today before the 

eyes of his servants’ female servants, as one of the vulgar fellows shamelessly uncovers himself!” 

(2 Sam. 6:20). 

David explains this attitude in this verse. Namely: these are my friends. Those “feeble one” 

(as the Hebrews could be paraphrased), who dance with joy when the service of Yahweh is 

restored. These social outcasts were in David’s eyes the real nobility in the land. In these “modest 

ones of the land,” looked down on by his wife, David saw something of God’s glory radiating. He 

viewed them as “the Illustrious Ones, faithful servants of Yahweh.” They were—and in our day 

they still are!—people who possess an honor greater than worldly people like Michal could 

bestow. This explains why David responded to his wife entirely in the spirit of this psalm, 

answering her mocking greeting in this spirit: Indeed, “by the female servants of whom you have 

spoken, by them I shall be held in honor” (2 Sam. 6:22). God’s friends were David’s friends. 
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Verse 4: 

The sorrows of those who run after another god shall multiply; 

their drink offerings of blood I will not pour out 

or take their names on my lips. 

 

David saw that with his own eyes: how the poor pagans were never ever certain of the favor 

of their capricious gods, but day in and day out were busy placating them with endless sacrifices 

or gifts. They compete for the favor of their gods, David says concisely. The King James Version 

describes people who hasten after other gods: with various gifts they try to come off favorably. 

Satan knows how to lead poor pagans into the most egregious folly, like that of drinking 

blood. That is how a person came into close contact with the world of the gods. We mentioned 

earlier the dissolute service of Baal and Astarte. That included even bestiality, sexual relations 

with animals (Deut. 27:21; cf. our commentary on Exod. 21:1-23:12). In Moab there was a god—

“Chemosh, the abomination of Moab”—who in times of need had people compete for their favor 

by sacrificing children. David brought his father and mother to stay in Moab (1 Sam. 22:3-4), and 

could have heard from them the stories about serving Chemosh. Perhaps with “the sorrows of 

those who run after other gods” David was thinking about the unimaginable pains suffered by a 

father and mother who had sacrificed their children. Satan knows nothing about sympathy: 

parents sacrificing their children . . . (cf. Lev. 18:21; 2 Kings 3:27; 16:3; 17:17, 31; 21:6; 2 Chron. 

33:6; Ps. 106:36-38; Ezek. 16:21; 20:31). For Israel, then, serving idols was doubly painful, 

because by virtue of the second stipulation of the Horeb covenant Yahweh counted this evil as 

doubly wicked and executed his covenant curse upon it (Lev. 26; Deut. 28-30). The time of the 

judges provided abundant proof of that, as David could still see in the power of the Philistines in 

the promised land. 

In our day as well, Psalm 16:4 is still relevant: many are the pains of those who bestow favors 

on a god other than the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. Temples with idol images are 

out of fashion. But does not Christianity itself constitute a living temple (1 Cor. 3:16-17; 2 Cor. 

6:16; Eph. 2:21)? And has not the autonomous post-Christian man of our day seated himself in 

the temple of Christianity, to show himself to be god (2 Thess. 2:4)? And are we not thereby 

experiencing the fulfillment of 2 Thessalonians 2? Who is still awaiting the antichrist as an 

individual person? Just like we also speak in the singular of “the city of the future,” “the medieval 

person,” or “the modern woman,” but have in view a plurality of cities, persons, and women, so 

too Paul is speaking in the singular about “the man of lawlessness,” but he is referring to a 

particular human type of which millions could be walking around, all of whom can be 

characterized with the word: lawlessness, normlessness, exalting themselves as God. You can see 

the man of lawlessness (2 Thess. 2:4) or the antichrist (1 John 2:18) on the streets of the great 

cities of our apostate Christianity in a thousand shapes. And this idol of “the man of lawlessness” 

can harm more severely, martyr more atrociously, drive into deeper despair, and cast into greater 

defilement that the ancient Canaanite gods ever did to their slaves. How overwhelming is the fear 

that grips those poor modern servants of human idols! Their music, their fine arts, their 

philosophy, theirs newspapers and movies rant and rave against everything associated with the 

norm, and are simultaneously filled with fear and with a sense of being dragged along by the 

absurdity and meaninglessness of human life apart from God. 

 

What other people do they themselves had better figure out, but I want nothing to do with 

them, says David. I will not even take their names on my lips. Something he does not do in this 
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psalm. This, in fact, is what Yahweh had commanded: “Make no mention of the names of other 

gods, nor let it be heard on your lips” (Exod. 23:13; cf. Josh. 23:7; Hos. 2:16; Zeph. 1:4; Zech. 

13:2). For us this is a pointer especially to speak positively. With Scripture in hand to say 

especially how things are and how they should be. People can also talk too much about the gods 

of their time. 

 

 

9.3 Verses 5-8: the best portion 

 

Serving idols for David came down to suffering pain. How infinitely better he felt as one who 

served Yahweh. “I say to the LORD, “You are my Lord; I have no good apart from you” (v. 2). In 

verses 5-11 he tells why Yahweh is his One and All. 

 

Verse 5: 

The LORD is my chosen portion and my cup; 

you hold my lot. 

 

The phrase chosen portion had a preeminently lovely sound in the ears of a godly Israelite. 

His chosen portion had everything to do with Yahweh. It was his piece of ground that Yahweh 

had granted to his family with his very own hand—by lot (Prov. 16:33). This was his fixed, 

enduring, and inalienable possession that would later be transferred into the hands of his sons and 

grandsons, and that he didn’t have to part with, even for the king (cf. Naboth, 1 Kings 21). Only 

to the Levites had Yahweh not given land. He established a supplemental covenant with them, 

whereby he promised: You Levites, I am your chosen portion (Num. 18:21; Deut. 10:9; 18:1; 

Josh. 13:14; 33; 14:3). Even though each Israelite was naturally permitted on the basis of the 

Horeb covenant to cry out, just like the Levite: “Yahweh is my chosen portion” (cf. Pss. 73:26; 

119:57; 142:5; Lam. 3:24). 

 

David uses that “Levitical” expression here to describe his lot. Were the idolaters eternally 

busy competing for the favors of their gods (v. 4)? To receive such favors did they painfully place 

their money, their possessions, their happiness, indeed, even their children on the altar? David 

could call his God his chosen portion! You don’t rent a chosen portion for a few months. You 

don’t pay for a chosen portion. You receive a chosen portion and keep it. Your entire life. No 

wonder that in verse 6 David cries out: “I have a beautiful inheritance” (namely, Yahweh). 

He goes further to call Yahweh his cup. 

Just as an Israelite father himself filled the cup for his family, so Yahweh fills the life cup of 

his children (Pss. 11:6; 23:5; 75:8; Lam. 4:21). And what had Yahweh apportioned to David? 

Himself! 

 

Verse 6: 

The lines have fallen for me in pleasant places; 

indeed, I have a beautiful inheritance. 

 

In verse 5 David had stated emphatically: “You, you preserve my lot . . .,” for David had 

indeed seen that. The books of Samuel show that clearly: David himself did nothing to acquire the 

throne. God himself had provided that. God himself has slain David’s enemies and saw to it that 
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men from Judah and Israel came to David asking if he would please become their king (2 Sam. 

2:4; 5:1-5). At that point the poor, pursued man got to receive the “favor of the Lord” (Pss. 

90:17), and as Yahweh’s under-shepherd was permitted to “pasture” Israel (2 Sam. 5:2). 

Undoubtedly in this as well David experienced Yahweh apportion of his life’s lot, which had 

apportioned him a “lovely place,” for is not pasturing God’s people a lovely work? But his 

inheritance par excellence was Yahweh himself. What a beautiful inheritance, especially when 

you compare it with the sorrows administered by those idols to their slaves. 

Yahweh is such a beautiful God! 

 

Verse 7: 

I bless the LORD who gives me counsel; 

in the night also my heart instructs me. 

 

Once again we encounter such a deep difference between God and the idols. Idols say 

nothing. David has seen hundreds of them: those grinning, speechless, staring pieces of stone with 

their dead eyes, dead mouths, and dead hearts. Never saying a thing (Pss. 115; 135)! Just like 

modern idols. Just suffer a severe loss once, or endure a crushing sorrow, or look at the gates of 

death just once, and what do these gods say at those time? The god of money? The god of sport? 

No, only the living God speaks! The only God who addresses his people and gives counsel in his 

Torah or Instruction. Through this he had given David counsel as well. 

We must not forget in this connection that David had lived his entire life in the atmosphere of 

God’s Word. He was a pupil of Samuel, who in turn was a pupil of his mother, the prophetess 

Hannah. During his time as a refugee, David was accompanied by the priest Abiathar, and in 

Israel priests shared the task of giving instruction from God’s Word. We also encounter in 

David’s life the prophets Nathan and Gad. These men would also have given David counsel. 

Drawn naturally from the Torah of Moses, for that was the Bible at that time. 

We must understand this very concretely. 

David was persecuted for several years. A murderer was chasing him. And God had already 

seen to David being anointed as king. What was David to do? Make a grab for power? Initiate a 

guerilla war against Saul? Issue a proclamation: “Israelites, I am the lawful claimant of the crown. 

By his misdeeds Saul has lost the right to be called the “lawful” ruler any longer. Arm 

yourselves!” That is exactly what happened later among the ten tribes of Israel. What was David 

to do when twice over Saul lay sleeping at his feet? In this and similar situations Yahweh gave 

counsel to David. Certainly now and then through the high priest with his ephod (urim and 

thummim, 1 Sam. 23:9-12; 30:7), but we may also assume that this usually came through the 

Word and through the teachers of the Word who were around him. What could David draw from 

Holy Scripture as counsel for his situation? Well, he could follow the example of Abraham, who 

wanted to lend a hand to Yahweh in terms of fulfilling God’s promise, by striking out on his own 

to marry Hagar (Gen. 16:1-4). This gave David counsel for leaving the fulfillment of divine 

promises to God. We could also think of the fortunes of Joshua and Caleb, who as a matter of fact 

in their day suffered under the sins of their brothers-in-the-church just as David did later. Joshua 

and Caleb had to go back into the wilderness another forty years. And how? Mumbling? Staging a 

protest? No, rather accepting from God’s hand this suffering-at-the-hands-of-the-church and 

surrendering to him who would one day judge righteously. What wonderful counsel David could 

draw from that in order to bow temporarily under the crooked and unrighteous relationships in 

which God had placed him. Without taking justice into his own hands by killing Saul, for 
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example. 

 

Indeed, David was truly righteous. The kind of man Psalm 1 describes: meditating day and 

night on God’s Word. David was engaged all the way to the depths of his person in the grip of 

God’s Word. Scripture uses for that depth the words heart or soul, just like we might say when 

we imitate biblical language: he is a seaman in heart and soul. In Scripture, the soul refers to 

human emotions, to our thought world; often the same is meant with the word heart. Asaph was 

aroused in his soul, whereas the parallel line speaks of an embittered heart (Ps. 73:21). The soul 

can jump for joy (Prov. 23:16) and the heart can faint (Job 19:27). A person can talk a lot about 

God while in fact God is far from his heart (Jer. 12:2). But David’s soul or his emotional life and 

thought life were so directed and instructed by God’s Word that as the Hebrew composer here in 

Psalm 16, he can say in one and the same breath: “Yahweh has given me counsel,” “my heart 

instructs me in the night.” These were two expressions that mean substantially the same thing. 

Because the Word of Yahweh resonated in David’s heart and soul. Whatever David had “stuffed” 

in his heart from God’s Word during the day came forth during the night as David lay awake 

thinking. 

What did his heart teach him, then? The same thing as Holy Scripture did: what attitude David 

needed to have when confronted with the enmity of arrogant people in the church, what attitude 

he needed to have as long as the fulfillment of God’s promises remained postponed, and what 

attitude he needed to have toward Saul and his descendants. In short: suffering, waiting, not 

slaughtering, not returning evil for evil, leaving room for the anger . . . of God, not being ashamed 

about the poor righteous ones but receiving them hospitably in the cave of Adullam. 

 

Verse 8: 

I have set the LORD always before me; 

because he is at my right hand, I shall not be shaken. 

 

We observed that already in verse 7. David was someone who was in God’s Word day and 

night “with heart and soul” (cf. 1 Tim. 4:15). David walked with God, his Counselor and 

Protector. With deep awareness he focused his attention constantly on the power, faithfulness, and 

promises of Yahweh. Because Yahweh stood alongside him as Helper, David trusted that he 

would never be “moved.” In that connection David would have thought of his frequently unstable 

position in this life, when God buttressed him, but he would also have thought about the coming 

future. In Psalm 15 we heard him confess that he “would never be moved,” revealing the fact that 

he was apparently looking beyond death and the grave. 

 

 

9.4 Did Old Testament believers already look beyond the grave? 

 

We interrupt our reading of Psalm 16 for a moment to identify a widespread misunderstanding 

that otherwise could play a part in our consideration of Psalm 16:9-11. When Old Testament 

believers are in view, one often hears or reads that their faith expectation reached no further than 

the grave. Any view of eternal life would have been afforded for the first time to New Testament 

believers. Before that period, as people like to claim, everything was confined to the single level 

of this temporal life. This explains why in the old covenant salvation showed much more of an 

earthly tint. The godly were hoping for “earthly” blessings, like a large family, a bountiful 
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harvest, a fruitful herd, a flourishing nation. With the New Testament the emphasis supposedly 

comes to lie far more on “spiritual” matters, like love, forgiveness of sins, and eternal life. 

With this we stumble upon that part of the spirit of our age that we know as Evolutionism. As 

you can see, this philosophy not only arrogating to itself infallible teaching authority regarding 

the origin of the world but also regarding the knowledge of God. As though such knowledge in 

the course of time evolved to a more noble and higher and more refined state, along with God’s 

own knowledge. What a fantasy! It was pure evolutionistic for Julius Wellhausen to divide up the 

Old Testament into stages of development. But don’t we do the same thing? And didn’t the 

Anabaptists do this already long before Evolutionism and Wellhausen? Where did the Anabaptists 

get that from? From seeds sown by ancient Gnosticism or pure paganism, from pure nonsense 

about a God who is exalted according to our tastes. In sum, anyone familiar with other volumes in 

this commentary series knows how often we have referred to this Number 1 Enemy of the church: 

that Gnosticism that undermines the Word of God and faith in God with its continually resurgent 

“contradictions” (1 Tim. 6:20). The “contradiction” between Old and New Testaments arose in 

that pagan satanic atmosphere. 

When people get bitten by this Gnostic dog (and who has never been bitten by it?) they 

encounter difficulties in reading Psalm 16. For if you view the conclusion of this psalm from the 

position of the so-called contradiction between Old and New Testaments, then you must conclude 

that it was naturally impossible for David to hope in the life of the future age, and therefore could 

only have meant to say that on this side of the grave Yahweh would grant him a long life. This 

explains why we had to pause a moment before discussing Psalm 16:9-11, so that we could first 

consider what Old Testament believers have actually expected regarding the future. 

 

Martha 

 

Believers in Israel must have trusted that their life would receive a continuation after death. 

When we discussed Psalm 15, we wondered how otherwise Martha, who was still living under the 

old covenant, could confess about her deceased brother Lazarus: “I know that he will rise again in 

the resurrection on the last day” (John 11:24). She could have read that in her Bible, after all. In 

the time of the kings it had happened three times that Yahweh had raised a dead person to life (1 

Kings 17:22; 2 Kings 4:29-30; 13:21; cf. 5:7). The son of the widow of Zarephath, the son of the 

Shunamite woman, and an anonymous person whose body had been thrown into Elisha’s grave. 

Precisely because Israel was a people who hoped for the resurrection of the dead, Ezekiel could 

portray Israel’s return from captivity in visionary language using the metaphor of a valley of dry 

bones that became living people with muscles, flesh, and skin (Ezek. 37:1-14; cf. Dan 12:13). 

At this point, however, we want to limit ourselves to examples from the time before David. 

For under the influence of the evolutionistic thinking of our time people might still suppose that 

belief in the resurrection of the dead could have been the “product” of a later “stage of 

development” in religion. Naturally we will discuss our examples in terms of an important 

principle of Scripture interpretation, namely, comparing Scripture with Scripture! No one can 

explain God’s Word better that God’s Word itself. 

 

The church before the Flood 

 

In the days of Enosh, the grandson of Adam, people began doing what David calls here in 

Psalm 16: taking refuge in God (Gen. 4:26; Ps. 16:1). These early believers on earth trusted in 
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God’s promises of peace and restoration of intimate Paradise fellowship. They firmly believed: 

God has life in store for us. From the sacrificing of the best animals, which God had approved, 

they would have deduced that they would share in this restored life in the surrender of the very 

best that people had, to the point of death. 

So these believers knew before the Flood already that for the restoration of Paradise 

fellowship God would first judge the world (Jude 14-15). Enoch believed this so firmly that he 

announced this judgment prophetically using the perfect tense: “Behold, the Lord came with 

many thousands of His holy ones, to execute judgment upon all, and to convict all the ungodly of 

all their ungodly deeds which they have done in an ungodly way, and of all the harsh things which 

ungodly sinners have spoken against Him” (Jude 14-15, NASB). The objection that Enoch was 

evidently referring to the coming flood is not persuasive, for Jude is writing through the Holy 

Spirit that Enoch was speaking “also about them” whom Jude had in view in his letter. So that 

according to Jude, Enoch had announced the Last Judgment even before the Flood. 

 

The patriarchs 

 

Nor should people limit the faith of the patriarchs. The letter to the Hebrews is able to tell us 

important things about that. Naturally, Abraham possessed the divine promise: “I am God, the 

Almighty, I am your shield”—i.e., Great King and Covenant Partner (Gen. 15:1; 17:1). What had 

God not actually provided to Abraham in that promise? As church we say then concerning the 

New Testament: in his pledge God bestowed the Christ. More than this God simply has not 

provided. Anyone receiving God’s Christ receives wisdom, righteousness, eternal life—in short, 

everything, for Christ is the Heir of all things. 

In fact, did not our Savior himself quote precisely this promise when he wanted to stop the 

mouths of the Sadducees with their trick question about the resurrection of the dead? “I am the 

God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob,” was, according to the Lord, the 

proof that the Sadducees incorrectly meddled with the resurrection of the dead (Matt. 22:23-33). 

By virtue of God holding his covenant connection with the patriarchs mentioned so scrupulously 

that even after they were dead he was willing to be called their God, therefore God had taken on 

himself the obligation of raising them one day from the dead. “He is not a God of the dead but of 

the living,” therefore God simply “must” at a given point raise from the dead Abraham, Isaac, and 

Jacob and all those who share in the promise made to them. According to the Lord Jesus, that 

“was contained” already in the ancient covenant promise. 

The epistle to the Hebrews as well excludes all doubt that Abraham expected to receive more 

than simply the land of Canaan and a great posterity. In contrast to the transitory cities of this 

world, “he was looking for the city which has foundations, whose architect and builder is God” 

(Heb. 11:10). The believers of the old dispensation indeed did not receive this city, but they 

certainly did “see it and greet it from afar” (cf. Heb. 11:13). Our Savior also knew how far into 

the future Abraham had peered: “Your father Abraham rejoiced that he would see my day. He 

saw it and was glad” (John 8:56). According to Hebrews 11:16 the patriarchs longed for a 

heavenly fatherland, referring, according to that same verse, to the city that God has prepared for 

them. So that we may draw the inference that Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob already longed for that 

city that we see in John’s vision recorded on the closing pages of the Bible, descending out of 

heaven (therefore, a heavenly fatherland), namely, the New Jerusalem (Rev. 21:9-22:5). From this 

we see at the same time that they emphatically believed the resurrection of the dead and the life of 

the coming age. In fact, Abraham confessed this unambiguously when he was sacrificing his son 
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Isaac. For then he “considered that God was able even to raise him from the dead” (Heb. 11:19). 

That confession did not appear for the first time in the Bible at Daniel 12:12-13. Why else would 

Jacob have confessed on his deathbed as he looked death in the face: “I wait for your salvation 

[yeshoea, liberation], O LORD” (Gen. 49:18)? What else does a deceased child of God wait for 

that his salvation or liberation from death by means of his resurrection? With this same belief in 

the resurrection of the dead Joseph gave the command that at the exodus from Egypt, they were to 

take his bones along to the promised land (Heb. 11:22). Why would he have asked for this if he 

was looking no further than this side of the grave? 

 

Moses 

 

In his life of suffering for God and his people, Moses drew strength from considering the 

reward that according to his firm expectation would be far greater than the treasures of Egypt 

(Heb. 11:16). He would have been a very disappointed man, however, if he had expected that 

reward in this life, for what did Moses receive in this life? No, as the man who was the first to 

hear God’s new name, Yahweh, “I will be with you,” Moses expected the resurrection of the dead 

and the life of the coming age. Through the mouth of this “man of God” Yahweh later declared: 

“See now that I, even I, am he, and there is no god beside me; I kill and I make alive; I wound and 

I heal” (Deut. 32:39). Would Moses not have taught Israel about God’s supremacy over death? 

 

Prophets and psalmists 

 

Believers in the old dispensation, therefore, did not believe the blessed resurrection of the 

dead for the first time only after Daniel 12:13 had been written, or Isaiah 26:19: “Your dead shall 

live; their bodies shall rise. You who dwell in the dust.” Adam and Eve, Enosh and Enoch, 

Abraham and Moses lived already from this catholic faith. Otherwise Hannah could never have 

been able to sing: “The LORD kills and brings to life; he brings down to Sheol and raises up” (1 

Sam. 2:6). 

“Blessed are the meek,” our Savior said, “for they shall inherit the earth (Matt. 5:5). With this 

he was, in a certain sense, telling people “old news,” for in Psalm 37 we could read: 

 

For the evildoers shall be cut off [if not now, then surely at the Last Judgment that Enoch 

had already announced], 

 but those who wait for the LORD shall inherit the land. 

In just a little while [foreshortened prophetic manner of speaking], the wicked will be no 

more; . . . 

But the meek shall inherit the land 

 and delight themselves in abundant peace (Ps. 37:9-11). 

 

With this promise of eternal life the psalmist was warning his readers to exercise patience, and 

they bore up patiently “so that they might rise again to a better life” (Heb. 11:35). God had 

promised them “perfection” (Heb. 11:40). 

Did Old Testament believers look beyond the grave, then? On the basis of the Scripture 

passages we’ve considered, we answer this question: Yes, certainly! Surely Paul was not the first 

person in whose heart the conviction arose: “If in Christ we have hope in this life only, we are of 

all people most to be pitied” (1 Cor. 15:19). Moses blessed Israel with the promise that “The 
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eternal God is your dwelling place” (Deut. 33:27). All of Israel’s history can serve as proof for the 

confession: “Our God is a God of salvation, and to GOD, the Lord, belong deliverances from 

death” (Ps. 68:20). 

 

 

9.5 Verses 9-11: “I believe the resurrection of the body and life everlasting” 

 

After the preceding excursus, we return now to Psalm 16:9-11: 

 

Therefore my heart is glad, and my whole being rejoices; 

my flesh also dwells secure. 

For you will not abandon my soul to Sheol, 

or let your holy one see corruption. 

You will make known to me the path of life; 

in your presence there is fullness of joy; 

at your right hand are pleasures forevermore. 

 

Here David lets us share his foretaste of eternal joy. His poetic lines constitute a variation of 

Paul’s confession: “For I am sure that neither death nor life . . . will be able to separate us from 

the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom. 8:38-39). David does not doubt that the bond 

between Yahweh and him is unbreakable. Even death cannot destroy God’s covenant with him. “ 

. . . Because Yahweh is at my right hand, I shall not be shaken,” he had said in verse 8. Now in 

verse 9 he follows with: “Therefore my heart is glad . . . .” The basis for David’s firm future 

expectation that death will not separate him from Yahweh is precisely his bond with Yahweh, 

who stands alongside David. Therefore David can rejoice, just as when we are surrounded in the 

midst of life by death, we can recall God’s promises of our blessed resurrection on the Last Day. 

David expresses his joy by using the technique so beloved by Semitic poets of parallelism of 

words and phrases. In at least four different ways he talks about himself, namely, “my heart,” “my 

whole being,” “my flesh,” and “my soul.” With each of these four expressions, however, David is 

referring to himself, as he is living and perhaps sitting in his palace writing or dictating this 

psalm. Naturally these four expressions display a bit of difference in nuance, but none of them 

intends to say that a particular piece of David would be exempt from death, but rather that the 

whole David would not be surrendered to death. The parallelism here can illuminate many things 

for us. Verses 9a, 10a, and 10b say substantially the same thing three times, just with different 

words. “My flesh” is equivalent to “my soul” is equivalent to “my heart.” And the phrases “dwell 

secure,” and “not abandon to Sheol,” and “not see corruption” all refer to the same reality. Rather 

than “corruption” one could render the Hebrew as “grave.” Of course this does not mean that 

David expected that he would never die and would never be buried, but that as a living being and 

as a mortal man (“flesh”) he would not become prey for the corruption of the grave forever. The 

Lord Jesus expressed it later this way: “Truly, truly, I say to you, if anyone keeps my word, he 

will never see death” (John 8:51-52), by which he was referring to eternal death. 

We are translating verse 11 in the future tense: “You will make known to me the path of life” 

(cf. Prov. 2:19; 3:15). To “make known” means here make to go, make to discern. So in this 

context this is referring to eternal life. In the previous verse we learned of Yahweh’s superiority 

over death, and in the parallel line of verse 11a we hear about “fullness of joy in your presence” 

and “pleasures at your right hand forevermore.” Taken together and taking into consideration the 
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firm expectation of Old Testament believers of the resurrection of the dead, the last judgment, and 

the life of the coming age, we have no doubt that David is rejoicing in this verse about what his 

“share” would be when Yahweh draws him again out of the grave. He says nothing about the 

“how,” but the “that” fills his heart. For us as well, who have 1 Corinthians 15 and Revelation 21-

22 in our Bible, the “how” is still full of questions and surprises. 

 

 

9.6 Peter and Paul regarding Psalm 16 

 

Psalm 16 was particularly beloved among the early Christians. Peter spoke about it after the 

outpouring of the Holy Spirit, and Paul talked about it in the synagogue of Antioch in Pisidia 

(Acts 13). 

How did they read Psalm 16? 

 

Peter’s Pentecost sermon 

 

Led by the Holy Spirit, Peter severely accused the Jerusalem Jews and the festival pilgrims 

from the Diaspora because of their judicial murder of Jesus of Nazareth. This crucified one, Peter 

said, you have killed, but God has raised him from the dead. Proof? Psalm 16! Next, the apostle 

cites verses 8-11 and provides an explanation of these verses that at first glance appears to 

contradict ours. “Brothers,” Peter said, “I may say to you with confidence about the patriarch 

David that he both died and was buried, and his tomb is with us to this day. Being therefore a 

prophet, and knowing that God had sworn with an oath to him that he would set one of his 

descendants on his throne, he foresaw and spoke about the resurrection of the Christ, that he was 

not abandoned to Hades, nor did his flesh see corruption” (Acts 2:29-31). We were correct to 

think that David was speaking of his own resurrection. Is Peter arguing that Psalm 16 was 

applicable exclusively to Jesus Christ? 

 

Peter was filled with the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:4). So through Peter’s mouth, the great Author of 

Scripture was speaking and by his exalted authority we can safely assume that Psalm 16 contains 

even more than one might suppose at first glance, namely, also prophecy about the resurrection of 

our Lord Jesus Christ. “This Jesus God raised up, and of that we all are witnesses” (Acts 2:32). 

One cannot say that about David, however: “I may say to you with confidence about the patriarch 

David that he both died and was buried, and his tomb is with us to this day” (Acts 2:29). Was our 

interpretation incorrect, and is Psalm 16 looking only at Jesus? 

Here we must distinguish matters very carefully. 

What was Peter talking about? About David’s resurrection? No, about Jesus’ resurrection. In 

order to prove that, he cited from Psalm 16. Thereby Peter was not arguing that David’s hope for 

David’s resurrection was therefore futile. He was not talking about that. “His tomb is with us to 

this day” does not necessarily mean that it would remain there eternally. Peter would surely not 

have any objection if we were to insert the word still: “His tomb is still with us to this day.” It is 

yet with us, but when Jesus comes, it will be opened, and until that Day God will not abandon 

David in Sheol. His flesh will rest securely there in God’s hand (Ps. 16:9). 

Peter is directing us to see that David was obviously not speaking merely about himself, but 

also about his great Son Jesus Christ. In a number of Scripture passages, the name “David” refers 

not only to David the composer of psalms, but also to him who one day would be born from his 
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seed. This intimate connection between David and Jesus Christ is a presupposition of Peter’s 

explanation of this psalm. As was said, however, there is no mention of an either-or (either David 

or Jesus), but Psalm 16 prophesies concerning the resurrection from the dead of both David and 

Jesus. 

 

Paul’s sermon in Antioch 

 

In his sermon to the synagogue participants in Antioch of Pisidia, Paul, like Peter, did not 

wish to deny that Psalm 16 was also talking about David’s resurrection. But just like Peter, so too 

Paul wanted to prove the resurrection of the Lord Jesus from Scripture, and in that context he 

cited Psalm 16. Paul’s explanation of verse 10 reads this way: “‘You will not let your Holy One 

see corruption.’ For David, after he had served the purpose of God in his own generation, fell 

asleep and was laid with his fathers and saw corruption, but he whom God raised up did not see 

corruption” (Acts 13:35-37). 

Here as well we must read Scripture charitably. Anyone looking to split hairs who reads 

critically could object at this point: Did not Jesus see decay? Does not decay set in as soon as a 

person dies? In fact, Paul can wish to relate verse 10 to Jesus, but we read literally: “. . . You do 

not give my soul to the realm of the dead,” and surely Jesus died. This manner of reading the 

Bible, however, will inevitably cause problems. 

Apparently Paul was reading Psalm 16 just as we have. In the conclusion of the psalm he read 

the expectation: I will enter death, but I will not remain dead. This expectation was fulfilled for 

the first time with the Lord Jesus. He is “the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep” (1 Cor. 

15:20). He entered death, but did not remain dead. In fact, he stood up from the grave so quickly 

that practically speaking he saw no decay. But this expectation will be fulfilled for David on the 

Last Day, and along with him all those who loved the appearing-on-the-clouds of the Great 

“David.” Except, that latter subject was not Paul’s topic in the synagogue of Antioch, and we 

must permit him the privilege of restricting himself to his subject (Jesus’ resurrection). 

 

Meanwhile, it has already been three thousand years ago that David wrote down this life-

directing expectation in Psalm 16. No matter how long it may yet be before Jesus Christ comes to 

call the dead from their graves, for David himself those three thousand years and that yet 

unknown period of waiting together constitute one number. Just like waiting for Jesus’ return lasts 

for all believers at most the span of a human life. Afterward it is a question of but a moment. 

Therefore let us joyfully concur with David’s confession in Psalm 16. Looking upon Jesus, just 

like David was taking refuge in God, in fellowship with all the saints praising God as our One and 

All, abhorring the despair-filled and painful service of the god Man, in joyful certainty that as 

mortal men with God at our right hand we will never be shaken, because he waits for us beyond 

the grave, his hands full of lovingkindness, standing ready to share that with us for eternity. 
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Chapter 10 

 

PSALM 26: YAHWEH, I HAVE WALKED IN INTEGRITY 

 

 

Be honest: would you dare to echo David? Just say to God in your prayer: “I have walked in 

integrity Prove me, Yahweh, and try me; test my heart and my mind. I do not sit with men of 

falsehood, nor do I consort with hypocrites. I wash my hands in innocence and go around your 

altar, O LORD.” Expressed in our terms: “I go faithfully to church. I give to charity. I don’t have 

worldly friends. I wash my hands in innocence.” 

Is this not detestable conceit? Who would ever say that about themselves? Doesn’t this poet 

think a bit too highly of himself? Doesn’t his prayer look like a match for that of the well-known 

Pharisee in Jesus’ parable? “God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, 

adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get” (Luke 

18:11-12). 

Isn’t Psalm 26 somewhat Pharisaical? 

 

 

10.1 Pharisaical? 

 

For many exegetes there is no doubt about this. For Christians with a refined moral sensitivity 

it is simply offensive, one interpreter declares. Here you have the purest self-righteousness and 

conceit, declares another. Even though people want to excuse the poet somewhat because he lived 

under the Old Testament. At that point less was required of a person and you could therefore 

more easily think that you had fulfilled your duty. But taken as a whole, the psalm remains “sub-

Christian.” Apparently the poet lacked any notion of what the Lord Jesus expressed one time: “So 

you also, when you have done all that you were commanded, say, ‘We are unworthy servants; we 

have only done what was our duty’” (Luke 17:10). If the poet had thought that way, he would 

have kept Psalm 26 in his quill. One severe condemnation goes so far as to say that the poet 

belongs among those whom the Savior later characterized as “those who are well have no need 

of a physician” (Luke 5:31). Although he is willing to acknowledge that the best people in Israel 

were elevated above a psalm like this. No, the poets of the seven “penitential psalms” (Pss. 6; 32; 

38; 51; 106; 130; and 143) are more in touch with the depth of spirituality with prayers like this: 

“If you, O LORD, should mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand?” (Ps. 130:3). 

 

Can you grasp this? 

 

You probably shrink back in the face of such liberal criticism of a psalmist, but now be 

honest: Do you think deep in your heart that perhaps this criticism contains a germ of truth? Just 

telling God in a prayer: “Vindicate me, O LORD, for I have walked in my integrity.” You really 

need to be bold to do this! This looks a lot like parading your own attractiveness. At that point are 

you not in danger of ending up like the Pharisee? Do you find that the statement “Out of the 

depths I cry to you, O LORD!” (Ps. 130:1) is more becoming for a sinful person than “I walk in 

your faithfulness” (Ps. 26)? Do you perhaps wonder whether there is any truth to the argument 

that Psalm 26 is a “typical Old Testament” psalm? Moreover, Marcionite claims like “the sense of 

guilt is deepened in the New Testament” are unfortunately swallowed often by many Christians. 
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Either Pharisee or tax collector? 

 

How could it happen that such Scripture criticism finds an echo in so many hearts? Perhaps 

because much modern piety knows only two representations of character? You belong either to 

the “Pharisee type” or to a “tax collector type.” There are no other “types.” 

Who needs to think very long about this choice? 

The Pharisees, after all, were those church members who refused to live by grace and who had 

turned God’s covenant into a kind of religious labor union contract. The ones who had “arrived” 

thought that they had truly achieved. Israelites who were chastised by John the Baptist for their 

false security (“We have Abraham as our father,” Matt. 3:9) and by the Lord Jesus for their 

hypocrisy and false piety (Matt. 23:28). Religious show-offs who stood praying on the street 

corners, and when they made a donation they trumpeted it, and when they fasted they walked 

around with a long face (Matt. 6). People who made it a religious issue if you plucked a few heads 

of grain and rubbed it n your hand on the Sabbath (Matt. 12:1-8). They scrupulously paid a tithe 

of herbs from their little pouch, but they neglected the weightiest matters of the Torah, justice, 

mercy, and faithfulness (Matt. 23:23). Jesus described this kind of Pharisee in a parable, as 

praying: “God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even 

like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get” (Luke 18:11-12). 

Who wants to look like that kind of person? 

No, at that point many Christians find the tax collector in the same parable to be a much more 

likeable figure. Not the best person, but after all, who is? “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” he 

prays. Jesus said this about him: “I tell you, this man went down to his house justified” (Luke 

18:14). That is why many Christians find this tax collector a much safer ideal. 

But when you then hear someone pray: “Vindicate me, O God, for I have walked in integrity,” 

then you surely must conclude that here we have a conceited Pharisee, for what “sinner” dares 

talk to God about himself this way? The accompanying thought, expressed or not, is: “Whether 

we are Christian or not, when it comes down to it, we are all sinners!” 

In this way, however, misunderstanding arises no only of Psalm 26, but also of similar psalms 

like Psalms 5, 7, 17, 18, and 44. These contain expressions just as shocking as we find in Psalm 

26. In Psalm 7 David says, for example: “O LORD my God, if I have done this, if there is wrong in 

my hands” (Ps. 7:3). In Psalm 18, we read: 

 

The LORD dealt with me according to my righteousness; 

according to the cleanness of my hands he rewarded me. 

For I have kept the ways of the LORD, 

and have not wickedly departed from my God. 

For all his rules were before me, 

and his statutes I did not put away from me. 

I was blameless before him, 

and I kept myself from my guilt (Ps. 18:20-23). 

 

And in Psalm 44 the entire church says boldly to God: 

 

All this has come upon us, 

though we have not forgotten you, 
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and we have not been false to your covenant. 

Our heart has not turned back, 

nor have our steps departed from your way (Ps. 44:17-18). 

 

You hear very little of this kind of talk among Christians. One of the reasons for this 

misunderstanding seems to us to be the mistaken choice that entraps them. It is not true that a 

person must belong either to the class of Pharisee or to the class of tax collector. Nor is it true that 

we are “sinners one and all.” Scripture knows yet a third class: the righteous! 

 

In integrity, but not sinless 

 

“I have walked in my integrity,” we hear David confess in Psalm 26:1. Here we have 

practically the same Hebrew word that God used with Abraham when he summarized the entire 

requirement of his covenant in this sentence: “Walk before me, and be blameless” (Gen. 17:1). 

We encountered the same word in Psalm 15:2, and as we observed there, it can be translated as 

upright or with a perfect heart or with an undivided heart (cf. chapter 7). One could replace the 

word integrity in Psalm 26:2 with each of these expressions. 

Of course, when Yahweh gave Abraham this demand he was not expecting a sinless life form 

his covenant partner. “Walk before me and be upright or innocent or have an undivided heart” 

does not mean that God’s people would never again stumble. Reformed writer A. Janse has 

shown that one of the evil fruits of Humanism is “that we are in constant search for people who 

are intact, men and women whom we can adore. But all to often among Christians people talk 

about ‘personalities,’ ‘men of character,’ ‘golden boys,’ ‘honest chaps,’ ‘people who are good 

through and through,’ ‘noble natures,’ ‘bold thinkers,’ and the like. When we investigate such 

phrases in search of the standard for this evaluation then we find repeatedly that the standard 

model being used is of the harmoniously developed person.” But in God’s Word one can speak in 

one and the same psalm about his sins and his uprightness. 

In Psalm 25 we first read the petition: “Forgive all my sins” (v. 18), but a bit later the same 

psalmist asks: “May integrity and uprightness preserve me, for I wait for you” (v. 21). In Psalm 

41 it is said first: “As for me, I said, ‘O LORD, be gracious to me; heal me, for I have sinned 

against you!’” (v. 4), but then the same poet says: “But you have upheld me because of my 

integrity” (v. 12).” So we see in two psalms the confessing of sins, on the one hand, and pleading 

on the basis of integrity and uprightness, on the other hand. From this it appears to be 

unambiguous that with terms like innocence, integrity, uprightness, blamelessness, or an 

undivided heart, or however one wishes to translate the Hebrew words tam and tammim, Scripture 

certainly is not referring to a sinless walk of life. 

What then? Simply what the translations indicate: that we stand uprightly before Yahweh. 

With an undivided heart. Without secret and evil intentions. Faithful in heart. Simple. Well-

intentioned. This is how Abimelech had taken Sara: “In the integrity of my heart and the 

innocence of my hands I have done this” (Gen. 20:5). In good faith he thought Sara was 

Abraham’s sister. That was also how the Syrian soldier killed king Ahab “at random” (1 Kings 

22:34, where the Bible uses the Hebrew word found in Ps. 26:1 and Gen. 17:1). In this way we 

may serve God as his covenant partners: in good faith, in childlike simplicity, as people of 

integrity. But of course not that we are without sin, otherwise Yahweh would not have needed to 

provide Israel with a ministry of atonement. 
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Blameless covenant partner 

 

Have such blameless or innocent people ever lived? Naturally, the Bible is filled with them, as 

we saw in connection with Psalm 15. Some were mentioned by name (cf. chapter 7). Godly 

people who were hardly sinless, but who nevertheless served the LORD “with an undivided heart.” 

Scripture has an entire list of names referring to these righteous ones (cf. chapter 4, § 3). 

For that reason we objected earlier against people in Christian circles declaring without 

thinking: “O, when it comes down to it, we’re all sinners” (cf. chapter 4, § 6a). We are not 

doubting the uprightness of that statement, but we are questioning its correctness. For the term 

sinner is one of the words Scripture uses to refer to the wicked. We discussed these members of 

God’s people extensively in chapter 4. The term sinner refers not to a righteous one who keeps 

God’s covenant, albeit with sins and shortcomings, but to a wicked person who sometimes even 

under the cloak of “piety” breaks God’s covenant. Faithful Christians could raise legitimate 

objection if a minister of the Word were to address them from the pulpit: “Congregation, all of 

you are great sinners!” That is the quintessence of Psalm 26. There David is asking Yahweh not 

to classify him especially with the sinners! “Do not sweep my soul away with sinners, nor my life 

with bloodthirsty men” (Ps. 26:9). 

 

The choice between “either Pharisee or tax collector” is invalid 

 

After the foregoing, it will be evident that the popular dilemma of being either a tax collector 

or a Pharisee is invalid. All of Scripture shows a different dividing line. A sharp dividing line run 

straight through all circumcised Israelites from the time in the Old Testament and through all 

baptized Christians in the time of the New Testament, between faithful covenant partners and 

unfaithful covenant partners, or between the righteous and the wicked—and remember: among 

God’s people! 

Therefore Christian preaching may, indeed must, “separate,” as long as in doing so it does not 

forget that this ought to happen with the acknowledgement of the covenant basis undergirding the 

entire congregation (thus also undergirding all those separated). 

Don’t permit yourself to be blinded by religious appearance, for John the Baptist called not 

only tax collectors and soldiers to repentance, but also the “conservative” churchmen, the 

Pharisees, and the “liberal” churchmen, the Sadducees. The last groups even received an extra 

warning: “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?” (Matt. 3:7). 

The Lord Jesus not only called tax collectors and sinners to repentance, but he also warned about 

the manner of life of the Pharisees and Sadducees (Matt. 23). 

In the Gospels the dividing line runs not between the class of Pharisees and the class of tax 

collectors (even though these are to be distinguished, just as we should distinguish between self-

directed righteousness and unrighteousness). The dividing line runs, as in all of Scripture, 

between the righteous and the wicked, or between the godly and the evil. The only shocking 

feature is that with those evil ones we encounter not only prostitutes and greedy tax officials, but 

also church leaders! Despite their “churchiness” and “orthodoxy,” they were standing on the 

wrong side. Here too it can be useful to recall that a wicked person was literally a guilty person 

(cf. chapter 4.3). In the Israel of Jesus travels it was not only the public “sinners” but also the 

ecclesiastical bigwigs were guilty before God. 
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Is Psalm 26 Pharisaical? We began our discussion of this psalm with this question. Whoever 

gets caught in the dilemma that one is either a tax collector or a Pharisee must answer this 

question affirmatively, for it is crystal clear that this is no “tax collector’s prayer.” But we have 

seen that this dilemma is invalid and therefore causes misunderstanding. Psalm 26 belongs 

comfortably on the lips of an entirely different kind of person than a tax collector or a Pharisee, 

namely, the lips of the righteous person. Believers who prefer nothing other than keeping God’s 

commandments—and who do so self-consciously! 

 

Liberating, so that we may pray 

 

Psalms 5, 7, 17, and 26 are called “psalms of innocence,” a title that is not entirely fitting, 

since the awareness supposedly belonging to the righteous lived in all the psalmists. So we should 

not view Psalm 26 as a special psalm of a special man for special individuals. It is a psalm for all 

of God’s godly people. One peculiarity of this psalm, however, is that the awareness that the 

righteous should enjoy come so strongly to the fore here that the poet even appeals to God in 

terms of it. In an atmosphere where people know only of “Pharisees” and “tax collectors,” such an 

appeal is almost offensive. But for the godly who are redeemed from this false dilemma, this 

psalm speaks liberating and broadening language. “Should I be put in the same class with the 

sinners?” That is precisely what the psalmist prayed. “For I have served Yahweh with an 

undivided heart.” That is how the righteous may pray to God if necessary. Is that not broadening? 

Otherwise the Holy Spirit would not have put this poem in God’s holy Word. 

When we fear the LORD uprightly, then we may also be aware that by God’s grace we belong 

neither among the tax collectors and sinners not among the Pharisees and Sadducees, but among 

the righteous ones like Abraham (although even he did not always act in faith) and like David 

(who also fell into serious sin) and like Zachariah (who dared to distrust even an angel) and like 

Joseph of Arimathea (who at first was not so stalwart as to dare to stand up for the Lord Jesus), all 

of whom were nevertheless called righteous. 

It is not pharisaical to be aware that by God’s grace we may belong to that group. Nor is it 

pharisaical to say this loudly. To God, in our prayer room. Or even among others, as Job did when 

his godly friends were in danger of classifying him along with the wicked. Or as David did, who 

even put it down on paper. In Psalm 26. According to God’s design, for our instruction and 

perhaps our liberation. 

 

Yet another cause of misunderstanding 

 

But who has the firm conviction that God has made a covenant with him? Who continues in 

the awareness of belonging to the people of God? Who still reads God’s Word as the Book of 

God’s covenant with our ancestors and our descendants? Who still understands his baptism? Who 

savors the powerful notion that by God’s grace he may belong among that people to whom God 

has promised the new earth? Many Christians sigh: “I hope I belong!” Too often they no longer 

know themselves to be “children of the Kingdom,” “sheep” of the Good Shepherd, “houseguests 

of God.” Do you still remember our monk whom we saw practicing his religion even on the train 

(chapter 2)? We chose him as the standard model of all those Israelites and Christians who, while 

ignoring the covenant foundation undergirding their life, sought rest in various forms of 

religiosity, with the goal of thereby making things right with God (cf. chapter 2.7.d.). The 

medieval Christian sought his “soul’s rest” in pilgrimages, costly indulgences, fasting, and 
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endless praying. Many sacrificed all the joys of married life, of parenthood, behind the monastery 

walls. Our own eighteenth century ancestors sought their “soul’s rest” in what they had 

“experienced.” Poor Lourens Ingelse, an eighteenth century farmer from the province of Zeeland, 

who didn’t even dare to believe that on the basis of God’s promises he was allowed to believe that 

he belonged to God’s people. He called himself “unconverted, unprepared for death and less than 

Judas.” According to the dominant view in the Reformed churches of the eighteenth century, he 

was not permitted to appropriate for himself a single promise of God. And this when God had 

made his covenant with all those anxious people who lived in the Middle Ages and in later 

centuries! But they did not know that at all, or at least they did not know the covenant for what it 

is. 

But anyone who misunderstands God’s covenant cannot understand the psalms that we have 

already discussed (cf. chapter 2.1.d.). For all the psalms proceed from the God’s covenant with 

Israel. Including psalms like Psalm 18, 26, 44, and the like. Dormant uncertainty of faith, 

unfamiliarity with God’s covenant as the living foundation under our lives, seeking certainty in 

various forms of religiosity rather that in God’s promises, can occasion similar misunderstanding 

of the so-called “psalms of innocence.” For such Christians Psalm 26 is speaking language from 

another world. 

 

 

10.2 Verses 1-12: “Prove me and try me” 

 

According to the superscription Psalm 26 came from David, and we see no reason to doubt 

this. Throughout his entire life, David repeatedly experienced circumstances like those we 

observe in the background of this psalm. Lethal danger (v. 9). Craving salvation (v. 11). Being 

treated unjustly, without anyone being willing or able to defend your innocence. David 

experienced that already in his younger years when Saul was chasing him. You need only believe 

that within the Israelite church-state, that was nothing but a campaign of lies being waged against 

David. Otherwise why would the men of Ziph have told Saul of David’s whereabouts twice (1 

Sam. 23, and 26:1)? And why else would David have complained so often in his psalms about 

“those who speak lies” and “men of deceit”? Saul must surely have justified his persecution 

campaign by inventing various evils about David and spreading rumors about them. Of course 

there were always people willing to believe such lies. Later in life David was again confronted 

with a lying community, namely, when he found his beloved son Absalom oppose him and 

revolution broke out in the land. For years, Absalom had been undermining his father’s authority 

(2 Sam. 15:2-6). Supposedly David possessed no sense of justice. “So Absalom stole the hearts of 

the men of Israel.” And what kind of plans did he harbor? That must have been a frightening time 

for David. He had encountered situations more often like those described in Psalm 26: 

circumstances in which a righteous man was made out to be a wicked man and a sinner! Would 

you like that to happen to you? Not for anything? Well, then, neither did David. This explains his 

plea for justice. 

For David was a genuinely righteous man. Later God provided this wonderful 

testimony about his: “I have found in David the son of Jesse a man after my heart, who 

will do all my will” (Acts 13:22; cf. 1 Sam. 13:14). As a young shepherd he heard the name of 

his God mocked, and in full confidence in Yahweh he walked out to meet the blaspheming giant 

Goliath (1 Sam. 17). For years he renounced every attempt to obtain justice for himself against 

Saul, even though David was surrounded by a band of brave men. Twice he spared Saul’s life. He 
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turned the cave of Adullam into a refuge for righteous men who were be persecuted. In humble 

clothes he danced behind the ark. And he would have like to build the temple. What a treasury he 

had laid aside for that purpose! What psalms he composed for the service of Yahweh! And this 

righteous man was made out to be a wicked man and a sinner! 

But who could obtain justice for David? When king Saul, who was personally the supreme 

judge, was persecuting you? Or when you as king and judge yourself were forced to leave your 

palace and flee for your life? Who could obtain justice for the fleeing David? Who could obtain 

justice for poor Naboth when even the judges and false witnesses were enticed by Jezebel to twist 

justice by claiming: “Naboth has forsaken God and the king!” Who could secure justice for the 

lambs of Christ victimized in the sixteenth century, whose cause “at present condemned as 

heretical and evil by many judges and civil authorities—will be recognized as the cause of the 

Son of God” (Belgic Confession, art. 37). In these and similar situations the righteous may call 

upon God with David in the Spirit of Psalm 26. 

 

Verse 1: 

Vindicate me, O Lord, 

    for I have walked in my integrity, 

    and I have trusted in the Lord without wavering. 

 

No, David did not sigh that “we are all sinners,” and that we “are not one whit better than our 

enemies,” and that “the root of this evil is present in our hearts as well,” and that we “should have 

been loving one another better,” and similar generalities, for they were certainly not relevant. 

When it was fitting, David did not refuse to confess: “Against you, you only, have I sinned and 

done what is evil in your sight, . . . Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin did my 

mother conceive me” (Ps. 51:4-5). But that was in connection with an entirely different matter, 

namely, the matter of Uriah the Hittite. Nathan had said of that matter: “Yahweh has also has put 

away your sin” (2 Sam. 12:13). But Psalm 26 has an entirely different matter in view, and in this 

matter David was righteous toward God. Therefore in this matter he did not confess: “Against 

you, you only, have I sinned,” and therefore in this matter he did not mention: “Behold, I was 

brought forth in iniquity,” but therefore in this matter he called upon Yahweh as Judge to help 

him, since nobody else could or would obtain justice for him. At that point David could pray in 

this way, because he had indeed been serving Yahweh tammim from childhood on, that is: 

uprightly or with an undivided heart or blamelessly or innocently or with a perfect heart (each of 

which translations is possible for v. 1). 

So Psalm 26 was not born when on a given day David came up with a plan: Come, let me tell 

people in poetic language what a righteous man I am! And then went on to compose this psalm. 

No, Psalm 26 was far rather squeezed out through the accusation that was unbearable for a 

righteous man: You are a wicked man! In that situation David simply had to appeal to his 

righteousness and his being a righteous person, so that God’s righteousness would come to light. 

 

Verse 2: 

Prove me, O Lord, and try me; 

    test my heart and my mind. 

 

Generally speaking, it is unacceptable for someone to know everything about us and to know 

us completely. In every natural heart there is something hidden. But when you are accused and 
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must appear before the judge, then you would want to permit that judge to peer to the bottom of 

your heart. That is what is happening here with David. 

He knows that in this matter he is righteous with respect to Yahweh, and therefore he dares to 

lay bare his heart before him. Now, at least. After his sin with Bathsheba there was a period of 

“deceit in his spirit” (Ps. 32:2). But now he want nothing better than that Yahweh perform the 

acid test by evaluating David’s heart and soul (his emotional, volitional, and intellectual life; cf. 

chapter 8, Ps. 16:7). David is talking like a silversmith. Throw my heart into the crucible, and 

then you will be able to see for yourself how I am devoted to you. 

What a comfort to be able, when false accusations are being made, to appeal to Yahweh as the 

Omniscient One who can look into our heart to see how honest and undivided our love for him 

has been. 

 

Jeremiah prayed this way too. Whereas he was innocent, his fellow townspeople, the men of 

Anathot, forged the plan to get rid of him. When Jeremiah discovered this despicable plan, he 

prayed entirely in the spirit of Psalm 26: 

 

But, O LORD of the armed forces, who judges righteously, 

 who tests the heart and the mind, 

let me see your vengeance upon them, 

 for to you have I committed my cause. . . 

But you, O LORD, know me; 

 you see me, and test my heart toward you (Jer. 11:20-12:3). 

 

Verse 3: 

For your steadfast love is before my eyes, 

 and I walk in your faithfulness. 

 

May we suspect of Pharisaism someone who pens such an acknowledgement of deep 

dependence on Yahweh? David’s eyes seem as wide as the sky for God’s grace in establishing a 

covenant, and for God’s lovingkindness or faithfulness in actually keeping that covenant. 

Some have suggested the translation: “and I have walked truthfully towards you.” That is 

possible. The word truth is more often used as another word for faithfulness, and this translation 

would also fit nicely in the context of David’s self-defense. But to say, “I have walked in your 

truth” provides a suitable meaning as well. Then the term truth would refer to God’s Word. “Now 

then, Lord Yahweh,” David said on another occasion, “you are God, and your words are true” (2 

Sam. 7:28). Later the Lord Jesus said the same thing: “Your Word is truth” (John 17:17; cf. Ps. 

119:86, 151). 

I have always walked in your faithfulness, David is confessing here. Just as the composer of 

Psalm 119 testifies in numerous ways that God’s Word was the path upon which he walked, the 

lamp in whose light he walked, his joy, his treasure, his compass, and his wisdom. A godly person 

may gladly confess that. 

 

What then does God’s Word require of a person? That is what the introductory Psalm 1 

summarized succinctly by explaining what a righteous person does not do and what in fact he 

does do (cf. chapter 5). To begin with the negative: according to Psalm 1 you can recognize the 
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godly person in that he does not walk according to the principles of the wicked, does not stand on 

the path of sinners, and does not sit in the seat of scoffers. 

Three times: “not.” 

And in Psalm 26, what did David in fact do? 

 

Verses 4-5: 

I do not sit with men of falsehood, 

    nor do I consort with hypocrites. 

I hate the assembly of evildoers, 

    and I will not sit with the wicked. 

 

Once again, three times: “not.” 

David did not maintain any close relationships with liars. Perhaps we should even translate 

that: idolaters. In David’s day there were still a lot of them in Canaan, both Canaanite and 

Israelite idolaters (cf. chapter 8.1). He did not enter the house of hypocrites or questionable 

characters. David avoided the companionship of the wicked as much as possible. He knew that 

“religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to visit orphans and widows in 

their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained from the world. . . . [and] friendship with the world 

is enmity with God” (James 1:27; 4:4). For David, godliness was primarily a matter of apartheid. 

Apartheid from many people and things. “Bad company ruins good morals” (1 Cor. 15:33). 

Therefore David always showed respect for the line of demarcation between the righteous and the 

wicked (cf. 9.3 and 9.4). 

What then does God’s Word in fact require that we do? Psalm 1 describes that this way: “But 

his delight is in the law [i.e., Word, instruction] of Yahweh, and he meditates on it [mumbles it 

aloud as he reads it] day and night.” What does David say about what he is accustomed to doing? 

 

 

Verses 6-8: 

I wash my hands in innocence 

    and go around your altar, O LORD, 

proclaiming thanksgiving aloud, 

    and telling all your wondrous deeds. 

O LORD, I love the habitation of your house 

    and the place where your glory dwells. 

 

This is substantively the same as what Psalm 1 said: the righteous person loves God’s Word 

deeply. Here David says: I love God’s house deeply. But there in God’s house, God’s Word was 

heard as well as God’s praise. There stood the altars on which God in his grace provided the 

atoning sacrificial blood. With such testimony of love for the worship of God, who would still 

harbor suspicions of Pharisaism against the author of Psalm 26? Did this man, with his love for 

God’s altars, know nothing about sin and grace? 

That was what David was accustomed to doing. 

He liked to come to the sanctuary. He liked to appear at the altars. He liked to sing about 

God’s miracles in Israel’s history. To wash his hands in innocence. People may well differ in their 

opinion as to whether the psalmist meant this hand washing literally (Deut. 21:6; Matt. 27:14) or 

figuratively. It makes little difference. In any case, David lived uprightly. “So that I might walk 
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around your altar.” For David knew: “O LORD, who shall sojourn in your tent? . . . He who walks 

blamelessly” (Ps. 15:1-2; cf. chapter 7). Others should be excluded from that fellowship. 

 

Psalm 26 can be outlined this way: 

1. A petition for justice, on the basis of an upright life according to the demand of God’s 

covenant (vv. 1-3). 

2. Further illustrated with what David (a) was not in the habit of doing (vv. 4-5), and (b) was 

in the habit of doing (vv. 6-8). 

3. A repetition of the petition and testimony of innocence (vv. 9-12). 

 

Verses 9-12: 

Do not sweep my soul away with sinners, 

    nor my life with bloodthirsty men, 

in whose hands are evil devices, 

    and whose right hands are full of bribes. 

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

    redeem me, and be gracious to me. 

My foot stands on level ground; 

    in the great assembly I will bless the LORD. 

 

As already observed, everything that was said is repeated here once more. Once again David 

prays that Yahweh will not sweep him away with the sinner. Perhaps he was thinking of the 

sudden death of Saul and of Nabal. In verse 11 he uses once again the same word to refer to his 

integrity, or innocence, or blamelessness, or being perfect in heart, or uprightness, or undivided 

heart (see at v. 1). 

Verse 12 can be translated as it stands above. Then is serves to express David’s firm 

confidence that Yahweh will hear his prayer. It has also been translated, however, in this way: 

“My foot stood firmly amid the upright, in the assemblies I have praised Yahweh.” Read in this 

way, David is concluding with a final testimony of his loyalty to Yahweh. View poetically the 

psalm would then nicely tie together the end with the beginning of verse 1: I have trusted in 

Yahweh. 

 

9.3 The “tone” of Psalm 26 echoes through all of Scripture 

 

Psalm 26 is not the prayer of a “special” man for “special” individuals, as we have already 

observed. It is a psalm that all of the Lord’s godly people may pray and sing. Despite their 

weaknesses and shortcomings. People may well have considered this psalm to be Pharisaical and 

harmful to a refined moral sensitivity, but then they have never noticed that this “tone” is 

certainly not incongruous with the rest of Scripture. We have already pointed to Psalms 5, 7, 17, 

18, and 44, where godly Israelites held firmly to their “uprightness” toward Yahweh. At this point 

we wish to cite several other Scripture passages to demonstrate what we have just claimed: Psalm 

26 certainly does not diverge from the rest of Scripture, but on the contrary, constitutes a beautiful 

sample of the way we may interact with God and talk in his presence. 

 

Job 
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Job was “blameless and upright, one who feared God and turned away from evil,” according 

to God’s Word (Job 1:1). Even after Satan had taken everything away from Job, God could still 

say: “He still holds fast his integrity, although you incited me against him to destroy him without 

reason” (Job 2:3). Job’s friends, however, did seek to determine a reason for Job’s suffering. 

Job really knew our sinful nature. “Who can bring a clean thing out of an unclean? There is 

not one” (cf. Job 14:4). But in the matter about which his friends came, Job stood in the full 

reality of his uprightness and godliness, and he simply could not admit that he was guilty. Don’t 

forget: Job knew nothing of the conversation between God and Satan—in fact, neither did his 

friends. Job answered all of the accusations from his friends in the spirit of Psalm 26: 

 

Far be it from me to say that you are right; 

till I die I will not put away my integrity from me. 

hold fast my righteousness and will not let it go; 

my heart does not reproach me for any of my days (Job 27:5-6). 

 

But didn’t this man know that “all people are sinners”? Didn’t he know that we have no “right 

to appeal to any good”? Didn’t he know—even though he had not committed public sin—that the 

root of all evil lay in his heart? Why then did he not fall to the dust before his friend as a groaning 

sinner? Why did he not sing like David in Psalm 51: “Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be 

clean”? Why didn’t he smite his breast like the tax collector in the temple? 

Because Job was no “sinner.” 

He was no tax collector, he had not fallen into sin like David had, he did not need to cover 

himself with sackcloth before others, and the had a right, a glorious right, to defend the claim that 

he had held firm with all his soul. 

Indeed, he was a human being, born of woman and therefore also a person who was unclean 

and sinful. But that was nothing special, for all people share that in common. There’s not much 

new there, and that quickly becomes a cliché if someone were to contradict that. Therefore that 

phrase “we are all sinners” spoken so often in orthodox circles can be so banal and . . . dangerous. 

Spoken against Pharisees and pagans who deny it, the phrase has some power. The Bible also 

applies it in such contexts. 

But Job is not talking about that. That isn’t relevant. Something else is at stake. Satan and 

Job’s wife and friends want, each in their own way, to push him into the corner of the wicked. 

There are the righteous (declared in Christ as righteous) and there are the wicked. Job was to 

get away from God and be expelled from his people and classified with the wicked. But behold: 

that is precisely what Job will not do at any price. He may lose everything, literally everything, 

but to that he will cling to the uttermost. 

He is a righteous man, a child of God. 

And he also walks as a righteous man. 

If he must now suffer, then it is without reason and therefore unrighteously. 

 

 

King Hezekiah 

 

When in the name of Yahweh, the prophet Isaiah announced to king Hezekiah his imminent 

death, the king turned to the wall and prayed: “Now, O LORD, please remember how I have 
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walked before you in faithfulness and with a whole heart, and have done what is good in your 

sight” (2 Kings 20:3). 

That was true. Hezekiah had indeed done much good for God’s people (2 Kings 18:3, 13-37; 

19:1-37; 2 Chron. 29-31). But should he have said so himself? Imagine talking that way on your 

deathbed! Wasn’t Yahweh angered by this “superficiality”? No, the testimony that Hezekiah 

expressed as he faced death, that he had loyally honored Yahweh’s covenant of grace, was 

apparently so acceptable to Yahweh that he sent Isaiah to him once more. This time with the 

message: “I have heard your prayer; I have seen your tears. Behold, I will heal you. . .” (2 Kings 

20:5). 

 

Yahweh teaches Israel herself to talk this way 

 

Confident language toward Yahweh? He himself had placed it on their tongue! When the 

Israelite had given the tithe to the Levite, the sojourner, the widow, and the orphan, then 

according to Deuteronomy 21 he had to follow God’s command: 

 

When you have finished paying all the tithe of your produce in the third year, which is the 

year of tithing, giving it to the Levite, the sojourner, the fatherless, and the widow, so that 

they may eat within your towns and be filled, then you shall say before the LORD your God, ‘I 

have removed the sacred portion out of my house, and moreover, I have given it to the Levite, 

the sojourner, the fatherless, and the widow, according to all your commandment that you 

have commanded me. I have not transgressed any of your commandments, nor have I 

forgotten them. I have not eaten of the tithe while I was mourning, or removed any of it while 

I was unclean, or offered any of it to the dead. I have obeyed the voice of the LORD my God. I 

have done according to all that you have commanded me. Look down from your holy 

habitation, from heaven, and bless your people Israel and the ground that you have given us, 

as you swore to our fathers, a land flowing with milk and honey’ (Deut. 26:12-15). 

 

This was how Israel was allowed—no, commanded—to speak. 

 

Nehemiah 

 

In this context it is also remarkable what Nehemiah dared to say to Yahweh. At different 

times we read of him sighing: “Remember for my good, O my God, all that I have done for this 

people” (Neh. 5:19; 13:14, 22, 31). Nehemiah as well dared to lay directly before Yahweh that 

because of his respect for Yahweh he had never laid a tax upon the people for his income as 

governor: “Now what was prepared at my expense for each day was one ox and six choice sheep 

and birds, and every ten days all kinds of wine in abundance. Yet for all this I did not demand the 

food allowance of the governor, because the service was too heavy on this people” (Neh. 5:18; cf. 

5:14-19). 

 

Peter 

 

This way of speaking to God is not “typically Old Testament” because God’s people back 

then supposedly had a more superficial concept of guilt, for Peter also dared to talk this way to the 

Lord Jesus. The triple denial, complete with cursing, was still acutely in their minds when the 
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Lord said: “Peter, do you love me?” And how did this deeply fallen disciple respond? “Lord, you 

know that I love you!” (John 21:17) 

 

The rich young man 

 

What are we to think of the young man who knelt down before Jesus and asked him: “Good 

Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” The Lord answered him: “You know the 

commandments. ‘Do not murder, Do not commit adultery, Do not steal, Do not bear false witness, 

Do not defraud, Honor your father and mother.’” And he said to him, “Teacher, all these I have 

kept from my youth.” Was he scolded for this answer by the Lord Jesus? Did Jesus point him to 

the original sin with which he was born, and to the root of all evil in his heart? No, the Lord 

acknowledged this righteousness of the rich young man. “And Jesus, looking at him, loved him, 

and said to him, ‘You lack one thing: go, sell all that you have [i.e., have left over] and give to the 

poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me’” (Mark 10:17-22). 

 

Paul 

 

Of all the apostles, Paul wrote the most about the guilt-forgiving grace of God in Jesus Christ. 

But notice how at the same time he maintains his “uprightness” against his opponents in Corinth 

(2 Cor. 10-12). He confidently wrote the church in Thessalonica: “You are witnesses, and God 

also, how holy and righteous and blameless was our conduct toward you believers” (1 Thess. 

2:10). 

 

So godly people could always turn to God. In circumstances of accusation (David, Job, Paul), 

but as we saw, also in other circumstances (offering tithes), indeed, right before appearing before 

God’s judgment seat (Hezekiah on his deathbed). Unfortunately, as we observed, “. . . in our days 

the concept of being the people of God and walking in his ways has faded and disappeared among 

many upright godly people. . . . Where are the people who in our day may cry out with Job: ‘We 

will cling to our righteousness?’ Where are the people who dare to do that?” “There is far more 

danger that such people are too timid on account of little faith, than that they will be too 

confident. The peace that comes through the blood of the cross excludes fear. The church can be 

so fortified in that regard if they were to sing Psalm 18:6-7 about David, about Christ, about the 

church—and about the individual Christian him- or herself.” 

Psalm 26 can do that as well, namely, fortify. 

 

 

10.4 Through the generosity of God, the righteous can still sing this psalm, despite all their 

weaknesses and shortcomings 

 

Someone may be thinking: Okay, but everything we do is stained with sin, isn’t it? All our 

righteousness is nothing but “filthy rags” (Isa. 64:6 KJV). Our God is a consuming fire, is he not? 

We wish to devote some attention to these objections. But for a proper understanding, we need 

first to make the following comment. 

For us it is indisputable that circumstances can exist where people cannot sing along with 

Psalm 26. For example, we cannot sing Psalm 26 if we have no righteousness and are not serving 

God with an undivided heart, but love the world. It can happen that someone does not dare to say: 
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“I do not sit down with men of falsehood,” because that person does in fact do that. Indeed, if you 

cannot say that . . . if it is simply untrue for you to sing: “I love the habitation of your house,” 

because you do not enjoy sitting under the preaching of God’s Word and do not delight in singing 

of God’s miraculous redemptive deeds in the history of his church. Then we must instead repent 

quickly of such attitudes and tremble at the saying of our Savior: “Every branch in me that does 

not bear fruit he takes away . . . and the branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned” 

(John 15:2, 6). 

 

But for that reason the righteous may sing Psalm 26, despite their weaknesses and blemishes! 

Consider for a start the citation from Isaiah: he is comparing the self-directed religion of his day 

with “filthy rags.” The commentators for the authorized Dutch Bible say this: our best works are 

worthy nothing outside of Christ. And concerning the wrath of God, for the righteous God is not a 

consuming fire, but for those sinners in Zion, that is, those church members who live in sin and 

want nothing to do with repentance or conversion (Isa. 33:14-18). But to the righteous God gives 

a Bible filled with comforting promises. They do not need to live daily in fear before God. After 

all, Yahweh dwelt among his people in the tabernacle, didn’t he? Daily the blood of atonement 

was sprinkled and the blood of Jesus Christ, God’s Son, cleanses us daily from all sin, doesn’t it? 

We would respond to all of the “yes, but” objections with a counter question: Do you know 

the generosity of God? Do you know that this generosity of our heavenly Father can endure so 

much? An Israelite was not just some wicked person or simply a sinner, nor is a Christian. 

In this connection, we draw your attention to two examples. 

 

Eating carrion 

 

An Israelite farmer came across one of his sheep in the field, dead. Torn apart by a predatory 

animal or simply died a natural death. What now? Yahweh’s ideal was that the farmer would not 

spend a moment more looking at the dead animal, let alone that he should eat it. He was supposed 

to leave it for the wild dogs. “You shall not eat anything that has died naturally, “ Yahweh had 

told them at Horeb, “For you are a people holy to the LORD your God.” (Deut. 14:21). No form of 

death was appropriate among members of God’s holy people, which is why they were not 

permitted to eat carrion. 

Not every Israelite was equally sensitive to this divine ideal, however. Among the church in 

the wilderness, there would have been some who did not understand this divine instruction or 

thought it “sinful” not to eat such an animal for food. These were Israelites who because of 

avarice preferred to eat carrion rather than fulfill God’s ideal. Rather than leave it to the dogs, 

they ate it themselves. Were such Israelites thereby automatically “sinners” and “wicked,” worthy 

of death according to the Law? Not at all. Here you can see practically how decent Yahweh was 

in his interaction with his people. 

And Israelite was not simply a wicked person or a sinner. Yahweh exercised patience with 

“the hardness of heart.” Naturally he maintained his requirement: carrion, death, among the 

people who belonged to the God of life? Away with that, leave it for the dogs! But what if 

someone lacked the faith and love to honor that requirement? Then in his Law, Yahweh took such 

weakness into consideration. For that he gave the stipulation that anyone who ate carrion was 

unclean for a day and had to wash his clothing (Lev. 11:39-40; 17:15-16). If need be, they could 

give it to the sojourner to eat or sell it to a foreigner (Deut. 14:21; see the commentary on this 

passage). 
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You see, then, that Yahweh could put up with a lot! 

 

Divorce 

 

Here is a second example: divorce. This too was an evil in the eyes of Yahweh. But were such 

husbands and wives who separated from each other eradicated from Israel? No, for here too God 

showed that with some undesired matters—and divorce remained undesired—God still wanted to 

exercise patience. At any rate, a priest was never allowed to marry a divorced woman (Lev. 21:7, 

14). But for the rest, Yahweh showed that he was accommodating in terms of this matter as well. 

A divorced daughter of a priest who returned to her parental home was permitted to eat o the 

sacred priestly food (Lev. 22:13). Divorced women were permitted to make vows (Num. 30:9). At 

God’s command Moses instructed that a certificate of divorce was to be given to the woman who 

was being divorced, in order to protect her life. For if she went to another man as an undivorced 

wife, she would have been liable to death, but if she had a certificate of divorce she possessed 

adequate defense against the accusation of adultery. In the way Yahweh protected the life of 

divorced women, even though he hated divorce (Deut. 24:1; see the commentary on this passage). 

 

These are two examples of God’s generosity in connection with tensions between his divine 

ideals and our human weaknesses. As an Israelite you could transgress God’s prohibition against 

eating carrion through insensitivity or shortsightedness, and still remain a righteous person. You 

could be divorced from your husband or wife and still not be a “sinner” in the sense with which 

that term is used in Holy Scripture. You became a wicked person only when you committed deeds 

of covenant breaking: murder, sexual assault, serving idols, violating the Sabbath. But someone 

who had always respected and honored the First Commandment—and therewith honored the 

covenant itself—was not a wicked person among Israel. Not on account of eating a piece of 

carrion and not even on account of divorce. 

Both of these examples could be multiplied with many others. Notice the mild judgment in 

God’s Word of such faulty righteous people as Gideon (Judges 8:36), Samson (Heb. 11), David (1 

Kings 3:6; 15:5), Asa (2 Chron. 15:17 = 1 Kings 15:14), Jehoshaphat (1 Kings 22:43; 2 Chron. 

19:3; 20:32; 35-37), Hezekiah (2 Kings 18:3-6), and Peter (John 21:15-23). 

None of these godly persons was sinless. From the vantage point of “decency” they could be 

criticized for one or another fault. The kings allowed the Canaanite high places to remain, despite 

how strongly Yahweh’ despised them. Nevertheless they obtained the testimony: “He did what 

was right in the eyes of Yahweh.” 

Not every sin is a violation of the covenant. 

There is a kind of religion that can judge so pettily in terms of Psalm 26 and similar psalms, 

but our generous and gracious God considers the course of our life. Although David’s best works 

were indeed imperfect, the course of his life was good. He was not a “sinner.” 

 

 

A psalm to accompany the peace offering? 

 

Do you love God and his Word? Do you think there is nothing finer that singing the praise of 

our Lord with the church? In doing that, don’t skip over Psalm 26. You need not accuse yourself 

of pretense (though what is valid today might not be the same tomorrow), for we sing the psalms 

not merely about ourselves but always in fellowship with the brotherhood, of whom this is valid. 
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We can sing this psalm, however, also when we have been protected by God’s grace against 

serious sins. If peace reigns between God and us. Then an Israelite brought a peace offering. That 

was a sacrifice indicating that there was no issue, when everything was good between Yahweh 

and his children. Would people have sung Psalm 26 in that connection? Well, whether they did so 

or not, we can do so in the joyful awareness that through the grace of God shown us in Christ 

Jesus, we are received as his children and also walk as such. How freely and joyously it sounds, 

then, to say: “I walk as your servant and take delight in your commandments.” 
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Chapter 11 

 

PSALM 29: THE THUNDERSTORM PSALM 

 

 

Thunderstorm! 

The sky that had been deep blue all day long is suddenly filled with gray clouds that in a 

matter of minutes turn charcoal gray, coupled with ominous darkness requiring us to turn the 

lights on. It seems as though night has fallen prematurely. Everyone closes their windows. The 

winds blows through the streets and blasts away the warmth. Pieces of paper swirl around. 

Suddenly lightning flashes. Blinding to the eyes. Followed by a mighty roll of thunder. The rain 

pelts against the windows. The lightning flashes are no longer in the distant sky. Their bright light 

causes us to close our eyes involuntarily. With rattling and rumbling they follow hard upon one 

another. 

The thunderstorm has begun. 

 

What is actually happening at that moment? 

A pupil in school trying to get a handle on the first lesson in physics will supply the pedantic 

observation: “O nothing special is happening, but merely an electrical spark jumping across the 

sky and those thunderclaps come from layers of air colliding!” There is a lot of truth to this, but 

there’s more to be said. We’ll come back to this, But one thing is clear: people living in the world 

of the Bible could not have given that answer. For at that point people knew nothing about clouds 

with positive and negative electrical forces. 

So how did they conceive of a thunderstorm? 

It depends on whom you ask. 

If you were to ask a Canaanite farmer living in the time of Abraham and Moses, he would 

certainly have answered: “That thunder? That is the voice of Baal. And that lightning flashes? 

Those are the arrows the Baal was shooting!” According to these pagans heavenly fire was the 

specialty of Baal, the god of rain and thunder, the god that was served so widely among Israel. 

In many periods of Israel’s history, Psalm 29 must have sounded like a piece of holy 

polemics. A confession of the remnant that still feared Yahweh. In opposition to the Baal worship 

that at times was almost universal, these righteous ones sang: “The voice of Yahweh [not that of 

Baal] is over the waters, the God of glory thunders” (v. 3). 

Before discussing this psalm, we want first to devote some attention to “the voice of Baal” in 

the land of Canaan. It is our hope that this will tune our ears for the polemical tone of Psalm 29. 

Here the good confession is being given regarding the fame of Yahweh. 

 

 

11.1 The voice of Baal 

 

Canaanite farmers viewed the changing of the seasons as the living and dying of the gods. In 

their foolish thinking, spring rains and summer drought had everything to do with the living and 

dying of the gods. They viewed the life of nature to be the life of the gods. In reality the gods 

were personified and named after the powers and elements of nature. 

In the rains that fell in Palestine from the end of October until April, they saw the work of 

Baal (which means lord) and his spouse, Astarte. The harvest of the fields was the fruit of the 
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sexual life of this pair of deities. But from May until October, aside from a few cloudbursts, no 

rain fell in Palestine. So for five months nature appeared to be dead. Everything withered in “the 

heat of summer” (Ps. 32:4). Canaanite faith viewed Baal as dead during those three months, slain 

in a battle of the gods by the god Mot (whose name means death), the god of the scorching 

summer sun and of ripened grain. This explains why during the dry summer months nothing 

would grow. After the final rains, Mot had said to Baal: “Take your clouds, your wind, your 

bucket, your rainstorm, and go down to the underworld of the earth.” The “lord” of the rain had 

been rendered powerless and had disappeared during the summer. The name of the Phoenician 

consort of king Ahab (her father was Ethbaal, 1 Kings 16:31) could have contained a reference to 

the anguish experienced by Baal worshipers when their “lord” descended to the underworld 

during the summer. The name Jezebel literally means “Where is the lord now?” This situation 

obtained until autumn, when Baal’s loving and combative wife was able to conquer Mot and 

resurrect her husband to new life. After a short time it began to rain once again. Baal had “arisen” 

once again and had sexual relations once again with his wife Astarte. This explains the return of 

the fertile time of sowing. 

This idolatry exerted significant attraction for centuries among the inhabitants of Canaan, and 

unfortunately among Israel as well. One can explain this seductive power partially from the need 

for rain. Humanly speaking, the life of a human being in Palestine depends on rain. In fact the 

proper time of rain was more important to the Canaanite farmer than the amount of rain (cf. Deut. 

28:12; Amos 4:7). No rain meant no life for people and animals. This explains why honoring Baal 

and Astarte constituted a part of the agricultural technique employed by the Canaanite farmer. 

What fertilizer is to the modern farmer, the service of Baal was for his Canaanite colleague. 

On of the most abominable parts of this idolatry was the so-called “sacred marriage.” As we 

mentioned, people view the fertility of both the farmland and the maternal womb to be the fruit of 

the union between Baal and his wife Astarte. People supposed they could enhance this fertility-

bringing concourse between a god and his goddess by means of “sacred” prostitution. Israelites 

also surrendered to this view: “Yes, on every high hill [where people felt closer to the gods] and 

under every green tree [symbolizing life and fertility] you bowed down like a whore” (Jer. 2:20). 

“Everyone” had sexual relations with “everyone” else. At the temple of Baal and Astarte the 

visitor could use men and women who had placed their bodies in service to “sacred” unchastity 

(cf. Deut. 23:17; Ezek. 16; 23; Hos. 2; 1 Kings 15:12; 2 Kings 9:22. In reality, modern youth are 

not the first to have been exposed to strong erotic temptations. 

Suited to this corrupt situation were the obscene images of Astarte as a naked woman with 

exaggerated sexual features “that presented the viewer with her nakedness and usually included a 

hand gesture expressing her unchaste intentions.” In Palestine almost every house that 

archaeologists uncover had these images or portrayals of Astarte engraved in clay tablets. Often 

with a snake around her neck (symbolizing her fertility) and a lily in her hand (symbolizing her 

“sex appeal”). It is very significant that many such images have been discovered in the 

excavations of Israelite dwellings, although these are somewhat less provocative copies of the 

Canaanite images. If today the church lives in a world overrun with sexually provocative material, 

the Israelite world was often overrun with sexually provocative sculptures. 

Thunder was Baal’s voice, which often accompanied rainstorms. Excavations have disclosed 

that Baal was often represented as a man who threw down thunder on the earth with his right hand 

and held the lightning in his left hand. This explains why people expressed the conjecture that 

Psalm 29 was originally a Baal psalm that Israel assimilated for Yahweh. If that conjecture is 

correct, the psalm could originally have read this way: 
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Ascribe to Baal, O heavenly beings, 

     ascribe to Baal glory and strength. 

Ascribe to Baal the glory due his name; 

    worship Baal in the splendor of holiness. 

The voice of Baal is over the waters; 

    the god of glory thunders, 

    Baal, over many waters, etc. 

 

We could understand why someone would subscribe to the theory that the preceding 

conjecture rested on facts. Yahweh assimilated other pagan religious items for his service. For 

example, in terms of language, the names Rahab and Leviathan are used in Scripture as poetic 

adornments for praising Yahweh (Pss. 74:14; 87:4; 89:1; Isa. 51:9). Each word of Psalm 29 can 

be found in more ancient Canaanite texts. Moreover, Baal or Hadad was indeed the “lord” of rain 

and storm in the Canaanite world, and people sang to his honor in their “psalms.”  You sense 

what an extremely polemical act this reworking of such a Baal-psalm could have been. The voice 

sounding across land and sea was not that of Baal, but of Yahweh. As long as archeology cannot 

provide us with an example of such an original Baal-psalm, however, we can hardly build on this 

hypothesis. 

This does not deny that in addition to expressing loving praise for Yahweh, Psalm 29 is 

nevertheless using sharply polemical and anti-Canaanite language. In the light of the enormous 

popularity of Baal and Astarte in Canaan, this would need little further argumentation. Read in the 

light of the world in which it was composed and first sung, Psalm 29 must have sounded 

extremely antithetical with its sevenfold repetition of “The voice of Yahweh . . ., the voice of 

Yahweh . . . .” In a number of periods in Israel’s history, this must have been the language of 

confidence. A confession of faith. Objections being raised in opposition to the spirit of the age, 

not only in the world of that time but also in the Israelite church. 

Therefore any superscription above this psalm that speaks about “God’s majesty in the 

thunderstorm” is too general. In contrast to many a modern physicist, the ancient Canaanite was 

willing to acknowledge that divine majesty was being demonstrated in a thunderstorm. But the 

question was: The majesty of which God? Of Baal? No, says Psalm 29: the majesty of Yahweh. 

We can describe the main idea of this psalm in this way: “The glory of the God and Father of our 

Lord Jesus Christ, as that is demonstrated in a thunderstorm.” 

 

 

11.2 The psalm of seven thunderclaps 

 

In addition to being known as “the thunderstorm psalm,” Psalm 29 is also known as “the 

psalm of the seven thunderclaps.” This too is a fine description, since the psalm speaks seven 

times about “the voice of Yahweh,” referring in that connection to thunder (v. 3). If you underline 

in Psalm 29 in your Bible the phrase “the voice of the LORD,” you can see with one glance: this is 

indeed the psalm of the seven thunderclaps. 

Let’s read and consider it verse by verse. 

 

Verse 1: 
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Ascribe to the LORD, O heavenly beings, 

     ascribe to the LORD glory and strength. 

 

God is glorious and strong, but people must be willing to acknowledge that. How many refuse 

to do that, and despise the Almighty, also during his power demonstration in a thunderstorm? The 

psalms recognized these arrogant folk among God’s people as fools, those without understanding 

among the people. Therefore Psalm 29 first calls for willingness to acknowledge Yahweh’s glory 

and power. 

But whom is it summoning to do that? The Hebrew speaks literally about “sons of gods” 

(bene haelohim, ֵני ָהֱאֹלִהים  In Job 1:6 this phrase refers to angels: “Now there was a day .(בְּ

when the sons of God came to present themselves before the LORD, and Satan also came among 

them.” One could think in this connection of a particular group of angels, namely, God’s throne 

council, about which we read in Psalm 89 as well: “a God greatly to be feared in the council 

of the holy ones, and awesome above all who are around him” (v. 8; cf. 1 Kings 22). Read in this 

way, Psalm 29 would be summoning angels, possibly God’s throne council, to praise him on 

account of his majesty in the thunderstorm. In itself this is quite possible. 

But “sons of God” or “divine sons” can also refer to kings and judges. An example of this 

meaning is given by Psalm 82: “ 

 

I said, “You are gods, 

    sons of the Most High, all of you; 

nevertheless, like men you shall die, 

    and fall like any prince” (vv. 6-7). 

 

 We find this meaning to be most suitable for Genesis 6:1-4 as well (see the commentary on this 

passage). 

Besides angels we may also think of kings in connection with Psalm 29:1. Potentates. 

Actually, we may think of everyone who stands above “the ordinary person.” Read in this way 

(and this is our preference), Psalm 29:1 is a summons to everyone occupying a position of power 

on earth to acknowledge the glory of Yahweh whenever a thunderstorm breaks out. For even 

though Yahweh is pleased by the praises coming from the lips of infants (Psalm 8), he summons 

those in positions of power to do that as well. 

The next verse tells us how this must be done. 

 

 

Verse 2: 

Ascribe to the LORD the glory due his name; 

    worship the LORD in the splendor of holiness. 

 

Scripture and history have known kings who did that: fall on their knees before God (cf. 2 

Chron. 20). But Psalm 29 summons them—and along with them all God’s people, of course—to 

do this especially when Yahweh displays his majesty in a thunderstorm. These words have been 

translated: “Prostrate yourselves before Yahweh when he appears in holiness,” which fits very 

well in the context of the psalm. In a thunderstorm God “comes” to people and lets his “voice” be 

heard. 
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The thimbleful of knowledge that even the smartest physicist possesses about God’s creation 

may not make us so arrogant that we no longer observe God’s glory in a thunderstorm, something 

that could result for viewing a thunderstorm simply as “just” electrical sparks leaping through the 

sky. That description is true, but we may nonetheless just as realistically join Psalm 29 in calling 

the thunder the “voice” (one may also say: the “sound”) of God. We are not facing a choice here, 

but a legitimate coordination of ideas. Thunder is a sound that God causes to roll across the sky, a 

striking sign for God’s people of his majesty. 

 

 

Verse 3: 

The voice of the LORD is over the waters; 

    the God of glory thunders, 

    the LORD, over many waters. 

 

Apparently the psalmist is not talking about storms in general, but he is describing a particular 

storm that moved from the Mediterranean Sea (“over many waters”) across the land. In order to 

be able to follow his description, we need to have a map of Palestine in our mind: westward lies 

the Mediterranean Sea, northward lies Lebanon with its cedar forests, eastward we find Mount 

Hermon or Sirion with the dense oak forests of the Transjordan, and in the south we have the 

steppes of the Kadesh wilderness. 

Besides being known as “the thunderstorm psalm,” our psalm is known also as “the psalm of 

the seven thunderclaps,” since it mentions “the voice of Yahweh” seven times. In the Hebrew we 

read of the kōl Yahweh ( הוֱָקֹול־ְיה ). If you say that quickly, you can hear the crackling 

thunderclaps. 

A storm raging above the sea must be a majestic phenomenon. That is where the psalmist sees 

the storm rising, “over many waters” (v. 3). And then you must recall that the Israelites trembled 

before the sea. The voice of the God of Israel could be heard above that powerful and frightening 

sea. 

In the last line of verse 3 the poet is suggesting in a clever manner the fading echo of the 

thunder above the sea. 

 

 

Verse 4: 

The voice of the LORD is powerful; 

    the voice of the LORD is full of majesty. 

 

One must be pretty insensitive not to be impressed by the rattling thunderclaps and the 

heavenly fire of the lightning flashes. Anyone who has ever faced this in an open field, if he fears 

God, must say amen to the poet when he says: “The voice of the LORD is full of majesty!” 

No wonder that Yahweh used this frequently to impress friend and foe alike. As when he was 

liberating Israel from Egypt (“in order to show you my power,” Exod. 9:23), at the announcement 

of the Horeb covenant (Exod. 19), and when he once helped Israel against the Philistines (1 Sam. 

7:10). 

 

 

Verses 5-6: 
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The voice of the LORD breaks the cedars; 

    the LORD breaks the cedars of Lebanon. 

He makes Lebanon to skip like a calf, 

    and Sirion like a young wild ox. 

 

The storm is now moving across the land. First to the north, to the heights of Lebanon with its 

cedar forests that were famous in Bible times. Trees with a trunk circumference of six meters and 

a trunk radius of two meters were not unusual. Such a cedar tree could reach thirty-five meters in 

height, with a crown ranging in sixty to eighty meters in circumference. Now wonder that in the 

Bible these cedars were metaphors for pride and majesty (Isa. 2:13). But what does such a 

wooden giant signify for Yahweh? Woodsman may well have worked for hours to fell these trees, 

but Yahweh can do it in a second, in order then to bring them down like a calf making strange 

leaps in the air. 

Anyone reading Scripture in a literalistic and pedantic manner will not find verse 5a to be 

exact enough, since strictly speaking it is not the thunder but the lightning that breaks the cedars. 

Among ancient people, however, with thunderstorms it was not the lightning that was the most 

impressive (as it is for us), but the thunder. These poetic lines are also mocking paganism. For 

Canaanites, Mount Hermon (or Sirion, Deut. 3:9) was a “holy mountain.” Godly Israelites were 

singing about that mount: Our God Yahweh makes the “holy” Sirion leap with silly jumps! 

 

 

Verse 7: 

The voice of the LORD flashes forth flames of fire. 

 

Do you see that the psalmist found the lightning also to be very impressive? Don’t the 

lightning flashes occasionally resemble an enormous ball of fire that is split by an invisible axe? 

 

 

Verse 8: 

The voice of the LORD shakes the wilderness; 

    the LORD shakes the wilderness of Kadesh. 

 

Now the storm turns from the north to the east. The poet has just mentioned Hermon or Sirion. 

Later he will mention the oak forests of the Transjordan. The storm is moving over the wilderness 

of Kadesh as well, whereby the psalmist presumably means in the direction of the Orontes. For 

the Israelite a wilderness was as ominous as the sea. Moses talked about “that great and terrifying 

wilderness” (Deut. 1:19). A bare region. Lonely. A few trees and bushes bending in the wind. 

Crackling thunderclaps. Lightning flashes. The psalmist felt that region shaking as it were 

because of the thunderclaps. 

 

 

Verse 9: 

The voice of the LORD makes the deer give birth 

    and strips the forests bare, 

    and in his temple all cry, “Glory!” 
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Even the deer ready to give birth suddenly contract with fear and give birth to their offspring 

prematurely. Powerful forest giants are debarked by the lightning strikes. 

Seven times now we have heard the kōl Yahweh, the voice of the LORD. Seven powerful 

thunderclaps. Almost monotonous. But the poet arranged it that way in order somewhat to imitate 

in the form of his psalm the monotonous rumble of the thunderclaps. 

Then suddenly it is quiet. 

As though we are transported by a giant hand to God’s palace. If we understand the “sons of 

God” in verse 1 to refer to angels, then in verse 9c the psalmist is referring to God’s heavenly 

palace. Our thoughts go to Yahweh’s earthly temple, which is also frequently called a palace. 

There where we find altars, the table of showbread, and the candlesticks, one can hear the voice of 

Yahweh. But the priests and Levites who are on call do not go about business as usual. Rather 

than wasting time with insignificant prattle, each one says, with a respectful glance toward the 

stormy sky and the raging heavens: Glory! 

Is the thunder rumbling and the lightning blinding? 

Then the godly know: Glory to the One to whom glory is due! 

 

Of course it did not escape the notice of the first Israelite readers of our psalm that “the voice 

of Yahweh” sounded forth seven times. Seven was the symbolic number of the Horeb covenant, 

which framed Israel’s entire festival calendar. By this fact alone the poet must have wanted to 

remove in a very refined manner every form of pagan fear for thunderstorms. The voice of Baal? 

No, glory to the God of Israel! The psalmist fights against this pagan fear even more strongly in 

verses 10 and 11. 

 

 

Verse 10: 

The LORD sits enthroned over the flood; 

    the LORD sits enthroned as king forever. 

 

With this verse one thinks of the waters above the firmament (Gen. 1:7). The word used 

(mabbul, ַמּבּול) was also used in the passages describing the flood (Gen. 6-9), reason enough for 

us to connect this with the great Flood. It surely rained then! Forty days and forty nights together. 

Torrential rains. Until the water stood fifteen cubits above the mountains (Gen. 7:4, 12, 19-20). 

Surely we may assume that during that period there were heavy storms as well. 

Yahweh sits enthroned above that! 

He did not lose control, but was enthroned above it. The One whom we now know as our 

heavenly Father, you can see just how exalted and glorious he is. He remains Master even of the 

Flood (Gen. 8:1-3). 

 

 

Verse 11: 

May the LORD give strength to his people! 

    May the LORD bless his people with peace! 

 

Power and peace—Psalm 29 closes with these. 

What powers are at work in a thunderstorm! When even cedar trees two meters thick are 

broken as though they were toothpicks. When the steppe region seems like it’s shaking, and the 
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thunder rumbles across the sea. Very high electrical currents play a role, as we know today. From 

all of this the psalmist draws powerful encouragement. The Almighty, who governs such 

powerful forces (we are still reading the thunderstorm psalm) desires to supply his people with 

power as well. 

The quietness after the storm also speaks its language. 

You know how glorious the atmosphere can be after a thunderstorm. You can smell the ozone. 

A deep peace lies over the land. It is no longer raining. The black clouds have been driven away. 

The rumbling dies in the distance. Peace reigns. Did this atmosphere-after-a-thunderstorm lead 

the poet to think of the peace that Yahweh promised his people (Isa. 2:1-5; 11:1-10)? When the 

cow and the bear will graze together, and a panther will lie down with a kid, and the sound of 

weeping will be heard nowhere (Isa. 65:19). A peace whose foretaste Israel received under the 

rule of Solomon, when everyone from Dan to Beersheba led a tranquil life each under his own fig 

tree (1 Kings 4:25). 

A thunderstorm can teach us quite a bit. 

What a powerful Father we have, who gives us a glimpse of a future peace that will make the 

tranquility following a thunderstorm look like nothing in comparison. Now that we have read 

Psalm 29, we are led to think of what the angels proclaimed above the fields of Ephrathah: “Glory 

to God in the highest” (the beginning and middle of the psalm), and “Peace on earth among 

people of his good pleasure” (the conclusion of the psalm). 

 

 

11.3 “Christian” cyclical piety 

 

Those Israelite godly believers were making a courageous confession of faith when they sang 

Psalm 29! Everywhere throughout the world of the Bible, people lived in the atmosphere of a 

cyclical piety. People enjoyed relief during harvest time, but quickly became depressed when they 

thought ahead to sowing time. Out of pure fear, the Canaanites would cook a kid in its mother’s 

milk and spread that over their arid fields (Exod. 23:19; 34:26; Deut. 14:21. In Tyre and Sidon, in 

Babylon and Egypt, everywhere people knew something that reminded them of the “death” and 

“resurrection” of Baal. Psalm 29 is a testimony of Israelites who hated this cyclical piety and gave 

Yahweh the glory that the masses through many eras ascribed to Baal. 

Have we as Christians worked up that courage with respect to our cyclical piety? Our distant 

ancestors viewed every autumn with fear and trembling as the days became shorter. Would the 

powers of darkness overcome those of the light this time around? But at the end of December they 

celebrated with relief their mid-winter festival: the sun that supplied fertility had won the battle 

once more! The days were getting longer again, and so people gave each other presents, set up 

pine trees (always green, pointing to life), displayed lights, and ate pastries shaped like the sun’s 

wheel (wreaths). In Rome people celebrated the “resurrection” of the Sol invictus, or the 

invincible Sun. Once again life had a future. Moses would have called this “the abominable 

practices of those nations,” with which God’s people were supposed to break (Deut. 18:9). 

Unfortunately our distant ancestors did not repent of this idolatry of nature and fertility. In the 

early centuries of our era, a “Christian” cyclical piety arose. For the sake of converted pagans 

from East and West, who were long accustomed to their December celebrations of the festival of 

the “resurrection” of the rain god or the “victory” of the sun god, the Christian church instituted 

during the pagan festival month of December a Christian festival for commemorating the birth of 

Christ. Together with the Christian Easter festival and Pentecost festival that had been instituted 
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earlier—under a Judaizing-Christian influence?—the cycle was complete. From that point 

forward, the Christian church also had a cycle resembling the annual coming-alive and the annual 

dying of the deity. 

Our custom of an annual cycle of four weeks in December, when we act as though the Lord 

Jesus must still be born (“Advent”), and the spring cycle of six weeks when we act as though the 

Lord Jesus must once again face his crucifixion, and on Good Friday acting as though the Lord 

died once again on that day, and on Easter acting as though he arose again on that morning—all 

of this comes from this pagan practice. Many Christians find those sermons the best, because they 

provide the feeling of being there and of the events happening anew (“re-presenting”). To be sure, 

the Reformed churches waged the struggle against this self-directed piety, but the tradition was 

too formidable, as we can see from various editions of the church order. 

Scripture, however, knows nothing of such an annual cyclical piety. In its palpable polemic 

against the annually dying Baals, it calls Yahweh “the living God.” Our Savior said: “I died 

[once] and behold, I am alive forevermore” (Rev. 1:17-18). Far from moving in an unending 

cycle, the prophets and apostles point us to the Future of our Lord Jesus Christ, and call us to keep 

our open eyes focused on that. But once again, as Christians, have we broken radically enough 

with our pagan past of cyclical piety? Just like people in Israel had to, in order to be able to sing 

Psalm 29? 
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Chapter 12 

 

PSALM 30: YAHWEH, MY GOD, YOU HAVE HEALED ME 

 

 

You have these people—surely you’ve encountered them—for whom nothing is ever wrong. 

Other people always have something, they worry all the time, but these folk don’t fret one bit. 

They never need to go to a doctor, and have never been in the hospital. Men of steel and women 

of strength. 

David, who composed Psalm 30, makes us think of such people. A career soldier, as you can 

tell. Such people don’t take second. We can imagine that he once heard of an acquaintance who 

had collapsed or a family member who fell seriously ill, whereas David himself was fit as a 

fiddle. People get used to that eventually. We know what a God-fearing man he was, and what 

great faith he had, but nonetheless even David began to take his wellbeing and health for granted. 

Until on a given day misfortune came to his palace as well. 

King David became sick. Very sick. His wives and children walked through the house crying. 

Everything suggested that their strong husband and father was going to die. David himself saw 

nothing but gloom in his situation: “Am I going to die from this? Am I going to die now?” 

But praying is what they all did at that point! Pray! David too. With all of his God-fearing 

heart. For he knew that with the Lord Yahweh one could find escape from death (Ps. 68:21). 

Then the crisis came. 

It happened one evening. No one would forget that night and what had gone through their 

minds then! But when morning came, the situation was clarified: the danger had passed! He 

survived. Would he now recover? That’s what happened. When the sick king had recovered to the 

point where he could once again hold a writing instrument, he wrote down his experiences in a 

poem. 

We will read that poem now, Psalm 30. 

For our heavenly Father seems to have found it so beautiful that he preserved it for us in Holy 

Scripture, so that we can learn from it what and how we must pray in days of serious illness, and 

what and how we must talk when God raises us up from that kind of sickbed and allows us to 

walk again in the land of the living. 

 

 

12.1 The superscription 

 

As you have noticed, we accept the phrase “A Psalm of David” as it stands. We see no reason 

to call it into question. We don’t know what to do, however, with the words, “A song at the 

dedication of the temple.” We would give preference to the formulation in the American Standard 

Version: “a song at the dedication of the house,” referring perhaps to David’s house. For then we 

would be given to thinking that in the time when he was building his palace (2 Sam. 5:11), David 

suffered a brief, but severe illness. David would have wondered whether he would ever live in 

this new house . . . but Yahweh rescued David’s life from death, and perhaps when he took up 

living in his new palace, he composed Psalm 30 in praise to Yahweh, who had healed him. 

To this episode in David’s life we owe Psalm 30. 

And what a psalm it is! 
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12.2 I will set you on high! 

 

Psalm 30 is a song of thankful jubilation from David, who had been deathly sick, near 

the edge of his grave, but who received his life returned to him once again as it were 

from God’s hands. A poet once sang of this: “One who was sick but has been healed 

discovers in life a beauty that he had almost forgotten.” But this David who had fallen ill 

found in life primarily the goodness of his God, which he had almost forgotten. In his 

song of thanks what is central is not his restored strength or life’s beauty, but the praise 

of Yahweh. He begins and ends with that. 

Let’s study the psalm verse by verse. 

 

 

Verse 1: 
I will extol you, O LORD, for you have drawn me up 
    and have not let my foes rejoice over me. 

 

Extol. 

We would say: set him on high. 

Now what do many sick people to when the come out of the hospital? They extol the doctors 

and nurses. “The care I had there was terrific!” 

Nothing strange about that. 

But David says: “I will extol you, Yahweh, for you have drawn me up!” Like a woman pulls 

up a bucket from a narrow water pit (he is speaking in terms like that). You need land only once 

in that kind of pit, like Joseph and Jeremiah! You’ll never get out by yourself. “That’s how 

desperate my situation was, people!” says David. In verse 3 he talks about the realm of death, 

using the word Sheol, so he was certainly thinking about that. 

Yahweh, you pulled me out of the deep Death-pit! 

That is different language than: “Yeah, I caught a lucky break! I almost bought the farm!” Or: 

“Boy, if Doctor So-and-so hadn’t been there . . . !” The latter is true, of course. Thank God for 

medical science and for an expert doctor. But let’s not stop there; rather, in such cases let’s follow 

David’s example and behind the doctors and nurses see our Great Helper, and then extol 

especially him, our heavenly Father. 

Then we are professing our faith! 

 

Next, consider the second line: “and have not let my foes rejoice over me.” 

Indeed, those people would have enjoyed reading David’s obituary. The kings he had 

conquered? His political opponents? They were already rubbing their hands in glee: “Have you 

heard? He is deathly sick!” But Yahweh saw to it that these fellows were disappointed. David 

became better. 

Understood this way, this line makes good sense. 

We can interpret the word foes, however, also as a collective plural. The Enemy, “the last 

Enemy,” whom Paul discusses in 1 Corinthians 15. Death. Perhaps we have forgotten how to 

speak so concretely about death and the devils as though they were our enemies. If so, we hear 

from David how a child of God may indeed speak after encountering a life-threatening illness or a 
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serious operation: our heavenly Father has seen to it that my great Enemy cannot laugh yet on my 

account! 

 

 

Verse 2: 
O LORD my God, I cried to you for help, 
    and you have healed me. 

 

David did not raise just any cry into thin air, for need does not always teach us to pray, but he 

cried out to Yahweh, “my God,” as he calls him. Rightly so. After all, David belonged to the 

people with whom Yahweh had established a treaty or a covenant, just as states always had 

established with other parties. 

David summoned his treaty Partner for help! 

“. . . and you have healed me!” 

You! 

Thus it was and thus it is and thus it will be forever. 

Even though he uses for that purpose the best doctors and the best medicines—You have 

healed me. From whom, in fact, does the healing power of the medicine come? Life, the very 

breaths in our nose, we receive from God. 

King Asa had a mistaken life-orientation in this respect. God’s Word condemns him on this 

account: “Yet even in his disease he did not seek the LORD, but sought help from 

physicians” (2 Chron. 16:12). 

Be careful, for in this way we injure God’s honor. 

 

 

Verse 3: 
O LORD, you have brought up my soul from Sheol; 
    you restored me to life from among those who go down to the pit. 

 

Presumably we would not easily talk this way. 

If someone lies deathly sick in a hospital, whose heart is being kept beating only with the help 

of the most developed medical-technical expertise and machinery, we say: he’s still alive! Only 

when the last breath has been exhaled do we say: now he is dead. From this strictly medical and 

strictly physiological way of speaking—as long as someone’s heart or brains are still functioning 

is that person alive, otherwise he is dead—we enter an entirely different climate when we hear 

David saying in Psalm 30 that God brought him out of death. 

Had David been dead already? Not in the modern medical sense of that word. But don’t forget 

that an Israelite took the words life and death far more broadly that we usually do. You can see 

that clearly in Moses’ manner of speaking in Deuteronomy 28 and 30:15-20. For Moses, life = the 

good = blessing; death = evil = curse. From Deuteronomy 28 we see clearly what an Israel 

classified as life and death. To your life belongs, of course, your breathing, but also your wife and 

children, your cow and donkey, your wheat and olive trees, your basket and kneading trough. An 

Israelite farmer lived when his wife and children were healthy, the olives were hanging on the 

trees, and the wheat was rippling in the breeze, when the rains fells on time, and the enemies 

stayed beyond the border. When he and his sons could bring in the harvest . . . and eat of it 

themselves! For them life included far more than being-not-yet-dead, having a heart that was still 
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beating. As we heard from Moses, life was another word for “having it good,” being blessed by 

Yahweh. Over this broad human life Yahweh held his hand protectively in the Sixth 

Commandment. “Thou shalt not kill” is understood by our Heidelberg Catechism far too narrowly 

rather than too broadly. 

In the same way, for them the word death included much more than becoming a corpse. Death 

could occur long before your biological end of life occurred. If Yahweh sent his curse, so that the 

ground broke apart from the drought and your roads lay abandoned on account of the raids of 

desert gangs. If like Gideon you must thresh wheat in the winepress, and if your children are 

kidnapped, as the servant girl of general Naaman’s wife. If your basket and kneading trough were 

empty, and if you suffered once miscarriage after another, both with your wife and with your 

flocks. This explains why Moses said: death is the evil of the curse. 

Is it not sober and realistic, then, that Holy Scripture does not make a sharp distinction 

between being deathly sick and being dead? If you lie deathly sick in a hospital or if you have 

ended up in the last stage of a serious illness, so that you can no longer work, can hardly eat, and 

your children are simply too much for you, and you cannot walk with your wife, are you not then 

in the power of death? For according to this biblical use of terms, death is a power and certainly 

not one that stays meekly in its “territory”—the grave or realm of the dead—but like a boundless 

stream continually flows beyond its banks and floods the “land of the living.” We come close to 

this with our expressions like “one foot in the grave” or “standing on the edge of one’s grave,” but 

David saw himself “rising out of the realm of the dead [sheol]” (v. 4). So he saw that the power of 

sheol was certainly not restricted to the grave, for he had entered it as a living person. 

That is how he felt when he was deathly sick. The world of my wife and children, my subjects 

and officeholders—I no longer belong among them. I have come into the power of sheol, I belong 

among the dead, the people who are already buried. 

But then came Yahweh! 

“When I was busy descending into the Pit,” says David, “you called me back to life, Yahweh. 

You made me rise up from the realm of the dead.” 

Lord God, you have drawn me up from the grave. 

For receiving your health again is to receive life again. 

Being deathly sick is, after all, not living. 

Anyone who has been seriously sick can appreciate this language. This author, for one, can 

recall that when waking after a serious automobile accident involving him and his wife, he 

thought: “We are still alive!”—despite having seen his own funeral down to the details. From 

hearing the tires squealing to the opening of the grave. “You should not think that way,” people 

say, but David and many others in Scripture who thank God for their recovery did indeed think 

this way. I said: “I was virtually dead and buried!”, but David said: “I had already descended into 

the grave.” 

Such considerations provide such deep relief to your gratitude. “All of that is what my 

heavenly Father prevented!” You have not the least bit of difficulty any longer understanding 

Scripture when it speaks of being healed with expressions like make alive again or giving life, as 

David does here in Psalm 30:3. Even if it doesn’t involve a deathly illness. 

It does not say this above the psalm, but Psalm 30 is also a teaching psalm. It is not only 

directed to Yahweh in praise and thanks, but from verse 4 on it provides instruction to the church. 

 

 

Verse 4: 
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Sing praises to the LORD, O you his saints, 
    and give thanks to his holy name. 

 

 Do you see how biblical it is not only to ask the church for intercession in days of 

sickness, but also to ask the church for thanksgiving in days of recovery and healing? David did 

so as well. Call upon the church: Will you give thanks along with me? Or better still: will you 

give praise along with me? The King James Version offers a permissible, and poignant, 

rendering: “Give thanks at the remembrance of his holiness.” 

How did David wish to praise Yahweh? 

By crediting his unexpected recovery entirely to the name of Yahweh, so that his name would 

be magnified by David’s restoration. 

Fortunately we too are familiar with this custom in the churches. On occasion we could do 

literally what David is doing here: use a psalm. “Brothers and sisters, now that our heavenly 

Father has rescued him or her from death, let us praise him with psalm . . .”—and then we could 

sing Psalm 30. At that point the experience described there is for us not simply a personal 

experience, but we would be singing this psalm in Christian fellowship with him or her to whom 

God personally had given this experience. (We observed earlier that one need not always be able 

to sing the psalms about oneself.) Such a sick person who had recovered could announce this 

psalm him- or herself. Brother So-and-so has requested us to sing this psalm with him. 

 

 

Verse 5a: 

For his anger is but for a moment, 

    and his favor is for a lifetime. 

 

This is not an easy verse to translate. We are following the ESV because when read in terms 

of the situation, this rendering makes good sense. 

As a start, one thing is clear: In his sickness David tasted God’s anger. But why? David had 

forgotten Yahweh somewhat, but is that reason enough for Yahweh to bring him to the edge of 

the grave? Would it not have been possible that when David lay so deathly sick on his bed, that 

suddenly the awareness had dawned on his as to how terrible a judgment upon humanity death 

really was? It has become clear to me in an overwhelming manner how God is angry against sin. 

For Paul summarized what someone like David knew very well: “The wages of sin is death” 

(Rom. 6:23). You should lie once at the threshold of that somber gate! You should be at that point 

once. For then the realization would be ignited within you that even your best works are all 

stained with sin. Then God’s children heave the sigh: “O God, how many reasons have I not given 

you in my life to be angry at me! With me far more than with a worldling, for how much 

instruction have you given me about your way, but how I have stumbled on that way!” 

O, that king David, that godly David, with his love for Yahweh, his trust in Yahweh’s 

promises, and his plans for a temple, was at this moment such a despicable worm before the face 

of the Holy God (he had just talked about God’s holy name). 

Our human misery comes to such chafing expression on such sickbeds. “Whence do you 

know your misery?” One could answer this catechism question by saying: “From the sight of a 

deathbed or when I see a dead body.” Then we see our misery (namely, our sin and its 

consequences). 
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Nevertheless, fortunately this is not the preeminent feature of our walk with God: cowering 

under his wrath. For the word of the poet of Lamentations apply to other situations than his own: 

 

For the Lord will not 

    cast off forever, 

but, though he cause grief, he will have compassion 

     according to the abundance of his steadfast love; 

for he does not afflict from his heart 

    or grieve the children of men (Lam. 3:31-33; cf. Hos. 11:8; Joel 2:13). 

 

To this we might add: And whom has he given all the way unto death in order to save us from 

death? 

This is how David learned to know Yahweh. 

That illness? O, that lasted only for a moment, whereas he tasted God’s good pleasure all 

throughout his life. And that is said by a man who had behind him years filled with misery, but 

who nonetheless praises God’s goodness. 

 

In the second part of verse 5 he returns for a moment to that unforgettable night when things 

took a turn for the better. He formulates his experiences as a virtual rule according to which God 

acts more often: 

 

 

Verse 5b: 

Weeping may tarry for the night, 

    but joy comes with the morning. 

 

Late in the night they were still walking around with tears in their eyes. Early in the morning 

each one was telling the other: “The king has made it! He’s going to make it!” 

Among God’s people there are more people like David, who have never been seriously sick. 

For their instruction David is now explaining that his dark sickbed was so beneficial for his life 

with Yahweh. 

How easily do things go, and what kind of attitude do we adopt, when we never experience 

any setbacks? 

 

 

Verse 6: 
As for me, I said in my prosperity, 
    “I shall never be moved.” 

 

That danger threatens the righteous as well when they are healthy and strong: a certain 

overconfidence (Job 33:17; 34:31; 36:9; Deut. 8:11-18). We wonder whether constant health and 

tough endurance could be the most dangerous of all illnesses? Succumbing to stress? Getting a 

heart attack? Being involved in an automobile accident? These happen to other people; these pass 

me by. I feel as spry as a chicken. 

That is how David lived for a time. 
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Not that Yahweh was entirely forgotten, but why worry—everything was going well. He was 

king over all of Israel. He had conquered Jerusalem. He was busy building his palace. His empire 

was being consolidated. He was strutting through Jerusalem like a man in the prime of his life can 

strut: a bit too self-confident. Not in theory, of course, but in practice he was living in his own 

strength. He was not free from overconfidence. 

 

 

Verse 7: 
By your favor, O LORD, 
    you made my mountain stand strong; 
you hid your face; 

    I was dismayed. 

 

People have thought in this connection of Mount Zion, Jerusalem, which David had just 

conquered (2 Sam. 5:11). This notion seems very plausible to us, for we read of precisely this 

time also in 2 Samuel 5: “And David knew that the LORD had established him king over Israel, 

and that he had exalted his kingdom for the sake of his people Israel” (v. 12). We hear the same 

thing here in Psalm 30: “you made my mountain stand strong.” 

Following his deathly illness David acknowledges, however, that in the last while he had not 

remained all that strong, not as strong as when Yahweh had given him to taste the LORD’s “good 

pleasure” amid his prosperity. David would have made this acknowledgement in order to lead his 

readers to pause at that point as well. Our health testifies of God’s pleasure. But also in this sense, 

that he can take it from us, since “good pleasure” speaks of divine sovereignty. God doesn’t “have 

to” give us good health, but he does so. If this reality is not clear to you, then you easily fall into 

an illusion. As though you yourself supplied that healthy heart and those healthy lungs. As though 

you accomplished all of that yourself, and did not receive it from God. Not even someone like 

David stood unmoved in that, did he? 

And we, then? 

Suddenly that entire royal household collapsed. There lay David. Deathly sick. Build a 

palace? Planning to reside in the vanquished Jebus-fortress? Instead, heading for the grave! Going 

through the dark gates of death. Departing the land of the living, where the sun shines and a 

person enjoys so much pleasure. “Light is sweet, and it is pleasant for the eyes to see the sun” 

(Eccl. 11:7). That is why it is terrifying to have to die, when “the silver cord is snapped, or the 

golden bowl is broken, or the pitcher is shattered at the fountain, or the wheel broken at the 

cistern” (Eccl. 12:6). Dissolution. No, Scripture does not talk about that in a superficial way. Nor 

does David. We can hear that in the second part of verse 8: “you hid your face; I was dismayed.” 

Literally: I was shocked. 

David! 

That is something different that pious, sweet spiritual cotton candy. People, I am so 

terrifyingly shocked! “You hid your face.” Yahweh did not let himself be seen. He withdrew his 

hands from surrounding David. And David was completely at his wits’ end with terror! 

This too is instructive. 

That you need not be ashamed in the least. 

That even godly people can be terrified when they think: Am I now going to die? 
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At that point Yahweh uncoupled piety and prosperity in David’s life. From verse 9 we can 

learn what our heavenly Father often achieves with his children in so doing: they suddenly realize 

that they are infinitely dependent on him—and that he is so pleased to see that in us! 

 

 

Verse 8: 
To you, O LORD, I cry, 
    and to the Lord I plead for mercy: 

 

What a sudden turnaround with such a strong, healthy man, who no longer really sensed 

dependence upon Yahweh at every moment. Listen to him praying! Indeed, crying out! 

To whom? To Yahweh (line 1). But in line 2: to Adonai, the Lord, the Sovereign Commander, 

who has authority in heaven and on earth. That is the best resource in times of need. At that point 

you should not go simply to the doctor, as king Asa supposed (2 Chron. 16:12), but at that point 

we must first approach the Lord of heaven and earth. And he is the God and Father of our Lord 

Jesus. 

How then do you get to him? With empty hands. 

At that point you ask for grace, as David did! 

 

But how do you ask for grace? David did not “just” ask for grace, but surrounded his request 

with arguments. Apparently Yahweh found this so noteworthy that he included this in his Word. 

In their desperate need, David, and Heman (Ps. 88), and Hezekiah (Isa. 38) did not lie prostrate 

like supplicants before an alien Potentate, but like children, like people with understanding, 

talking with their heavenly Father. They treated their situation like a matter of deliberation. They 

did their best to convince Yahweh to improve their circumstances. They did so by giving him 

reasons why it would be best for God’s cause if he were to allow David and Heman and Hezekiah 

to live a little while longer. 

From the inclusion of this deliberation in God’s Word you can see how highly a person stands 

in God’s estimation. It was not for nothing that we are the only creature created in God’s image 

with understanding. Moreover, God has exalted us to the position of covenant partner and has 

thereby granted us a certain amount of “input” in his affairs by means of our prayers. Is not his 

cause ours as well? 

That was David’s assumption in his moment of crisis. 

 

 

Verse 9: 
“What profit is there in my death, 
    if I go down to the pit? 
Will the dust praise you? 
    Will it tell of your faithfulness?” 

 

Now God should think carefully about what he would gain if David were to die from this 

sickness. Why had God made man? Surely in order to praise and extol him eternally (cf. 

Heidelberg Catechism, question and answer 6). Dogs and cats cannot praise him with words. 

Animals have no heart. Beasts cannot love. Only people can do these things. How many people, 

however, have not forsaken this primary life calling and deserted from God’s ranks? If God were 



 173 

to take David away now, there would be one fewer person on earth to praise him. For the dead do 

not sing God’s praise. If David would end up among them, his mouth would be closed. In a 

cemetery no dead person is speaking about God’s faithfulness. But surely that divine virtue must 

be told? Hezekiah added: I need to communicate that to my children. 

 

The living, the living, he thanks you, 

    as I do this day; 

the father makes known to the children 

    your faithfulness (Isa. 38:19). 

 

Is that not a gripping prayer? 

Imagine that as you perchance stood at the door of the sickroom, you heard the dying person 

praying this! Life had provided David with so much pleasure. But he does not come to Yahweh 

with that argument. His only basis for pleading is the glory of Yahweh. With that glory this dying 

man is deeply concerned: once more another person fewer who is praising God on earth! Must I 

not make known everywhere that you, Yahweh, are so thoroughly faithful? Just like other godly 

people in Scripture, David knew far too well: to live is to praise! We live in order to praise God. 

Listen to these biblical commentaries: 

 

The dead do not praise the LORD, 

    nor do any who go down into silence. 

But we will bless the LORD 

    from this time forth and forevermore. 

Praise the LORD! (Ps. 115:17-18). 

 

I shall not die, but I shall live, 

    and recount the deeds of the LORD (Ps. 118:17). 

 

Let my soul live and praise you (Ps. 119:175). 

 

The living, the living, he thanks you (Isa. 38:19). 

 

Scripture draws the conclusion implicitly that a life that does not praise God in fact does not 

deserve the name life. Put more strongly still: when people disobediently direct their calling to 

praise God instead toward the praise or magnifying of a person, an idea, or an institution, then 

they bring life itself into confusion, and ultimately destroy life. The psalms declare that life exists 

only where God is being praised. 

David lived according to this fundamental human life calling. When it came down to it, he 

spoke of God’s faithfulness. In this respect we cannot be negligent, even if with Moses we would 

want to say: ““Oh, my Lord, I am not eloquent, . . . but I am slow of speech and of tongue” (Exod. 

4:10). Never praising God’s faithfulness aloud—even though with clumsiness—is never to praise 

God! Then we need to be aware that if we were ever to land in a situation like David’s, we cannot 

lay before God David’s crowning argument. His entire prayer-with-arguments is something to 

hold on to. But we mentioned that back in connection with verse 9. 

Beside culpable silence about God’s name, other instances can occur when David’s crowning 

argument for extending life becomes unusable for us. 
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In the first place, if we undermine the power of this prayer by the objection that what we have 

is “genuine anthropomorphic” language toward Yahweh. Language that is too “humanlike.” In 

our commentary on Genesis 6, we explained why these terms make us rather nauseous and 

unwell, for in that case what in Scripture is actually true and what is not? In drawing your 

attention to that explanation, we would warn against this kind of reasoning, for they would truly 

take you out of David’s school of prayer with the message that upon “deeper” reflection, you 

actually should not follow him in his teaching. 

A second danger threatens us, and this from a different side. This occurs when the fantasy of 

an immortal soul has us in its grip, so that with the ancient Gnostics we believe that the dead are 

not actually dead, but are praising God in heaven as bodyless “souls.” What then will we advance 

as an argument with God so that in times of deathly sickness he might rescue our life? According 

to this heresy he need do nothing, for such a person goes “above” without interruption. Do people 

realize that with such a heresy, one might as well scrap Psalm 30 from the Bible, if not formally 

(such nonsense!) then certainly materially? 

Apart from that, believers in the Old Testament actually looked beyond the grave, as we heard 

this same David say in Psalm 16 (cf. chapter 8, §§ 4-5 above). 

 

 

Verse 10: 
 Hear, O LORD, and be merciful to me! 

    O LORD, be my helper!” 

 

“Hear”—indeed, for God occasionally turns his ear away. 

“Be merciful to me”—even David had to ask this. 

Who knows how they were dressed as they were with David in his home. Perhaps we should 

take the last verses more literally that we are accustomed. Out of deep humiliation, David himself, 

together with his wives and servants, would have put on garments for grieving. In this respect, the 

Israelites were more refined and sensitive than we, modern Westerners. The Bible speaks of 

sackcloth, and we often read of people who in times of sorrow or humiliation clothed themselves 

with garments of goat hair (Gen. 37:34; 2 Sam. 3:31; 2 Kings 6:30; 19:1; Isa. 15:3; 22:12; 37:1; 

Jer. 4:8; 6:26; 48:37; Ezek. 7:18). Presumably covering the otherwise naked body (1 Kings 20:31; 

21:27; 2 Kings 6:30; Isa. 20:2-3; and apparently Isa. 15:3). Who knows whether David did as 

well. And his servants went around in such garments too. If your master is deathly ill? Must he 

have first died before you take off your jewelry? 

But what a turnaround Yahweh granted! 

 

 

Verses 11-12: 

You have turned for me my mourning into dancing; 

    you have loosed my sackcloth 

    and clothed me with gladness, 

that my glory may sing your praise and not be silent. 

    O LORD my God, I will give thanks to you forever! 

 

That is how it went in David’s house. 
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No pretentious and ostentatious religious prattle about father’s death, but deep sorrow and 

deep humiliation. With David himself there would have been great shock followed by open 

jubilation. A dance of joy once it became clear: Yahweh is permitting father to live a bit longer. 

Dancing in joy when you don’t need to die, that’s what Scripture sets forth. That is how 

serving God as a human being “is done.” The fear of the LORD does not lead a person from the 

fashions characterizing the genuinely human. 

 

We come finally to David’s closing work in this psalm. 

Will he be falling back once more into the old ways? 

Not on your life! David had learned his lesson well. Why had Yahweh made David better? 

Apparently because he was moved by David’s crowning argument: “But Yahweh, in this way 

you’ll not have any people left to praise you!” Looking back on that, it seems this was the 

decisive argument. That’s how David saw it, in view of verse 12a: you did that “so that my glory 

may sing your praise . . . .” Apparently you desire, O LORD, to be praise even more by me. So that 

is what I will do, for the rest of my life. 

That became David’s vow: “O LORD my God, I will give thanks to you forever.” 

And David did perform this vow in a remarkable way! 

As a start, by means of composing this psalm, but in fact, by composing all his psalms. David 

did remarkable things on behalf of the praise of God. Without detracting one whit from David’s 

inspiration by the Holy Spirit for writing his psalms (2 Tim. 3:16; 2 Pet. 1:21), for him it was also 

a question of transpiration, working, writing, modifying, revising. Chronicles tells us a lot about 

David’s provision for the temple choir (e.g., 1 Chron. 25-26). 

 

The praise of the Lord is the closing word of this psalm. That was David’s basis for his 

argument and plea: O LORD, I need to praise you! That was his encouragement that he gave his 

readers: “Praise his holy name!” That was the reason for his healing: God wanted to have this 

man continue producing praise for his name. How many psalms do we owe to this restoration? 

Of course we are no “David.” But although God does not call us to be psalm composers, he 

does expect from us psalm singing. 

Has our heavenly Father rescued us as well from death at one time or another? How do we 

talk about this experience afterward? Whom do we extol in that context? Whose name is credited 

with this healing—as opportunity allows, doing this out loud as well? In the respect David knew 

his task: “not be silent” (v. 12a). Saying “Lord, Lord” without faith is, of course, reprehensible, 

but never praising our Father aloud is also reprehensible. Reprehensible and . . . dangerous, for in 

days of serious illness when argument do we then have in order to press God to spare us? 

May the Holy Spirit open our eyes for God’s good pleasure, demonstrated in our wellbeing 

and for the sake of our primary life calling: “Yahweh, my God, I will praise you forever!” 

In our homes and in the gatherings of his church. 
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Chapter 13 

 

PSALMS 42-43: THIRST FOR THE MINISTRY OF GOD’S WORD 

 

 

Yearning with longing for the living God. Wasting away from homesickness for church 

services with God’s people. Being exhausted with the idols. Fighting back your tears when you 

think of former times. Weeping from sadness because you have been kept from the administration 

of God’s Word. Feeling sharp pain because they are mocking your precious God. Hankering to 

sing God’s praise once again with his faithful church. 

Are you able perhaps to share in conversation about this? 

Then Psalms 42-43 will speak to you in a special way, for they are crying out to God from 

precisely these circumstances. (Note: since these two psalms appear to belong together, 

henceforth we will speak of “this psalm” rather than referring to them in the plural.) Their 

composer wishes to show us the way, for the superscription above this psalm indicates that they 

are didactic psalms (maskil). 

Always and everywhere there have been children of God whose deepest longing was: “The 

lifegiving water of God’s Word! O how I would like to drink of that once in the gatherings of his 

people!” And to be kept away from that! How may such miserable people safely complain to 

God? What may they safely ask from God? 

 

 

13.1 A didactic poem of the Korahites 

 

A godless father can have God-fearing children. You see that with Korah, the great-grandson 

of Levi (1 Chron. 6:38). Together with Dathan and Abiram, Korah rebelled against Moses’ 

leadership, and as punishment for their revolution, the ground opened up under their feet and 

swallowed them and their company alive, including the families of Dathan and Abiram (Num. 16; 

see the commentary on this passage for more information). But Korah’s children were wiser than 

their father. They took to heart Moses’ warning and had distanced themselves from their father’s 

vicinity in advance. In this way they preserved their lives (Num. 26:10-11). 

Proceeding from the superscription, we believe that the composer of Psalms 42-43 was a 

distant descendant of this wicked Korah. He was a member of the same branch to the tribe of Levi 

to which other Korahites belonged, like the prophet Samuel and the singer Heman (1 Chron. 

6:33). 

When David regulated the temple ministry well into his old age, he mandated the family of 

the Korahites eventually to lead the singing in the new house of Yahweh (1 Chron. 6:31; 2 Chron. 

20:19). Evidently these Levites did not at that point restrict themselves to the singing of psalms, 

but some of them composed psalms as well. The superscription “Of the sons of Korah” is found at 

the head of Psalms 42, 44-49, 84, 85, 87, and 88. 

One of these Levitical singers must have composed Psalms 42-43. In verse 5 he tells us of his 

leading function in the temple ministry. When a throng of festival participants approached the 

temple, he was in the lead. “With glad shouts and songs of praise.” Was he a musician? Or 

perhaps a lead singer? You realize that through this activity, this man felt even more closely 

connected to the temple than the ordinary Israelite. You know how closely they were tied to the 

temple: “If I do not set Jerusalem above my highest joy!” (Ps. 137:6). Such believers coming 
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from the other tribes were simply jealous of men like the Levitical composer of our psalm: 

“Blessed [how well off!] are those who dwell in your house [like the Levites; we visit your house 

only now and then], ever singing your praise [in your house]!” (Ps. 84:5, indeed, they would do 

that even during the night, accompanying the evening offering, for example [Ps. 134:1]). 

 

In the background of this psalm, therefore, we hear the pulsing of temple songs, but in the 

foreground we hear the pounding of waterfalls! Our Levitical composer is at this moment sitting 

far away from God’s house, in the heights of the northern region, at the southern slope of Mount 

Hermon, at the headwaters of the Jordan River. A landscape of magnificent but arid beauty. The 

most rain fell at the top of the Hermon, and in the springtime the melted snows and raging rapids 

the water cascaded downward. “Deep calls to deep at the roar of your waterfalls” (v. 7). In these 

waterfalls the poet sees a poignant image of the trials that have been poured out upon him. “All 

your breakers and your waves have gone over me” (v. 7) “My tears have been my food day and 

night, . . .” (v. 3). 

What then was going on with him? For before a person’s eyes fill with tears, usually 

something extremely traumatic must have befallen them. This was true also of Israelites, who 

were likely less restrained than we are. Had this man perhaps been banned? Was he a prisoner of 

war? A traveler who had been attacked? A refugee? Seriously ill? Possibilities galore. The only 

certainty we receive is that he was unable to go to the temple. He—a Korahite! A man who lived 

in God’s house! 

Now he is consumed with homesickness for “God’s face,” “God’s house,” “the festive 

throng,” “your holy mountain,” “your dwellings,” and “your altar.” We can vividly imagine this 

kind of homesickness on the part an ordinary Israelite and surely on the part of a Levite. To make 

matters worse, in addition to that experience, this godly man had to live in a wicked environment 

where people tormented him day and night on account of this faith. How miserably that provoked 

him! 

Later we will discuss these things more extensively. Here we have brought them up in order to 

make our discussion of the individual verses somewhat easier. 

Do you know something of this longing? 

What at present does not exists can suddenly come into existence. Then Psalms 42-43 can 

serve us as a didactic poem (maskil). Those are psalms that illuminate a particular situation 

prophetically with the lamp of God’s Word. In this way this Levite has bequeathed a prayer 

model to all who in trials similar to his yearn for fellowship with God’s faithful people. 

Let us say something about the arrangement. 

Psalms 42-43 are clearly arranged in three parts: 

 (1) Psalm 42:1-6 

 (2) Psalm 42:7-12 

 (3) Psalm 43:1-5 

Each of these three end with the same refrain. 

To divide this psalm into smaller parts has little purpose. To do that would diminish the 

extremely moving narrative of a deeply traumatized believer who wrestled with God and with 

himself. He described this wrestling in terms of his experience: his trials surged over him like a 

watery tumult (42:7). There were even moments when he simply could not speak, because his 

tears choked his voice. This psalm consists then not only of words, but also of pauses, so that we 

need to pay attention to what is found in the poetic lines and what is found between the lines. 
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13.2 Homesickness, taunts, and hope 

 

So our temple singer was homesick. 

Somewhere he had spotted a deer. That poor deer was standing next to a dried up stream (Jer. 

14:5; Joel 1:20). Thirsting for water. Do we who live in a land of waterways really know what 

thirst is? Thirsty people can be dead in a few days! With a heart-rending screech the animal 

expressed its disappointment about that dried up brook. In that picture our Levite saw an analogy: 

in the same way he was yearning for God! 

 

 

Verse 1: 

As a deer pants for flowing streams, 

 so pants my soul for you, O God. 

 

Yearning for God. 

Let us establish first of all how we should not interpret this. Specifically, not as a fuzzy, 

universally religious longing. Not as a vague and insubstantial religious yearning. Please view this 

Korahite not as an eccentric person, a forerunner of the medieval mystic. One could be tempted to 

do that by the words “my soul,” which he uses rather frequently (42:1, 2, 5, 6, 11; 43:5). But with 

these words, our Levite was absolutely not referring to that “pious” spot deep “inside” a person, 

where the medieval (and subsequent) mystic awaited the “hidden contact with God” by means of 

“penitence” and “stoicism.” This “soul” was the center of the self-directed religiosity of people 

like Eckart, whose pupils Tauler and Jan van Ruysbroeck, along with Seuse en Thomas à Kempis. 

Especially Tauler portrayed in “deeply emotional” sermons like no one else the “fervency” of 

living in “communion” with God. He spoke of blessed hours spent in “drunkenness in God.” For 

many Christians in the Middle Ages, all of religion turned on the “experience” that “God takes up 

residence in us.” In this way they were always focused on themselves rather than on the Lord who 

had bought them and the God who had established his covenant with them. 

Our Levitical brother, however, was precisely the opposite of the medieval mystic and his 

later sympathizers. When the psalmist talked about “my soul,” he was not referring to the 

illusionary “immortal soul” of the pagan Greeks, but simply to himself. My soul = I myself, me. 

His soul = he himself. Away with that idol of the “immortal soul”! And away with the 

accompanying idolatry of “the life of the soul” as that place where redemptive events must occur! 

As Christians have we not yet suffered enough misery from that notion? “My soul thirsts for 

God” in Psalm 42:2 has nothing to do with “the whispering speaking of God to the soul” in which 

so many medieval writers and thinkers bathed (Col. 2:8). When it came right down to it, these 

people didn’t need any Bible or any church, let alone any baptism or Lord’s Supper, because 

these were merely “external” things. They were useful at most for preparing a person for the real 

essence of all worship: the “communion” of the Bridegroom Christ with the “soul” as his bride, 

the union of God with the divine “soul.” But as we said, our Korahite was the exact opposite of all 

this. For what this believing man yearned for like a thirst-stricken deer was the water streams of 

the ministry of the Word! His thirst for God was thirst for the worship services in the temple! 

This appears prominently in the following verse. 
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Verse 2: 

My soul thirsts for God, 

 for the living God. 

When shall I come and appear before God? 

 

Do you see that with his “thirst for God,” our banned temple-goer did not have in view any 

hazy religiosity? No “longing for heaven.” No unspecified “mood of weariness with the world.” 

No yearning to “appear before God” through death. Not even any longing for communion with 

God in general, for that was something he could reliably enjoy in this prayer. No, his deep 

longing was for God’s house. We know this because the phrase “appear before God” is the usual 

expression in the Torah for the Israelites appearing in the sanctuary for the three great feasts 

(Exod. 23:17; 34:23; Isa. 1:12; Deut. 16:16). After all, Yahweh lived in the Holy of Holies, above 

the cherubim, didn’t he? People went as far as the forecourt in order to “appear before God” (1 

Sam. 2:30). 

Perhaps our Levite was seeing around him every day the frozen mugs of idol images. 

Impotent gods, whom you never hear calling out or see suffering (Pss. 115; 135). When he saw 

those dead gods he would have longed even more intensely for the lovely temple ministry in 

Jerusalem, so that he cried out: “My soul thirsts for God, for the living God!” And he was 

tormented by the question: “When shall I come and appear before God in the temple? When shall 

my heart be lifted up once again with the sacrificial ministry and the proclamation of God’s 

Word? I thirst for that like a deer yearns for water.” 

 

How many would not have longed in this way for the worship services in the tabernacle or 

temple? We know that David surely did. When he had to flee from Saul, he lost everything that is 

dear to a person: his wife, his friend, his work. But you don’t hear this refugee complaining about 

those things. You do hear that “they have driven me out this day that I should have no share in the 

heritage of the LORD, saying, ‘Go, serve other gods’” (1 Sam. 26:19). At that point David prayer 

just like our temple singer: “ 

 

One thing have I asked of the LORD, 

    that will I seek after: 

that I may dwell in the house of the LORD 

    all the days of my life, 

to gaze upon the beauty of the LORD 

    and to inquire in his temple (Ps. 27:4). 

 

But if there was One person who must have shared this longing of the psalmist, it was our 

Lord Jesus Christ. He drank the cup of the homesickness of this psalm empty, when he was in the 

wilderness for six weeks—with the devil himself! (Matt. 4). At that time our Savior fulfilled 

Psalm 42-43, which means that the complaints and needs of this psalm rose to their very climax 

with him (for the question how psalms can be fulfilled, see chapter 2, § 2). 

 

We no longer have sacred places. Jerusalem is no longer the holy city, Palestine is not longer 

holy land, and our church buildings are not sacred buildings. That time has passed. The Law with 

its sanctuary, priests, and altars is antiquated and obsolete (Heb. 8). This fulfillment means that 

“the use of them ought to be abolished among Christians. Yet their truth and substance remain for 
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us in Jesus Christ, in whom they have been fulfilled” (Belgic Confession, art. 25). That continuing 

substance and truth is this: God’s Word with his signs and seals of baptism and Lord’s Supper. 

The church, in whom God dwells by his Spirit, and which believes his Word (Eph. 2:21-22; 1 

Cor. 3:16). Therefore the substance of Psalm 42-43 continues: homesickness for God and his 

Word in the fellowship of his people! Therefore many believers in the New Testament period 

have known this homesickness as well. Christians living in a wicked environment, characterized 

by honoring the idols of our time (science, pleasure, sports, etc.). The sick, imprisoned, soldiers, 

aged know this homesickness for a gathering around the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Do you know when this longing also exists? In times when the Word of God is scarce (cf. 1 

Sam. 3:1). This need not be marked by an absence of well-appointed church buildings, but in 

them you no longer find the Word in Spirit and in power. God’s people receive theological digests 

served up to them rather than God’s Word. Dry essays instead of the fresh gospel. Dead ideas 

instead of the living Word. The fleshly messianic ideal of the Jews as we understand that from the 

Gospels, a political savior, a revolutionary resistance hero. Whereas Messiah Jesus is far more: 

“For he shall save his people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21). If God’s people have set before them 

such stones for bread, it can languish into a people winded like a deer, perhaps agreeing 

subconsciously with Psalm 42-43: “As a deer pants for flowing streams, so pants my soul for you, 

O God.” “My soul thirsts for God, for the living God.” The righteous long for the God of the 

Bible, the God of Abraham, David, and Isaiah, the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. The 

thirst of Psalm 42-43 says: “I want so badly to see my Father!” Not in a medieval mode of self-

directed religiosity, looking for God in “my soul,” nor in that blessed hour of “drunkenness in 

God,” but soberly and joyfully seeing my Father in his Word, in Holy Scripture, in the gospel! 

Wherever these are scarce, the thirst of this psalm arises and dehydrated church people start 

looking like parched deer. 

 

 

Verse 3: 

My tears have been my food 

 day and night, 

while they say to me all the day long, 

 “Where is your God?” 

 

The pagans viewed their gods as rulers tied to a particular country or region. In the same way 

they would have viewed Yahweh as well, so that since the psalmist is miles away from Jerusalem, 

his God could “naturally” do nothing for him anymore. With that they taunted him! He had to 

listen to this every day: “Where is your God now?” We need to remember in this connection that 

the pagans knew Yahweh very well (cf. Num. 14:15; Josh. 2:9-11; 1 Sam. 4:8). This explains 

their mocking “your God,” the One about whom you Israelites are always talking. Where is that 

famous Helper your people talk about? He has left you to fend for yourselves. 

 

“Where is your God?” We will not hear this question put to us very often in its literal form. 

When you live as a Christian whose eyes are open, however, you encounter this question 

substantively every day, and you will often feel the sting of the mockery in this question. 

Naturally everyone does not experience this to the same degree the psalmist did. 

We do live in a godless world, don’t we? Wherever you walk or live, on the street or at work, 

when you are reading the newspaper or watching television, everywhere you see the continuing 
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effects of the French revolution with its slogan: “No God and no master!” Does not our entire 

modern life sound forth a thunderous massive taunt against God and his Christ? It sounds 

wordlessly in our ears every day: “Where is your God?” Does he really exist? Isn’t he dead? Isn’t 

he a relic from primitive times? How can his Book be the Truth? How often does it not come into 

conflict with the laws of nature? How can an axe head float? Is not the flood account just an 

exaggerated story about an ancient local catastrophe involving too much water? In this day and 

age, what can you do with the God of the Bible? The resurrection of his Son Jesus Christ is a 

myth, of course. 

That is how people talk and write in our modern period about Christianity, about the eternal 

God, the Creator of the ends of the earth. The God of the Flood, the God who called Abraham and 

delivered Israel out of Egypt by means of ten plagues. The God who made water to flow from 

rocks, who made bread to rain down from heaven, who raised the dead, who exalted and then 

humiliated nations, who preserved Israel, who fulfilled his covenant with Abraham, who sent his 

Son into the world, who imputed our sins to him, whom raised him from the dead after his 

completed work, and gave him a place at his right hand in heaven. The God who gave the Holy 

Spirit, sent Paul to Europe, who saved that world territory together with its remote regions, 

favoring it with the promise of the gospel and with the blood and Spirit of his Son. Let us be 

aware that our modern world daily taunts this great, good, and glorious God of ours! 

 

 

Verse 4: 

These things I remember, 

 as I pour out my soul: 

how I would go with the throng 

 and lead them in procession to the house of God 

with glad shouts and songs of praise, 

 a multitude keeping festival. 

 

One more proof that this brother was not referring to anything sickly with his “thirsting for 

God.” Longing for God, for this Levite, was to walk along in a drom, singing God’s praise with a 

throng. He had always done that. Our poet was a professional temple singer. No ceremonious 

procession could have entered the temple, so to speak, without him walking along with other 

Levites in the lead who were singing and making music! That was entirely different than the 

mystic ideal expressed as “Alone together with God,” or as Thomas à Kempis put it: “I have 

sought rest everywhere, and have found it nowhere, save in a little corner, with a little book.” Our 

psalmist walked God’s path of salvation obediently: Spirit, Word, baptism, Lord’s Supper, faith. 

As John Calvin states: “This is an example which may well suffice to put to shame the arrogance 

of those who without concern can bear to be deprived of those means, or rather, who proudly 

despise them . . .” (Commentary on the Psalms). 

But where is he now? Far from Jerusalem, in a rugged landscape, among wicked idolaters. 

There the sweet past came over him, and as he thought about it, he felt his misery and loneliness 

even more intensely. Waves of homesickness flowed over him. Helplessly he surrendered to 

them: “These things I remember as I pour out my soul,” which means: as I let my thought run 

free. Recall expressions like “pour out your heart before him” (Ps. 62:8), “let my cry come to you, 

O LORD” (Ps. 102:1), and “pour out my complaint before him” (Ps. 142:3)—all of these 

expressions are similar. 
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“How wonderful the music sounded! How we used to take the lead! O how the pilgrims sang! 

What a joy around the altars!” Waves of homesickness rolled over him. 

 

Here as well the Korahite was not the last to have experienced this. 

How would Jeremiah have mustered courage when he celebrated his “fortieth anniversary of 

ordination” at the bottom of the mud pit (Jer. 38)? Would he have known Psalm 42-43? Would he 

have thought, while in that pit, of the wonderful time of Josiah’s church reformation, which 

Jeremiah had witnessed personally as a young Levite from Anathot? 

Or think of exiles in captivity like Daniel with his three friends, and the prophet Ezekiel with 

that entire godly remnant in Babylon must have felt this homesickness of Psalm 42-43. Do we not 

hear this in Psalm 137 as well: 

 

By the waters of Babylon, 

    there we sat down and wept, 

    when we remembered Zion. 

On the willows[a] there 

    we hung up our lyres. . . . 

How shall we sing the LORD's song 

    in a foreign land? 

If I forget you, O Jerusalem, 

     let my right hand forget its skill! 

Let my tongue stick to the roof of my mouth, 

    if I do not remember you, 

if I do not set Jerusalem 

    above my highest joy! 

 

The history of the New Testament church is also filled with those exiled in captivity and 

chased about. From the apostolic age (Acts 8:1) until today. Brothers persecuted by brothers out 

of fraternal hatred (1 John 3:11-17), in order to render a service to God (John 16:2). One need 

think only of the Waldensians, chased about for centuries. Or think of believers who fled in the 

sixteenth century from the Netherlands to London (“Austin Friars,” John à Lasco) and to Emden 

(“the refuge of God’s oppressed people”). In 1560, three hundred fifty refugees came across the 

ice to Emden. How many Christians today are not experiencing the homesickness of Psalm 42-

43? 

 

 

Verse 5: 

Why are you cast down, O my soul, 

 and why are you in turmoil within me? 

Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, 

 my salvation and my God. 

 

Here we need to note carefully not only what is contained in the poetic lines themselves, but 

what is found between the lines as well. For then behind the words of verse 5, like a watermark of 

a letter, we read: “Yahweh is near to the brokenhearted and saves the contrite in spirit” (Ps. 34:18; 

cf. Ps. 51:19). 

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm+137&version=ESV#fen-ESV-16225a
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Look carefully: the distressed psalmist is admonishing himself! 

For he may very well experiences flames of longing for a worship service in the temple, and 

an ocean of misery may well have washed over him, he may well have heard daily taunts against 

his God—homesickness for God’s house is altogether different from doubting in God’s Word. He 

has not been guilty of doubt, something we can see from the rest of his psalm. He is certainly 

sitting in a deep pit, but he continues to trust in Yahweh. We read that very clearly in verse 5: 

“my salvation and my God!” He says that repeatedly about Yahweh. 

The fact remains, however, that he will continue to experience great pain under the waves of 

sadness, homesickness, loneliness, mockery, and injustice. This, even though he does his very 

best, as we see clearly from the soliloquy in verse 5. Incidentally, we engage in this kind of 

soliloquy differently than an Israelite. We introduce this kind of conversation with ourselves with 

these words: “Say, Joe . . .” or “Listen, Jane . . . .” But the Hebrew composer of this psalm 

addresses himself with the words: “O my soul,” which basically means the same thing as our 

English formulation: “Look, why are you so downcast?” Why that disquiet?, he is asking himself. 

The Hebrew word (hamah) translated by turmoil is also translated as groan and seethe. So the 

psalmist is wondering: Why am I seething inside this way? Why do you groan this way? 

Notice how differently this man is fighting against his sorrow! 

He gives himself (literally: my soul) the admonition: “Hope in God. For my Savior will see to 

it that I may once again praise him together with all his people in the sanctuary. That time is 

going to return!” 

With this we reach the end of the first section of Psalm 42-43. 

At this point had the battle been fought, and the billows been calmed? You would expect so, 

after verse 5. But as he was struggling to put his hope in God, his mind flew back to a former time 

and the rest he had scarcely achieved dissipated. 

 

 

Verse 6: 

My soul is cast down within me; 

 therefore I remember you 

from the land of Jordan and of Hermon, 

 from Mount Mizar. 

 

His struggle resumes! Because he was thinking once again about God. We know that with this 

the psalmist was referring to God and his house, God and his Word, God and his worship, God 

and his people. 

For this reason alone we think that the superscription above this psalm was not mistaken, even 

though it has been considered so. Psalm 42-43 is a priceless didactic psalm, from which we can 

learn that the saints in the Bible also faced struggles in which one moment they were joyfully 

declaring: “Why are you cast down, O my soul?” and later bitterly complaining, “My soul is 

again cast down within me.” What a comforting lesson in the face of unrealistic pious ditties with 

their forced: “Happy, happy, happy, my heart is always happy!” 

 

 

Verse 7: 

Deep calls to deep 

 at the roar of your waterfalls; 
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all your breakers and your waves 

 have gone over me. 

 

Notice the rugged décor of this psalm. The northern heights of the Transjordan region, near 

the source of the Jordan River. A region full of springs and waterfalls, majestic and yet hardly 

uplifting for a saddened heart. The waterfalls would not have been small. The poet added the 

word your to indicate that these were “God’s waterfalls,” enormous waterfalls. In the Bible the 

addition of “God’s” often indicated the enormous size of something (cf. Gen. 30:8 [ESV 

footnote], Ps. 68:15; Jonah 3:3 [ESV footnote]). 

“All your breakers and your waves have gone over me,” the psalmist complains. He even 

says: “All your waves and breakers . . . ,” for it seems as if all the trials that God can pour out 

upon a person have fallen upon the head of this exiled temple worshiper. Thus he would have 

experienced more than thirst for God, homesickness for the brotherhood, and the unrighteous 

mockery mentioned here. 

But he admonishes himself once again! 

 

 

Verse 8: 

By day the LORD commands his steadfast love, 

 and at night his song is with me, 

a prayer to the God of my life. 

 

Our Korahite cannot walk at the head of a group of pilgrims, but he does not abandon his 

calling to praise Yahweh. His hope remains fixed on Yahweh’s faithfulness (= steadfast love). 

During the night he sings his song and prays to the God who guides and preserves his life. 

 

 

Verse 9: 

I say to God, my rock: 

 “Why have you forgotten me? 

Why do I go mourning 

 because of the oppression of the enemy?” 

 

We so easily look at matter exclusively on the human level, but this poet had an eye for God’s 

hand (Amos 3:6). This explains his repeated question: “Why?” Wicked people mock him, but at 

the same time he saw “all of your waves and billows” (v. 7). Those sufferers who talk this way 

about their misery are humbling themselves under the might hand of God (1 Pet. 5:6). 

Are we puzzled by this “Why?” 

Perhaps we feel more confident with the oft-repeated sentence we use in prayer: “If it be your 

will.” It is possible, however, to speak of the Christian-sounding “will of God” in a pagan 

manner. When among the ancient Greeks, Fate wanted to accomplish something, the supreme 

deity Zeus could no longer change it in any way. Above Zeus was Fate. But above our heavenly 

Father is . . . nothing! Our Savior prayed: “Not my will, but your will be done!” But we should 

not echo him in this all to quickly. When our Savior prayed this way, it was clear to him that he 

had to drink the cup that was causing him anguish. Nevertheless he prayed: “If it is possible, let 

this cup pass from me!” “So that we would know that his suffering did not proceed in simply in 
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terms of his own will, but that he was suffering according to the will of the Father. In this he was 

a human being like we are, in that he shrank back from suffering. Otherwise it would in fact not 

have been suffering. But many people say long before they know what path God’s will is about 

the lead them, “Not my will, but your will be done!” I am convinced that this proceeds from a 

lack of faith, whereby these people are not persevering in prayer, but rather they are retreating 

from the prayer struggle of faith in order to surrender passively. That pagan belief in the 

inevitable they then cover very piously with the words: not my will, but your will be done. The 

human heart is far more corrupt that we imagine. We are slow to believe, slow for every spiritual 

effort” (J. G. Woelderink, Uit de praktijk der Godzaligheid, 102). 

But the composer of Psalm 42-43 knew just as well as the composer of Psalms 30 and 88, cf. 

chapter 11 on Ps. 30:9) that God’s children may speak with their Father not as slaves but as 

children. Children may indeed ask Father: Why are you doing that, Father?” The man who is 

asking God that question here is walking around in sackcloth for the sake of God’s name! 

 

 

Verse 10: 

As with a deadly wound in my bones, 

 my adversaries taunt me, 

while they say to me all the day long, 

 “Where is your God?” 

 

Listen to that! Imagine sitting with idols around you on every side, like the psalmist and . . . 

like we ourselves! How many people in the East and the West do not worship the sciences as 

gods? As we mentioned with verse 3, we probably would not receive the question as formulated 

in verse 10 thrown at us every day, but believing ears nevertheless do hear such adversaries every 

day! The God of the Bible? How can he have any relevance? Ruling the nations? Our politicians 

take care of that, thank you. Keeping us healthy? For that we have medical science! Supplying 

bountiful harvests? Don’t our farmers make use of chemists, agricultural engineers, and 

fertilizers? Welfare? Isn’t that more a matter of scientifically analyzed economic planning? 

Justice and injustice, good and evil? Don’t we determine these ourselves by virtue of our 

democratic decisions (cf. Rousseau with his Contrat Social). Once more, listen to them telling 

you all of this! Behold your God and Father and your Savior Jesus Christ completely despised and 

silenced! That cuts you to the bone, doesn’t it? The more you love him, the more piercingly this 

cuts you. The massive attitude as if God is nothing but air affects the name of our God! It need 

not always go as it did in the manner of Sennacherib, who in the days of Hezekiah declared 

openly: “Yahweh won’t do you any good!” (Isa. 36; 2 Kings 18; 2 Chron. 32). On account of this 

claim Hezekiah went into mourning (Isa. 37)! Our faithful Korahite felt such mockery of our God 

like a physical pain. For he love God’s name (or fame, the narrative of his deeds) so much that he 

experienced the denigrating of God’s name as “a deadly wound in my bones” or (as it could also 

be translated) as “a shattering of my bones.” He was devastated: do people dare to talk about the 

living God this way? And we? We live in a world that taunts God daily by cutting him dead. Does 

that ever cut us to the bone? 

 

 

Verse 11: 

Why are you cast down, O my soul, 
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 and why are you in turmoil within me? 

Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, 

 my salvation and my God. 

 

For the second time climbs with difficulty up on the rock of hope. He is sitting all alone 

among the wicked. They mock Yahweh’s power. But Yahweh is the living God, is he not? And 

with the term living the Israelite would have understood not first of all that God existed, but that 

he acted. And now? Why then so disquieted? Should he not have shown better knowledge by 

fixing his hope on his taunted God precisely now? As he does so, the certainty grows in his heart: 

my Savior and my God! He will certainly guarantee that the day will dawn when I may once 

again exercise my office: as lead singer singing God’s praise in the middle of the congregation! “I 

shall again [in the temple] praise him!” 

Section 2 of Psalm 42-43 ends with this climax. 

 

 

Psalm 43:1 

Vindicate me, O God, and defend my cause 

 against an ungodly people, 

from the deceitful and unjust man 

 deliver me! 

 

Was our Levite sitting there at the foot of Mount Hermon, among blind pagans? Or were they 

apostate Israelites? 

The poet prays literally for deliverance “from an ungodly people.” All Israelites were 

obligated by virtue of God’s covenant to show steadfast love (covenant faithfulness) both to 

Yahweh and to their fellow covenant participants. So we could suppose these were apostate 

(ungodly) Israelites, but this cannot be proven. In any case these were worldly people who daily 

hounded our poet with their mocking question: “Where are your God and his help now?” 

Apparently the psalmist felt powerless over against this mocking of his God. Just like 

believers in our day feel over against the overwhelming mockery of the God and Father of our 

Lord Jesus Christ in our modern world. Our exile not only makes us feel that mockery cut to the 

bone but also experience it as offensive injustice. 

His entire exile may have been a matter of injustice, of course. We need not exclude that 

possibility from his prayer in Psalm 43:1. But his stay in that worldly northern region did confront 

him with the question: Is Yahweh the living God, or isn’t he? Although it appeared as though God 

had abandoned him, and his surroundings tormented him daily with the question: “Man, what can 

you do with this kind of God?,” he continued speaking about Yahweh as “the living God” (42:3), 

“my Savior and my God” (42:10), “the God of my refuge” (43:2), “the God of my exceeding joy” 

(43:4), and “my God” (43:4). These claims are directly opposed: 

 

“Yahweh is not the living God!” 

“Yahweh is indeed the living God!” 

This was obviously a courtroom lawsuit! 

 

Just as we believers living today also in fact are involved in a lawsuit with everyone who 

claims, with refinement or bluster, in terms that are humanistic or Christian, that the God of the 
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Bible is not a living God whom all of us must fear with all our heart and all our strength. 

Do we not need Psalm 42-43 in this context, precisely as a didactic psalm? Are we adequately 

aware that God’s honor, God’s name (his fame, the narrative of his deeds) is at stake when the 

bulk of society ignores him and his Word? May the God of the Bible lay claim as the living God 

to our life, or may we exile him from our life as a vanquished cultural idea from a primitive era, 

in order to follow the line of Rousseau and to determine by means of a social contract mutually 

adopted what we think is good and evil? Psalm 42-43 functions as a genuine teaching psalm by 

instructing us to have an eye for this great lawsuit in our time between believers and unbelievers 

with their squarely opposing claims: 

“Fear the God of the Bible!” 

“Where is the God of the Bible?” 

Who, pray tell, is right? 

 

So the psalmist made the honor of God into his personal cause of justice and asked Yahweh 

for a pronouncement, with the words of verse 1: “Vindicate me, O God, and defend my cause 

against an ungodly people; from the deceitful and unjust man deliver me!” If Yahweh would lead 

him back to Jerusalem, Yahweh would thereby have supplied the resounding proof that he is the 

living God and would have vindicated the psalmist over against his tormentors. This explains his 

request: Vindicate me, which means: “Help!” 

“Vindicate me, O God!” Have you encountered such prayers now and then in a hymnbook? 

Or with writers like Thomas à Kempis? Are you aware of any didactic poems from these circles? 

Here again we see the glory of the psalms rising far above that of many hymns. We fear that 

precisely with the virtually exclusive singing of hymns the eyes of many Christians will remain 

closed to the great lawsuit going on in this world between faith and unbelief, and thereby the 

mouths of many Christians will be restrained from praying for justice to the Deliverer of the 

whole earth. It is remarkable that such Christians often are easily drawn into using activistic 

means like protest rallies, smear campaigns, and such, in order to procure their own “justice.” 

People in that atmosphere find prayers like that of Psalm 43:1 too “passive”! As if the fear of God 

and expecting him to act would ever lead a person to a false sense of peace and passivity! As if 

this cry to him for justice does not stretch our faith to it fullest! 

But the Korahite of Psalm 42-43 was in good company with this prayer! David talked the 

same way in his issue with Saul (cf. 2 Sam. 24:16) and Nabal (cf. 2 Sam. 25:39 and Ps. 35): “May 

Yahweh judge between us . . . .” Jeremiah spoke of his “pious” opponents this way: “But, 

O LORD of the armed forces, who judges righteously, . . . let me see your vengeance upon them, 

for to you have I committed my cause” (Jer. 11:20; cf. 20:12). The composer of Psalm 119 also 

prayed: “Plead my cause” (v. 154). These examples could be multiplied manifold. 

Concerning the Lord Jesus Christ we know that God has given him authority to pronounce 

justice in the great lawsuit between his faithful children and the unbelieving “ecclesiastical” and 

humanistic or pagan world (John 5:22, 27). “But when the Son of man comes, will he find faith 

on earth?” our Savior asked (Luke 18:8). With this question he was not referring to “faith-in-

general,” but to this faith of David and Jeremiah and the psalmists, that God would one day 

perform justice! 

Will that faith still be found? 

 

 

Verse 2: 
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For you are the God in whom I take refuge; 

 why have you rejected me? 

Why do I go about mourning 

 because of the oppression of the enemy? 

 

You should hear somebody tell you once that “here” or “nowadays” God is no longer 

relevant! You should see once how people view him as ice cold, dead, a mere idea. You should 

live once in a world that robs him of his honor every day in a thousand ways: as Creator, as Ruler, 

as Father, as Savior, as Judge. Is not all of that together what the psalmist calls “the oppression of 

the enemy”? Behind all these lies do we not find the arch liar himself from the pit of hell, the 

Enemy of God’s people? 

The psalmist went around dressed in black because people mistreated God’s honor so badly. 

The more sensitive we are for the honor of our God, the more our heart will grieve because of the 

reproach heaped on God’s name (cf. Ps. 42:9 and our discussion of that verse). 

 

 

Verse 3: 

Send out your light and your truth; 

 let them lead me; 

let them bring me to your holy hill 

 and to your dwelling! 

 

In Scripture darkness is used as a metaphor for everything associated with the devil, and light 

for everything that comes from God: life, joy, but also protection and salvation (cf. Job 10:3; 

29:3; Pss. 18:28; 27:1; 44:3; 118:27; Micah 7:8). The term truth is often another word for 

faithfulness. If only Yahweh would send his light (salvation) and truth (faithfulness) as two 

guardian angels to guide the psalmist to “your holy mountain” (Zion) and “your dwelling” (the 

temple). For his thirsting for God was thirsting for the worship services in the temple. 

What was it that drew him so strongly in this direction? 

 

 

Verse 4: 

Then I will go to the altar of God, 

 to God my exceeding joy, 

and I will praise you with the lyre, 

 O God, my God. 

 

Anyone who is familiar with Scripture passages like Exodus 25-40 and Leviticus 1-7 can 

understand all the better the longings of our Levite for God’s house. What a sermon was 

proclaimed through the entire service in the sanctuary, as Yahweh had instituted that through 

Moses! In the connection we may refer the reader to our extensive discussion of the tabernacle, its 

ministry, and its utensils. Whether we are dealing with the numbers, or the metals, or the colors, 

or the materials, its three distinct areas, the utensils in the forecourt, the holy of holies, the 

clothing of the priests—everything proclaimed in symbolic manner the very gospel! 

The psalmist calls all of this “God’s altar.” 
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To say “altar” is to say “sacrificial ministry.” For this we may refer the reader to the similarly 

extensive discussion devoted to the Torah stipulations for the sacrifices in Leviticus 1-7. There we 

saw what a costly gospel proclamation God gave to his ancient Hebrew church in terms of those 

altars. Through the sacrificial ministry he not only gave Israel metaphorical instruction about 

what the Lamb of God would come to do for the sins of the world, but through the sacrifices he 

also assured Israel of his gospel promises. Indeed, God was in fact teaching and assuring Israel 

sacramentally of the very same gospel benefits that he bestows upon us in the promise of the 

gospel: (1) our justification, (2) our sanctification, and (3) our glorification. 

It was for all of this that our exiled Levite was longing as he staying near Mount Hermon. 

If God were to bring him back to Jerusalem, then the priests would show him and guarantee 

him once again by means of the altars the gospel promise of the forgiveness of our sins, in that his 

sins would be covered (= atoned) with sacrificial blood. If he were then to have his sacrificial 

animal burned up in God’s own altar fire, he would thereby received certainty that God would 

also purify his sinful life and set him in his presence as one who was holy. Or was he longing 

especially to bring a peace offering to Yahweh, the sacrifice for when there was nothing between 

God and his servant? If he were to sit down at the peace offering meal, God would given him a 

visible pledge of the promise that this his humble Levite would once day share in the restored 

fellowship with God in the new paradise. No, the Israelites were not as “impoverished” as people 

have claimed. 

Can you understand why our brother sang of “the God of my exceeding joy”? The God who 

had acquitted him from sin and guilt, and granted him the right to eternal life! He was ready with 

lyre in hand and he was geared up for leading a troop of pilgrims! How he would praise Yahweh, 

praise him if he brought him back to Jerusalem! For longing for God meant for him homesickness 

for the proclamation of the gospel and for the praise songs. Walking with God was for him no 

endless preoccupation with himself and his “inner life,” as the medieval mystics and their older 

and newer followers thought, but being busy with God’s Word and the sacraments of that 

dispensation: the sacrificial ministry at the altars. The way to God is still that of Spirit, Word, 

baptism, Lord’s Supper, and faith. 

People turn the clock of God’s work two thousand years back when they continue to speak of 

holy buildings, holy places, or even a holy land (Palestine). As we observed earlier, these things 

became antiquated and obsolete with Christ’s coming (Heb. 8). Through the Spirit of Christ God 

lives now in the church (Eph. 2:22). But people can still long feverishly for that! When old age, 

sickness, or other causes prevent us from attending the gathering of the church around the gospel 

of God’s Christ, as we possess that in the Old and New Testament. When we are exiled from that, 

the Psalm 42-43 is fulfilled in us, even as it was most completely fulfilled in our Savior in the 

wilderness and in Gethsemane, but was not fulfilled in him for the last time. 

Then the Holy Spirit teaches us through Psalm 42-43 to sing: 

 

 

Verse 5: 

Why are you cast down, O my soul, 

 and why are you in turmoil within me? 

Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, 

 my salvation and my God. 
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With these words the exiled poet comforted himself “in the region of the Jordan.” He declared 

his confidence that God his Savior would surely bring him back to Jerusalem, so that he could 

resume his labor as lead singer in Israel’s church. But innumerable believers have echoed his 

words throughout the course of time. Prisoners sang them in their cell. Believers whose heart was 

crying because of dead worship services have comforted themselves on account of “the 

oppression of the enemy.” The dying have sung these words. 

For this psalm may have been born of homesickness for the old Jerusalem, and if it is still 

being sung out of longing for the ministry of the Word, then why may we not sing it as we are 

filled with longing for the new Jerusalem, that will one day descend from God out of heaven? 

Then for all who have prayed this psalm it will be perfectly fulfilled: “For I shall again praise 

him!” 
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Chapter 14 

 

PSALM 46: IMMANUEL: GOD WITH US! 

 

 

World war! 

An ancient giant, Assyria, has awakened and is making a grab for world dominion. Like a 

giant polypus it extends its grab further and further. To the silver mines of the Taurus in Asia 

Minor, and to the coast of the Mediterranean Sea. Endless columns of cavalry and infantry march 

inexorably onward in the direction of the world merchant harbor of Tyre, and toward Palestine, 

the land bridge to Egypt, Assyria’s greatest rival on the contemporary global chessboard. The 

cadence of a thousand soldiers’ boots and the rattling of the iron chariots ring ominously in the 

ears of the endangered nations. 

Wherever the immense army approaches the frightened cry arises: “Flee! The Assyrians are 

coming!” 

Those living in the plains attempt to preserve life and property in the most fortified cities, but 

no fortress remains standing against the Assyrian battering rams. One nation after another 

capitulates. Kings have their eyes ripped out. Some prisoners have their nose, ears, or lips cut off. 

Others are hoisted on poles or led around with a hook in their nose. To break down the resistance 

in the conquered territories, the victors organize forced relocation of the populace. Entire 

populations are transported to distant isolated regions. In the regions where the army has passed 

through, smoke rises from the rubble of the houses and villages. Vultures circle above the 

corpses. The harvest has been stolen. The ghost of hunger threatens the survivors. 

In 722 B.C. Samaria fell and the ten tribes of Israel were deported. Twenty years later the two 

tribes of Judah were trodden underfoot and Jerusalem was taken. But at that point Yahweh 

intervened with deliverance and called a halt to the world conquerors. The city of God was 

spared. After this world crisis the Korahites sang Psalm 46. 

 

 

14.1 A psalm from the school of Isaiah 

 

Of course this was no accidental political “development” that was unfolding, as unbelievers 

often characterize world events. Long before, Amos had asked: “ 

 

Does disaster come to a city, 

    unless the LORD has done it? 

“For the Lord GOD does nothing 

     without revealing his secret 

    to his servants the prophets (Amos 3:6-7). 

 

During the rise of the Assyrian world empire, God did just that to his servant Isaiah. This seer not 

only experienced this world war, but he had also played a significant role in the prelude that 

occurred in Judah. For Isaiah was definitely not an unknown pastor in a backwoods village, but 

someone who, as a chronicler serving in the palace of Judah (2 Chron. 26:22), must have been a 

familiar figure in the capitol city of Judah, a man who stood at the throbbing center of political 

life. 
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Isaiah was probably more known than loved in government circles, at least in his own day. 

For years he had to rant like a misunderstood loner against public opinion in the church-state of 

Judah. His incessant summons to trust in God in the crisis of the time was heeded by only a small 

splinter group. If Psalm 46 testifies of this same unrestrained trust in God, then we will need to 

look for its composer among the sympathizers and pupils of this misunderstood Isaiah, for both 

Psalm 46 and the prophecies of Isaiah center around this key word: Immanuel. 

 

“God with us!” 

With this key work—in Hebrew, Immanuel—Isaiah opposed the politics of Judah’s leaders 

already during the rule of Hezekiah’s father, king Ahaz, leaders who thought that through 

political cleverness they could protect themselves against Assyrian aggression. At that point it 

was about ten years before the Assyrians would lead the ten tribes away into captivity. Together 

with Syria it attempted to erect a kind of NATO, for the purpose of possibly stopping the 

Assyrian march before they reached the Orontes, but Judah refused to enter this alliance. King 

Ahaz saw more benefit in approaching the Assyrian imperialists than in entering a military treaty 

organization with smaller entities like Israel and Syria. In response, the latter nations decided to 

bring Ahaz down with military force, and in his place put a puppet on the throne of David, one 

who would enter into an anti-Assyrian alliance. This at least was the motive for the Syrian-

Israelite invasion of Judah (2 Kings 16:5; 2 Chron. 28:5-15). 

Isaiah 7 portrays the tension with which Jerusalem was quickly put into a state of self-defense. 

King Ahaz himself took charge of building the waterworks near the Fuller’s field. At that tense 

moment, when people were nervously pacing about, Isaiah appeared on the stage to assure king 

Ahaz in the name of Yahweh that Jerusalem would not fall. If Ahaz would do only one thing: 

trust in Yahweh. If he wished, he could ask for a miraculous sign as proof that Yahweh would 

provide deliverance. But what did the politician Ahaz do instead? He called on the fearsome 

Assyrians for assistance. With fake piety he answers the prophet: “No, Isaiah, I’ll not tempt 

Yahweh by asking him for a proof of his help.” To which Isaiah answers with the well-known 

words: What? You ask for no sign? Then God will give you one. A threefold sign. 

Here it is: the young woman (namely, Her Majesty the Queen, Ahaz’ young consort) is 

pregnant (apparently the king did not yet know that). That is one. She will bear a son. That is two. 

And she will trust in Yahweh. In that faith she will soon whisper in the ears of her little boy the 

very significant affectionate moniker Immanuel. “You are mommy’s little Immanuel! We both 

trust in Yahweh.” 

This lad was later king Hezekiah, who together with the prophet Isaiah would play such an 

important role in the background of Psalm 46. When little Hezekiah was born, the prophet 

rejoiced: “For a Child is born to us and a Son is given to us . . .” (Isa. 9, whereby the prophet was 

speaking at the same time about that other Child; cf. chapter 6 § 2, regarding the fulfillment of 

Scripture in stages). This Hezekiah, alias Immanuel, later becomes the king who, through his trust 

in God, would arrest the Assyrian march before it reached Jerusalem. 

That is why we wrote above Psalm 46: Immanuel. 

Because we learned to know it as faith-in-Yahweh in solidified poetic form, as this was taught 

and confessed for years in the school of Isaiah. Squarely opposed to the spirit of the age in the 

church of that day. Just as Hezekiah had learned from his godly mother Abi and like a genuine 

Immanuel practiced when Jerusalem was under inescapable siege. 

Before it got to that point, however, he had a lot to learn! 
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Judah in Assyria’s sphere of influence 

We return first to Hezekiah’s youth for a moment. The pro-Assyrian politics of his father 

Ahaz was paid for with surrendering the independence of Judah (2 Chron. 28:21). From now on 

tiny Judah lay within the Assyrian sphere of influence. Year after year sizeable payments were 

made to the department of conquered territories located in Nineveh. Only Egypt continued to lead 

an independent existence. 

That was the political map when Hezekiah ascended the throne. 

In 705 BC, however, when the Assyrian king Sargon was murdered, rebellions broke out 

everywhere through his gigantic empire. The people who had been deported seized courage. 

Merodach-Baladan (known from 2 Kings 20) conquered Babylon (703 BC). Shortly thereafter the 

deathly illness of Hezekiah must have occurred (2 Kings 20:1-11). Merodach-Baladan sent a 

delegation to congratulate Hezekiah upon his fortuitous recovery, and would have taken the 

opportunity to urge the king of Judah to unleash in Syria and Palestine a universal rebellion again 

Assyrian domination (2 Kings 20:12-19). 

Unfortunately the godly king listened to that advice. He too rose in rebellion against the king 

of Assyria, and shook of his dominion (2 Kings 18:7). Perhaps his political ministers went further 

than Hezekiah wanted, but the book of Isaiah teaches us that this king—who after David received 

to most positive assessment in the books of Kings (2 Kings 18:3-6)—during the years before the 

Assyrian invasion of Judah was not averse to entering into alliances with neighboring nations. 

Especially with the ancient world empire of Egypt. If all the pro-Asiatic states combined their 

powers and joined together with the Great King of Egypt, then the enemy from the North could 

surely be resisted. Under the umbrella of these allies, Moab, Ammon, Tyre, Philistia, Edom, and 

Judah looked to the future with some confidence. Hezekiah himself must have been more or less 

the pivot of this alliance. 

 

 

Yahweh will whistle for Assyria to Judah 

Even as today, many people in that time viewed the changes occurring on the world stage as 

more or less accidental “developments” among the power brokers. But Isaiah sounded a different 

pitch. He had already declared against king Ahaz: God is soon going to “whistle” Assyria down 

here (Isa. 7:18). When king Hezekiah had not yet been born, Isaiah had announced the coming 

march of Assyria (Isa. 7:17). God gave this nation world dominion. Like a flooding river, Assyria 

“will rise over all its channels and go over all its banks, and it will sweep on into Judah” (Isa. 8:7-

8). According to Isaiah, Assyria was a “razor” with which God would shave Judah’s head, legs, 

and beard—in short: would totally humiliate Judah (Isa. 7:20; cf. 2 Sam. 10:4). 

Naturally Yahweh would not do that on a whim, for God doesn’t like to strike his people and 

doesn’t do so without reason (Lam. 3:33). Already during the time of king Ahaz Judah had 

angered God so terribly by her abominable forsaking of the covenant. Listen to Yahweh’s divine 

sorrow about that, expressed in Isaiah 1:2-3. That was the reason for Assyria’s rise and Judah’s 

threatened defeat: Judah lay under God’s judgment (Isa. 1; 2:6-4:1; 5:1-30). Yahweh was 

implementing the covenant curse of Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28 by pouring it out fully 

upon Judah and Jerusalem. For years Isaiah that pointed the church of his day to these background 

realities underlying world events. 
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Therefore the anger of the LORD was kindled against his people, 

    and he stretched out his hand against them and struck them, 

    and the mountains quaked; 

and their corpses were as refuse 

    in the midst of the streets [as was announced in Lev. 26:30]. 

For all this his anger has not turned away, 

    and his hand is stretched out still. 

He will raise a signal for nations far away, 

    and whistle for them from the ends of the earth; 

and behold, quickly, speedily they come! (Isa. 5:25-26). 

 

What a superior army! Behold their bows, listen to those horses’ hoofs! Assyria comes growling 

like a sea (Isa. 5:27-30). 

In this graphic manner Isaiah had been pointing to God’s hand in world events for years. 

Assyria was the stick in God’s mighty hand, with which Yahweh would strike Judah. An axe, 

with which God would go around lopping off branches (Isa. 10:33). Although Isaiah did see even 

further into the future how after this work of judgment, Yahweh would humiliate proud Assyria 

as well (Isa. 10:5-19; 14:24-27; 30:27-33; 37:26-27). For Yahweh can just as easily “summon” as 

“cast away” such world powers (Isa. 10: 6, 16). 

 

 

“Woe to those who look to Egypt for help.” 

Unfortunately people in Judah saw in their blindness only one means of rescue: combining all 

military powers into a kind of Semitic NATO under the leadership of Egypt. Right up until the 

outbreak of the world war, the church also was living in the confidence that “Egypt is our refuge 

and strength, a very present help in trouble!” 

No wonder, then, that the book of Isaiah contains many warnings against this kind of 

calculating politics of unbelief. 

 

Woe to those who go down to Egypt for help 

    and rely on horses, 

who trust in chariots because they are many 

    and in horsemen because they are very strong, 

but do not look to the Holy One of Israel 

    or consult the LORD! (Isa. 31:1). 

 

“The Egyptians are men and not gods”—were people in Judah remembering that (Isa. 31:3)? 

While delegations traveled repeatedly to Egypt “to take refuge in the protection of Pharaoh and to 

seek shelter in the shadow of Egypt!” (Isa. 30:2), at God’s command the aristocratic chronicler 

Isaiah had to walk throughout Jerusalem for three years like an oddball naked and barefoot. That 

was how the Assyrians would soon be leading out the captives of that overestimated Egypt: 

“naked and barefoot, with buttocks uncovered” (Isa. 20). 

 

 

“Zion will be delivered through justice!” 
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What then should the government of Judah do, according to Isaiah? One diplomatic 

delegation after another arrived in Jerusalem, “What should we say to the delegations of the 

nations?” Isaiah gave this advice: you must simple tell those pagans, “The LORD has founded 

Zion, and in her the afflicted of his people find refuge” (Isa. 14:32). “Whoever believes will not 

be in haste” (Isa. 28:13). 

 

For thus said the Lord GOD, the Holy One of Israel, 

“In returning [or: repentance] and rest you shall be saved; 

    in quietness and in trust shall be your strength.” 

But you were unwilling, and you said, 

“No! We will flee upon horses”; 

    therefore you shall flee away; 

and, “We will ride upon swift steeds”; 

    therefore your pursuers shall be swift (Isa. 30:15-16). 

 

You can view these words as the summary of all of Isaiah’s preaching with an eye on the growing 

world crisis of his day. 

“Zion shall be redeemed by justice, and those in her who repent, by righteousness” (Isa. 1:27). 

Judah would have to acknowledge once again Yahweh’s covenantal right to his people (Lev. 

26:40-45; Deut. 16:20). She must especially respect with humility Yahweh’s right to discipline. 

“To the teaching and to the testimony! If they will not speak according to this word, it is because 

they have no dawn” (Isa. 8:20; cf. 1:28). But if Judah would yet listen, Yahweh would still make 

her sins like snow, but if not, then destruction by the sword awaits her (Isa. 1:18-20). 

 

 

“Who has believed our preaching?” 

Only a decreasing minority in Judah repented in response to Isaiah’s preaching. “Who has 

believed our preaching and to whom has the arm of Yahweh been revealed?” (Isa. 53:1). For this 

sad course of events Yahweh had prepared Isaiah already when he called him: the majority will 

ignore you, Isaiah! (cf. Isa. 6). The prophetic name of Isaiah’s son, Shear-jashub, pointed to this 

lack of faith (Isa. 7:3). “A remnant shall repent,” not the majority (cf. Isa. 10:20-21). “The people 

did not turn to him who struck them, nor inquire of the LORD of hosts” (Isa. 9:13; cf. 17:10; 

22:11; 26:10; 27:11). Being blind to the “arm of Yahweh” in world events, the church plunged 

ahead into the world war. As one crying in the wilderness, Isaiah proclaimed: “But the LORD of 

hosts, him you shall honor as holy. Let him be your fear, and let him be your dread” (Isa. 5:12). 

But people showed no understanding (Isa. 5:12). 

 

Nevertheless Isaiah did receive his promised remnant, people who did listen to him, in the 

form of not many but still several pupils (Isa. 8:16). Around the prophet a circle of humble men 

formed, people who perhaps could not stomach the politics of Judah, but who confessed: “I will 

wait for the LORD, who [at the moment] is hiding his face from the house of Jacob, and I will 

hope in him” (Isa. 8:17). Perhaps Abi, Hezekiah’s godly mother, belonged among this circle as 

well. The Korahites certainly formed part of this group, from whom Psalm 46 came. For that 

psalm from beginning to end breathes the same “Immanuel-faith” that lived among the school of 

Isaiah. No wonder that some commentators have considered the prophet Isaiah to be the author of 



 196 

Psalm 46. This explains why we prefer to entitle the spiritual birthplace of this psalm as “the 

Immanuel-group of Psalm 46.” 

 

 

Judah trodden underfoot 

Isaiah was proved right, for his prophecies were fulfilled! Anyone who had thought that 

Sennacherib, the new Assyrian ruler, would leave the rebellious nations alone would have been 

deceived. He began by putting things in order on the eastern edge of his gigantic empire, and then 

he moved to the southwest to repay the Syro-Palestinian kings, among whom was Hezekiah of 

Judah, for their rebellion. He wanted, if possible, to conquer Egypt at the same time, for as long as 

that nation remained independent, there would continue to be agitation in the western flank of the 

empire. The frightened cry echoed among the nations along the Mediterranean Sea: “The 

Assyrians are coming to take vengeance!” The rattle of their chariots, the rumble of their battering 

rams, and the strength of their troops, made people’s hearts shrivel in fear. The allies abandoned 

each other one by one. Only upon hearing the sound of the Assyrian marchers were the city gates 

opened. Tyre and Sidon surrendered without a fight. “Fear for the splendor of my dominion cast 

them prostrate,” boasted Sennacherib in his report of this campaign. Many little states came to 

Sennacherib offering their submission along with great gifts. The Assyrians fought with horrible 

cruelty. Excavated reliefs show how they cut out the eyes of the conquered city kings. Prisoners 

were horribly mutilated. In the Philistine city of Ekron prominent citizens were set on poles with 

sharp points, while others were led away into captivity. 

In the fourteenth year of king Hezekiah Judah was trampled (2 Kings 18:13; 2 Chron. 32; Isa. 

36). All the cities of Judah were seized and occupied. As often happens in wartime, the wildest 

rumors circulated (recall the Crazy Tuesday in September 1944: “The Americans have already 

crossed the Moerdijk, and have reached Dordrecht!”). This is what Isaiah had prophesied years 

before, the wartime rumors in the land of Judah: “He has come to Aiath; he has passed through 

Migron; at Michmash he stores his baggage . . . poor Anathoth!” (Isa. 10:28-34). Now this 

prophetic “war news” was becoming reality. Where was the Egyptian now? No matter how much 

the guards on the walls of the besieged cities peered in the distance, no trace of any rescuing 

Egyptian special forces was to be seen. Roads full of refugees traveling to fortified Jerusalem. 

And cities and villages burning everywhere throughout the land. Burning with a red glare against 

the night sky. Horrible reports of those who perished. The Assyrian chronicles also tell us about 

the conquering of numerous cities in Judah: And of Hezekiah . . . I seized 46 established fortified 

cities . . . . I captured 200,150 people along with many animals. I trapped Hezekiah himself in 

Jerusalem like a bird in a snare. . .” (though they don’t speak of conquering Jerusalem). In fact, 

Jerusalem found itself in just as hopeless a situation as our province of Utrecht, the last little piece 

of free Europe to be trampled by a world power. 

 

Now king Hezekiah buckled. 

He paid millions in ransom to free Jerusalem from an Assyrian siege (2 Kings 18:14-16), but 

the merciless Sennacherib nonetheless took over the city. Three high-ranking officers appeared 

with a powerful military regiment at the foot of the walls of the capitol of Judah, and tried by 

means of a bit of psychological warfare to take the strong fortress without a fight (2 Kings 18:17-

35; Isa. 36:2-20; 2 Chron. 32:9-19). Were the soldiers of Judah trusting in Yahweh? Then he 

would be the first God who could keep his people out of the hands of the Assyrians. This is what 

the Assyrian delegation brought to Hezekiah’s attention in writing. 
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The Angel of Yahweh intervenes 

At the height of the crisis, however, Hezekiah came forward as a genuine descendant of 

David. A man who lived from the same faith as his mother. For after receiving the Assyrian letter, 

Hezekiah put on mourning garments and entered with humility into the house of Yahweh (2 

Kings 19:1). To whom did he send a delegation? To the prophet Isaiah, the man who had once 

prophesied the bankruptcy of Judah’s catastrophic politics of alliances to Hezekiah’s father, and 

who had for years been summoning people to repentance and conversion. How joyful the humble 

ones in the “Immanuel group” surrounding Isaiah would have been when their king humbled 

himself before Yahweh at the eleventh hour. Of all the requests that the king’s delegation gave to 

the prophet Isaiah, who for years had been misunderstood, they asked that he make intercession 

for the city that was apparently beyond saving. At the same time Hezekiah had the letter of 

Sennacherib read before Yahweh, and when he besought Yahweh for deliverance, the godly king 

was silent about his righteousness as one who had purified the temple (2 Chron. 29-31) and in his 

guilt dared only to point to Yahweh’s damaged name as the basis for Yahweh hearing his prayer 

(2 Kings 19:14-19). 

 

Then the Angel of Yahweh, God’s Son who had not yet come to earth in humiliation, 

intervened, and crushed the Assyrian army in the space of one night: at dawn, they counted 

185,000 dead. People in Judah had nervously entered into treaties to ensure precisely this 

outcome, and had undertaken such enormous efforts to amass armaments adequate for their 

security. The Angel of Yahweh got the job done in one night. The humiliated Sennacherib fled 

back to his capitol city (2 Kings 19:35-36). 

 

 

The historical background of Psalm 46 

People view this history rather generally as the historical background of Psalm 46. Properly 

so, in our opinion. It is true, Jerusalem had survived other sieges, but these don’t stand out 

because at that point the city was overrun, whereas at the time of Psalm 46 it was not (cf. 2 Chron. 

12:1-16; 2 Kings 25). Moreover, the psalm speaks clearly of a world war in which “the nations 

rage, the kingdoms totter” (v. 6). What period, then, comes to the forefront so clearly as the time 

of Sennacherib’s invasion during the reign of godly Hezekiah? 

In any case, in this way we read the psalm concretely, historically, situatedly, and not like a 

universal-religious song that everyone can take on their lips under every circumstance. This latter 

approach can generate serious dangers, as we will see after we discuss the psalm. Psalm 46 is 

certainly not a song for anytime and for anyone, but is suited only for the lips of former and 

contemporary kindred spirits of Isaiah. This explains why we are taking the freedom to ask first 

concerning the school from which the composer of Psalm 46 must have come: the “Immanuel 

group” of Isaiah. 

 

 

14.2 Verses 1-3: “Though the earth gives way . . . .” 

 

Beloved peace lies over Judah again. The rumble of battering rams and the stomping of 

soldiers’ boots have died away. All of Judah is breathing once again. Refugees return home. No 
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one needs to be worried any more about food (Isa. 37:30). Now the moment has come to praise 

Yahweh. 

Who will lead the church in Judah in this singing? The Levites, of course, the ones esteemed 

by Yahweh to praise him as their vocation. If among these Levites there was one family 

throughout the centuries that has stood out in prominence among those praising Yahweh, serving 

in his house, and honoring his anointed king, it was the family of the Korahites. For that matter, 

they were not only psalm singers, but also psalm composers. In addition to Psalm 46, Psalms 42-

49, 84, 85, 87, and 88 are under their name. From this renowned family of singers someone took 

pen in hand after Sennacherib’s defeat, in order to keep alive in the stylized language of the poetic 

art this redemption story, and to bring to Yahweh the required honor as a refuge for his people. 

 

 

Arrangement 

Psalm 46 is clearly arranged in three equal parts: (1) verses 1-3, (2) verses 4-7, and (3) verses 

8-11. In this connection attention has been drawn to the fact that both parts (1) and (2) conclude 

with the same refrain, but part (3) does not. We read in verses 7 and 11: “The LORD of the armed 

forces is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress,” but we do not find this line after verse 3. 

Commentators on the Psalms rather universally agree that this refrain after verse 3 was omitted 

through an error in transcription. They restore the text by reading a transitional verse after verse 3. 

Indeed, it seems obvious that also after part (1)—that is: after verse 3—we should read: “The 

LORD of the armed forces is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress.” 

 

 

Praise and trust 

In part 1 of the psalm (vv. 1-3) the poet praises Yahweh as a powerful refuge and strength for 

his people, so powerful that his people may still feel safe even when the world is destroyed. In 

this way, Psalm 46 is not only a praise song to Yahweh, but also a resolution of powerful trust in 

Yahweh, the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who also has a covenant with us. 

 

 

Verse 1: 

God is our refuge and strength, 

 a very present help in trouble. 

 

This last formulation was used by Hezekiah as well, when he had donned his mourning 

garments and has sent his delegation to Isaiah: “Thus says Hezekiah, ‘’This day is a day of 

distress [trouble]’” (2 Kings 19:3). People and king had shared deathly fear. A siege must have 

been something terrifying. The Assyrian Rabshakeh had predicted with crass military language to 

the soldiers of Judah on the Jerusalem wall that resistance against Sennacherib would end with 

them eating their own dung and drinking their own urine (Isa. 36:12). And what next? Would 

Hezekiah’s eyes be cut out as well? And secretary of state Sebna hoisted on a pole? No, the 

Korahites are not exaggerating when they look back at the Assyrian siege and talk in our Psalm 

about “troubles.” That Assyrian had humiliated everyone: their allies, their army, their king, and . 

. . their God! “Come, come, gentlemen, of course your god is just like the rest: a god-of-nothing!” 

(2 Kings 18:17-35; 2 Chron. 32:10-19; Isa. 36). Are you still putting your hope in Egypt, “that 

broken reed of a staff” (2 Kings 18:21)? What is hanging over the heads of the citizenry who 
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hoped to survive the siege? Deportation? Execution? Slavery? Who was as infamous for their 

cruelty as the Assyrians? 

But this nightmare was now shredded and these grateful Korahites are sounding God’s praise: 

“God [and not Egypt] is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.” We should not 

read over that second italicized word. 

“If you seek him,” David had taught, “he will be found by you, but if you forsake him, he will 

cast you off forever” (1 Chron. 28:9; cf. 2 Chron. 15:2). That is what the godly Hezekiah and the 

intercessor Isaiah together with his remnant did: they sought Yahweh. Hezekiah had sought 

Yahweh in this courageous work of cleansing the temple, in his attention to the reproach heaped 

upon Yahweh’s name. Isaiah and his pupils did it by “waiting” upon Yahweh for years (Isa. 8:16-

22). Fortunately it was still “the time for finding him” at that point (Ps. 32:6; Isa. 55:6), so that 

Yahweh permitted himself to be “found.” Now they could sing: “a very present help in trouble.” 

 

 

Verses 2-3: 

Therefore we will not fear though the earth gives way, 

 though the mountains be moved into the heart of the sea, 

though its waters roar and foam, 

 though the mountains tremble at its swelling. Selah 

 

People can, of course, read these verses as a poetic description of the Assyrian invasions 

through early Asia. In the school of Isaiah people were accustomed to comparing the Assyrian 

advance with a flood (Isa. 8:7-8; 17:12; cf. Ps. 65:8). This world power resembled a boundless 

ocean that had overflowed and swept away lands and peoples with unbounded power. What else 

were the deportations of entire peoples? Sennacherib had indeed caused a political earthquake that 

had shaken kingdoms and caused royal crowns to roll in the streets. Were not boundaries and 

relationships being brushed away as though with a broom? This declaration of verse 2, however, 

is affected by the objection that then the first and second strophes of the psalm are saying the 

same thing. The following explanation appears to us to be more satisfactory. 

 

Yahweh had provided his people with an unparalleled deliverance: crushing a world power 

and ending a world war. The amazement for Yahweh can now be acknowledged without restraint. 

That is what the poet seeks to express in the strongest possible formulation that he can find. This 

explains his choice of metaphors denoting a flood and cosmic catastrophe. As a contemporary of 

Isaiah he knew very well what an earthquake was. Isaiah once described one (Isa. 24:19-20; cf. 

29:6; 54:10; Ezek. 38:19; Haggai 2:7). He may have been describing the one they had 

experienced in Uzziah’s time, something people were talking about years later (Amos 1:1; Zech. 

14:5; 2 Chron. 26:22; Isa. 6:1). But what the psalmist is describing here cannot be called an 

ordinary earthquake. Here he must have been thinking of a world catastrophe like the great Flood, 

in connection with which there must have been unimaginable seaquakes as well. Here he is 

mentioning the extreme possibilities that he can imagine: the earth giving way and the mountains 

moving. What can Israel—and wee—think of as more established than the mountains (Isa. 

54:10)? He seems to have been thinking of seas as well, like they foamed before the third creation 

day or during the great Flood. Even then we will not fear. 

They had discovered Yahweh to be that kind of refuge. 

They could hardly have confessed their faith more powerfully. 
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What a lovely sacrifice of praise they had prepared for Yahweh with this confession. 

Remember that today as well our good God enjoys receiving nothing better from his people than 

their praise and their trust! 

 

Listen to the refrain: 

 

The LORD of the armed forces is with us; 

 the God of Jacob is our fortress. 

 

In the school of Isaiah this was the watchword: Immanu (with us) El (God). The psalmist 

changed it just a bit when writing this refrain in Hebrew: Yahweh tsebaoth immanu, which means: 

“Yahweh of the armed forces is with us.” This alteration, however, is entirely Isaianic. In Isaiah 

1-39 the prophet speaks fifty-four times about the tsebaoth or military hosts of Yahweh. 

The historical background explains why prophet and psalmist delighted to use this word. 

Judah had been living for years according to the “wisdom” of “Egypt with us!” Squarely against 

this public opinion Isaiah and his students had been proclaiming: “God with us!” After all, people 

in Judah could have known that Yahweh could, if necessary, alter the sun, moon, and stars for the 

sake of his people, couldn’t they (Josh. 10:12-14; Judges 5:20)? Why not then trust in the Yahweh 

of these tzebaoth or military hosts? He was, after all, Israel’s treaty partner? Why they trust in the 

Egyptian tzebaoth? 

But when the crisis was at its worst, Yahweh sent his Angel, the Commander of Yahweh’s 

tzebaoth. All by himself, in one night this Angel put an end to the war by killing 185,000 

Assyrian soldiers. Even if we interpret “thousands” here to refer to an army unit, this was an 

enormous number. Recall that this Angel could have appeared on the battle stage with raining 

meteors, as the Canaanites found out (Josh. 10:11). Sennacherib had seized all the stone 

fortresses, but the God of Jacob had been a fortress for his people, one that had smashed to pieces 

the mighty Sennacherib. 

So now Israelite sopranos and tenors were singing: “The God of Jacob is our fortress.” That is 

what the sons of Korah and of Asaph liked to call Yahweh. Had not father Jacob also met angels 

and said: “This is God’s camp!” (Gen. 32:2)? 

“Yahweh of the armed forces is with us!” With this the church of Christ may still be 

comforted in her fight against the brutal Beast (Rev. 13:1-10) and the deceitful Beast (Rev. 13:11-

18). Not only world powers like Sennacherib, but also evil Gnosis and false prophets constitute 

powerful threats for the holy remnant in the Christianity of our time. But “The chariots of God are 

twice ten thousand, thousands upon thousands” (Ps. 68:17). If only we would look (2 Kings 6:15-

17). “There are more with us than with him,” Hezekiah confessed during the Assyrian siege. 

“With him is an arm of flesh, but with us is the LORD our God, to help us and to fight our battles” 

(2 Chron. 32:7-8). 

Hezekiah’s mother would have said: Immanu El! 

 

 

14.3 Verses 4-7: “He utters his voice, the earth melts” 

 

Following the “resolution of confidence” in the first strophe, the poet now mentions the basis 

of his trust: the miraculous deliverance of Jerusalem from the power of Sennacherib. 

The imagery changes in a remarkable way. 
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The Assyrian march brought him to the image of a flood-like cosmic catastrophe with shaking 

mountains and raging seas. Now that he is going to talk about the city of God, the psalmist 

chooses the image of a lovely river. Notice how water streams could charm the Israelite heart! 

 

 

Verse 4 

There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, 

 the holy habitation of the Most High. 

 

Unlike Babylon, for example, Jerusalem did not lie alongside a river. The city was refreshed 

by the Gihon spring. An impressive creek flowed from that spring, “the waters of Shiloah that 

flow gently” (Isa. 8:6). People can still today show you the engineered waterworks in Jerusalem 

that Hezekiah constructed from this water source. It consists of a tunnel 530 meters long, dug 

through the rock underneath Jerusalem. 

But what does the poet mean here with his expression “a river whose streams make glad the 

city of God”? He may well have had in mind the waterworks in Jerusalem, since they supplied 

Jerusalem with sufficient fresh water during the siege (2 Kings 20:20; 2 Chron. 32:30). But 

whether we should imagine only this humble Shiloah-creek when the psalm talks about “a river 

whose streams make glad the city of God” is questionable, despite our appreciation for sober 

Scripture interpretation. We would not want to spiritualize a river of water unnecessarily as being 

a river of grace, but if we are to reach an acceptable interpretation of this difficult verse, we will 

certainly have to think in terms of metaphor. For calling the tiny Shiloah-creek a “river,” and one 

with “arms” or “streams” at that, is going too far. All the more when we recall that during most of 

the year the creek was also dry! Though we do not consider the view untenable that Jerusalem’s 

“gently flowing waters of Shiloah” inspired the poet to reach for this metaphor in verse 5a. 

In any case, the psalmist is here using a thoroughly biblical image. As precious as drinking 

water is in the arid Near East, in Scripture it could become a poignant image of all the good that 

God enjoys giving to his people (cf. Isa. 33:20-21; 55:1; Jer. 2:13; John 4:13-14; Rev. 21:6; 22:1, 

17). 

Here in Psalm 46 the blessing of the temple for Jerusalem is being compared with the blessing 

of a river for a city. The poet compares God’s house not with a water source or water reservoir, 

something known in every Israelite city, but with a river, and one with tributaries! Most Israelites 

had only heard about this kind of mighty waterway. So then, what such a legendary amount of 

water means for a city is precisely what God’s sanctuary means for Jerusalem, the city of the 

Most High. 

After all, from God’s holy Dwelling a stream of blessings flowed, right? 

It really was the case that behind the curtains of the Most Holy Place lived the Most High. 

There stood the ark, the throne of Yahweh and his most sacred altar, the place where the two 

stone tablets of the Horeb covenant were preserved, the very foundation undergirding Israel’s life. 

To the intercessions raised from this House Yahweh had promised to listen (1 Kings 8:22-53; 

9:3). There he had read Sennacherib’s threatening letter and heard Hezekiah’s plea. In short, all 

the utensils of God’s House spoke of the lifesaving knowledge of the true God. 

Perhaps what is also being sounded in this verse is the joy that this stream, which during 

Ahaz’ wicked rule had been dammed up, was flowing once again after Hezekiah’s temple 

cleansing. Who knows how much the Korahite singers of Psalm 46 had done for the restoration of 

the worship of Yahweh. They were also Levites (cf. 2 Chron. 29-31)! In addition we could also 
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think of God’s “openheartedness” (Amos 3:7) in the prophetic instruction given by Isaiah, who 

had been pointing people for years to the good path (Isa. 8:20). He had also comforted the holy 

remnant that had repented with the finest promises (Isa. 2:1-5; 10:15-19; 11:1-10). 

 

 

Verse 5: 

God is in the midst of her; she shall not be moved; 

 God will help her when morning dawns. 

 

Although Sennacherib may well have conquered many famous cities, the city he was now 

seeking in vain to conquer had no equal. Jerusalem was “the city of the great King” (Ps. 48:2) and 

of all places, on that “holy mountain” (Ps. 48:1) the Assyrian field marshal had given Sennacherib 

the title “the great king, the king of Assyria” (2 Kings 18:19, 28). A pitiful mistake, for the Great 

King did not live in Nineveh, but in Jerusalem, and that was a painful lesson that Israel’s Suzerain 

made the arrogant Assyrian learn. 

“God will help her,” is what the Korahite singers had learned in the school of Isaiah and had 

confessed when “people” in Judah were still believing firmly that “Egypt will help us!” The 

prophet was jeered because of his “Immanuel”-preaching (Isa. 28:9-10). But he was proven right 

with his statement: “If you are not firm in faith, you will not be firm at all” (Isa. 7:9). Trusting in 

God had preserved Jerusalem from being moved. And how! “When morning dawns” (v. 6b). One 

could of course interpret this to mean that Yahweh helps after a night of pain and trouble (cf. Ps. 

130:6; 143:8; Isa. 17:14; 21:11), but here we should think of the period when God attacked 

Sennacherib: “And that night the angel of the LORD went out and struck down 185,000 in the 

camp of the Assyrians. And when people arose early in the morning, behold, these were all dead 

bodies” (2 Kings 19:35). At the hour when armies in those days usually retreated from attack, the 

King of the tsebaoth of Yahweh struck his blow. 

“God will help her!” 

This “simple” truth is more easily sung than practiced in faith. No superpowers are protecting 

God’s people, no great leaders form a shield around us, no tightly organized entities form the 

walls of our fortress, no popes or synods give us refuge. God is our shield in the battles of this 

life. At least, if God’s people serve him and keep his covenant. Then we may join with Isaiah in 

singing: “Shout, and sing for joy, O inhabitant of Zion, for great in your midst is the Holy One of 

Israel” (Isa. 12:6). And what if God’s people did not serve him? Then it surely is not always the 

case that “God is in her midst.” But we will discuss this separately below. 

 

 

Verse 6: 

The nations rage, the kingdoms totter; 

 he utters his voice, the earth melts. 

 

Hidden behind the first line lies the indescribable anguish of the world war that has just ended. 

The rumbling of the battering rams, the sobs of molested women and girls, the smoking ruins, the 

fallen soldiers, the long columns of captives and refugees, the rattling of the war chariots, and the 

clattering of the weapons. Indeed, “kingdoms tottered,” including Hezekiah’s. But as we saw, 

Sennacherib came to call to order the entire southwestern corner of his world empire, including 

his powerful rival, Egypt. From the Tigris to the Nile, the nations had to be brought under the 
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“outstretched wings” (which was the emblem of the Assyrians) (Isa. 8:8). Hamath, Arpad, 

Chaldeans, Moabites, Ammonites, Philistines, and Egyptians were affected by this war (cf. 2 

Kings 18:34; 19:12). 

 

Then God lifted up his voice. 

It was not the case that this world war broke out “all by itself.” World wars—including those 

in our era—do not occur outside of God’s appointment (Isa. 10:5; Amos 3:6). Yahweh himself 

had called the Assyrians westward (Isa. 7:18-19). Nothing and nobody could have stopped them. 

Even Egypt was shaken on its foundations. Yahweh alone could have been a match for 

Sennacherib, and with what a divine ease had he brought down the arrogant boaster. The brevity 

of this verse fits nicely with the speed of Yahweh’s action. 

All of this with the famous “voice” of Yahweh, with which he had created heaven and earth in 

the beginning. Isaiah had announced Assyria’s defeat in the same way: “The LORD will cause his 

majestic voice to be heard and the descending blow of his arm to be seen, in furious anger and a 

flame of devouring fire, with a cloudburst and storm and hailstones. The Assyrians will be terror-

stricken at the voice of the LORD, when he strikes with his rod” (Isa. 30:30-31). We know after the 

fact that this was Yahweh’s Angel, with whom Yahweh lifted up his voice on the world stage and 

fulfilled Isaiah’s prophecy. 

Then “the earth melted” (Isa. 17:12-14; Amos 9:5). From terror and dread for the great King 

of Israel who crushed Sennacherib in one night. Yahweh appeared once again in the world news. 

Even pagans acknowledged his almighty majesty. “Many brought gifts to the LORD to Jerusalem” 

(2 Chron. 32:33). 

Who among Christians views our contemporary history with such humble eyes as these 

Korahite singers in the eighth century before Christ? How many Christians have heard the 

“voice” of God both in the outbreak and in the ending of the world wars in our era? Do we still 

believe that world powers can still be a stick in God’s hand with which he strikes his apostate 

people (Isa. 10:5)? 

 

 

Verse 7: 

The LORD of the armed forces is with us; 

 the God of Jacob is our fortress. Selah 

 

People could sing that again in Judah! Thirty years earlier Isaiah stood before Hezekiah’s 

wicked father Ahaz, who had just called on the Assyrians for help. God’s covenant lay shockingly 

trampled underfoot at that time. God’s temple was thoroughly defiled. Its lamps were 

extinguished, incense and burnt offerings were no longer being brought, the doors of the vestibule 

were closed (2 Chron. 29:7). Ahaz had even placed an Assyrian altar in the temple (2 Kings 

16:10-15). Was it any wonder that Yahweh came with his covenant curse (Isa. 1:2-9)? By their 

sins Judah and Israel had drawn to themselves the Assyrian threat as a judgment of God. Isaiah 

had been proclaiming that for years. 

But Hezekiah led Judah in returning to Yahweh, by commanding the Levites to cleanse the 

temple and to restore the worship in the house of Yahweh (2 Chron. 29:35). Who knows but that 

the composer of Psalm 46 may have assisted in that. Finally the Passover was celebrated (2 

Chron. 30:1-31:1). The sacred poles and stones were smashed. Hezekiah may well have had his 

weaknesses in the political arena, but he was nonetheless a genuinely meek man who did not 
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conceal his connection with the unrighteousness of the forefathers: “For behold, our fathers have 

fallen by the sword,” confessed Hezekiah, “and our sons and our daughters and our wives are in 

captivity for this” (2 Chron. 29:5-10). (In 722 BC the Assyrians had deported many brothers and 

sisters from the ten tribes of Israel.) He called even the survivors of that kingdom to repentance: 

“O people of Israel, return to the LORD, . . . that his fierce anger may turn away from you” (2 

Chron. 30:6-9). In this way Hezekiah and the Levites had been zealous for Yahweh before 

Sennacherib had attacked. The writer of Chronicles begins his narrative about this by first 

recalling that work of reformation: “After these things and these acts of faithfulness, Sennacherib 

king of Assyria came and invaded Judah” (2 Chron. 32:1). In his book this author referred 

favorably and often to the connection between piety and prosperity in the history of the theocracy. 

So we may not view this divine deliverance of Jerusalem apart from Hezekiah’s temple cleansing. 

Confession of guilt had occurred first (2 Chron. 29:10). Then from Sennacherib’s defeat it was 

evident that Yahweh’s “fierce anger” had indeed turned away from Judah. And that Isaiah had 

prophesied correctly: You must call upon Yahweh tsebaoth for help, the Commander of the 

heavenly military forces for land, sea, and air! Then our enemies will have nowhere to go. When 

Judah had really repented from her idolatries, including from seeking to protect God’s kingdom 

by means of military might, then she could once again sing: “Yahweh tsebaoth is with us!” But 

under Ahaz the godly were still having to complain: “Yahweh tsebaoth is against us.” 

 

We must not peel away this verse from the entirely of the psalm, and even less from the 

historical situation, in which the Korahites were singing it. For they were not positing a timeless 

religious proposition, but they were relating a historically dated experience of the Shear-jashub, 

the remnant that had repented: Yahweh in once again with us! 

 

 

14.4 Verses 8-11: “Come, behold the works of Yahweh” 

 

Throughout the centuries the ruins of war display the same portrait. Therefore we can imagine 

to some extent the devastations of the Assyrian military campaigns. Wherever Sennacherib, the 

Napoleon of that time, went with his “Grande Armée,” people saw burned out cities, a disrupted 

economy, and farmland stripped bare. Precisely as Isaiah had seen it approaching beforehand: 

“Surely many houses shall be desolate, large and beautiful houses, without inhabitant. For ten 

acres of vineyard shall yield but one bath, and a homer of seed shall yield but an ephah” (Isa. 5:9-

10; cf. Isa. 24). 

Isaiah may very well have pointed to God’s hand in these world shocking events, but who had 

an eye to see it? This explains why the psalmist, as a good student from the school of Isaiah, 

summons all our attention in the third strophe of his psalm for Yahweh, as the One who had 

caused the world war to break out and to dissipate. 

 

 

Verse 8: 

Come, behold the works of the LORD, 

 how he has brought desolations on the earth. 

 

That is what Isaiah had always taught: that Yahweh had disciplined the church and the world 

(Isa. 1:5). “Where else would you like to be struck?,” he had dared to ask, surely with an eye to 
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the ravaged kingdom of the ten tribes. 

 

Your country lies desolate; 

your cities are burned with fire; 

in your very presence 

foreigners devour your land; 

it is desolate, as overthrown by foreigners (Isa. 1:7; cf. 5:9). 

 

From this we see that the foregoing verses speak not only of God’s destruction of the Assyrian 

army and his liberation of Jerusalem, but also of his works of judgment and punishment. Not only 

of Sennacherib and his army, but also of Judah and her neighboring nations (Amos 1). Assyria 

had been Yahweh’s stick (Isa. 10:5-19). 

Hezekiah would have had no difficulty with this poetic line, for during the siege he had 

confessed: “This day is a day of distress, of rebuke [or discipline], and of disgrace” (Isa. 37:3). 

But very many people had not at all noticed this judgment character of those years, so that Isaiah 

complained at that time: “The people did not turn to him who struck them” (Isa. 9:13). “But you 

did not look to him who did it, or see him who planned it long ago” (Isa. 22:11; cf. 26:10-11; 1 

Pet. 5:6). Even the prophets, who were supposed to serve as the people’s “eyes,” were blind to 

God’s judgments. That too was a form of God’s judgment. He had for a time turned Judah into a 

people of sleepwalkers (Isa. 29:10-11). And turned his Word into “a sealed book” (cf. Isa. 29:11; 

6:9-10; 8:16-17). 

The Korahite group of Psalm 46, however, remained awake, and now that Yahweh had 

humiliated the Assyrians, they summoned their brothers and sisters in Judah finally to catch a 

glimpse of God’s deeds in the present and in the recent past. God had whistled Assyria to come 

westward (Isa. 5:26). God had blinded the Egyptian diplomats and crushed the military power 

(Isa. 19:4, 14; 20:4; 30:3). God had called high ranking Assyrian officials “lads” (Isa. 37:6). God 

had carried out his plans with Sennacherib (Isa. 37:26-27). Were people finally realizing this? 

According to John Calvin, not 1% of the people did what was here being asked of them. The 

majority had not eye for God’s hand. When they talk about world events, don’t many Christians 

stay on the human level? Who believes in practice that God guides world politics? Who has an 

eye for the judgment character of our own age? Between 1914 and 1945 baptized nations bled 

twice from a thousand wounds. The corpses of their sons lay like locusts across the European and 

Asian fields (Lev. 26:30; Deut. 28:26; Jer. 16:4; 25:33). Their cities were bombed to smithereens, 

their colonies (“provinces”) were lost, and in global politics they went from being “the head” to 

being “the tail” (Deut. 28:13). But who saw in those events God’s New Testament covenant curse 

falling down upon Christianity and his wrath at seeing the trampled blood of his Son and the 

reproaching of his Spirit? Who saw that Berlin fell as Nineveh had? When people make a tourist 

stop at one of the vast military cemeteries in Europe, who thinks of the school of Isaiah and of the 

summons from the Korahites: “Come, behold the works of Yahweh, who brings desolations on 

the earth”? 

 

 

Verse 9: 

He makes wars cease to the end of the earth; 

 he breaks the bow and shatters the spear; 

 he burns the chariots with fire. 
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This verse continues the summons of verse 8: “Come, behold the works of Yahweh!” What all 

of early Asia and Egypt with its allies saw no chance of accomplishing, that is what the Angel of 

Yahweh took care of in one night. With one strike he put an end to the rumor of war “to the ends 

of the earth.” From then on no more armies of Sennacherib marched through the lands. The defeat 

at Jerusalem signified at the same time the end of his victory tours. “And he lived in Nineveh” 

(Isa. 37:37). “For you, O LORD, are most high over all the earth” (Ps. 97:9). In history he 

occasionally gives to a particular nation the vocation of shaping history, so that it can unleash 

something like a world war, but ending such a war represents for God no difficulty at all. 

It is customary for defeated armies to leave behind mountains of war material. In Judah 

spears, bows, and chariots from the 185,000 fallen Assyrian soldiers would have been strewn 

everywhere. Especially the chariots were in those days, surely for the kings of mountainous 

Judah, high-priced status symbols that served only for ostentation and that you could hardly use in 

a mountainous region (2 Sam. 15:1; 1 Kings 1:5). Yahweh abhorred these ancient Eastern “tanks” 

and prohibited Israel from having many of them (Deut. 17:16). Those who brought the Word were 

just as valuable as a field full of chariots (2 Kings 2:12; 13:14). Therefore Isaiah fulminated not 

only from a social viewpoint against the chariots of Judah—even though the ordinary person 

would have had to pinch and scrape to pay the high taxes for them—but especially on account of 

the threat they posed to the “Immanuel-faith” of Judah (Isa. 2:21). 

But Hezekiah lived when he had learned his lesson from faith: “Some trust in chariots and 

some in horses, but we trust in the name of the LORD our God” (Ps. 20:7; cf. 33:17). An 

unbelieving king would have wrung his hands when he saw all that abandoned Assyrian military 

hardware, but we may believe that Hezekiah had all of that destruction-producing material 

burned. At which time the Korahites sang: God has burned it. And that’s what happened, right? 

Once again a “work of Yahweh,” that everyone in Judah was supposed to “behold.” Even as in 

1945 Europeans could observe God’s good hand in the gigantic dumps of discarded military 

equipment, a hand that made all of these instruments superfluous. For “He changes times and 

seasons; he removes kings and sets up kings” (Dan. 2:21). He it is who puts an end to the great 

world wars on our era. 

Our thoughts automatically go even further. 

For precisely during the rumor of war during his day Isaiah had declared a splendid prophecy 

about God’s coming peaceable kingdom. For the comforting of the remnant that had repented, but 

that nonetheless had suffered severely under the wartime misery that occurred shortly before the 

end of their century. “It shall come to pass in the latter days,” Isaiah had said comfortingly, “. . . 

they shall beat their swords into plowshares, . . . nation shall not lift up sword against nation, 

neither shall they learn war anymore” (Isa. 2:1-5; Micah 4:1-4; cf. Isa. 11:1-10). Then Isaiah 

pointed to the final goal of God’s global politics: the extermination of all use of force and the 

elimination of every tool of destruction. Would Isaiah and his students perhaps have tasted the 

defeat of the political giant Sennacherib as a down-payment on the ultimate destruction of every 

tool of war, including of our bombs and rockets, and the defeat of every imperialist world 

conqueror? 

 

 

Verse 10: 

“Be still, and know that I am God. 

 I will be exalted among the nations, 
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 I will be exalted in the earth!” 

 

Here Yahweh himself is introduced as the speaker. “Be still,” he commands majestically. “Be 

quiet!” Which raises the question: who must be still and from what? We should think of both 

God’s enemies and of God’s church. 

Had not God just come to Sennacherib with the command: “Stop!” Nations had trembled at 

the mere mention of his name, but now an end was to be made of world war in general and the 

fighting of Judah and Jerusalem in particular. Not that these words needed to be sent by postal 

service to Nineveh, for this prophecy, like Isaiah’s prophecies “about the nations” were naturally 

designed for internal use. In order to comfort God’s people. 

People can read these words, however, also as an immediate judgment upon the church of 

Judah. Especially when we opt for this rendering: “Be quiet and know that I am God.” For then 

one would be hearing at this point the key word from the school of Isaiah: “In returning and rest 

you shall be saved; in quietness and in trust shall be your strength” (Isa. 30:15). Understood in 

this way, the Levites are in this verse once again calling upon Judah to break radically with 

political intrigue and henceforth to venture forth with believing tranquility. Here is the sound of 

that ancient lesson of Psalm 2: the kingdom is God’s affair. Let us not imagine ourselves to have 

outgrown this “simple truth,” for in practice we easily forget: “Know that I am God; I am exalted 

among the nations, exalted in the earth.” 

 

 

Verse 11: 

The LORD of the armed forces is with us; 

 the God of Jacob is our fortress. Selah 

  

One more time the “Compendium” of what the “Immanuel group” had learned in the school 

of Isaiah echoes: “If you are not firm in faith, you will not be firm at all” (Isa. 7:9). 

Joy on account of fellowship with the God of tsebaoth is here blended with relief because of 

his intervention. Assurance of his assistance with trust for the future. Hope for the definitive 

destruction of military force softens the suffering of the wartime misery they had just 

experienced. 

At the same time the refrain contains a warning addressed to the church, that she continually 

see to it that she is able to sing this song. Under the rule of Hezekiah’s predecessor, Ahaz, many 

people of Judah could sing this psalm only awkwardly with an honest conscience. To them Isaiah 

had to declare: “You have forgotten the God of your salvation and have not remembered the Rock 

of your refuge” (Isa. 17:10). The fundamental condition for singing this psalm remains the belief 

that “the LORD has founded Zion, and in her the afflicted of his people find refuge” (Isa. 14:32). 

Without that belief Psalm 46 can be dangerous. 

 

 

14.5 Not a psalm to sing at every opportunity 

 

 

As you noticed, we did not read Psalm 46 as a universal-religious song of confidence that 

people can sing at just any occasion. It was born in a particular situation and sung by students of 

Isaiah. It can be used then only is a similar situation and not simply by every Tom, Dick, and 
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Harry, but only by kindred spirits of Isaiah’s “Immanuel group.” To forget that and to understand 

the psalm as a supratemporal pious statement that is appropriate always and everywhere can cause 

serious misunderstanding. You can see that from the following two stories that show clearly that 

God is not automatically always and under every circumstance with his people. For if they turn 

away from him, he can also turn against the church. 

 

One hundred years after the Assyrian invasion Judah was threatened once again by a world 

power, this time Babylon. The sizeable majority of the prophets called the people to a certain kind 

of “faith” and “trust,” however. Yahweh could surely not allow his Jerusalem to fall into 

Babylonian hands, could he? “Yahweh’s temple, Yahweh’s temple, Yahweh’s temple” (Jer. 7:4). 

Viewed superficially, these prophets were speaking in the spirit of Psalm 46: “No calamity will 

befall the city, where God has chosen to dwell!” But Jeremiah spoke exactly the opposite of the 

public opinion in the church-state of Judah. According to him this “faith” was a “trusting in 

deceptive words” (Jer. 7:4). God would destroy that house, over which his name was being called 

out, “in which you have put your confidence,” even as he had destroyed his sanctuary in Shiloh 

and had “cast out” those “believing” Judah temple devotees (Jer. 7:14-15). In 586 BC Jerusalem 

fell into the hands of Nebuchadnezzar. The “faith” of Jeremiah’s colleagues and their followers 

was deeply disappointed. 

Nevertheless, they appeared to be speaking entirely in the spirit of Psalm 46. 

 

A second example. 

During the Jewish War (AD 66-70), Jerusalem was once again under siege. This time by the 

Roman world power. This story is not mentioned in Scripture, but was prophetically foretold by 

the Lord Jesus. 

The Jews resisted with uncommon religious fanaticism. Until the very last moment they were 

firmly convinced that God would help them as a matter of course. Once again apparently in terms 

of the faith of Psalm 46: “No calamity will befall the city, where God has chosen to dwell!” But 

in AD 70, Titus captured the city. The war had cost 1,100,000 Jews their lives. 

Clearly they, just as in 586 BC, incorrectly thought: “God is in her midst, she shall not be 

moved” (Ps. 46:5). Why could Israel sing after the Assyrian siege, but not after the Babylonian 

and Roman threats: “Yahweh of the armed forces is with us”? 

 

 

Why was God with his people in 701 BC, but not in 586 BC and AD 70? 

 

Let us note first the similarity in these situations. 

Both in 701 and in 586 and in 70, God sent people to besiege his own city, for “Does disaster 

come to a city, unless the LORD has done it?” (Amos 3:6). But God’s people could have known 

why God acted that way, “For the Lord GOD does nothing without revealing his secret to his 

servants the prophets” (Amos 3:7). Before he sent Sennacherib, God revealed his counsel to his 

servant Isaiah, who pointed Judah to God’s anger expressed through the Assyrian menace. Before 

he sent Nebuchadnezzar, Jeremiah pointed to God’s anger in the Babylonian menace. And before 

God dispatched Vespasian and Titus to Jerusalem, he revealed his counsel to his Servant Jesus, 

who pointed Jerusalem to God’s anger forty years before its destruction (cf. Isa. 10:5-6; Jer. 1; 

Luke 21:22). Three times God revealed his anger in a siege of Jerusalem, and three time he made 

it known ahead of time through his servants the prophets. 
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In addition, however, there is also a significant difference. 

When Jeremiah proclaimed that Yahweh had summoned the Babylonians to Judah to 

discipline her on account of her sins, the majority refused to repent. Hananiah fortified the 

citizens of Judah in that attitude by his apparent “principled” and “faithful” preaching: “Thus says 

the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel: I have broken the yoke of the king of Babylon,” and within 

two years this will all be behind us (Jer. 28:2-3). Rather than calling Judah in this time of severe 

judgment to humbling herself under the heavy hand of God, Hananiah and his colleagues called 

the church of Judah to “faith” in God’s unconditional support. After all, they were God’s people, 

so what could happen to them? Whereas Yahweh was clearly against his people, they wanted to 

argue—apparently along the line of Psalm 46—that he was for his people! 

For forty years Jeremiah had to fight almost in vain against this hard, arrogant attitude of the 

church of Judah. When almost everyone was cursing Nebuchadnezzar as a “pagan” and “an 

enemy of the church,” Jeremiah sounded forth God’s Word about “Nebuchadnezzar the king of 

Babylon, my servant”—sent to punish Judah! (Jer. 25:9). 

“You have the forehead of a whore; you refuse to be ashamed,” the prophet said (Jer. 3:3; cf. 

2:35; 5:3; 23; 6:14-15; 7:26-28). “No man relents of his evil, saying, ‘What have I done?’” (Jer. 

8:6; 19:15). 

That was deeply different from Hezekiah’s attitude. 

 

During the Jewish War (AD 66-70) Israel adopted the same arrogant attitude. The Lord Jesus 

had announced this siege of Jerusalem as a result of divine “wrath upon this people” on account 

of their rejection of the Messiah (Luke 21:23). But then as well, no one repented from his evil, 

just as in the days of Jeremiah. Not even when an Israelite mother ate her own child and 

Deuteronomy 28:57 was once again fulfilled. “With God as our ally, we are all laughing at your 

threats,” the Jews called out insultingly to Titus from the city walls. Did you catch the false 

appeal of these arrogant fanatics to Psalm 46: “The LORD, the God of the armed forces, is with 

us!” 

These Jews as well were deeply different from the school of Isaiah. 

 

The events in 586 BC and AD 70 prove that the church cannot simply use Psalm 46 always 

and under all circumstances. What in 701 Hezekiah could sing was unsuitable for Zedekiah to 

sing in 586. In 586 and 70, appealing to Psalm 46 was itself false prophecy and represented a 

serious danger for the church under judgment. Arrogant people were taking a psalm for humble 

people on their lips and were defying the living God. For what is more foolish than to sing, when 

God is obviously against his people: “Yahweh is with us . . . .” If he has changed into an enemy 

against his people, a roaring lion, a ferocious bear, and is fighting against his own people, then to 

rejoice that he is fighting for them? (Isa. 63:10; Jer. 7:10; Hos. 13:7). In short, when this psalm is 

invoked in times of judgment, without God’s church humbling herself under his striking hand, 

then one is using Psalm 46 to invoke a false slogan and is fortifying the church in her 

shamelessness. 

 

To mention just a few illustrations, Psalm 46 was not suitable on the lips of Jeremiah’s fellow 

villagers, the men of Anathoth who could have murdered him (Jer. 11:21). Or on the lips of 

Pashhur, the chief officer of the temple, who had Jeremiah locked up one night in the stocks (Jer. 

20:1-6). Or on the lips of those colleagues of Jeremiah who proclaimed directly contrary to his 
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preaching of judgment: “Yahweh has spoken, you will have peace” (Jer. 23:17). They considered 

Jeremiah worthy of death “because he has prophesied against this city” (namely, that God was not 

with her and would discipline her; Jer. 26:11). One of the first one deported, Shemaiah of 

Nehelam, wrote a letter from Babylon to the priest Zephaniah, requesting that disciplinary 

measures be taken against the prophet Jeremiah, who had sent the captives in Babylon this 

message: “It will be some time before you return, so build houses in Babylon” (Jer. 29). 

All of these “believers” assured their listeners: “Yahweh of the armed forces is with us,” when 

that was not true. Yahweh was in fact very angry with his people. These leaders gave “comfort 

sermons” amid the crisis of judgment without calling people to humble themselves. 

 

The same was true of very many Jews in AD 70. 

They had put to death their own Messiah, and Yahweh came to vindicate that. “Because you 

did not know the time of your visitation,” the Savior had said (Luke 19:44). What served to bring 

peace was hidden from their eyes (Luke 19:42). Namely, to accept the ultimatum that John the 

Baptist and the Lord Jesus had transmitted to them in the name of God: “Repent, for the kingdom 

of heaven is at hand.” 

At that point, singing Psalm 46 doesn’t help at all. 

It is not suitable on the lips of “pious” proud people. 

 

The confession of faith of those mourning for Zion 

 

But in 701 BC was Yahweh also angry with Judah? That is what we heard Isaiah proclaiming 

for years. Why then did God rescue Jerusalem under Hezekiah, but not under Zedekiah in 586? 

Because the godly Hezekiah adopted an entirely different attitude under God’s punishing hand 

than Zedekiah in 586 and the Jews in AD 70. 

Hezekiah humbled himself before Yahweh. 

Although with a courageous heart Hezekiah had cleansed the temple and restored the worship 

of Yahweh, including the destruction of the bronze serpent, he was nonetheless aware that 

Yahweh’s righteous anger at Judah’s continual forsaking of the covenant had not thereby 

disappeared as if in a single moment. After all, his father Ahaz had brought child sacrifices to 

Molech and had put an Assyrian altar in the temple (2 Kings 16:2; 2 Chron. 28). Yahweh had 

given Judah and Jerusalem the title of “Sodom and Gomorrah” (Isa. 1:10). Therefore Hezekiah 

took into account the possibility that Yahweh was not with Jerusalem. 

Then the king showed everyone that he was humbling himself deeply before Yahweh. As an 

outward sign of his contrite spirit he exchanged his royal robe for an ugly sack, and in that burial 

suit he went to God’s royal palace, the temple. At the same time he acknowledge the bankruptcy 

of his politics by sending a delegation, dressed in mourning clothes as well, to the prophet Isaiah 

who had always disapproved of Hezekiah’s politics of alliance building. In Isaiah’s hearing, 

Hezekiah acknowledged his guilt: “This day is a day of distress.” How humbly the king clothed 

his request that Isaiah intercede for the city: “It may be that the LORD your God will hear” the 

mockery of the Assyrians (Isa. 37:4). 

So Hezekiah’s attitude differed considerably from that adopted by Jeremiah’s “pious” 

colleagues with their big mouth and shamelessness. It differed as well from the hard, arrogant 

“resistance spirit” of the later Maccabees, to which we will return in connection with Psalm 74. It 

differed from the blindness for the causes of God’s anger as we encounter that among the Jews in 

AD 70. Hezekiah did not appeal to his own righteousness as one who had cleansed the temple, but 
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pleaded only upon the basis of God’s name as his argument for why Yahweh should spare the city 

(Isa. 37:15-20). 

In response, Yahweh took pity on Jerusalem and in response such humble people as Hezekiah 

and Isaiah with his school and with all those in Judah who had obediently returned to God and his 

worship, could sing: “God is our refuge and strength.” Psalm 46 was suitable on those lips. One 

could call Psalm 46 the crown upon Isaiah 1-37, and one of the finest fruits of Isaiah’s prophetic 

work. 

In short, for whom is Psalm 46 appropriate? Once more, not for such arrogant people as 

Pashhur, the men of Anathoth, the prophet Hananiah, the accuser Shemaiah, the Maccabees, the 

zealous Jews in AD 70, but for the “Immanuel group” and its later and contemporary 

sympathizers. Psalm 46 is the faith confession of the “humble in spirit,” the “brokenhearted,” and 

those who “mourn for Zion” (Isa. 57:15). 

 

 

14.6 A mighty fortress is our God 

 

Dr. Martin Luther was also such a person who was “humble in spirit.” “Come, Philip,” Luther 

supposedly said often to his friend Melanchthon when Luther was discouraged, “let’s sing Psalm 

46.” This was one of Luther’s favorite psalms. In his famous hymn, “A Mighty Fortress Is Our 

God,” Luther provided a free poetic rendition of the psalm. 

People have with good reason defended the claim that Luther composed this hymn in the 

period when he had to appear before emperor Charles V at the Diet of Worms in 1521. Perhaps he 

was engaged there in composing his own rendition of Psalm 46, since Luther demonstrated at that 

point a heroic, triumphalist demeanor. Although he declared that he would go to Worms even 

though there were as many devils there as tiles on the roofs. Speaking of devils, during those 

months Luther was well aware that he was fighting ultimately not against pope and emperor, but 

against the devil himself. He stood as an insignificant monk against such “mighty nobles of the 

world.” From the humble intercessory prayer he prayed at Worms, we learn to know him as a 

genuine sympathizer of the Isaianic “Immanuel group”: “O God, O God, O you my God. You, my 

God, help me against all the worldly reason and wisdom. You do it, you must do it, you alone!” 

How relieved he felt at the conclusion of the Diet: “I have survived! I have survived!” 

No, Luther was not trusting in his own strength. “Did we in our own strength confide, our 

striving would be losing,” he sang in his rendition of Psalm 46. In those days he must have 

thought deeply about Psalm 46, for the first thing he said when he stepped out of the carriage 

upon arriving in Worms was: “God will be with us!” The conclusion of his famous speech before 

the Diet—“So help me God!”—together with Luther’s exchange of letters with friends in this 

period all prove how strongly he lived during that time by the faith of Psalm 46: “God is our 

refuge and our strength.” 

Luther may well have treated this psalm with poetic license, but his hymn “A Mighty 

Fortress” shows clearly that he understood Psalm 46 very well. In Worms, Luther was opposing a 

frightening enemy of superior strength storming against him, but God intervened and the attack 

failed. 

A few years later the fate of all of Western Christianity—Roman Catholic and Protestant 

together—appeared to have been sealed. At the end of September 1529, the Turkish world power 

stood at the walls of Wenen. Three hundred thousand men strong. “In breathless tension Europe 

awaited the outcome of this battle that would determine the fate of a large portion of the world.” 
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Would Luther and other humble saints have strengthened themselves anew with the hymn drawn 

from Psalm 46: “A mighty fortress is our God, a bulwark never failing”? If so, these godly ones 

were not ashamed in their faith. Just as in 701 BC by means of a remarkable divine intervention. 

“On of the most important causes of the failure of the Turks was undoubtedly the extraordinarily 

bad weather.” Otherwise Islam would probably have trampled all of European Christianity 

underfoot, and we along with the Turks would have been born under the Half Moon rather that 

under the baptism of the Crucified One. 

But the sixteenth century was also a time of widespread repentance! 

 

 

14.7 Psalm 46 in the world crisis of our age 

 

“Wherever the corpse is, there the vultures will gather,” our Savior said when he announced 

the fall of Jerusalem (Matt. 24:28). Thereby he was prophesying of course in the first place the 

events around AD 70. The Jewish church, with her Christ-rejecting religiosity, resembled a 

cadaver that according to our Chief Prophet would attract the vultures of God’s judgments. 

Anyone in our day, however, who lives by the Word fears that the Christianity of our 

generation is spreading its deadly odor, as we watch the vultures of God’s judgments that have 

swooped down to pick at her several times already. We referred to this in passing. Two horrible 

world wars within thirty years. Millions of dead among the citizenry and the military. The 

dismantling and humiliation of European world power. 

Are not these events extensions of the judgments that our Savior announced in Matthew 24 

upon the apostate Jewish church? With these events are we experiencing stages of the “great 

tribulation” or crisis that the Savior announced in Matthew 24:21? For the godly this judgment 

character of our age is hardly a question. They see God’s judgments pour out upon the Greek 

Orthodox, Roman Catholic, Lutheran, Methodist, Anglican, and Reformed churches within and 

beyond Europe. 

Undoubtedly the Lord still has many faithful, God-fearing believers in all of these churches, 

but in the days of Jeremiah and the apostles that was also the case. When we view this remnant by 

itself, it may well be sizeable and constitute an innumerable multitude. But in relation to the entire 

Christian population and the total millions of those baptized Christians, this holy remnant is 

presumably quite small. 

Will this remnant remain awake? 

 

 

Who still takes God’s judgments seriously? 

“For the LORD of hosts has a day against all that is proud and lofty, against all that is lifted 

up—and it shall be brought low” (Isa. 2:12; cf. 2:6-22). Who today is afraid of such a Day coming 

upon our paganized Christianity? Many who otherwise fear the Lord uprightly appear to have 

fallen asleep with respect to such a day of judgment. Many Christians seem unaware that our 

situation shows many similarities with Jerusalem in Jeremiah’s days and in AD 70. Escaping their 

notice is also the comfort of the prophecy for the remnant, and they lack a firm starting-point for 

their practical conduct. Does this explain how so many Christians could agree on political issues 

with the world? 

In fact, when we begin experiencing a new stage of the great crisis our Savior talked about in 

Matthew 24:21, 28, then we must also take into account what he said next: “Immediately after the 
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tribulation of those days . . . they will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of heaven with 

power and great glory” (Matt. 24:29-31; Mark 13; Luke 17:26-37; 21:5-36). Who takes that into 

account practically in their use of time and their future planning? In former catastrophic times, as 

during the Napoleonic era, many expected his return, but now? 

 

 

“And they did not repent . . .” 

On Patmos the apostle John saw that the wars bringing divine judgments did not lead to 

repentance (Rev. 9:20-21; cf. 16:9, 11). Was not this prophecy fulfilled once more in our 

generation? During the Second World War the attitude of many Christians was one of 

unbrokenness before God, was it not? What history book testifies about that? Did not the majority 

stare themselves blind by looking at Hitler? Did they not curse the Germans, and did they not 

expect their deliverance from the invasion of the Anglo-American world power? Just as many 

people of Judah were inwardly unbroken as they sought refuge with Nebuchadnezzar and 

Vespasian. The voice of those who cried out in humility under God’s punishing hand was lost in 

the cry of those who were simply focused on our rights, which were indeed being trampled. But 

who saw and acknowledged the exalted right of God to discipline Christianity on account of the 

trampling of the blood of his Son and the outraging of his Spirit (Heb. 10:29)? Anyone who drew 

attention to that would get . . . Psalm 46 thrown in his face! “You should show a little more 

‘trust,’ brother!” In those dark years this appeal sounded among orthodox Dutch Christians for 

God’s help in dealing with God’s judgment, just as in the days of Jeremiah. Or those of the 

Zealots in AD 70, who also firmly “believed”: God is for us! When in fact he was against them. 

The anger of God? But we are, after all, his people and orthodox and principled believers, aren’t 

we? 

 

 

Not for those who are falsely confident  

If our western Christians—God’s people of this generation—would ever be overpowered by a 

modern Sennacherib, may they be “comforted” with Psalm 46? May autonomous Christians 

suddenly fortify themselves with Psalm 46, encouraging each other with the words: God is always 

on the side of “the” Christians? The importance of this question gives us confidence for this 

application of the reading of this psalm. Psalm 46 does not inoculate against times of judgment, 

something we hope we have explained clearly. On the lips of people who are falsely confident 

Psalm 46 can degenerate into false prophecy. 

 

 

For the Immanuel group of our time 

But for contemporary sympathizers and students of Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel, the 

psalm contains sweet comfort, of course. For the holy remnant of the penitent in our time, 

believers who not only observe the apostasy of our western Christianity but declare solidarity in 

its guilt, even with its historical unrighteousness (cf. Ezra 9; Neh. 9; and Dan. 9). The Immanuel 

group of our age, those who vindicate the LORD when he visits “us” and makes “us” a prey for the 

evil spiritual currents that, like modern Sennacheribs, overpower “us,” disarm and take away 

every defensive power against the spirit of the age in the church and the world. These are the ones 

who believe that God leads global politics also today. 

These humble ones may take comfort in Psalm 46. 
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Not that it guarantees the turning away of judgment. When around 586 the majority did not 

repent, Ezekiel and Daniel with their godly friends did not escape captivity either. In times of 

judgment the humble ones must suffer along with the arrogant ones. But then the prophet 

comforted the former with the promises for the remnant. Such as the view of God’s eternal 

peaceable kingdom. 

“Therefore we will not fear,” sang the Korahites, “though the mountains be moved into the 

heart of the sea” (Ps. 46:2). That was powerful poetic language with which to confess unbounded 

trust in God. Such a global chain of catastrophes, however, is awaiting us, with God’s final 

judgment. “Immediately after the tribulation of those days the sun will be darkened, and the moon 

will not give its light, and the stars will fall from heaven, and the powers of the heavens will be 

shaken” (Matt. 24:29). Also with a view to that, the godly may sing: “Therefore we will not fear . 

. . Yahweh of the armed forces is with us . . ., he makes wars cease to the ends of the earth.” 

Godly believers, your watchword may be: “Immanuel!” 

 

 

 

 

  



 215 

Chapter 15 

 

PSALM 65: A CROP FAILURE AVERTED 

 

 

Psalm 65 is a real “summer psalm.” 

When the grainfields are waving in the wind, when the ripening fruit is basking in the sun, 

when apples and pears hang again from the trees, and the farmers being planning of harvest, what 

a wonderful opportunity for singing Psalm 65 

Verses 9-13 suggest that the psalm originated in just such a time. When in the fields of Israel a 

promising harvest was ripening. In Palestine that happens in the spring, several months earlier 

than for us. Around Passover time (Easter for us) the Israelites brought in the barley, near 

Pentecost the wheat, and in August they picked the early grapes. 

Nevertheless we should not generalize Psalm 65 into a timeless Scripture passage that can 

apply to any and every summer. All of God’s Word speaks situationally, including Psalm 65. 

There is a prehistory tied up with this psalm, one that sheds light on all the verses of this psalm. 

The psalm even contains the data for this history, so that it is not difficult to reconstruct its main 

features. 

 

 

15.1 “On bitter time of summer blight / There comes the harvest yet once more!” 

 

For people who live in the Netherlands it is not so easy to identify with this prehistory of 

Psalm 65, since all the details hinge on the absence of water. And we don’t know what that is. 

Moreover, we live within a global economy that brings us grain from Canada, grapes from Italy, 

and meat from Argentina. 

The ancient Israelites lived in another world. 

We in the Netherlands think it’s fine when it doesn’t rain during a few weeks. Our faucets 

always give us water, and our farmers never watch their animals die from thirst. But Palestine in 

its western half has no rivers, unlike Egypt with the Nile and its tributaries, and people back then 

knew nothing about pumps pushing water for miles through pipelines. The entire well-being of an 

Israelite farmer and his family depended one hundred percent on dew and rain. No wonder that 

the elderly Isaac began his blessing for Jacob by mentioning moisture: “May God give you of the 

dew of heaven” (Gen. 27:28; cf. Deut. 11:14; 28:12). The godly Israelites knew that rain did not 

fall from the sky all by itself. “Or can the heavens give showers? Are you not he, O LORD our 

God?” (Jer. 14:22). The time when the rains fell was very important for the Palestinian farmer. 

Especially the so-called late rains or “harvest rains” were indispensable for a good harvest. They 

should fall in March and April. 

We get the strong impression that the psalmist had experienced weeks when the late rains did 

not come. Each day the farmers looked at the sky, but they spotted no rainclouds at all. 

This meant that catastrophe loomed. 

Scripture tells us in various places about the catastrophic results of a severe draught (1 Kings 

17-18; Jer. 14; Amos 4:6-8; Haggai 1:11). No rain meant imminent famine, no wheat, no bread, 

and no seed for sowing in the autumn. Or farmers would have take the grain saved from hungry 

mouths as “sow with tears” (cf. Ps. 126:6: “He who goes out weeping, bearing the seed for 

sowing”). More than that: high prices, a black market, swindling by harsh grain merchants (“The 
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people curse him who holds back grain,” Prov. 11:26). Great effort expended on hauling water 

from hither and yon. Slaughtering drought-stricken sheep and goats, yielding fewer milk 

producers. Donkeys with open mouths longing for water. Emaciated cattle. Each day anew a 

burning sun beating down on dried out fields with a languishing harvest. 

The fountain of all blessings lay dried up. 

What did these plagued farmers do at that point? 

They could choose between two possibilities. 

In the first place: call on Baal for help. 

Baal, the Canaanite god of rain and thunderstorms. In chapter 10, § 1, we saw that what 

artificial fertilizer is for the modern farmer, that is what Baal worship was for his Canaanite 

colleague. Part of his farming method. According to centuries old Canaanite belief, Baal and 

Astarte were the two deities who provided rain. As we know, this idol worship was powerfully 

attractive to the Israelites during the time of the judges and the kings of Israel. 

You can read in 1 Kings 18 how such a “prayer service” went. Priests called out for hours on 

end: “Baal, answer us! Baal, answer us!” By sending rainstorms, of course. With his mocking 

comment that “maybe he is sleeping and needs to be awakened,” Elijah was perhaps alluding to 

the legend that Baal disappeared every summer to the underworld (cf. chapter 10, § 1). The priests 

of Baal took Elijah’s encouragement seriously, for “they cried aloud and cut themselves after their 

custom with swords and lances, until the blood gushed out upon them. And as midday passed, 

they raved on until the time of the offering of the oblation, but there was no voice. No one 

answered; no one paid attention” (1 Kings 18:28-29). 

Among these priests self-mutilation was customary, we just read. From which we may 

conclude that scenes like occurred on Carmel were played out more often in times of drought. 

Hysterical priests dripping with blood, who were all crying out, “Baal, answer us!” 

This was the first possible choice when it came to drought. Ignoring God’s powerful hand and 

calling on Baal for help. 

 

But in the time envisioned in Psalm 65, people chose the better way. At that time people 

heartily believed: “Does disaster come to a city, unless the LORD has done it?” (Amos 3:6). 

People would have recalled what Yahweh had said in his Torah about rain and drought. “If you 

walk in my statutes and observe my commandments and do them, the I will give you your rains in 

their season, and the land shall yield its increase, and the trees of the field shall yield their fruit. . . 

. But if you will not listen to me . . . then I will discipline you . . . and I will make your heavens 

like iron and your earth like bronze. And your strength shall be spent in vain, for your land shall 

not yield its increase, and the trees of the land shall not yield their fruit” (Lev. 26; cf. Deut. 28). 

From that angle you look differently at such a drought. 

People began wondering whether Israel had given cause for this drought through particular 

sins. People humbled themselves under the mighty hand of God, as that hand came down in 

catastrophic drought. People fell to their knees. Not only for the purpose of beseeching God for a 

harvest, because he, not Baal and Astarte, was the only one who could avert the impending crop 

failure, but also to confess guilt to him. The eyes of these Israelites were opened to the cause of 

the drought: “various instances of unrighteousness” (as we may render v. 3). They reached the 

humble acknowledgement: this and that was unrighteousness. On this and that occasion we 

committed transgressions. They would ask forgiveness for those sins. In addition, they made 

vows (v. 1). 

This was the second possible choice when drought came. 
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Humbling under the heavy hand of God. 

That is how the Israel of Psalm 65 acted. 

And what happened? 

Then those Israelites looked with even more anticipation to the sky than before. Their faith 

now came to stand before one of the most weighty tasks that faith can be required to process: 

literally and figuratively wait upon Yahweh. But then it began to rain! The rustling in the trees 

and the patters on the rooftops. That was God’s answer. 

“By awesome deeds you answer us with righteousness” (v. 5a). 

Then it was still springtime. People say that in Palestine nature undergoes a complete change 

in appearance in a surprisingly short time. One day everything is dusty and brown from drought, 

without color or brightness, but a day after the rainstorm it seems as though this same arid nature 

was touched by a magic wand. Suddenly the hills and valleys are covered with a luxuriant 

flowering splendor. Purple, white, pink, yellow, and bright red anemones, yellow broom, 

narcissus, and clematis are to be adored in the land of the Bible. The almond trees stand like 

giants sporting bridal bouquets. 

That miracle occurred. The hot wind that had scorched the land like a fiery breath, gave way 

to rainclouds and seacoast breezes that made the exhausted land come to life. People and animals, 

plants and trees, were able to breathe again. 

God had heard his people. 

A crop failure had been averted. 

In response the Israelites went out of their houses to praise Yahweh and to pay him their 

vows. On that occasion the poet could have sung Psalm 65 for the first time. Later others could 

have done that, along with other votive sacrificial meals (Lev. 7:16). Then Psalm 65 would have 

been a “psalm for the votive sacrifice.” 

Totius took this prehistory into account in his rhyming of Psalm 65: 

 

Ná bange tyd van somerdroogte On bitter time of summer blight 

is daar die uitkoms weer!  There comes the harvest yet once more! 

Nou pas dit ons op Sions hoogte So fitting now on Zion’s height 

U lof te sing, o HEER!  To sing your praise, O wondrous Lord! 

 

 

15.2 Verses 1-13: “So fitting now on Zion’s height / To sing your praise, O wondrous Lord!” 

 

Psalm 65 is thus a “summer psalm,” but it is not from beginning to end applicable to any and 

every summer. We do not wish to universalize the psalm into a timeless song, but read it as much 

as possible in terms of its own situation. 

 

 

Verse 1: 

Praise is due to you, O God, in Zion, 

and to you shall vows be performed. 

 

This is no universal pious declaration. A summons to be “still before God” everyday for a few 

minutes. We need to read this sentence especially in its context. The mighty hand of Yahweh had 

lay heavy upon Israel. In that kind of situation the first thing that is fitting for Yahweh is: 
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stillness. That is what the humble ones realized when experiencing such times. When Yahweh 

struck his people with the stick known as Babylon, the composer of the Lamentations responded 

with: 

 

The LORD is good to those who wait for him, 

    to the soul who seeks him. 

It is good that one should wait quietly 

    for the salvation of the LORD. 

It is good for a man that he bear 

    the yoke in his youth. 

Let him sit alone in silence 

    when it is laid on him; 

let him put his mouth in the dust— 

    there may yet be hope (Lam. 3:25-29). 

 

Ezra also, together will “all who trembled at the words of the God of Israel,” knew about this kind 

of being still. They sat together appalled until the evening sacrifice (Ezra 9:3-5). 

 

We are not inclined to follow many commentaries, then, in proposing another translation of 

verse 2. For then an ancient biblical idea would be eliminated from this verse, and besides, 

linguistically it is unnecessary. In times of judgment, God has a right to our quietness. At that 

point all prattle ceases and people bow down with their lips to the ground (Lam. 3). “Be still 

before Yahweh and wait patiently for him” (Ps. 37:7; cf. Exod. 14:14; Lam. 2:10; Amos 5:13). 

The poet of Psalm 65 was familiar with this humble silence. 

This quietness is squarely opposite the resistance against God’s judgments that Moses 

prophesied and with which the history of Israel and Christianity is so full (Lev. 26:18, 21, 23, 28, 

40). 

But when the church has humbled herself and Yahweh responds to her patient waiting upon 

him with a deliverance like the one in the background of Psalm 65, where the valleys are adorned 

with grain, then the stillness must be broken with a song of praise. Such a response is fitting for 

him, even as earlier the meek time of stillness. Then the vows made in distress must be paid. 

“Praise is due to you, O God, in Zion, and to you shall vows be performed.” 

In verse 2 the psalmist begins praising God. 

 

 

Verse 2: 

O you who hear prayer, 

to you shall all flesh come. 

 

Following the threatening crop failure and averted famine, could one compose a more fitting 

name for Yahweh than “one who hears prayer”? 

The translation of verse 2b follows the Hebrew quite accurately. God’s Word commonly 

identifies a person as a weak, sinful mortal. That is how the Israelites stood before God with their 

votive offerings: as weak, mortal people who themselves could not cause a single drop of rain to 

fall and through whose sins they had forfeited God’s blessing. 
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Verse 3: 

When iniquities prevail against me, 

you atone for our transgressions. 

 

We read in Psalm 129: “’Greatly have they afflicted me from my youth’—let Israel now say— 

. . .” (v. 1). Here all of God’s people are speaking of themselves as a single individual using the 

personal pronoun I (cf. § 22, 1). This stylistic usage appears more often in Scripture. So here in 

Psalm 65:3, the “me” likely means: us. Israel is confessing its guilt as a single entity. 

In response Yahweh had fulfilled his promise from Leviticus 26: “But if they confess their 

iniquity and the iniquity of their fathers . . . then I will remember my covenant with Jacob . . .” (v. 

40-42). But with the rain they had seen that Yahweh was no longer angry. He desires to atone for 

our transgressions. That could be proven from the facts. 

From this we see once again that Yahweh does not abandon those who are contrite in spirit 

and know what it is to “be still before the Lord Yahweh.” “ 

 

For thus says the One who is high and lifted up, 

    who inhabits eternity, whose name is Holy: 

“I dwell in the high and holy place, 

    and also with him who is of a contrite and lowly spirit, 

to revive the spirit of the lowly, 

    and to revive the heart of the contrite (Isa. 57:15; cf. v. 18). 

 

How amazed they are, then, at Yahweh’s goodness! 

 

 

Verse 4: 

Blessed is the one you choose and bring near, 

to dwell in your courts! 

We shall be satisfied with the goodness of your house, 

the holiness of your temple! 

 

Votive offerings belonged to the peace offerings, and those bringing these peace offerings 

were permitted to eat a hefty portion of them. What was special about the peace offering was the 

paradisal element it contained. Through the peace offering Israel was taught and assured 

regarding the promise of that beautiful future when peace would reign between God and his 

people. The entirely unique character of the peace offering surfaced in the meal that was always 

connected with it. A meal offered by God as host to the Israelite as his guest. That happened with 

no other offering. Therefore let us not too quickly spiritualize the phrase “be satisfied with the 

goodness our your house,” but rather think of a votive offering meal. 

We will attempt to portray this scene for the reader. 

Celebrating Israelites at a peace offering meal. Relieved because God had answered their 

prayers and vows with an averted crop failure. On the great altar of burnt offering in the forecourt, 

a priest had atoned for their transgression on behalf of God. The colors and flower decorations of 

the tabernacle proclaimed, along with the clothing of the priests, Yahweh’s promises of 

righteousness and holiness and eternal life. The barricade around the forecourt stood as a visible 
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proof that Yahweh had chosen them from all the nations to be his people. What inexpressible 

grace! How “blessed” they were, which is to say: well off, compared with the nations who did not 

know Yahweh (cf. Deut. 7:6; 14:2; Ps. 147:20). 

This verse shows the colors of the Horeb covenant. Under the New Covenant has chosen us, 

pagan children, to be his covenant partners, and now we may approach God without the mediation 

of Levitical priests, through the High Priest of our (Christian) confession, even Jesus (Heb. 4:14-

16). We now read Psalm 65:5a in the light of what Paul wrote in Ephesians 1:3-4: “Blessed be the 

God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual 

blessing in the heavenly places, even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, 

that we should be holy and blameless before him.” 

 

 

Verse 5: 

By awesome deeds you answer us with righteousness, 

O God of our salvation, 

the hope of all the ends of the earth 

and of the farthest seas; 

 

The heaven was bronze and the ground was iron when the rains failed to occur, but after 

Israel’s days of penitence and prayer, Yahweh sent the rescuing rainstorms with divine delight. 

Had he not answered his people “with awesome deeds”? With one hundred percent 

“righteousness,” which means: in loyalty to the agreements of the Horeb covenant. Had not 

Yahweh honored those with integrity? Blessing for obedience, curse for disobedience, salvation 

(rescue, liberation) for the meek and penitent (Lev. 26; Deut. 28). 

In fact, do not people around the world depend on his seasons, his rain, his sunshine? Whether 

they are aware of it, God’s faithfulness to what he promised Noah (Gen. 8:22) is the foundation 

upon which all people construct their daily lives. Even atheist economists have their five-year 

plans. 

 

 

Verses 6-7: 

the one who by his strength established the mountains, 

being girded with might; 

who stills the roaring of the seas, 

the roaring of their waves, 

the tumult of the peoples, 

 

There the Israelites saw God’s power in a special way: the mountains are established! The 

ocean remains within its boundaries! Are these not phenomena that our modern technology can 

do very little to change? The Swiss with their tunnels and the Dutch with their Delta Works have 

achieved trifling accomplishments on the extreme periphery of what God’s hands have brought 

forth. Mountains and oceans continue to proclaim today the power of our God. He keeps the 

Atlantic Ocean within its boundaries. He need speak only a word and the Netherlands would no 

longer exist. The Dutch Afsluitdijk and Grevelingen Dam could not hold it back. If he were to 

permit the raging of the sea for one night, the mighty Dutch dikes would look like broken toys, as 

the flood of February 1953 showed. 
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If God rules the waves of the sea, he can also tame the sea of nations. We get the impression 

that during that time, some tension had spread among the nations through their tumult. But the 

psalmist saw in this no joyous political “development,” but the hand of Yahweh. 

 

 

Verse 8: 

so that those who dwell at the ends of the earth are in awe at your signs. 

You make the going out of the morning and the evening to shout for joy. 

 

Israel’s neighbors had also probably suffered because of the drought. The psalmist saw the 

rejoicing among those nations on account of the rain as a gift of Yahweh. From east (“where the 

morning glows”) to west (“where the evening descends”) Yahweh had brought joy. A truth that 

does not depend on its acknowledgement by the nations. 

Who permitted the nations to rejoice in the summer of 1945? Who calmed “the tumult of the 

nations” at that time? England? America? Or the living God? Even though people do not 

acknowledge this, it remains so. 

And now the harvest is standing ready in the fields. 

The poet is staring his eyes out. The grain is wafting in the breeze. The fields are covered with 

flocks. People were about to get a catastrophic year, but Yahweh turned it into a good year. He 

crowned it like a queen. 

 

 

Verses 9-13: 

You visit the earth and water it; 

you greatly enrich it; 

the river of God is full of water; 

you provide their grain, 

for so you have prepared it. 

You water its furrows abundantly, 

settling its ridges, 

softening it with showers, 

and blessing its growth. 

You crown the year with your bounty; 

your wagon tracks overflow with abundance. 

The pastures of the wilderness overflow, 

the hills gird themselves with joy, 

the meadows clothe themselves with flocks, 

the valleys deck themselves with grain, 

they shout and sing together for joy. 

 

A portrait of Palestine in springtime. 

But a springtime for which Israel had prayed with humility and confession of sin, with vows 

and quietness. And at the same time, a springtime for which Israel gave Yahweh special honor. 

That was simultaneously a confession of faith in a world that idolized nature through worship of 

Baal and Astarte. These Israelites knew themselves to be “flesh,” weak and mortal human beings 

before such a mighty God. As people living in the modern era, we also cannot govern the rain. 
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In our age of idolizing science and technology, when we see the harvest standing in the fields, 

let us praise our heavenly Father just as heartily as Israel did in its world of idolizing fertility. 

To praise God for this continues to be to confess him! 

 

Are there any among the false gods of the nations that can bring rain? 

    Or can the heavens give showers? 

Are you not he, O LORD our God? 

    We set our hope on you, 

     for you do all these things (Jer. 14:22). 
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Chapter 16 

 

PSALM 80: EXSURGE, DOMINE! 

 

 

June 1520. Villa Malliano, the papal summer retreat. Hunting parties. Competitions. Stage 

productions. One part did not agree with the celebrative company. To the great amusement of “the 

holy Father,” garbage was thrown at the author. People cut his suspenders, this monk. His pants 

sank to his knees. People smacked him with the flat of their hand. 

Meanwhile in Rome, the Consistory was meeting. The highest leaders of the church were 

consulting together about the ban of excommunication against the irritating German monk, Martin 

Luther. Forty-one of his “heresies” were rejected. He was given sixty days to retract them. 

Pope Leo himself had attended only the beginning of the discussions. After the first day, he 

left for his hunting retreat “for his usual hunting party.” On June 15 the bull was set before him 

for signing. His Holiness needed simply to add an introduction and a conclusion. The first words 

he wrote lead us to suspect that his thoughts were distracted by the wild boar hunt. For where did 

the “vice-regent of Christ” get the words to express the “pain” filling him now that he felt 

obligated to take this harsh measure against Luther? Among other places, from Psalm 80! “Rise 

up, O Lord!—in Latin: “Exsurge, Domine!,” which explains the name of this encyclical—and 

take up your cause. A wild boar has broken into your vineyard.” 

A terrible abuse of Scripture? Indeed, but in one respect this was a proper citation, for Psalm 

80 laments the disasters among God’s people, if you will: on the church’s property. Pope Leo X 

was right about that. The vineyard of Christianity in his day did lay pillaged. 

Except: who was actually the wild boar? 

 

 

16.1 The historical background 

 

Psalm 80 is a psalm of lament about Israel, or the kingdom of the ten tribes. The poet calls it 

“Joseph” (v. 1), “Ephraim and Benjamin and Manasseh” (v. 2). As we know, after the fall of 

Samaria in 722BC, the Assyrians led these northern tribes of Israel away into captivity. 

But the ten tribes had offended Yahweh terribly before that! 

Jeroboam, the son of Nebat, who made Israel to sin, got started with self-directed religion: the 

calf worship before Yahweh in Dan and Bethel. Yahweh warned him through the prophet Ahijah 

that this would end up in captivity: “The LORD will strike Israel as a reed is shaken in the water, 

and root up Israel out of this good land that he gave to their fathers and scatter them beyond the 

Euphrates, because they have made their Asherim, provoking the LORD to anger. And he will give 

Israel up because of the sins of Jeroboam, which he sinned and made Israel to sin” (1 Kings 

14:15-16). After this happened, Yahweh had this warning repeated for two hundred years through 

a series of prophets who rained down warnings upon Israel. The large book of Kings shows 

comprehensively what trouble Yahweh went through to preserve his stubborn son Ephraim. 

Prophets like Elijah and Elisha labored in Ephraim (the name for the ten tribes). God’s Word 

devoted extensive attention to their activity. How many other faithful prophets in their days would 

have preached one after the other, though their names were never recorded? The more we read in 

the book of Kings, the heavier are God’s blows that rain down upon the ten tribes. Bears rip apart 

children of Bethel (2 Kings 2). War with Moab (2 Kings 2). Famine (2 Kings 4). Continual strife 
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with the Syrians or Arameans. They steal Israel’s children (like the servant girl of Mrs. Naaman, 

the general’s wife, 2 Kings 5). They besiege Samaria so long that women famished with hunger 

eat their own children (2 Kings 6-7). When all of God’s warnings vanished into thin air and the 

movements aiming for return to God and his covenant repeatedly failed because they were 

implemented only halfway, Yahweh finally implemented the threat that he had issued for two 

hundred years since it was first spoken in the hearing of Jeroboam I. For that he used the 

Assyrians, well known for their terrifying cruelty (cf. chapter 13, Ps. 46). 

Under the rule of Menahem, the Assyrians crossed Israelite borders for the first time (2 Kings 

15:19-20). That cost Israel bags of silver (1,000 talents) to turn the invaders away. “In the days of 

Pekah king of Israel, Tiglath-pileser king of Assyria came and captured Ijon, Abel-beth-maacah, 

Janoah, Kedesh, Hazor, Gilead, and Galilee, all the land of Naphtali, and he carried the people 

captive to Assyria” (2 Kings 15:29). When Hoshea, the last king of Israel, refused to pay the 

tribute, “the king of Assyria shut him up and bound him in prison. Then the king of Assyria 

invaded all the land and came to Samaria, and for three years he besieged it. In the ninth year of 

Hoshea, the king of Assyria captured Samaria, and he carried the Israelites away to Assyria and 

placed them in Halah, and on the Habor, the river of Gozan, and in the cities of the Medes” (an 

immense distance from home, all the way to the Caspian Sea, 2 Kings 17:1-6). 

Psalm 80 must have been born in this final period of the church of the ten tribes. At least 

according to the superscription in the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament. This 

superscription reads: “Of the Assyrian.” We see no reason to doubt the correctness of this, for the 

fits very well with the portrait that our psalm draws of the kingdom of the ten tribes. 

It cannot be determined with accuracy the precise years or the exact king during the Assyrian 

occupation when Psalm 80 was composed. For these were years, one after the other, when 

Yahweh gave his apostate Ephraim “the bread of tears” to eat, as Psalm 80:5 puts it. We are on 

safe ground, however, if we accept with the Septuagint that we must read Psalm 80 against the 

background of the harsh Assyrian fist that struck Israel from the time of king Menahem (752-

742). Until in 722 BC this cruel nation became through God’s appointment the executioner that 

dragged the kingdom of the ten tribes out of the promised land. 

 

 

A poet from the remnant 

Yahweh still had a remnant that feared him in this dark period of church history as well (2 

Chron. 30:11, 18, 25; 35:9). Prophets like Hosea, Amos, Jonah, and Micah prophesied 

“concerning Israel and Samaria,” and in response they met some faith, though not much. In Judah 

during this time as well, the godly constituted little more than a remnant. Isaiah, who watched the 

defeat of Samaria from Jerusalem (the cities were only sixty kilometers apart), at God’s command 

named one of his sons Shear-jashub, meaning: a remnant (as distinct from the majority) will 

repent. 

Among this godly remnant at that time an intercessor presented to Yahweh the need of the 

church of the ten tribes. Did this poet himself live in Ephraim? You could deduce this from his 

thrice repeated prayer: “O God . . restore us, . . . so that we may be saved” (vv. 4, 8, 20), as well 

as from the lament: “come to save us” (v. 3). “You make us an object of contention for our 

neighbors, and our enemies laugh among themselves” (v. 7; cf. v. 18). But this could also be 

expressing the kind of solidarity of a person from Judah who through God’s one covenant knew 

himself to be one with his brothers in the church of the ten tribes. The superscription, “a 

testimony of Asaph,” seems to be pointing to Judah, but could not an Asaphite Levite have lived 
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somewhere in the northern kingdom (despite 2 Chron. 11:13-14)? Whether the poet was a 

“northerner” or a “southerner” cannot be determined, but it is clear that he belonged to the godly 

remnant who during the judgment crisis of the Assyrian domination used Psalm 80 to beseech 

Yahweh for mercy. 

 

 

16.2 Verses 1-19: O God, your vineyard! 

 

 

Verse 1: 

Give ear, O Shepherd of Israel, 

 you who lead Joseph like a flock. 

 You who are enthroned upon the cherubim, shine forth. 

 

When father Jacob blessed his sons, he said to Joseph—the name used here in Psalm 80 for all 

ten tribes—these words, among others: “by the hands of the Mighty One of Jacob (from there is 

the Shepherd, the Stone of Israel)” (Gen. 49:24). 

An ancient Palestinian image, that shepherd. 

Remarkably, when the psalmist proceeds to plead for Joseph, he addresses Yahweh with the 

tender name that Jacob had used in the hearing of Joseph: “Shepherd of Israel”! Also remarkable 

is that the poet confesses his faith through the addition: “who are enthroned upon the cherubim,” 

above the ark where the oracles of the Sinai covenant were preserved. Not above the calf images 

in Dan and Bethel, as the majority of the ten tribes had believed for two hundred years! Yahweh 

was enthroned in the house that Solomon had built for him in Jerusalem! In this address we hear a 

courageous confession of faith on the part of the faithful remnant. 

The group did not exalt itself, however, with pharisaic pride above “the multitude, that does 

not know the law,” but is making intercession here on behalf of the apostate brotherhood. For 

were not the ten tribes still “the little ones” (sheep and lambs) of the “Shepherd of Israel”? Could 

he remain deaf to the laments about the flock that he had led for centuries? If only he would once 

again act so magnificently (v. 2d), as he once had done! 

It was high time for that. 

From both a civic point of view as well as a military one, the situation in northern Israel had 

gradually become hopeless. What can that plundered tiny shell of a state undertake against the 

Assyrian superpower? The godly living in the north and the south saw but one way out: God’s 

intervention. 

 

 

Verse 2: 

Before Ephraim and Benjamin and Manasseh, 

 stir up your might 

 and come to save us! 

 

Yahweh needed merely to activate his ancient heroic strength known for bringing assistance 

and liberation, and Israel would be rescued. The appeal to God sounded forth with urgency: 

Come, use your power for the poor assaulted Ephraim, Benjamin, and Manasseh, and come save 

us! 
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Earlier we discussed this us. 

If the poet was not an Ephraimite, but was living in Judah as a Levite, then he was not 

isolating himself arrogantly from his apostate brothers in the northern kingdom, but realized that 

he was bound together with these tribes as a member of God’s one people, sharing a common past 

and common divine covenant promises and covenant threats. And if he belonged to the remnant 

in the nation of the ten tribes, then for him this membership did not represent isolation for the 

sake of isolation, but he continued to sense that his lot remained with the entire brotherhood. 

From this we can learn to talk about the desolate circumstances in Christianity at various 

times in this form of we and us. It corresponds entirely with Psalm 80 to say, for example: “May 

God be gracious to us” when with the us we are thinking of all of European and American 

Christianity. God’s one covenant and God’s one baptism mean that we all live on the foundation 

of his promises and under the claim of his demands and threats. 

 

 

Verse 3: 

Restore us, O God; 

 let your face shine, that we may be saved! 

 

In English, restore and convert are two different words, but in Hebrew they are the same 

word. So this verse can be translated in different ways: Restore us, Bring us back, or Make us turn 

back, Convert us. In Lamentations 5:21 the King James Version renders the same Hebrew word 

(hashibenu) with “Turn thou us unto thee, O LORD, and we shall be turned” The English Standard 

Version has “Restore us to yourself, O LORD, that we may be restored!” To the Hebrew ear, 

therefore, the petition of Psalm 80:3 contains more than what is expressed in the English of the 

English Standard Version. The psalmist is praying for the conversion of Israel, for grace for 

God’s people. That is evident from the second line as well: “Let your face shine.” Just like a 

beggar at the feet of a king may detect, from the king’s eyes shining with friendliness, that he will 

obtain favor. Recall the priestly blessing: “Yahweh lift up his countenance upon you,” followed in 

the same breath with: “and be gracious to you.” The psalmist sees the salvation of Israel to be a 

matter of grace and conversion. To be accomplished by Yahweh. “Restore us” is for the psalmist: 

“Convert us . . . .” If only Yahweh would do that once! Look upon his flock no long with 

threatening dark eyes but with a gracious glance, so that in that way it would be saved from the 

unbearable Assyrian yoke. 

The Law and the Prophets know no other route for “church restoration.” If the eyes are closed 

to the forsaking of the Word in the church (in both the present and the past), if there is no 

beseeching for grace, which comes to expression in the granting of conversion, then all other 

means of deliverance are in fact makeshift. 

 

 

Verse 4: 

O LORD God of the armed forces, 

 how long will you be angry with your people’s prayers? 

 

We prefer to speak of Yahweh’s “armed forces” rather than of the old-fashioned “hosts” (cf. 

chapter 13, the refrain of Psalm 46). Scripture has a lot to say about the powers that Yahweh was 

accustomed to using in battle. He used them for the exodus out of Egypt and the entrance into 
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Canaan. Among them were powerful forces of nature. Egypt trembled on account of them. Mount 

Sinai shook because of them. The Jordan river was stopped in its flowing because of them. Even 

among the pagans this half-century of divine activity continued to be remembered for a long time 

(cf. Ps. 68 and 114, regarding God’s “armed forces” in connection with Israel’s liberation from 

Egypt). Cosmic instruments of war stood at God’s disposal. 

And that Superpower was now angry with Israel! 

Like other “psalms of lament over the church,” Psalm 80 does not remain floating on the 

human plane, by staring intently at the Assyrians, but directs its glance above to God. God’s hand 

and God’s wrath. In the burned out and pillaged Israelite farmlands and cities, the psalmist saw 

not merely the work of the Assyrians, but first of all the smoking of God’s anger at the iniquities 

of Ephraim. Their worship of Baal and forsaking of the covenant, even though a series of 

prophets had called them back to God and his Torah. But how long would Yahweh’s anger 

continue to smoke? Directly contrary to the intercessions of his remnant? Had those petitions 

become singed by God’s wrath even before they had reached God’s heart and ears? 

It is striking that the psalmist dares to speak to God here about the apostate tribes of Ephraim, 

Benjamin, and Manasseh as your people! Right before their deportation into captivity! You must 

realize that he had the Israel of Ahab and Jezebel in view here. The land of the high places and of 

the Baals. The people who had broken God’s covenant, despised his ordinances, offended God 

himself, treated the prophet’s message as just some hot air, chased away a man like Elisha, bowed 

their knees to the sun, moon, and stars (see 2 Kings 17). All of these characteristics of what 

Belgic Confession, article 29, calls the “false church” are present here. Nevertheless the psalmist 

continues to speak about your people and your sheep, your vineyard, your son whom you have 

raised, the vine that your right hand has planted. Scripture is teaching us here how long we must 

continue speaking about the wandering sheep of the Good Shepherd as sheep. Wandering sheep, 

possibly one day even lost sheep, but still sheep! Under the smoke of God’s wrath, but “. . . as 

your people”! 

It is precisely that fact that makes God’s wrath burn so fiercely 

Fathers don’t get angry if neighborhood boys don’t choose their company, but if their own son 

forsakes them. That enrages a father! In the same way, apostate Christians can ignite God’s wrath 

to burn far more fiercely than pagans. 

 

 

Verse 5: 

You have fed them with the bread of tears 

 and given them tears to drink in full measure. 

 

Here as well, the poet employs the strength of the lament and attempts to stir Yahweh in his 

heart. He humbly acknowledges that God rules the nations and that he had sent the cruel 

Assyrians to Israel (Isa. 7:18). God had sent their troops to kill and to pillage. God had made 

Israel to drinks tears “by the potful.” Tears for families torn apart, tears over house and cities 

destroyed, tears because of hunger, misery, upheaval, defeat, sorrow, and pain. The psalmist saw 

in all of this the blows of God’s hand: “You have done all of this!” 

 

 

Verse 6: 

You make us an object of contention for our neighbors, 
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 and our enemies laugh among themselves. 

 

Now Israel’s neighbor saw their chance to humiliate Israel. Like dogs fighting over a bone, 

they fought over Israel’s possessions. First the soldiers invaded and then those plundering bands. 

Their mocking words and blasphemous looks pierced the godly to their bones. Perhaps the 

Easterner feels that mockery to be even more biting that we would. This suffering also came upon 

the ten tribes—the psalmist acknowledges this—from God’s hand. Had God not warned them 

about this earlier through Moses (Deut. 28:27)? 

 

 

Verse 7: 

Restore us, O God of the armed forces; 

 let your face shine, that we may be saved! 

 

Just as verse 4 concluded the first part, so this verse ends the second part of the psalm. Once 

again with that cry for help. 

 

 

Verse 8: 

You brought a vine out of Egypt; 

 you drove out the nations and planted it. 

 

Forgetting God’s covenant often goes along with forgetting God’s deeds in our past. Everyone 

can observe that in his own context. But the poet of Psalm 80 was not such a superficial, 

ahistorical person. Just as the poet of the Asaphite Psalm 74, he proceeds to remind Yahweh of 

his famous past. Perhaps Yahweh will arise to rescue Israel when the psalmist reminds Yahweh 

of his great work of establishing “the foundation of the [Israelite] world” (Num. 10:11-12 and Ps. 

74:1). Except that Psalm 80 does this by using an image from the life of an Israelite vintner: 

planting a vine. In Bible times those grew everywhere in Canaan. The soil and climate of 

Palestine offer the best possible conditions for the wine culture. In ancient times that must have 

been far more widespread than today. Notice how many places where Scripture talks about wine. 

Perhaps the poet is alluding to Genesis 49:22, where Jacob blesses Joseph—the name that this 

poet uses for the ten tribes (v. 2)—with the words: “Joseph is a fruitful bough, a fruitful bough by 

a spring; his branches run over the wall” (Gen. 49:22). Or perhaps he knew Hosea’s prophecy: 

 

Israel is a luxuriant vine  

 that yields its fruit.  

The more his fruit increased,  

 the more altars he built;  

as his country improved,  

 he improved his pillars” (Hos. 10:1). 

 

Later Jeremiah would use the same image: “Yet I planted you a choice vine” (Jer. 2:21). 

It is as if in this verse the psalmist wishes to say: “Do you still recall, Yahweh? How you 

freed us from Egypt? How you drove out the Canaanite peoples from before us, and planted us 

like a vine in this good land?” 
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We Christians who have come out of paganism think, when we read such biblical 

formulations, of the historical deliverance of the European peoples out of the darkness of 

paganism to the light of the gospel (Acts 26:18; Eph. 2; 5:8; 1 Pet. 2:9-10). What the deliverance 

from Egypt was for Israel is for us the liberation from Germanic paganism: being taken from the 

grave. 

Here the Holy Spirit is teaching intercessors praying about the needs of Christianity in our day 

how they can still touch God’s heart in times of judgment: by reminding him of his historic and 

foundational deeds of deliverance. But to do that, people must then be living with an 

understanding of biblical solidarity whereby they realize that they were included in God’s one 

covenant together with generations centuries ago. That understands supplies our poet with a basis 

for pleading to Yahweh in his prayer of intercession: does he now wish to dismantle his greatest 

work? That same understanding leads the poet of Psalm 79 to make the petition: “Do not 

remember against us the iniquities of our forefathers” (v. 8a; RSV). 

 

 

Verses 9-11: 

You cleared the ground for it; 

 it took deep root and filled the land. 

The mountains were covered with its shade, 

 the mighty cedars with its branches. 

It sent out its branches to the sea 

 and its shoots to the River. 

 

In verses 9-11, the poet describes in a couple of sentences God’s touching care for the weak 

sprig known as Israel. When the people entered Canaan, their houses were standing, so to speak, 

ready for moving into. Their existence was guaranteed. Thanks to Yahweh’s hand, the little plant 

known as Israel grew in Canaan into a giant vine whose branches spread from the Mediterranean 

Sea to the Euphrates. That’s how far the empire of David and Solomon extended. Their scepter 

reached from Egypt, along the coast of the Mediterranean Sea, to the Euphrates River. The 

nations looked at Israel with fear. 

 

 

Verses 12-13: 

Why then have you broken down its walls, 

 so that all who pass along the way pluck its fruit? 

The boar from the forest ravages it, 

 and all that move in the field feed on it. 

 

Here we receive a poetic portrait of Israel having bee assaulted severely by the Assyrian 

invasion. The image shifts from a vine to a vineyard. In Palestine such a vineyard needed to be 

surrounded by a wall, in order to hold the soil together, since a vineyard was planted on a raised 

terrace, otherwise the water would erode the soil. Such a wall also protected the vineyard from 

animals that would trample it down (Jer. 12:10), from wild boars, and from people who would 

walk past. 

Incidentally, the wild boar was a very poignant metaphor for the terrible destruction and 

cruelty that the Assyrians perpetrated against poor Israel. The wild boar is far more destructive 
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and agile than domesticated swine or pigs. The wild boar would break through fences and walls, 

churn up the soil, uproot the vines themselves, and trample them underfoot. A few of these 

animals are sufficient for destroying an entire vineyard in one night. The animal is very large, 

often resembling a donkey more than a pig, and is unusually quick. The person living in a region 

where wild swine are numerous would far rather deal with a lion than with these animals that can, 

with one slice with very sharp teeth, with lightning speed, can rip open a horse and cut a dog in 

half. The psalmist is comparing the Assyrians with this animal. And the swine-hunting pope Leo 

X used it in reference to Martin Luther. 

But above all the psalmist was dealing with God. 

God himself had broken down the walls of his vineyard with his own hands, so that every 

passerby could pluck the fruit to his heart’s content. Neighboring nations, who formerly paid 

tribute to Israel, came to plunder the defenseless land. Mighty Assyria had invaded the Israelite 

vineyard like a raging boar, and had eaten it bare. It has taken away from the ten tribes their gold, 

their harvest, their people, and their livestock. Why had Yahweh torn down the fence? 

As Christians we may recall that we are dealing with the same God. We can anger him so 

much that he comes to break down the walls of his vineyard (Christianity) with his own hands, so 

that “everything” and “everyone” can invade the church. Various winds of doctrine. Unbelieving 

theories. Religiosity apart from his Word and covenant. Worldliness. Slipping back into patterns 

of pagan living. Should we not be wondering whether God himself has broken down the church’s 

walls in the face of the teaching of evolution that twists everything? Does not Christianity display 

in many respects the image of a bare, overgrazed, and totally eaten vineyard? But who sees the 

hand of God in all of this? Do not we in our situation have just as much reason as the psalmist in 

his situation to ask ourselves: Has God forsaken us? Is he busy taking his Spirit and Word from 

us? 

 

 

Verses 14-16: 

Turn again, O God of the armed forces! 

 Look down from heaven, and see; 

 have regard for this vine, 

the stock that your right hand planted, 

 and for the son whom you made strong for yourself. 

They have burned it with fire; they have cut it down; 

 may they perish at the rebuke of your face! 

 

What had the Assyrians not burned down to the ground? They robbed and killed and pillaged. 

Did not the little sprig from the days of Joshua and the flourishing vine from the days of David 

and Solomon look for all practical purposes like worthless kindling that people threw into a pile 

and set fire to? Did Yahweh see the misery of his people? Or had he abandoned northern Israel? O 

that the God of the armed forces would turn back from that way once more! Can he not see from 

heaven the pathetic situation of his vine “Joseph”? Does he no longer remember that he himself 

planted that sprig? With his own right hand (jamin)? Here in verse 15 the poet is alluding to the 

name Ben-jamin. Did Yahweh no longer recall that through Moses he had commanded the mighty 

Pharaoh: “Let my son go!” (Exod. 4:22)? And does he now want to surrender his son to the 

Assyrians? Really? Could he have the heart to do that? 

This is how intercessors may speak to God today as well, about the crisis facing the vineyard 
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of Christianity. They may ask him to look at the crumbling walls. In the hope that such a desolate 

sight might lead his wounded Father-heart to take pity. As the poet of Lamentations groaned after 

the fall of Jerusalem: “Look, O LORD, and see! With whom have you dealt thus?” (Lam. 2:20). 

Not so that we can receive guarantees for averting judgment, but as the poet of Lamentations said: 

“There may yet be hope!” (Lam. 3:29). 

 

 

Verse 17: 

But let your hand be on the man of your right hand, 

 the son of man whom you have made strong for yourself! 

 

In this connection people have thought of a particular king, perhaps Josiah or Hoshea. But 

why would reference to the king suddenly have to appear in this prayer for the people? Especially 

since the poet had portrayed God’s people with the use of various images (sprig, vine, vineyard, 

son). We prefer to understand this as a wonderful allusion to the name Benjamin. In 2 Samuel 

20:1 Sheba is called an ish yemini, a Benjamite. Here in verse 17 we read of an ish yemineka, a 

man of your right hand. We see here in this context a reference more to the tribe of Benjamin than 

to a particular king. 

In this 17th verse we hear this complaint of the psalmist: “O God, protect your Benjamin. He 

is so weak. A real ‘son of man,’ a ben adam, make from the ground (adama). A mortal being that 

cannot live apart from your lofty protection. Come intervene on his behalf and keep the mighty 

Assyrians away from him!” 

 

 

Verse 18: 

Then we shall not turn back from you; 

 give us life, and we will call upon your name! 

 

In the ancient Near East, whenever a great king dethroned his vassal (for example, due to 

infidelity), then it was said that he had killed that vassal, even though the vassal’s physical life 

had been spared. So people could say about Pharaoh Necho that he had “killed” king Jehoahaz (2 

Kings 23:31-34). If later the dethroned prince were restored to honor, that was called: giving life 

to the prince. When the prince was deposed from his official duties, not only was he dead, but so 

were his people. If he later received back his kingship, then land and prince were given life. Often 

on the morning of the third day (cf. Hos. 6:2). Psalm 80:18 recalls this covenant terminology. 

Israel had rebelled against Yahweh, its lawful great King. Thereby as an unfaithful vassal 

Israel had committed high treason. The great King Yahweh, through his ambassador Hosea, had 

given Israel the message: “My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge [referring to the 

conduct of a legitimate covenant partner, acknowledged by the great King; cf. chapter 5, in 

connection with Ps. 1:6]. . . . Therefore I have hewn them by the prophets; I have slain them by 

the words of my mouth” (Hos. 4:6; 6:5). Although as Yahweh’s ambassador this same Hosea was 

permitted to communicate the promise as well, that God would make Israel alive if it would 

repent (Hos. 6:2; 13:14; cf. Ps. 85:6; Ezra 9:8). 

In Psalm 80:18 we hear the same covenant language. No wonder, for it has virtually the same 

historical background as Hosea. Israel and its king were, to put it in covenant terminology, dead. 

But if the great King Yahweh was willing, he could make them alive again. That is what the 
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psalmist is beseeching from him: Make us alive! Then we will never again walk away from you. 

No longer call upon the Baals, but only upon your holy name! 

 

 

Verse 19: 

Restore us, O LORD God of the armed forces! 

 Let your face shine, that we may be saved! 

 

Once more we hear the prayer of the transitional verse. Three times the poet had already 

asked: “Convert us!” Three times he had pleaded: “Let your face shine!” Now he ends his prayer 

with the cry: “Restore us, let your face shine!” 

Did the Shepherd of Israel listen to this lament? Did he shine his face and did he turn back? 

Yes. Although it took a few centuries. 

As we already mentioned, Isaiah saw the defeat of the ten tribes from little more than sixty 

kilometers away. He was a witness to the request of king Ahaz of Judah to the Assyrians that they 

attack Israel (2 Kings 16:7; Isa. 7; cf. chapter 13, § 1). Were there people in Judah who still dared 

to laugh at the ravaged brotherhood in the north? “Our enemies laugh among themselves,” Psalm 

80:6 complains. Should we think in that context of brothers in Judah who rubbed their hands in 

delight when the Assyrian soldiers invaded northern Israel? Then the Holy Spirit showed Isaiah 

other times in the future, better times for poor northern Israel. Were people laughing in Judah 

about Galilee, that now darkened Galilee? Yahweh let them know: “But there will be no gloom 

for her who was in anguish [when the cruel Assyrians marched in]. In the former time he [yes, 

he!, as Ps. 80 also expressed it] brought into contempt the land of Zebulun and the land of 

Naphtali, but in the latter time he has made glorious the way of the sea, the land beyond the 

Jordan, Galilee of the nations. The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those 

who dwelt in a land of deep darkness [a dead land after the invasion and deportation], on them 

has light shone” (Isa. 9:1-2). Matthew, the Gospel writer who wanted to win especially the Jews 

to Jesus, cited these words of Isaiah at the beginning of his Gospel-apology, words now fulfilled 

in Christ (Matt. 4:14). 

Where else did Christ’s light shine more brightly than in Galilee? There, in that darkened 

North, in the region of Zebulon and Naphtali, in villages like Nazareth, Capernaum, and 

Chorazin, the Light shone the brightest and most gloriously. To that region God sent the angel 

Gabriel, for there was dwelling “the most blessed among women,” Mary, the mother of the Lord. 

There Jesus drove out the shadows of death, when he raised the dead son of a widow from Nain. 

“I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will not walk in darkness, but will have the 

light of life” (John 8:12). Where else did people enjoy such an opportunity for that as in Galilee, 

the land for which Psalm 80 was interceding? There the oppressed disciples were assigned to go 

in order to see their risen Master again (Matt. 28:7). 

 

 

16.3 Once more: Pope Leo and Martin Luther 

 

On 15 June 1520, Pope Leo X interrupted the races and plays at his summer retreat at 

Malliano, to write an introduction and a conclusion of a new encyclical, directed against the 

“heretic” Martin Luther. If within two months this man did not retract his errors, he would be 

placed under the ban. We mentioned earlier that in his introduction to this bull the pope alluded to 
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Psalm 80: “Rise up, O LORD [Exsurge, Domine!], a wild boar has destroyed your vineyard.” The 

“holy Father,” who at the time was busy with his swine hunting, saw in the wild pig an effective 

image of the German monk, Dr. Martin Luther. According to Pope Leo X, Luther was attacking 

the holy Roman church like a wild pig. 

The reformer himself saw it the other way around: he was not the wild boar uprooting and 

stripping bare the vineyard of Christianity, but the pope was the very representative of the forces 

destroying the church. On 17 November 1520, Luther answered the pope with a document that 

had the significant title: Adversus execrabilem Antichristi bullam (“Against the accursed bull of 

the Antichrist”). 

Despite being mortal enemies, Pope Leo and Luther had one thing in common, however: both 

of them saw Psalm 80 as being relevant to the events within the Christianity of their day. They 

heard Psalm 80 speaking to the ecclesiastical realm of their age. Do we in our age hear it 

speaking to that same realm? To the extent that Christianity forsakes God’s covenant, the psalms 

of lament over God’s church gain in relevance. Therefore in the next volume we wish to discuss 

several more of them. For the vineyard of Christianity is being more severely ravaged in our time 

by the “wild boars” of Scripture criticism, Gnosticism, and more such movements undermining 

the church and our faith. With an eye to this situation, where can people turn to learn God-

pleasing intercession? To the school of the psalms of lament over Zion! 

Whoever lacks any appreciation, however, both for the wideness of the circle of God’s 

covenant in our time and for the destruction that “wild boars” are wreaking in in the vineyard of 

Christianity, will push aside such psalms as obsolete “Old Testament” rarities. But those whose 

eyes have been opened by God’s Spirit to the distress that these psalms identify will find in 

psalms like Psalm 80 an instructive example for pleas and petitions on behalf of God’s “vine” and 

“vineyard” in our day. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


