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Introduction

The Place to Start…

No part of the Bible is more loved or more quoted than the book of Psalms. Its words have healed more hurts and dried more tears than any other section of Scripture. Every human emotion finds expression in Psalms, emotions from rage to love, and from despair to soaring confidence. Maybe that’s why the chapters in Psalms are turned to more, memorized more, and treasured more than any other chapters of God’s Word.

The psalms are also songs. They help us express our feelings to God and to the people around us. We no longer have the musical score, so we don’t know how the songs sounded originally, but the lyrics have survived as a book of the Bible. These powerful words have been put to the music of new songs in almost every culture in the world. The psalms touch us at the deepest levels of our being.

That’s why you picked up this book—because you know a psalm or two and you want to explore more of this wonderful book of the Bible. Maybe you have just heard other people talk about the book of Psalms, and you want to know what all the enthusiasm is about. Alternatively, maybe you don’t know anything about Psalms but want to see what might be in the biblical songs that will affect your life. Whatever the reason for your interest, you are invited to go exploring in this exciting section of God’s Word.

Be prepared, however, to have your life touched by these ancient psalms. You will emerge changed. Be prepared to meet God in these songs, too. You will be cruising along, humming the tune, and find yourself face-to-face with the Lord Himself. God will speak to you in these chapters. He will whisper, shout, or thunder His truth, and this truth will change your life.

A Few Basics

The book of Psalms is a collection of a 150 individual songs. In other parts of the Bible, the chapters connect with each other in telling a story or in giving instruction. Each of the psalms stands alone. Therefore, in this book I take each psalm individually and introduce it to you. I tell you who wrote the psalm, and I describe the circumstances that prompted the psalm. I try to explain the main themes of each psalm to help you get a feel for what the writer (also called the psalmist) is saying.

My words, however, are no substitute for God’s words. I hope what I write will move you to read each individual psalm for yourself. I will give some direction and background, but God will speak in the words of the psalms themselves. You see, these are not just ancient poems collected in a museum for us to look at and admire. God’s Spirit moved the psalmists to write words that convey truth and wisdom. The book of Psalms (like the rest of the Bible) is God’s Word. It was written long ago, but it still speaks to us today. This book is not a substitute for the Bible. Let the book of Psalms speak for itself.

The Psalms were collected over a long period in five different stages. Most Bibles subdivide the book into five smaller books or collections. Book 1 is made up almost entirely of psalms written by David. David was the king of the people of Israel around 1000 BC. He was a man who followed the Lord and who spoke God’s truth as a prophet. David learned to compose songs as a shepherd boy, and he pursued that ability all through his life.

After David died, God moved others to write more psalms and expand the original collection. The godly musicians in Israel found a psalm written by the lawgiver, Moses, and a couple from David’s son Solomon. The musicians themselves wrote some psalms, and many are anonymous. What we can be sure of is that all of our psalms were recognized over the years as coming from God and were therefore included in the biblical collection. Hundreds of songs were written in the days of the Bible, and millions of songs have been written since, but these songs stand apart from all the rest. These songs are God’s truth written to our hearts.

Remembering Emily Dickinson

The Psalms were originally written in the Hebrew language spoken by God’s people, Israel, in the Old Testament era. Like most songs, the psalms were written as poetry. (Please don’t panic if the mention of poetry conjures up dark images of high school English class!) Hebrew poetry is rather easy to understand. Hebrew songwriters did not rely much on rhyme or rhythm to convey the meaning and style of their songs. Hebrew poets used a technique called parallelism to get their message across. That simply means that two lines of the song (sometimes three lines) were used to convey one complete thought.

Here’s an example from Psalm 8:

When I consider Your heavens, the work of Your fingers,
The moon and the stars, which You have ordained… (V. 3 NKJV)

The two lines express pretty much the same idea in two different ways. Each line focuses on the heavenly universe, but each line also adds elements of its own (“the work of Your fingers,” “which You have ordained”). Two lines convey one complete thought.

Sometimes the lines convey the complete thought by using opposites. Here’s a verse from the first psalm:

For the LORD knows the way of the righteous,
But the way of the ungodly shall perish. (V. 6 NKJV)

By using a contrast, the writer gets the full idea into our minds. Two sides of the same coin; two contrasting lines; one complete idea planted in our brains and hearts.

Another type of parallelism occurs when the second line expands on the idea of the first line. The well-known beginning of Psalm 23 illustrates how this works:

The LORD is my shepherd;
I shall not want. (V. 1 NKJV)

In other words, because the Lord is my Shepherd, I will never be in a state of want. The full idea still comes in parallel lines, but the second line takes us further into the thought of the first line.

You will find the pattern of parallelism all through the book of Psalms. The best explanation I’ve come across for why Hebrew poets wrote that way is that the parallel lines give the reader more time to think about what is being said. We dwell on the thought just a little longer. We can’t be so quick to discard what we’ve read and move on to something else. Parallel lines are an interesting way of repeating important information with the sincere hope that it will sink in.

Reading the Signs

You will also come upon some strange words in strange places as you read the Psalms. Two-thirds of the psalms have writing above the actual psalm. The words that appear just above verse 1 of these psalms is called the superscription. The superscription of Psalm 8 is this: “To the Chief Musician. On the instrument of Gath. A Psalm of David” (NKJV).

The superscriptions are very old elements of the text. They were added to the psalms to clue us in to several things:

Authorship.

In this case, David.

Musical notations.

Here, the song sounded best when it was played “on the instrument of Gath.” We might say: “On the electric guitar.”

Suggestions for performance.

This psalm was dedicated to the chief musician, which means it was sung in the temple and in the worship services of Israel. Psalm 92 is marked out in the superscription as “A Psalm. A Song for the Sabbath day” (NKJV).

Historical setting.

Other superscriptions tell us about the circumstances that prompted the psalm to be written. All thirteen superscriptions that refer to historical events refer to situations in David’s life and experience, like his conflict with King Saul (Psalm 7) or his sin with Bathsheba (Psalm 51).

Description of the psalm.

Some superscriptions tell us the style of the psalm itself.Psalm 8 is simply called “a Psalm” of David,” a praise song (NKJV). Other terms refer to a “prayer” or a “song” or a “wisdom psalm.”

One other term you will encounter seventy-one times in the Psalms is the Hebrew word selah (pronounced seelah). It probably marked the place for an instrumental interlude that gave the congregation an opportunity to think carefully about what had been said. When you see it, stop and reread the verse or verses just before it. Think carefully— prayerfully—about what has been said.

What to Expect

We will encounter several different styles of psalms in the amazing section of Scripture—shouts of praise, songs of despair, victory shouts, prayers of defeat. Each psalm will touch our life experience somewhere. You may not feel discouraged when you read one of the painful cries to God, but someday you will feel that you are in the pit, and you will need that psalm to help give expression to your feelings. I’ve talked about the main styles of psalms at various places through this book. It won’t take you long to figure out what kind of psalm you are reading as you get into each one.

The title of the entire book comes from the Greek word psalmos, which means “a song sung to the accompaniment of a musical instrument.” In the original Hebrew language, the title of the book is tehillim, which means “praises.” Not every psalm will leave you praising, but the thrust of the book is to exalt and honor and lift up the Lord in whatever circumstances you find yourself in at the moment. God inhabits the praises of His people, and I hope this book will raise your personal praise level several notches.

You can use this book in a number of ways. You can work through the psalms in order and eventually acquaint yourself with the whole book. Another approach would be to focus on some of your favorites at first before moving out to learn some psalms that are not as familiar to you. If you want to do it another way, just flip through the book until you see a title or a piece of a psalm that interests you and let that psalm speak to your heart. The only wrong approach is to ignore the book of Psalms. God is ready to meet you in these life-changing and life-challenging songs.

If you are a newbie to the psalms, this book will help you forge a path of understanding. If you already love the psalms, it is my hope that this book will deepen your love and appreciation for them. The journey begins just ahead.
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Chapter 1

Songs of Purpose and Protection (Psalms 1-10)

Chapter Highlights:

• Righteous Road

• Abandoning God

• A Song in Sickness

• Why Bad Stuff Happens

• Where Was God?

Let’s Get Started

The book of Psalms opens with a choice: walk God’s path in life or walk your own way. Once you settle that question, the rest of the book becomes either a God-given road map or merely a collection of nice poems. God wants you to choose His way. It’s not always easy or comfortable, but God walks with you every step of the way— and in the end, God’s road leads to life. Living life your own way may actually be the easier route, but in the end, you will face destruction. The first ten psalms help us by marking out the path ahead, and they assure us of God’s protection and provision.


The Collection Takes Shape

Book 1: Psalms 1-41

Each individual psalm circulated in Israel for a long time as a “single.” The psalms were written by different authors at different times in history to address or reflect different situations. It was only after the main psalmist, David, died that the individual psalms began to be collected in a permanent “hymn book.” God moved certain priests or temple musicians to bring together those psalms that were recognized by God’s people as having been inspired by the Holy Spirit. The editors arranged the psalms in collections. As more psalms were written or discovered, more collections were added to the original collection. In time, five “books” of psalms were compiled.

Book 1 includes Psalms 1 through 41, most of which were written by David. Only four of the first forty-one songs are not linked directly to David—Psalms 1; 2; 10; and 33. The New Testament names David as the author of Psalm 2 (Acts 4:25), and Psalms 10 and 33 give some evidence that they may have originally been part of the psalms immediately preceding them (Psalms 9 and 32). So the first collection of psalms is definitely David’s collection. Even Psalm 1 may be one of David’s, or the editors may have composed it as the introduction to the collection that follows.

Most of the psalms in Book 1 are personal, individual psalms. Many are pleas for deliverance from trouble or enemies; others are psalms of thanksgiving for God’s rescue from difficult situations. Five of the psalms are pure praise to God (8; 16; 19; 29; 33), and three are psalms of confident trust in the Lord (11; 23; 27). The Twenty-second Psalm is a prophetic picture of Jesus’s crucifixion, and the Twenty-fourth Psalm is a picture of Jesus as a conquering King. Your heart will be stirred and your faith strengthened as you read and pray these wonderful songs.



Which Way? Wicked or Wise?

PSALM STATS

PSALM 1


Who • Unknown.

When • We don’t know for sure.

Style • Psalm 1 is a wisdom psalm; the writer urges us to make the right choices.


PSALM 1:1-6 Blessed is the man
Who walks not in the counsel of the ungodly,
Nor stands in the path of sinners,
Nor sits in the seat of the scornful;
But his delight is in the law of the LORD,
And in His law he meditates * day and night.
He shall be like a tree
Planted by the rivers of water,
That brings forth its fruit in its season,
Whose leaf also shall not wither;
And whatever he does shall prosper.
The ungodly are not so,
But are like the chaff which the wind drives away.
Therefore the ungodly shall not stand in the judgment,
Nor sinners in the congregation of the righteous.
For the LORD knows the way of the righteous,
But the way of the ungodly shall perish *. (NKJV)

In the Bible, life is pictured as a journey on one of two roads *—the way of the righteous and the way of the wicked. That’s the choice we are faced with right at the front door of the Psalms. When the godly editors in the days of the Old Testament were putting the finishing touches on the whole collection of songs called the Psalms, they decided to put this psalm first.

Before we get to the praise and shouts of joy or the weeping and despair of the Psalms, we have to make a choice. What road do we want to walk through life? the God road or the no-God road? His way or my own way? If you are looking for other options, there aren’t any. Those are the only two in God’s mind.


What Others Say

Chuck Swindoll

The first word, blessed, is somewhat bland in our English language. The Hebrew term is much more descriptive, especially with its plural ending. Perhaps a workable rendering would be, “Oh, the happiness, many times over.”1



Righteous Road

The opening word of the psalm is a call to happiness—“blessed *.” If you want a blessed life, a life of fulfillment and peace, make a choice not to do certain things:

• Don’t think like people who have no time for God.

• Don’t act like the people around you who are just going their own way.

• Don’t link your life to people who will pull you away from God.

Thinking, behaving, belonging—that’s the slippery slope toward disaster. Happy people, blessed people just say no. They don’t take one step down those dead-end streets.

Wise people focus on God’s Word. They meditate on God’s promises and God’s instructions for living. Standing in line at the grocery story, wise men and women think about God’s abundant provision of daily food. When they are faced with difficult decisions, wise people seek God’s direction from His Word. Wise people actually memorize * verses of Scripture so they don’t always need a Bible to remember what God has promised.

As a result, wise people are like magnificent trees—stable, fruitful, undefeated by stressful situations, fulfilled, attractive, sheltering.

Those who choose to walk through life without God, however, are like chaff, bits of straw, blown around in the wind. It’s the ultimate of what is rootless and useless. The person who lives a Burger King life (“have it your way”) instead of a King of kings life (“do it God’s way”) will not stand in the day of God’s judgment *. They may stand now in the path of sinners but, when God evaluates their lives, they lose.

Psalm 1 is the gateway into the entire collection of the psalms and, as such, it gives us some principles that will help us incorporate the psalms into our lives.

• We are encouraged to think of the psalms as providing God’s guidance and wisdom. These writings are equal with God’s law (or Torah) in authority and insight (v. 2).

• We are challenged to think carefully, to meditate, on what we learn in these songs. A quick once-over will not give us enough time to pull out the riches God has for us here.

• How we respond to the message unleashed in the psalms will determine our ultimate destiny. Our obedience or lack of obedience will demonstrate whether we are on the right road or the wrong one.

• We are confronted with the reality that God’s ultimate purpose for us as His children is that we are blessed—not just in heaven some day ahead but every day in the here and now.

Kings Against the King

PSALM STATS

PSALM 2


Who • Unnamed in the Old Testament but identified as David in the New Testament (Acts 4:25).

When • Psalm 2 seems to be a royal psalm, composed to celebrate the coronation of Israel’s king. It is also a messianic psalm, picturing the coming Messiah as God’s conquering King *.

Style • Psalm 2 is a wisdom psalm; the writer urges us to make the right choices.

Psalm Links • Other royal psalms: 45; 72; 101; 110.


PSALM 2:1-12 Why do the nations rage,
And the people plot a vain thing?
The kings of the earth set themselves,
And the rulers take counsel together,
Against the LORD and against His Anointed, saying,
“Let us break Their bonds in pieces
And cast away Their cords from us.”
He who sits in the heavens shall laugh;
The LORD shall hold them in derision.
Then He shall speak to them in His wrath,
And distress them in His deep displeasure:
“Yet I have set My King
On My holy hill of Zion.”
“I will declare the decree:
The LORD has said to Me,
‘You are My Son,
Today I have begotten You.
Ask of Me, and I will give You
The nations for Your inheritance,
And the ends of the earth for Your possession.
You shall break them with a rod of iron;
You shall dash them to pieces like a potter’s vessel.’”
Now therefore, be wise, O kings;
Be instructed, you judges 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,
When His wrath is kindled but a little.
Blessed are all those who put their trust in Him. (NKJV)

Terrorist attacks, airplane crashes, threatened epidemics, new wars in out-of-the-way places—it almost makes you afraid to get up in the morning. When the world seems out of control, Psalm 2 keeps our focus where it should be—on the Lord.

Four speakers are heard as this psalm unfolds:

Speaker #1: David, the writer (vv. 1-3).

God had promised King David that one of his descendants would rule * over Israel forever. But as David looked at the rebellious situation around him and especially as he thought about the future, David saw exactly the opposite. The people of the world didn’t want to submit to God any more than the people of Edom or Moab wanted to submit to David. So David asks the question we all ask God sometimes—why?

Speaker #2: God the Father (vv. 4-6).

God answers David’s question with a hoot of laughter. The nations rising up in rebellion are pretty small stuff from the perspective of heaven, kind of like the ants in your front yard deciding to take over the house. God knows all about the plots and conspiracies against His rule, but He is never frightened by those empty threats.

Speaker #3: God’s Anointed King, Jesus (vv. 7-9).

Someone other than God the Father picks up the speech in verse 7. This is God’s Son. David ruled over Israel, but the Son would rule over the whole earth. The reign of David’s greater son, Jesus, over the rebellious nations will not be gentle. It’s described in rather harsh terms: iron scepter, smashing pottery. The images also highlight how fragile the great and powerful nations of the world really are.

Speaker #4: God the Holy Spirit (vv. 10-12). The last voice is a call to be wise. It’s not too late to negotiate peace with God. In fact, God has already done everything necessary to make peace. Here is the condition of peace with God: kiss the Son. Kissing a king is a sign of submission to his authority. Since we can’t physically kiss God’s Son, we bow our hearts in humble submission to Jesus as Savior and Lord. We discover when we willingly bow to Him that we aren’t executed or enslaved; instead we are blessed. The mighty King embraces us and makes us part of His own eternal kingdom. He saves that iron-rod treatment for those who refuse to submit to Him willingly. There is no refuge from God; the only refuge is God.

Move over, Alexander the Great and Napoleon and Genghis Khan. The greatest world conqueror is yet to come—Jesus, God’s Son. The nations of the world may rise in rebellion to God, but Jesus will one day be the victor over all His enemies. Psalm 2 is a foreshadowing of the future Battle of Armageddon * when the armies of the Antichrist resist Jesus at His return. Those powerful enemies will be destroyed by one breath * from Jesus’s mouth.


What Others Say

John Phillips

Psalm 1 begins with a blessing and ends with a curse; Psalm 2 begins with a curse and ends with a blessing. Psalm 1 is essentially a psalm of Christ; Psalm 2 is essentially a psalm of Antichrist. Psalm 1 shows the meditation of the godly; Psalm 2 shows the meditation of the ungodly. These two psalms form the introduction to the Hebrew hymnbook and they summarize for us the content of the whole.2



Enemy at the Gate

PSALM STATS

PSALM 3


Who • David; this is the first psalm actually called “a psalm” in the superscription.

When • David is fleeing from Absalom, his son; Absalom tried to overthrow his own father as king—and almost succeeded; E. M. Blaiklock calls Psalms 3-6 and 23 “Psalms of the Great Rebellion.”

Style • This is a psalm of lament and sorrow; David asks God to defend him and to destroy his enemies.

Psalm Links • Of the seventy-three psalms directly linked to David, thirteen have notes describing the circumstances in David’s life that prompted the psalm.


PSALM 3:1-4 LORD, how they have increased who trouble me!
Many are they who rise up against me.
Many are they who say of me,
“There is no help for him in God.” Selah
But You, O LORD, are a shield for me,
My glory and the One who lifts up my head.
I cried to the LORD with my voice,
And He heard me from His holy hill. Selah (NKJV)

It’s comforting to know that David had some days like mine—days (or several days) when everything goes wrong. In his case it was far more than a flat tire or a corrupted computer file. David’s own son, Absalom, had risen up in military revolt against him. Absalom had pulled some of David’s best officers aside and promised them a bigger slice of the defense budget if they would join his cause. Then David was on the run.

It had to hurt that his own son was trying to take over the kingdom, but what hurt even worse was the accusation * that God no longer had His hand on David’s life. There it was in a full-page ad in the Jerusalem Today newspaper, signed by a number of prominent citizens: “God will no longer help David. Absalom is God’s new choice for king!”

Now, as David looked out over Absalom’s army ready to attack the remnants of his own army, David prayed. He asked God for exactly what his enemies said God would not give—help. David the warrior realized that help would not come just from the shields carried by his soldiers. God was his shield; God was the One who lifted up David’s head. David had fled the city with his head covered in shame *. Bowing the head before another king was a sign of submission and defeat. But God would lift David’s head before his enemies.

David was even able to get some sleep the night before the big battle—not because his soldiers were around him, but because the Lord sustained him. When the battle ended the next day, Absalom’s army was scattered, and Absalom his son was dead.


What Others Say

Donald Williams

David’s faith triumphs over his fears. As is often said, God never promises to change our circumstances; God always promises to change us. With the assurance of who God is and peace in his heart, David is ready for battle. He calls upon the Lord to fight and is confident of the outcome.3



Fighting Our Battles

What enemies are you facing today? Enemies at work who are attacking your integrity? Spiritual * enemies attacking your faith and confidence in God? Personal * enemies trying to take control of your life? Psalm 3 is your psalm.

Pray as David prayed. I admit that asking God to break the teeth of your enemy may not be appropriate, but you can ask Him to remove the bite from his words. God may not slap him across the face as David prayed, but He can frustrate their attacks. If you pray as David prayed and trust as David trusted, maybe you can sleep tonight as David slept.


What Others Say

Charles Spurgeon

David’s faith enabled him to lie down; anxiety would certainly have kept him on tiptoe, watching for an enemy. Yet he was able to sleep, to sleep in the midst of trouble, surrounded by foes. This is a sleep of holy confidence in God.4



Absalom

Absalom was a middle son from one of David’s “middle” wives (2 Samuel 2:2-3). His half brother Amnon fell in love with Absalom’s full sister, Tamar, and then raped her when she rejected his advances (2 Samuel 13:1-19). Two years later Absalom killed Amnon for his attack on Tamar (2 Samuel 13:20-29). Absalom fled from Jerusalem and lived with his grandfather Talmai until David summoned him back to Jerusalem (2 Samuel 13:37-39). Absalom quietly gathered his own following from among the people and among David’s army (2 Samuel 15:1-6). Eventually Absalom rose up in rebellion against David (2 Samuel 15:7-16). At the end of a war filled with deceit and double agents, Absalom got his head caught in the branches of an oak tree. Joab, one of David’s generals, killed him (2 Samuel 18:9-15). David collapsed in grief when he heard that his son was dead (2 Samuel 18:31-33).

The Hebrew language had several words for an enemy. The most common word means “one who hates me.” The term David uses in the first verse of this psalm means “oppressor” (one who troubles me). The idea is that David’s enemy had surrounded him and was slowly squeezing off every avenue of escape. But to get at David, his oppressors had to get past the Lord, who is a shield * around him, protecting him from the final fatal assault. God the shield will provide David with enough room to maneuver and enough space to breathe—maybe even an outlet to escape.

I Quit!

PSALM STATS

PSALM 4


Who • David.

When • A time of disaster in Israel, perhaps a drought or famine; many Israelites were turning away from the Lord and trying to find deliverance by worshipping other gods.

Style • Another lament or complaint psalm.

Musical Notes • The notations before verse 1 let us know that this psalm was part of the choir’s best hits. Stringed instrument accompaniment works well when singing this psalm (you know, guitars and bass!).


PSALM 4:1-2, 8 Hear me when I call, O God of my righteousness!
You have relieved me in my distress;
Have mercy on me, and hear my prayer.
How long, O you sons of men,
Will you turn my glory to shame?
How long will you love worthlessness
And seek falsehood? Selah…
I will both lie down in peace, and sleep;
For You alone, O LORD, make me dwell in safety *. (NKJV)

What would it take to get you to give up on God? If you lost your job, do you think you would walk away from Him? What if your best friend decided to live life without God? Would you follow? Let’s say the economy crashed, and you suddenly had next to nothing. Would it be enough to make you quit?

In Israel the day came when some of the people felt like quitting. They were in distress—pushed into a corner by drought or a military threat. No one had a solution. The Canaanite people living two hills over, however, seemed to be doing just fine. Their crops were good, and their kids were healthy. When you asked them why, they had an answer. Their god, Baal, was the god of fertility. If you worshipped him, your crops would be growing, too. The next worship day, more and more Israelites were crowding the pews at the First Church of Baal. People turned from the true God, hoping to get a better deal from Baal.

Being a follower of Christ doesn’t guarantee prosperity or a painless life. Jesus warned * that we would face persecution and rejection because of our identification with Him. Some people get pretty excited about following Jesus until a taste of that persecution comes along. Then they turn away *—or walk away—and try to find an easier path. The people who hang on through tough times are the people who have learned to call on God. They know that even before they call, God has set things in motion to bring them relief.

The people who know how faithful and caring God is can lie down and sleep in peace. Their confidence is not in their investments or in their jobs or even in their government. Their security is in the Lord.


What Others Say

Charles Spurgeon

This is another instance of David’s common habit of pleading past mercies as a ground for present favor. It is not to be imagined that the God who has helped us in six troubles will leave us in the seventh. God does nothing by halves, and He will never cease to help us until we cease to need.5



God does what is right—always in every situation. He faithfully keeps His promises. Even in difficult times, God is moving to bring protection and help to those in need.

PSALM 4:4 Be angry, and do not sin.
Meditate within your heart on your bed, and be still. Selah (NKJV)

How can you be angry—and not sin? We think of anger as a negative, hurtful emotion and usually it is. Our anger is usually directed at the wrong people in the wrong way and at the wrong time. God, however, experiences anger, and He never does what is wrong. God’s anger is moral outrage at evil and wickedness. Our anger, unfortunately, has more to do with being cut off in traffic or standing in line too long at airport security than it does with moral outrage at evil. The apostle Paul picked up this thought in the New Testament book of Ephesians: “‘Be angry, and do not sin’: do not let the sun go down on your wrath, nor give place to the devil” (4:26-27 NKJV).


What Others Say

Donald Williams

After our minds have been active in meditation, we must stop and be silent. In the silence, God will speak to us. When, after a time of reflection, I am silent before the Lord, I find I am receptive to what God wants to say to me. I receive a phrase from Scripture, a directive or impression from the Lord. Too often our prayer is one-way. We tell God what we want, we think over our problems, and then we complain that the Lord never speaks to us.6



Facing Another Day

PSALM STATS

PSALM 5


Who • David.

When • No direct clues are given, but it was obviously at a time when David felt under attack.

Style • Psalm 5 begins as a song of discouragement but ends as a praise song; the psalm is arranged in five stanzas that alternate between a focus on God and a focus on David’s enemies.

Musical Notes • When the Jerusalem choir sang this song, accompaniment came from flutes and other wind instruments.


PSALM 5:1-3 Give ear to my words, O LORD,
Consider my meditation.
Give heed to the voice of my cry,
My King * and my God,
For to You I will pray.
My voice You shall hear in the morning *, O LORD;
In the morning I will direct it to You,
And I will look up. (NKJV)

Discouragement is a deep, dark hole—and we’ve all been there. We’ve failed in some project; we have come to realize that a life dream will never be reached; a relationship that started so well lies broken around us. The critics are always ready to lend a hand too— not to get us out of the hole, but to dig the hole a little deeper and push us down a little farther.

David wrote Psalm 5 from that perspective. His was an emotional hole, and the only way to look was up. Here’s how the psalm works:

• David looked up and called on the Lord for help (vv. 1-3).

• Then David started thinking about his enemies (vv. 4-6).

• But that made David look up again as he remembered God’s grace in his own life (vv. 7-8).

• The enemies, however, kept coming to mind, pushing David further into despair (vv. 9-10).

• Finally David focused fully on the Lord for deliverance (vv. 11-12).

Talk about life as a yo-yo. But that’s just how we are when discouragement comes—up and down, trusting and trampled, hopeful then hopeless. Sometimes in the course of five minutes we can take the whole roller-coaster ride.

Sighs and Cries

I think mornings were hard for David. He seemed to be able to lie down * and sleep pretty well, but when morning came he found himself sighing * and groaning. I identify with David. When I am under attack or discouraged over some failure, I can usually fall asleep fast. Then I wake up at four o’clock in the morning, and pain presses in.

Sometimes, like David, I groan. Then I cry for help, as David did in verse 2. The place I don’t usually get to is prayer. David took his sighing and his cries for help, and he used that material to construct a prayer. He laid out his requests before the Lord and then waited expectantly to see what God would do. David called on God to hear not only the thoughtful and clearly spoken prayers but also to pay attention to the whispers and sighs that come from our lips and hearts in times of distress or pain.


What Others Say

Charles Spurgeon

Sometimes we cannot put our prayers into words. They are nothing but a cry. But the Lord can comprehend the meaning, for He hears a voice in our cry. To a loving father his children’s facial expression and cries are music, and they have an influence which his heart body language cannot resist.7



Facing the Enemy

As David waited for the Lord, he came to some conclusions about his enemies—God hates them. Yes, that’s what the Bible says: “You [God] hate all workers of iniquity” (Psalm 5:5 NKJV). God doesn’t find pleasure in evil people. In fact, He abhors those who are deceitful and cruel. God is pleased with people who are humble enough to bow to God, to submit to God’s authority—people like David.

The psalm ends with David’s confident prayer that the Lord will spread His protection over those who love the Lord. God’s grace shields us from our enemies.


What Others Say

Chuck Swindoll

The key throughout this verse is obvious; it is joy. How are you doing regarding your countenance—is it joyful? Do you really live above the pressures? Is there an evidence of peace written across your face? If you fight your own battles without the Lord, you’ll become bitter, severe, cranky, and your face will bear the marks of the battle.8



In verse 2 of Psalm 5 David calls the Lord, “my King and my God” (NKJV). David realizes that, even though he is the king of Israel, he is under the authority of the real King, the Lord. One of the central themes of Psalms is God’s reign as a great King over His creation and over our lives. Please remember that we don’t make Him King; He is the King. We either live as if we are His faithful followers or we live in rebellion.

David described the Lord as “not a God who takes pleasure in wickedness, nor shall evil dwell with You” (v. 4 NKJV). The Hebrew word translated dwell is a word that means “to visit or to camp out.” It refers to a temporary situation—the shortest stay possible. In the New Testament, John declared that God is light and no moral darkness resides in Him at all (1 John 1:5). God is so pure that evil cannot make even a quick, temporary stay in His character, which raises the question in my mind: how long does evil camp out in my life before I send it packing?

A Song in Sickness

PSALM STATS

PSALM 6


Who • David.

When • At a time of severe illness.

Style • Psalm 6 is one of seven penitential psalms in which the author is expressing sorrow over sin or failure.

Musical Notes • David thought this song sounded best when accompanied by stringed instruments, especially the sheminith, most likely an eight-stringed instrument (think, acoustic guitar).


PSALM 6:1-3 O LORD, do not rebuke me in Your anger,
Nor chasten me in Your hot displeasure.
Have mercy on me, O LORD, for I am weak;
O LORD, heal * me, for my bones are troubled.
My soul also is greatly troubled;
But You, O LORD—how long *? (NKJV)

I am a real grump when I’m sick. If I have the flu, just stay away. Serious sickness, however, has a way of focusing our attention on God. We start asking questions like “Why is this happening?” or “How long, God, until I’m better?” Sometimes we can’t even pray. That’s when Psalm 6 gives us some help. David provided words to pray when it’s difficult to find words. David gave expression to severe pain and deep depression, and, at the same time, he voiced confidence and hope in God’s power to heal us and raise us up.

At first David may have thought that God had allowed him to become sick because God was angry with him, and so David appealed to God’s grace and mercy for forgiveness. Not all sickness is God’s chastening for sin or disobedience in our lives, however. Most of the time sickness just reminds us that we live in a world corrupted by decay and disease. But serious sickness should also make us examine our lives carefully. Anything that displeases God should be confessed * and placed under God’s forgiving grace.

Then we can confidently ask God to heal us. David didn’t demand healing; he asked for it. He appealed to God’s mercy and unfailing love. This isn’t just a quick prayer during a commercial break on Monday Night Football. David used every groan, every tear, every pain as an opportunity to cry out to God.


What Others Say

Donald Williams

Here in David’s call for healing we have both the terror of sickness and confidence in God’s mercy to save. In our mortality we know the terror, but in our faith we can know God’s power to restore us. Prayer is the power point, bringing the healing of God’s Spirit to the wounds in our lives.9



The only thing worse than being sick is to have your enemies try to take advantage of your sickness to move in on your job or to steal your confidence in God. David’s enemies used his sickness to weaken his kingdom. Our greatest enemy, Satan, will use sickness to get us to doubt God’s love and even to question God’s existence. So while we pray for healing, we should also ask God to bring our enemies to disgrace. We aren’t after revenge when we pray like that; we are after God’s glory. When our enemies see God’s healing and deliverance in our lives, they will have to acknowledge that only God could do such a work of power.


Psalms Of Lament

“I Cry to the Lord”

Almost one-third of the psalms are psalms of complaint, despair, or lament. The author of a lament psalm expresses sorrow over an illness or an attack from his enemies. Lament psalms contain most of the following components:

• A cry for God’s help or a declaration of turning to God

• An expression of sorrow or complaint; the complaint may be against God or an enemy, or the writer may even complain about himself

• A plea for God’s help or intervention

• A promise to praise God when deliverance comes

Each lament psalm is structured in a slightly different way so you may not find every element in every psalm, but the pattern is clear. In your reading you will come upon both community lament psalms, in which a whole group or nation cries to God (examples: Psalms 46; 123; and 126); and individual lament psalms, in which the author himself is pleading for God’s help (examples: Psalms 6; 22; 35; 39; and 130).

Reading Lament Psalms

Several suggestions will help the psalms of complaint come alive in your experience and in your walk with God:

• As you should with every psalm, try to enter into the emotional frame of mind of the psalmist. Look for clues in the text or in the heading of the psalm that tell you how the psalmist feels. Enter into that feeling in your imagination and listen to the words of the psalm in that context.

• Try to think of times in your own life when you felt attacked or lonely or abandoned. What words did you use to express your complaint? Who was the complaint directed toward— God? Yourself? An enemy?

• Use the same freedom to express the depth of your hurt to God that God gave the psalmist. The writers of the lament psalms never sugarcoat their words or temper their feelings out of politeness. But they never cross the line into rebelliousness or curse God either. They maintain their love and respect for God while still being honest about their feelings.

• Think back to how you felt when God delivered you from the trials you have passed through. Did you ever express your praise to God not only for coming to your rescue but also for remaining with you through the trial? Right now might be a good time to give God praise for the times when He has delivered you!



Putting Out a Gossip’s Fire

PSALM STATS

PSALM 7


Who • David.

When • David is the target of a smear campaign started by a man named Cush.

Style • Psalm 7 is a lament or complaint psalm, asking God for protection—but it ends as a psalm of praise.

Musical Notes • The psalm is called a shiggaion; this is the only place the word is used in the Bible, and we don’t have a clue what it means; it probably refers to the style of music that David used when he sang this song to the Lord.


PSALM 7:1-2, 10, 17 O LORD my God, in You I put my trust;
Save me from all those who persecute me;
And deliver me,
Lest they tear me like a lion *,
Rending me in pieces, while there is none to deliver…
My defense is of God,
Who saves the upright in heart…
I will praise the LORD according to His righteousness,
And will sing praise to the name of the LORD Most High. (NKJV)

All David had was a name—Cush—and a family connection—he was a Benjamite. That’s all he knew except that Cush was an enemy trying to slander David. Cush didn’t have an army of soldiers; he had an army of whisperers. Cush had started a gossip campaign against David, accusing the king of betraying a friend and embezzling money (v. 4). David knew he was innocent but had no way to prove it.

Have you ever been the target of a lie? Usually you are the last person to hear about it. The enemy stays low, out of sight. He whispers his little secret to a select few who will spread it all over the office or all over the church. When you hear what’s been said you can hardly believe it. But the more you defend yourself, the deeper you dig the pit of people’s suspicion.

What can we do when our integrity is attacked? Do what David did. We tell God about it and ask Him to defend us. We take refuge in the Lord, behind His shield of protection. We let the consequences come on the people who are speaking evil of us. “He made a pit and dug it out, and has fallen into the ditch which he made. His trouble shall return upon his own head” (vv. 15-16 NKJV). David stopped trying to answer his accusers. He just let God deal with it. God must have silenced Cush because we never read about Cush again anywhere in the Bible. God doesn’t do things halfway. He’s the Most High God—even over our enemies. We can have peace when we let God protect us.


What Others Say

Chuck Swindoll

Each morning this week, as you look at yourself in the bathroom mirror, don’t forget to look at your tongue. Hold your mouth open long enough to realize that slab of skin, membranes, and muscles has the power to injure… to stab… to kill. Pray for control.10



Feeling Insignificant?

PSALM STATS

PSALM 8


Who • David.

When • We’re uncertain, but some scholars believe David wrote it as a hymn of praise after he killed the giant Goliath *.

Style • A song of pure praise to God. This is also a messianic psalm; the writer of Hebrews quotes verses 5 and 6 as a description of the perfect humanity of Jesus (Hebrews 2:5-8).

Musical Links • The music for Psalm 8 was to be played “on the instrument of Gath”; that may have been a particular kind of musical instrument, as in “a genuine Gath guitar.”


PSALM 8 O LORD, our Lord,
How excellent is Your name in all the earth,
Who have set Your glory above the heavens!
Out of the mouth of babes and nursing infants
You have ordained strength,
Because of Your enemies,
That You may silence the enemy and the avenger.
When I consider Your heavens, the work of Your fingers,
The moon and the stars, which You have ordained,
What is man that You are mindful of him,
And the son of man that You visit him?
For You have made him a little lower than the angels,
And You have crowned him with glory and honor.
You have made him to have dominion over the works of Your hands;
You have put all things under his feet,
All sheep and oxen—
Even the beasts of the field,
The birds of the air,
And the fish of the sea
That pass through the paths of the seas.
O LORD, our Lord,
How excellent is Your name in all the earth! (NKJV)

The astronomy professor gave each of us an opportunity to peer through the eyepiece of the university’s telescope. What we saw was stunning. Thousands of stars in one thin segment of the heavens. This brilliant teacher who had devoted his life to the study of the skies concluded the class with these words: “When I see the vastness of the universe, it makes me realize what an insignificant speck I am—just an evolutionary accident on a cooling piece of rock, spinning around a third-rate star.”

That man needed to read Psalm 8. David had the same feeling when he looked up at the star-filled Israelite sky. “What is man that You are mindful of him?” (v. 4 NKJV). David asked the same question as my astronomy professor, but he got a very different answer. God responds to our feelings of insignificance by telling us that human beings are the center of His attention. God created the universe to show us His glory and power, but God created us as the focus of a plan designed to demonstrate His grace and love. Human beings are not just the tip of a branch on the evolutionary tree. God has crowned us with glory and honor and placed us as the ruler over all He has created.


What Others Say

Lloyd John Ogilvie

If God has given us dominion, then we are responsible to Him for how we exercise our calling. We teeter on the sharp edge of pride and authentic humility. The exaltation of man[kind] in Psalm 8 must be coupled with the constant reminder of the theme of Psalm 24:1: “The earth is the Lord’s, and all its fullness, / The world and those who dwell therein.” We do not own the world; we are only given dominion. The Lord is King, and He has called us to be viceroys of His delegated management.11



The Glory in the Mirror

Go ahead—just look in the mirror. Do you see glory and honor? The glory God gave us in the beginning is pretty hard to see right now because sin has intruded into God’s perfect creation. When we look around (or look inside our own hearts), we don’t see mankind exhibiting much of the glory of God. We see wars and violence and unspeakable cruelty. We don’t see human beings ruling kindly over God’s creation; we see them destroying God’s world. But if you want to see what human beings should be like, if you want to catch a glimpse of what God created us to be, look at Jesus. He is the perfect human being, crowned with glory and honor. And someday those who believe in Jesus will be like Him. We will have magnificent, built-for-eternity bodies.

You might be feeling unloved or abandoned or just lonely. Psalm 8 is proof positive that God places great value on you. Jesus can be your constant companion, your closest friend. Once you have a relationship with Him, He never leaves you in the lurch.

Here Come Da Judge

PSALM STATS

PSALM 9


Who • David.

When • We don’t know except that David is surrounded by enemies (again).

Style • This is a psalm of confidence—David is under attack, but he is certain of the Lord’s help and is confident of the Lord’s ultimate judgment on all who do evil.

Musical Notes • This psalm was sung to a popular tune of David’s day, “The Death of the Son”—maybe a familiar ballad or folk tune; David set the psalm to a well-known tune so that the congregation could easily join in when the psalm was sung—new words, but a familiar tune.


PSALM 9:1-4, 7-8 I will praise You, O LORD, with my whole heart;
I will tell of all Your marvelous works.
I will be glad and rejoice in You;
I will sing praise to Your name, O Most High.
When my enemies turn back,
They shall fall and perish at Your presence.
For You have maintained my right and my cause;
You sat on the throne judging in righteousness…
But the LORD shall endure forever;
He has prepared His throne for judgment.
He shall judge the world in righteousness,
And He shall administer judgment for the peoples in uprightness. (NKJV)

David was in trouble a lot—at least it seems that way in these early psalms. His own son rebelled and drove him from Jerusalem; other enemies attacked or slandered David; surrounding nations tested David’s strength. It’s enough to make a person—well, pray. What better time to write a psalm than when we are in trouble. When all our plans fail, when we’ve made a mess of things and there’s no way out, we cry out to God like a child running to his parent.

David didn’t rush into God’s presence only to ask for help. He went to God with assurance and praise, confident that God would work powerfully in the situation. “I will praise You, O LORD, with my whole heart” (v. 1 NKJV). Nothing is halfhearted about David’s exaltation and joy before the Lord. He was happy to be there.

What kept David’s perspective clear in times of trouble was a solid grasp of the truth about God. David knew certain facts about God’s character and how God operates, and David held on to those facts even when circumstances seemed to contradict them. That’s a good definition of faith, by the way—to be persuaded of certain facts because God has said them, not because our immediate situation supports them.

• David knew, for example, that the Lord reigns * forever—so evil will never gain the upper hand.

• David knew that the Lord is a refuge * and stronghold * in times of trouble—so no matter how rough life gets, he could always find protection and comfort in the Lord.

• David the king knew that the rule of God the King is characterized by justice—so no nation and no individual would ever get away (permanently) with doing wrong.

What truths about God do you hold on to when the enemy attacks? Psalm 9 gives you a good place to start. When the enemies keep coming, the Christian keeps praying.


What Others Say

Derek Kidner

David’s thoughts leap ahead from his own story (my enemies, my cause, v. 3) to what it prefigures—God’s total victory and reign of justice, worldwide and everlasting. The past tenses of verses 5 and following are “prophetic perfects,” a feature of the Old Testament; they describe coming events as if they have already happened, so certain is their fulfillment and so clear the vision.12



Why Bad Stuff Happens

PSALM STATS

PSALM 10


Who • We are not directly told, but most likely it was David; in some ancient versions of the Bible, Psalms 9 and 10 are one psalm; Psalm 9 looks at God’s future response to evil; Psalm 10 examines the injustice of the present.

When • David responds to an act of cruelty or terrorism.

Style • Psalm 10 is a lament psalm, a cry for justice.


PSALM 10:1-2, 11, 16-18 Why do You stand afar off, O LORD?
Why do You hide in times of trouble?
The wicked in his pride persecutes the poor;
Let them be caught in the plots which they have devised…
He has said in his heart,
“God has forgotten;
He hides His face;
He will never see.”…
The LORD is King forever and ever;
The nations have perished out of His land.
LORD, You have heard the desire of the humble;
You will prepare their heart;
You will cause Your ear to hear,
To do justice to the fatherless and the oppressed,
That the man of the earth may oppress no more. (NKJV)

I think if David had been around on September 11, 2001, when the World Trade Center and Pentagon were attacked, Psalm 10 would have appeared the next day on the opinion page of the Jerusalem Times. “Why do You stand afar off, O LORD? Why do You hide in times of trouble?” (v. 1 NKJV).

I ask myself the same question when I read about a child battered and abused by cruel parents or when I sit with an older person who has lost his life savings in some bogus investment scam. Why does God let such bad things happen? Evil, corrupt people carry out their plans and so rarely seem to pay a price. Wicked dictators oversee the slaughter of thousands of people and then retire in luxury in some sympathetic country. Where is the justice?

I even pray David’s prayer: “Let them be caught in the plots which they have devised… Break the arm of the wicked and the evil man” (vv. 2, 15 NKJV). I want God to be like Garfield, the cartoon cat, squashing spiders with a rolled-up newspaper—and preferably squashing the people I think need to be squashed.

What I need to be reminded of on days when evil seems to prosper is exactly what David kept telling himself:

• God sees the wickedness of human beings (v. 14).

• God listens to the cry * of the afflicted (v. 17).

• God reigns for ever and ever (v. 16).

Cruel people may think that God doesn’t notice or doesn’t care, but ultimately they will answer to Him. Justice will be measured out fully. Mafia bosses and terrorist masterminds may die quiet, peaceful deaths here. But eternity * is a very long time.

Psalm 10 describes a “practical atheist.” This person is not, however, a card-carrying member of the Atheists Club. When asked if God exists, he would say, “Of course, God exists. I believe in God.” But in the daily outworking of his life, God has no role to play in how this person lives. He acts and reacts and thinks as if God doesn’t exist. There’s no room for God anywhere in the practical atheist’s existence. Unfortunately, that title describes a large part of modern society. Poll after poll reveals that more than 90 percent of the American population believe that God exists. Only a small percentage, however, would be willing to give up everything for their religious convictions. God is real—He just doesn’t matter to most people.

God’s people, in contrast, are willing to trust God and to follow Him even if everything collapses around them. Here are the words of one of the prophets as he faced difficult times:

HABAKKUK 3:17-18 Though the fig tree may not blossom,
Nor fruit be on the vines;
Though the labor of the olive may fail,
And the fields yield no food;
Though the flock may be cut off from the fold,
And there be no herd in the stalls—
Yet I will rejoice in the LORD,
I will joy in the God of my salvation. (NKJV)

Chapter Wrap-Up

• In the Bible, life is pictured as two roads—the way of the righteous and the way of the wicked.

• The world may seem out of control, but God still reigns. He will ultimately accomplish His purpose in history and in our lives.

• When enemies attack, tell God on them.

• Those who trust in the Lord can lie down and sleep in peace.

• God hears every cry and sigh from His child—the thoughtful prayer and the whispered sob.

• God is our healer. Our confidence for healing rests on Him alone.

• Wicked people may think that God doesn’t notice what they do, but ultimately they will answer to Him.

Study Questions

1. According to Psalm 1, what are we not to do if we want to be blessed?

2. We normally associate anger with sin, but Psalm 4:4 tells us to “be angry, and do not sin” (NKJV). How is that possible?

3. How does David respond to sickness in his life?

4. What can we do to silence someone who spreads false rumors about us?

5. God created human beings with glory and honor. Where do we see that glory today?

6. What do we need to remind ourselves of when bad things happen in our world or in our lives?




Chapter 2

Songs of Confident Trust (Psalms 11-21)

Chapter Highlights:

• At the End of Life’s Rope

• Living in God’s Presence

• God the Warrior

• Hugging God

Let’s Get Started 

The next eleven psalms speak of God’s willingness to protect us and to deliver us from life’s difficult days. Even when we are tempted to doubt God or to question His timing, God demonstrates His willingness to rescue us, speak to us, and comfort us. What God desires to develop in us is a confident trust in Him and in His power to sustains us through the worst circumstances life can throw at us.

Each of these psalms was written by David. They were written early in his life, but they quickly became some of his favorites. He sang these songs over and over, after every new instance of God’s deliverance. As you read them, you will undoubtedly find one or two that speak to your life right now. Don’t hesitate to sing the psalm or to pray the psalm back to God. He delights to hear these words of praise.

You will also gain some fresh insights into the character of God as you study these songs of faith. David based his trust on the reliable, unchanging nature of God Himself. God is shown to be holy and wise and strong and good. He’s the kind of God who can be trusted—fully, without reservation, forever.

Where Is God When You Need Him Most?

PSALM STATS

PSALM 11


Who • David.

When • A crisis in the kingdom.

Style • Psalm 11 is a declaration of confident trust in the Lord; it’s a song to sing in the darkness.


PSALM 11:1-4 In the LORD I put my trust;
How can you say to my soul,
“Flee as a bird to your mountain”?
For look! The wicked bend their bow,
They make ready their arrow on the string,
That they may shoot secretly at the upright in heart.
If the foundations are destroyed,
What can the righteous do?
The LORD is in His holy temple *,
The LORD’s throne * is in heaven;
His eyes behold,
His eyelids test the sons of men. (NKJV)

What do you do in a crisis? Do you panic? Maybe you grit your teeth and stand firm, or maybe you run and hide. We don’t know what the crisis was for David as he wrote Psalm 11. We do know his enemies were shooting at him. The archers mentioned in verse 2 may have been shooting real arrows. More likely they were shooting accusations and threats David’s way.

His advisers give David some bad advice. Their words were still ringing in his ears as he sat down to write: “Flee as a bird to your mountain” (v. 1 NKJV). It sounded like the wise thing to do as David looked around. But then he looked up—and what a difference that made. He saw the Lord seated on His heavenly throne, in absolute control *. God wasn’t in a panic. God wasn’t confused. He knew exactly what David was facing, and He had David under His watchful, loving eye. Running away wouldn’t protect David. The only real refuge was the Lord. God knows how to protect His children, and God will deal with those who attack us unjustly.

So the next time panic strikes, don’t just look at the circumstances. Look up—and remember that God is watching. His eyes are focused on you and on every detail of the situation you find yourself in. When the foundations of your world are shaken or destroyed, when life crumbles around you and the bottom drops out beneath you, the only safe place is in the arms of God.


What Others Say

Gerald Wilson

The dual description of Yahweh as “in his holy temple” and “on his heavenly throne” is significant. The former is an indication of God’s immanent presence among humans (most particularly the faithful), while the latter emphasizes the transcendent power and authority that separates him from the chaotic futility of human power. God is at once among his people, strengthening, empowering, and saving, and at the same time above all humans, ruling, examining, and rendering human judgment.1



What are the pressures that make you want to run away? Family responsibility? Financial struggles? Job uncertainty? We live in a threatening world. Terrorism, the threat of new illnesses, cultural chaos, and economic uncertainty make us think about escaping into the mountains to wait for Jesus to come. God, however, has called us to a very different response. Rather than withdraw from society or isolate ourselves in fortress churches, we are sent out into the world with a message of hope and confidence. Our trust is not in the United States Treasury or in our job at a Fortune 500 company; our trust is in the Lord—in the only unfailing refuge. This world and everything in it is in the process of passing away. Our confidence had better be in Someone greater than the world.

Hypocrites!

PSALM STATS

PSALM 12


Who • David.

When • Unknown, but likely when David was on the run from King Saul and struggled to trust anyone.

Style • Psalm 12 is a lament psalm, a cry for God’s help in an unjust situation.

Musical Notes • Another song (like Psalm 6) that sounded best when accompanied by stringed instruments, especially the sheminith, an eight-stringed, v-shaped instrument.


PSALM 12:1-5a Help, LORD, for the godly man ceases!
For the faithful disappear * from among the sons of men.
They speak * idly everyone with his neighbor;
With flattering lips and a double heart they speak.
May the LORD cut off all flattering lips,
And the tongue that speaks proud things,
Who have said,
“With our tongue we will prevail;
Our lips are our own;
Who is lord over us?”
“For the oppression of the poor, for the sighing of the needy,
Now I will arise,” says the LORD. (NKJV)

I thought it was a good question. I asked a group of twenty to thirty-year-olds, all majoring in business, to imagine Jesus as the CEO of an American corporation. What kind of CEO would Jesus justly make? The first answer wasn’t quite what I expected. “He would never make it as a CEO,” one of the younger men said. “He is too honest. People would walk all over him.”

Maybe that’s how David felt when Psalm 12 first crossed his lips or flowed from his pen—that people are just too selfish, too corrupt, too much on the take. They were all such hypocrites. David looked around at the people running the government and the businesses and even people heading up the churches and the agencies that were supposed to help others—and all he saw were deceitful, manipulative back-stabbers. Sounds like the place where you work, doesn’t it? Aren’t there any good people left, Lord? We put our confidence in a friend or a coworker and find ourselves betrayed. We give our money to a charity only to discover that most of it is siphoned off to pay big salaries to the executives. They talk about loving people and helping the needy, but the only people they help are themselves.

 Here’s one fact to keep in mind when you think people can’t get any worse: The Lord sees it all. We want justice now, and on our terms. God gives wicked people incredible latitude. But he won’t wait forever. God will arise and set things right. Our job is to live justly *, to strive for justice in our society—and to leave the rest to God.

Talk, talk, talk! “Speak idly” (v. 2 NKJV) pictures empty talk, empty of truth, lies; “flattering lips” (v. 2 NKJV) pictures smooth talk, insincere praise; “double heart” (v. 2 NKJV) is deceptive talk, words designed to lead us on the wrong path; “tongue that speaks proud things” (v. 3 NKJV) refers to big talk, strutting our stuff before others. In contrast, the Lord is known for “pure words,” words “purified seven times” (v. 6 NKJV).


What Others Say

Mother Teresa

All our words will be useless unless they come from within— words which do not give the light of Christ increase the darkness.2



At the End of Life’s Rope

PSALM STATS

PSALM 13


Who • David.

When • David is exhausted and depressed.

Style • This song is a pain-filled cry to God for help—and a faith-filled confession of God’s unfailing love.


PSALM 13:1-6 How long *, O LORD? Will You forget me forever?
How long will You hide Your face * from me?
How long shall I take counsel in my soul,
Having sorrow in my heart daily?
How long will my enemy be exalted over me?
Consider and hear me, O LORD my God;
Enlighten my eyes,
Lest I sleep * the sleep of death;
Lest my enemy say,
“I have prevailed against him”;
Lest those who trouble me rejoice when I am moved.
But I have trusted in Your mercy;
My heart shall rejoice in Your salvation.
I will sing to the LORD,
Because He has dealt bountifully with me. (NKJV)

David’s troubles with King Saul dragged on year after year until David was at the end of his rope. God had promised * David that he would be king some day, and David had done everything he could to honor Saul. But at this point, David felt that he couldn’t go on— not another day, not another minute.

You’ve probably been there. A long recovery from sickness or a gnawing financial problem has you feeling hopeless. Maybe it’s a rebellious child or an alcoholic spouse or a demanding boss who has you down. You have prayed and have read all the books, but nothing changes—and, like David, you cry out (or scream out) to God. We pray David’s prayer—“How long, O LORD? Will You forget me forever? How long will You hide Your face from me?” (v. 1 NKJV).

Once David poured out his heart honestly to God, God began to work in David’s life. The circumstances didn’t change right away, but God reminded David of certain facts. He reminded him of His unfailing love—and His promise that the storm * wouldn’t last forever. God would bring salvation, deliverance, in His own way and at His own time. Maybe that’s what you need to be reminded of today. God loves you. If you listen quietly, you will hear God say it to you right now—in your heart, in your spirit. God will deliver you from the storm you are in, but He will do so in His time. Meanwhile, He will give you the strength you need for today, for the next minute. Thirteen short words sum up the psalm—“I will sing to the LORD, because He has dealt bountifully with me” (v. 6 NKJV). When we get through the tears to the truth of God’s love for us, that’s our song, too.


What Others Say

John Phillips

Man’s extremity is God’s opportunity. When we are at our wit’s end, without resources, at a loss for a way, perplexed and desperate—that is usually when we see God begin to work. But before He does anything about our situation, He wants to do something about ourselves, and that is where we begin to hedge. We want God to deal with our complication; He wants to develop our character. We want Him to change our circumstances; He wants to change us first. That is why He allowed the circumstances. We cry: “Hurry up, Lord!” He says, “It’s your move. I won’t move until you do.”3



Shouting at God

Some people try to be very cautious when they talk to God—calm, controlled, all the “Thees” and “Thous” correctly placed. Even when they are upset with God, you could never tell it from the tones of their voices. David, however, wasn’t afraid to take his complaint right to the top. He wasn’t irreverent or vulgar to God, but he let God have it a few times. In Psalm 13 he hammered away with the same question, not waiting for an answer or even expecting one— “How long… ? How long… ? How long… ?” The next time you are really frustrated or upset or in pain, maybe you need to just let it out. God knows our hearts anyway. When we are honest with Him, He can begin to address the real issues in our lives.

God Is Watching

PSALM STATS

PSALM 14


Who • David.

When • David sits down and contemplates the evil he sees in the world—and the capacity for sin in his own heart.

Style • A wisdom psalm.

Psalm Links • Psalm 14 and Psalm 53 are almost identical twins—separate versions of the same song.


PSALM 14:1-3 The fool has said in his heart,
“There is no God.”
They are corrupt,
They have done abominable works,
There is none who does good.
The LORD looks down * from heaven upon the children of men,
To see if there are any who understand, who seek God.
They have all turned aside,
They have together become corrupt;
There is none who does good,
No, not one. (NKJV)

Ask the average person on the street if he or she believes in God, and most will say, “Yes, I believe.” Go up and down the pews of the average church and ask the people if they believe in God, and they will say, “Of course! We’re in church, aren’t we?” But watch how people live, and you will find that a lot of folks both on the street and after church act as if God has no significant place in their lives. We go through life without giving God much thought or much attention. We give Him an hour or so on Sunday, but the rest of the time He’s not even on our radar screen.

The fool * David talked about in Psalm 14 is not necessarily a card-carrying member of the All-Out Atheists Club. The fool is the person who lives like there is no God—no God who loves us, no God who holds us accountable, no God who deserves our allegiance and worship. The Lord looks down on the world of humanity and carefully searches * for one person who on their own is good, and He finds no one. Left to ourselves, we are all lost. We all fall far short of the perfection of God’s character. That doesn’t mean we are all evil, wicked, nasty people outwardly. It means we all need God’s mercy and grace if we are to be accepted by God.

That’s David’s point. The only refuge for men and women who have offended God is to flee to God. When we call * on the Lord (v. 4) and seek refuge in Him (v. 5), He restores us to His friendship. The choice David gave us is the choice put in front of us all through the Bible—keep on living as if there is no God, or live every moment in His grace and love.


What Others Say

Donald Williams

God may be absent from the human heart, but He is not absent from heaven. However much we may dim our gaze heavenward, God does not dim His gaze earthward.4



When the apostle Paul in the New Testament wanted to seal his argument that all humanity stands under sin’s curse and deserves God’s judgment, he reached back into the Old Testament and quoted several passages, including Psalm 14: “As it is written: ‘There is none righteous, no, not one… There is none who does good, no, not one’” (Romans 3:10-12 NKJV).

The last verse of Psalm 14 was probably added (under the direction of the Holy Spirit) long after David was dead: “Oh, that the salvation of Israel would come out of Zion! When the LORD brings back the captivity of His people, let Jacob rejoice and Israel be glad” (v. 7 NKJV). Those words reflect the hope of the people of God as they languished in captivity in Babylon almost five hundred years after David’s reign as king. The author used David’s observations on the moral emptiness of human nature as the backdrop for his request for deliverance from exile in a foreign land. He longed for someone to emerge who would bring Israel back to God’s promised land.

This godly addition shows how the psalms were adapted to new situations as times changed. We are still adapting the psalms to new situations—not by adding verses of Scripture, but by applying God’s timeless truths to the experiences and difficulties of the twenty-first century.

Living in God’s Presence

PSALM STATS

PSALM 15


Who • David.

When • Sung as God’s people come in worship to the Lord.

Style • Psalm 15 is a wisdom psalm, providing instruction in skillful living before the Lord.

Psalm Links • Compare what’s written here with Psalm 24:3-6.


PSALM 15:1-5 LORD, who may abide in Your tabernacle?
Who may dwell in Your holy hill?
He who walks uprightly *,
And works righteousness,
And speaks the truth in his heart;
He who does not backbite with his tongue,
Nor does evil to his neighbor,
Nor does he take up a reproach against his friend;
In whose eyes a vile person is despised,
But he honors those who fear the LORD;
He who swears * to his own hurt and does not change;
He who does not put out his money at usury *,
Nor does he take a bribe against the innocent.
He who does these things shall never be moved. (NKJV)

In Bible talk, the foolish are not necessarily stupid; instead they are people who care nothing about God. In the same way, the wise are not necessarily brainy; they are men and women who care a lot about God. David wrote Psalm 15 to remind worshippers that God calls His people to live in such a way that God is pleased. Grace and mercy are certainly available when we fail, but our lives are also to be marked by the holy character of the God we serve.

In response to the question “Who may abide in Your tabernacle?” (v. 1 NKJV), David gave the answer as if God Himself were speaking. Here are ten key points for a God-honoring life (a definite link, I think, to God’s Ten Commandments in Exodus 20):

Integrity. A blameless walk (upright or blameless does not mean sinless; it means we handle sin correctly and quickly).

Doing right. On our job, in our relationships, on the Internet.

Truthfulness. In our company’s financial reports and on our 1040s.

Guarded words. We aren’t gossips or slanderers.

Kindness. Our neighbors speak well of us.

No putdowns. Of coworkers we don’t like, of drivers who cut us off in traffic, of men and women of different opinions, ethnic backgrounds, political persuasions.

Discernment. We don’t hang out with evil people but keep close to people who honor God.

Faithfulness. We keep our promises—to others, to the bank, and to our spouses even when it hurts.

No greed. We lend (and give) generously.

No corruption. Our boss, our spouse, our pastor could watch us throughout the day and find nothing displeasing to them or to God.

Heavy list. Does this mean God accepts only the perfect? I don’t keep that list very well sometimes. David (who failed to keep the list plenty of times himself) is not saying we are saved by being good. He is saying that these are the marks of those who want to draw closer and closer to God. We are not called first to happiness as Christians; we are called to holiness—pure, transparent living. What we say in church on Sunday is to be matched by how we live on the job on Monday. Men and women who live like this will not be shaken.

The word tabernacle in verse 1 is the word tent in Hebrew. When Moses received the Law from God on Mount Sinai, God instructed him to build a tent as a place for worship. God lived among His people in a tent when everyone else lived in tents. That tent, or tabernacle, was Israel’s worship center until David’s son Solomon built a permanent place of worship in Jerusalem, the temple. The tent of meeting in Israel foreshadowed Jesus’s coming among His people—“the Word became flesh and pitched His tent among us” (paraphrase of John 1:14).

Psalm 15 can easily be used as a choral reading or call to worship in a church service. Several voices together can ask the question in verse 1 with individual voices giving God’s answers to the question found in verses 2-5. This psalm may have been used in ancient Israel in exactly that way. As worshippers entered the place of worship, the choir confronted them with the requirements of holiness before a holy God.


What Others Say

James Boice

No one has much trouble keeping his or her word when to do so is to the person’s own advantage. You would have to be unbalanced not to. But how about when the conditions have changed and the promise, agreement, or contract is no longer to your advantage? Do you honor your promise then? Do you fulfill the contract? Or do you try to find some way to get out of what you have committed yourself to? The psalmist says that God approves people who keep their promises even when it hurts them to do so.5



Danger Ahead

PSALM STATS

PSALM 16


Who • David.

When • At a time of danger or threat of death.

Style • Originally Psalm 16 was a song of confidence in God’s deliverance from oppression; the New Testament writers saw in it a promise of the Messiah’s victory over death.

Psalm Links • The title above the psalm is “A Michtam of David”; we don’t know what Michtam means, but it occurs in the titles of psalms written at times of great danger (see Psalms 56-60).


PSALM 16:1, 5-8 Preserve me, O God, for in You I put my trust *…
O LORD, You are the portion of my inheritance and my cup;
You maintain my lot.
The lines * have fallen to me in pleasant places;
Yes, I have a good inheritance.
I will bless the LORD who has given me counsel;
My heart also instructs me in the night seasons. I have set the LORD always before me;
Because He is at my right hand I shall not be moved. (NKJV)

For ten years David was on the run from Saul. Saul was Israel’s reigning king, but he was so threatened by the popularity of this young upstart that Saul tried to kill * David several times. In fact, this psalm probably came to David’s mind in the middle of a scary, threatening situation when David felt like he could easily be found and killed. He might have been sitting in a cave when Saul’s men were searching just outside—or he might have been up in the branches of a tree as Saul’s army rode underneath. He couldn’t run, he couldn’t hide, he could hardly breathe. But he could pray and ask God to save him.

That’s what we pray in threatening situations—when we have to walk through dark streets or drive on treacherous roads, when heads are rolling in a corporate shakeup—“Preserve me, O God, for in You I put my trust” (v. 1 NKJV).

David had lost his home, his family, his friends. Even his mother and father * turned against him for a while. But everything David lost materially, he gained spiritually in his relationship with the Lord. The boundary lines of his property were not measured in acres or hectares; they were measured in the boundless love and provision of God. He may have been written out of his parents’ will, but God had given him “a good inheritance” (v. 6 NKJV). And even if David was found and killed, God would not abandon him. He would live forever in God’s presence.

That sounds like something Jesus said: “Everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or wife or children or lands, for My name’s sake, shall receive a hundredfold, and inherit eternal life” (Matthew 19:29 NKJV).

Not Even the Grave

PSALM 16:9-11 Therefore my heart is glad, and my glory rejoices;
My flesh also will rest in hope.
For You will not leave my soul in Sheol,
Nor will You allow Your Holy One * to see corruption.
You will show me the path of life;
In Your presence * is fullness of joy;
At Your right hand * are pleasures forevermore. (NKJV)

David is so confident of the Lord’s protection that even the grave would not rob him of life in God’s presence.

In the New Testament, the apostle Peter quoted these verses and claimed that David was also prophesying about the coming Messiah. Jesus died, but His body did not decay away in the grave (as David’s did). God did not abandon His Son in Sheol, but was present with Him even there. Then Jesus rose from the dead in a body designed to live forever. You can read Peter’s explanation in Acts 2:25-28 and a similar argument from the apostle Paul in Acts 13:35.


What Others Say

James Smith

Christ became the great path finder. He led the way out of the realm of death. He became the first fruits of the dead (1 Cor 15:20), the first to exit from death’s dungeon never to return. Joy mingled with heaviness and sorrow down here. But when he ascended to the right hand of the Father, he experienced the fullness of joy which accompanies the successful completion of a significant mission. This was the joy that Christ anticipated on his way to Calvary.6



My Day in Court

PSALM STATS

PSALM 17


Who • David.

When • Written when David’s enemies were strong.

Style • Psalm 17 is a prayer, a personal petition to God, a request for God to do something David could not do.


PSALM 17:1-3, 8-9 Hear a just cause, O LORD,
Attend to my cry;
Give ear to my prayer which is not from deceitful lips.
Let my vindication come from Your presence;
Let Your eyes look on the things that are upright. You have tested my heart;
You have visited me in the night;
You have tried me and have found nothing;
 I have purposed that my mouth shall not transgress… Keep me as the apple of Your eye;
 Hide me under the shadow of Your wings *,
From the wicked who oppress me,
From my deadly enemies who surround me. (NKJV)

At one time or another we’ve all wanted our day in court. We have been unjustly accused or unfairly treated, and we want someone to hear our side of the story. We just want someone to say that we are right and that the other person is wrong.

That’s all David wanted in Psalm 17. His enemies were on the attack, and David had no way to defend himself except to tell God on them. He asked God to set up court. God the judge would examine and cross-examine. He could inspect David’s heart and life thoroughly, and God would find nothing sinful or lacking. (I wonder how many of us would open ourselves that honestly before God!) When God examined David’s enemies, however, He would find plenty wrong—hard hearts, arrogant words, eyes that looked constantly for a place to attack (vv. 10-12).

Here’s David’s request: “Arise, O LORD, confront him, cast him down; deliver my life from the wicked with Your sword” (v. 13 NKJV). David asks God for action, not just words. He wanted his enemies removed. David prayed in faith that God would hear and would actively intervene on his behalf. When is the last time you prayed like that? If you keep your life honest and pure, enemies will rise up and try to pull you down. Don’t take revenge. Tell God on them, and then watch His justice at work.


What Others Say

Charles Spurgeon

Under trial it is not easy to behave ourselves aright; a candle is not easily kept alight when many envious mouths are puffing on it. In evil times prayer is particularly needful, and wise men resort to it at once. Plato said to one of his disciples, “When men speak ill of thee, live so that no one will believe them”; good enough advice, but he did not tell us how to carry it out. We have a precept here incorporated in an example: if we would be preserved, we must cry to the Preserver, and enlist divine support upon our side.7



I have had to go to court a few times as a witness or for jury duty. It’s a sobering experience. As I’ve watched the proceedings, it has occurred to me that what I’m watching is a dress rehearsal for the future day * of judgment before the Lord. There will be some glaring differences on that day from our American court system. On that future day there will be only one Judge. Jesus will sit on the throne of the universe. No jury will decide each person’s future; God alone will pass judgment. No defense lawyer will stand by the defendant’s side, and supportive friends won’t crowd the visitor’s gallery. There will be no legal technicalities to maneuver around either. Every decision will be just.

Christians will stand before the Judge, too. We will not stand for condemnation because our condemnation was taken by Jesus on the cross. We will appear before the judgment seat * of Christ for an evaluation of our lives. What we have done with the resources and abilities entrusted to us will come under the intense inspection of Jesus—and we will receive reward or lose reward based on His evaluation. We are not to dread that future day but to look forward to it with anticipation and joy and a renewed commitment to faithfulness.

God the Warrior

PSALM STATS

PSALM 18


Who • David.

When • One of David’s favorite songs; he sang it whenever God delivered him from the attacks of an enemy.

Style • A song of praise and worship to God.

Psalm Links • This psalm is also recorded in 2 Samuel 22:1-51 as the song David sang late in his life, after the rebellion of his son Absalom had been put down.


PSALM 18:1-3, 16-18, 46 I will love You, O LORD, my strength.
The LORD is my rock and my fortress and my deliverer *;
My God, my strength, in whom I will trust;
My shield and the horn * of my salvation, my stronghold.
I will call upon the LORD, who is worthy to be praised;
So shall I be saved from my enemies…
He sent from above, He took me;
He drew me out of many waters.
He delivered me from my strong enemy,
From those who hated me,
For they were too strong for me.
They confronted me in the day of my calamity,
But the LORD was my support…
The LORD lives!
Blessed be my Rock *!
Let the God of my salvation be exalted. (NKJV)

For ten long years David had been running from Saul, Israel’s reigning king. David had not wronged or threatened Saul, but Saul was threatened anyway. Saul’s goal had been to see the king-elect dead. For ten years Saul had chased David, and now it was finally over. Saul was the one who was dead, killed by an enemy attack, and David was about to become Israel’s king. Words of praise sprang to David’s lips. Not words of praise for himself, but praise to God, who had protected David from every attempt Saul had made to wipe him out. God the Warrior had risen up in awesome power.

Eight phrases unlock David’s song:

The LORD is my rock and my fortress and my deliverer (v. 2 NKJV).

David is passionate in his affection for the Lord. Deliverance had come because God had stood at David’s side.

I called upon the LORD (v. 6 NKJV).

David had built fortresses in the wilderness but it had not been the strength of the rocks or the skill of David that had kept him safe. The Lord had heard David’s cry and had come to his defense.

The LORD thundered (v. 13 NKJV).

These verses are a powerful description of the Lord’s coming to David’s rescue. The imagery is not meant to describe how God literally looks (smoke from His nostrils and fire from His mouth, v. 8). The images are written to prompt certain feeling in our minds as we read them. God comes on the scene in anger. The powerful forces of nature—lightning and storm—picture God’s mighty work in the affairs of our world to bring to pass what He desires.

The LORD was my support (v. 18 NKJV).

The mighty God of Israel moves in power to rescue one man. David’s response is understandable—all this for just me? That’s how God worked, and that’s how God still works. It may not look like the Lord soars down on magnificent angels to meet the need in your life, but He does. His care and concern for us are beyond our capacity to ever fully comprehend.

The LORD rewarded me (v. 20 NKJV).

David’s faithfulness to God is rewarded with protection and honor and ultimately with kingship.

It is God who arms me with strength (v. 32 NKJV).

Read these verses out loud to God—and then claim them as true in your life as you face new challenges.

I have pursued my enemies and overtaken them (v. 37 NKJV).

David sang this song more than once. Every time God gave him victory over an enemy, David pulled out this song, dusted it off, updated the melody, and sang it again. He never got tired of praising God’s greatness.

The LORD lives! (v. 46 NKJV).

David’s heart is about to burst. He loves God, and he wants everyone to know it. I wonder what would happen if we got this excited in worship to God. Some people think the quieter it is in church, the more worshipful we are. Not necessarily. Sometimes in worship you just want to shout.

Hugging God

“I will love You, Lord!” David’s first words, his shout before the song begins, were words of love for God. Actually, the Hebrew word David used is not the ordinary vanilla word for love. His word means a yearning, burning love, a love that embraces someone else. David wanted to reach out and wrap his arms around God and hold on. Have you ever felt that much in love with the Lord—so moved with gratitude and adoration that you wished you could just put your arms around Jesus and hug Him? The next time your heart is moved in deep love for God, do what David did. He spoke words that expressed the feelings in his heart—“I will love you, O LORD” (v. 1 NKJV)—and then, who knows, maybe David reached out and up and took the Lord in his embrace.


What Others Say

Eugene Peterson

The single most characteristic thing about David is God. David believed in God, thought about God, imagined God, addressed God, prayed to God. The largest part of David’s existence wasn’t David but God.

The evidence of David’s pervasive, saturated awareness of God is in his profusion of metaphors: bedrock, castle, knight, crag, boulder, hideout. David was immersed in God. Every visibility revealed for him an invisibility.8



Opening God’s Books

PSALM STATS

PSALM 19


Who • David.

When • David contemplates God’s communication about Himself to us; God is not hiding or standing far away. God wants us to know Him.

Style • Psalm 19 is a hymn—a structured, well-thought-out expression of praise to God.


PSALM 19:1, 7-8, 14 The heavens declare * the glory of God,
And the firmament shows His handiwork…
The law of the LORD is perfect, converting the soul;
The testimony of the LORD is sure, making wise the simple;
The statutes of the LORD are right, rejoicing the heart;
The commandment of the LORD is pure, enlightening the eyes;…
Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart
Be acceptable in Your sight,
O LORD, my strength and my Redeemer *. (NKJV)

God gave us two books that help us discover who He is and what He is like. The first book came from God’s fingers; the second book came from His lips. David wanted us to appreciate both volumes. The first book is the book of creation—“The heavens declare the glory of God” (v. 1 NKJV). The second book is the Bible, the book of Scripture—“the law of the LORD is perfect” (v. 7 NKJV).

David loved the created world. He grew up caring for his father’s sheep, living on the land, sleeping under the stars. As David watched the sunrise or looked at a comet streaking across the night sky, he saw the glory, majesty, and power of the One who brought it all into existence. The first six verses of Psalm 19 point to the heavens as the silent evidence of God’s existence and creative power. The problem we have reading the book of creation is that human sight is clouded. Ancient human beings looked at the sun and began worshipping the created object, not the Creator. Modern human beings look at the vastness of the universe and think that we are all alone, that this must have all come into being by chance.

We need the light of God’s second book to fully comprehend God’s first book. In the Bible we learn that God created this vast universe to show us something of His majesty and awesome ability. The heavens are not meant to make us feel alone but to remind us of how great our God is.

David loved the natural world, but he loved Scripture more. Think about how he described God’s written Word—perfect, sure, right, pure, clean, enlightening, precious, sweet. Is that how you think of the Bible? Or do other words come to mind—boring, difficult, irrelevant, nice suggestions but nothing to take too seriously? Read verses 7-14 of Psalm 19 again. They are good verses to copy into the front of your Bible. Good verses to put up on the bathroom mirror or dashboard of the car. They are good verses to memorize and carry in your heart.


What Others Say

Ray Stedman

“Let the words of my mouth—what I say—and the meditation of my heart—what I think—be the kind of words and thoughts that have sat under the judgment of your word, Father, reflecting the instruction, the light, and the love of your heart, so that what I am both inside and outside, will be acceptable before you.” When you pray that kind of prayer before you read either the book of the Word or the book of nature, then you will find that God will speak to you in a marvelous way.9



The Battle Is the Lord’s

PSALM STATS

PSALM 20


Who • David; scholars argue over whether the title should read, “a psalm of David,” or, “a psalm to David”; even though the psalm obviously was sung to David (and later kings) by the people of Israel, it could also have been written by David for use at a time of impending war.

When • Psalm 20 was sung by God’s people when a king was about to lead his army into war.

Style • A prayer for the king’s safety and success in battle.


PSALM 20:1-2, 4-5 May the LORD answer you in the day of trouble;
May the name of the God of Jacob defend you;
May He send you help from the sanctuary;
And strengthen you out of Zion;…
May He grant you according to your heart’s desire *,
And fulfill all your purpose.
We will rejoice in your salvation,
And in the name of our God we will set up our banners *!
May the LORD fulfill all your petitions. (NKJV)

David learned a valuable lesson as a young man when he faced the giant Goliath *. He said to that steroid-riddled thug: “You come to me with a sword, with a spear, and with a javelin. But I come to you in the name of the LORD of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel… All this assembly shall know that the LORD does not save with sword and spear; for the battle is the LORD’s” (1 Samuel 17:45, 47 NKJV). Later in life, David taught his armies the same lesson. They were to fight well, but ultimately the battle was the Lord’s to win.

Psalm 20 is a prayer the people of Israel prayed before the king went out to war. It is an expression of their faith, a song of trust in the power of God to protect the king and to give his people victory. Most of us don’t strap on weapons to go to work every day, but we still face a battle. We battle temptation to lust or anger or cheat our boss. We face the spiritual attacks * of our enemy, Satan. Psalm 20 is a prayer we can pray—not because we face military conflict but because we find ourselves embroiled in spiritual warfare on every side. Verses 1-5 of Psalm 20 are the words of the people as they pray for the king’s success. Read them as your prayer for spiritual victory today.

The king responded in verses 6-7: “Now I know that the LORD saves His anointed… Some trust in chariots, and some in horses; but we will remember the name of the LORD our God” (NKJV). It’s easy to put our confidence in our stock portfolio or in the security of our job or in our own ability to earn a good living. Real security, however, is only in the Lord—in His unchanging character. He’s the same God that David trusted. So tomorrow morning when you put on your “armor” to face the world, pray Psalm 20. Seize the day in the Lord’s power!


What Others Say

Samuel Adams

We have this day restored the Sovereign to whom alone men ought to be obedient. He reigns in heaven… May his kingdom come. [Spoken after the vote for American independence was taken in Philadelphia on July 4, 1776.]10



Great Britain developed the familiar phrase “God save the king (or queen)” from verse 9 of Psalm 20 (“Save, LORD!” NKJV). Their national anthem is based on the same words. The first edition of the Church of England’s Book of Common Prayer indicated that Psalm 20 was to be read “In Times of War and Tumults.”

In Praise of Peace

PSALM STATS

PSALM 21


Who • David.

When • The victorious return of the king from battle.

Style • A royal psalm—a national shout of praise to Israel’s earthly king and to Israel’s true King, the Lord.


PSALM 21:1-2, 7, 13 The king shall have joy in Your strength, O LORD;
And in Your salvation how greatly shall he rejoice!
You have given him his heart’s desire,
And have not withheld the request of his lips. Selah…
For the king trusts in the LORD,
And through the mercy of the Most High he shall not be moved…
Be exalted, O LORD, in Your own strength!
We will sing and praise Your power. (NKJV)

Whereas Psalm 20 was sung as the army marched off to war, Psalm 21 was sung when they came home. God empowered David to put down all of Israel’s enemies * on every side. That means this song was sung a lot. Some Bible students think it was also used when a new king was crowned in Israel. The song was like a national anthem in honor of the king—and in worship of Israel’s eternal king, the Lord God. It’s hard when you read the psalm to tell which “king” is being praised.

So how do we sing an ancient song about a king in the twenty-first century? Americans don’t even have any “royals” to sing it to. Two important perspectives help us use this psalm appropriately. The first perspective is that we still have an eternal King who deserves our adoration and praise. We worship Him as King Jesus, the Lord of all we have, the sovereign Ruler over all creation. Everything said in the psalm about David can be said even more convincingly about Jesus.

The second perspective that will help us read Psalm 21 correctly is that we still face the battle. We go out against a spiritual * enemy every day. When you walk into the office, step into a classroom, turn on a computer, put on your uniform, or pick up a tool belt, the enemy will do all he can to discourage you, defeat you, distract you, and deceive you. God has promised to fight for us (remember Psalm 20), but we are called into the battle as well. When victories come, when we walk in integrity and aren’t defeated by Satan’s assaults, we can rejoice. Sometimes we throw a party. And the song we sing is Psalm 21. “Be exalted, O LORD (v. 13 NKJV).

David wasn’t the only king to use Psalms 20 and 21 at a time of war and victory. A later king, Jehoshaphat, appointed men “who should sing to the LORD, and who should praise the beauty of holiness” (2 Chronicles 20:21 NKJV) as his armies marched out to battle his enemies. After a stunning victory, they had a praise gathering in a valley they labeled “the Valley of Berachah,” or valley of praise. (Read the whole story in 2 Chronicles 20:1-30.) Other kings who may have used these psalms at a time of war were Asa (2 Chronicles 14:8-15) and Uzziah (2 Chronicles 26:3-8).

The Coming King

PSALM 21:9 You shall make them as a fiery oven in the time of Your anger;
The LORD shall swallow them up in His wrath,
And the fire shall devour them. (NKJV)

Someday Jesus will return. He promised * that He would come back. When He comes again, it won’t be as a baby in Bethlehem. He won’t come as a gentle teacher in Galilee. He will come the next time as a conquering King—and His enemies will be destroyed *.


A Matched Pair

Psalm 20 • Psalm 21

“May the LORD answer you” (v. 1 NKJV) • “He asked life from You, and You gave it” (v. 4 NKJV)

“May He grant you according to your heart’s desire” (v. 4 NKJV) • “You have given him his heart’s desire” (v. 2 NKJV)

“May the LORD fulfill all your petitions” (v. 5 NKJV) • “[You] have not withheld the request of his lips” (v. 2 NKJV)

“Some trust in chariots, and some in horses” (v. 7 NKJV) • “The king trusts in the LORD” (v. 7 NKJV)



What Others Say

Peter Craigie

The military victory which the king appeared to win in battle was in reality the victory which God, in his might, had granted.11



Chapter Wrap-Up

• When the foundations of life begin to crumble, the only safe place is in the arms of God.

• Human nature is flawed and fallen; God’s character is perfect and pure.

• David is honest with God about his struggles and his feelings—and God patiently listens to his complaint.

• The only refuge for those who have offended God is to flee to God Himself and to receive His forgiveness.

• God calls His people to holy living—a pure, transparent life of obedience to God.

• David faced his enemies by asking God to frustrate their attacks against him.

• The mighty God will move in power to rescue you.

• Some may put their confidence in their investments or in their own abilities, but we will trust in the Lord our God.

Study Questions

1. What does it mean when someone says God is immanent? Or that God is transcendent? How does each aspect of God’s nature affect your worship?

2. When God searches for one person who is good and who does what is right, what does He find?

3. Why is our use of money one of the marks of holy living (Psalm 15:5)?

4. What does Psalm 16 reveal about the burial and resurrection of Jesus?

5. How can we pray about our enemies?

6. What two “books” has God used to reveal Himself to us?

7. In Psalm 20:7 the king of Israel says, “Some trust in chariots, and some in horses” (NKJV). What are things people today put their trust in for success?




Chapter 3

Songs of God’s Care (Psalms 22-30)

Chapter Highlights:

• An Amazing Prediction

• Trying to Pray

• A Line in the Sand

• Trusting God with Trembling Knees

• A Healing God

Let’s Get Started

The next nine psalms focus on God’s care for His people—He protects His people in conflict; He heals those who are sick; He shepherds us like the sheep of His flock. These are songs to sing on joyful days as we express praise to God for His goodness, and they are prayers to pray when the difficult days of trial almost overwhelm us. What I love most about these psalms are the glimpses of Jesus that we see in them—Jesus the dying Savior, Jesus the faithful Shepherd, Jesus the coming King. If you need a reminder of how much God loves you, these psalms are for you. God puts His arms around us and lifts us up. He delights in us forever.

This group of psalms also includes some of the best-known and most-loved psalms in the Bible. But don’t think that because you have heard about these psalms before there is nothing here for you to learn or relearn. Even familiar passages can speak to us in fresh, new ways if we have a sense of anticipation and an openness to God’s Spirit.

An Amazing Prediction

PSALM STATS

PSALM 22


Who • David.

When • Uncertain, but probably at a time of distress in David’s life.

Style • The psalm is a cry of agony from a person who is severely ill and at the point of death; the author’s suffering is unbearable.


PSALM 22:1, 6-8, 14-18 My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?
Why are You so far from helping Me,
And from the words of My groaning?…
But I am a worm, and no man;
A reproach of men, and despised by the people.
All those who see Me ridicule Me;
They shoot out the lip, they shake the head, saying,
“He trusted in the LORD, let Him rescue Him;
Let Him deliver Him, since He delights in Him!”…
I am poured out like water,
And all My bones are out of joint;
My heart is like wax;
It has melted within Me.
My strength is dried up like a potsherd,
And My tongue clings to My jaws;
You have brought Me to the dust of death.
For dogs have surrounded Me;
The congregation of the wicked has enclosed Me.
They pierced My hands and My feet;
I can count all My bones.
They look and stare at Me.
They divide My garments among them,
And for My clothing they cast lots. (NKJV)

Psalm 22 is an incredible psalm. It gives us a picture of the crucifixion and the resurrection of Jesus one thousand years before Jesus was born. It is one of the most amazing predictions in the Bible. At least nine specific aspects of Jesus’s crucifixion were described in detail—and every one was fulfilled during the six hours in which Jesus hung on the cross. What are the odds that all nine events predicted one thousand years earlier would be fulfilled in one afternoon?

In the first part of the psalm, we listen to the suffering of a man who is all alone and who is crying out to God in his agony. David was either seriously sick or severely depressed, and he roared at God.

Sometimes Christians are made to think that we should never experience times of doubt, pain, or even sickness. We are told that if we do have such experiences, it is only because of our own sin or failure or lack of faith. But Psalm 22 demonstrates that believers do hurt at times. We hurt a lot, and it doesn’t go away. Certainly our sin or lack of faith may be one of the causes of that pain, but it may also be that God is allowing us to go through an extremely difficult situation to strengthen our faith in Him.

Difficult times come to every Christian. Don’t throw away your confidence in God. Keep trusting Him—even in the dark.


What Others Say

Ronald B. Allen
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