BACKGROUND COMMENTARY FOR SEPT. 6
PSALM 19

THE BACKGROUND

Psalm 19 is one of 73 psalms attributed by their superscrip-
tions or headings to King David, “the favorite singer of Isra-
el” (2 Sam. 23:1). Psalm 19 has been classified as a wisdom
hymn since it provides instruction to the reader regarding
great truths about God and His world.

Like most of the other psalms, Psalm 19 provides no spe-
cific historical setting. David could have composed this work
at any point during his adult life. It is possible, however, the
phrases “willful sins” and “blatant rebellion” (Ps. 19:13) are
a subtle reference to the king’s sins against Uriah and Bath-
sheba (see 2 Sam. 11—-12). If s, this psalm would have been
composed sometime after he committed adultery with Bath-
sheba and had her husband Uriah murdered.

This psalm is one of 55 in the book set apart for use by
“the choir director.” The precise identity of this individual
is obscure. It may be a reference to the Levite who was in
charge of the music used in worship services (see 1 Chron.

25).

1. SEE HIS GLORY (PSALM 19:1-6)

Verse 1: The heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky

proclaims the work of His hands.

David began this beautiful psalm by digging deep into his
bag of poetic tools. He first personified the heavens, refer-
ring to them as performing an action usually carried out only
by people or the Lord. As the poet stated it, the heavens de-
clare the glory of God. The verb translated declare describes
the same action parents perform when they tell their chil-
dren about the wonderful works of God. In the original lan-
guage the form of the verb used in Psalm 19:1 expresses the
idea of ongoing activity: for David and for us, the heavens
continuously declare God’s glory. In the same way, the sky
continually proclaims the work of His hands.

In the original Hebrew language the term translated glory

expresses the concept of weightiness. It carries with it the
associated ideas of honor, worthiness, and impressiveness.
Thus David was expressing in this short verse one of the
most important truths in the Bible: God’s creation stands
as an ongoing witness to the greatness of its Maker. The
psalmist’s artful use of synonymous parallelism or similar

pairing—a technique of Hebrew poetry where the second
line of the verse repeats the thought of the first line—in this
verse emphasizes or underlines this truth: the heavens—
that is, the sky—constantly declare and make known God’s
greatness.

Verse 2: Day after day they pour out speech; night after
night they communicate knowledge.

Verse 2 emphasizes the constancy of nature’s witness to
God. Throughout the day—day after day—the heavens pour
out speech. The verb translated pour out expresses the con-
cept of an uncontrolled gush or flow; the term appears in
Proverbs 18:4 to describe the flowing action of a river. Night
after night the awesome scale of God’s creation can amaze
us as we look into the distant corners of the heavens. The
heavens communicate knowledge of God’s grandeur, as
well as the constancy and completeness of His control over
astronomical features of unimaginable scale.

Verses 3-4a: There is no speech; there are no words; their
voice is not heard. Their message has gone out to all the
earth, and their words to the ends of the inhabited world.

To the Christian, the heavens speak eloguently of God’s
power and personality. But ironically, they accomplish all
this with no speech and no words. The heavens express
themselves through the testimony they present before our
eyes and in our hearts. The visual evidence found in the
scale, beauty, and order of nature leads us to the reason-
able conclusion that an amazing Creator, with a breathtak-
ing sense of aesthetics and astounding resources of energy
must have created the observable universe.

Verses 4b-6: In the heavens He has pitched a tent for the
sun. It is like a groom coming from the bridal chamber; it
rejoices like an athlete running a course. It rises from one
end of the heavens and circles to their other end; nothing is
hidden from its heat.

The biblical writer narrowed his focus, centering his at-
tention on the sun, the single most prominent feature in the
heavens as viewed from earth. David initiated his descrip-
tion of the sun by presenting it as yet another example of
God’s handiwork. The psalmist’s view contradicted that of
the pagan cultures around him. The Egyptians worshiped
the solar disk as a god, calling it Ra or Aten; the Babylonians
worshiped the sun under the name Shamash; the Hittites
worshiped the sun as the goddess Wurusemu. But for David
the sun was nothing more than a shining example of God’s
creative power.

In his references to the sun, David again employed per-
sonification with great effect. First, the sun is portrayed as
the slave, whose Owner has pitched a tent for him to stay
in at night. While he is permitted to use the Owner’s tent
at night, he goes out of it to work during the day. Second,
the sun is compared with a groom on his wedding day. The
groom would come out of his bridal chamber (see also Joel
2:16) brimming with excitement and anticipation. Finally, the
sun is compared with an athlete—literally, “a strong man”—
who rejoices to run a course.

As the sun arcs its way across the sky from one end of the
heavens to the other, it spreads its radiance to every land.
No part of the earth’s surface is hidden from either its light
or heat; it broadcasts its abundant energy everywhere. As
such, the sun is perhaps the one object in nature that best
symbolizes God’s worldwide witness to Himself through na-
ture.

2. SEARCH HIS WORD (PSALM 19:7-11)

. Verse 7: The instruction of the LorD is perfect, reviving the

soul; the testimony of the LORD is trustworthy, making the in-
experienced wise.

The psalmist next turned his attention to a second and
even more important form of Divine revelation, the written
and proclaimed Word of God. In the space of three verses
(19:7-9) David used six different terms or expressions to
identify the revelation God has made available to us through
the medium of human language.

The first of the six is the expression the instruction of the
Lorp. The Hebrew word translated instruction is transliter-
ated or written in English as torah. While the word can mean
instruction in a general sense, it also can refer to the Law
of Moses, that is, the first five books of the Old Testament.
Since a primary purpose of the Book of Psalms is to encour-
age people to know the teachings in the written Word of
God and to live in obedience to them, it seems likely that
the term, as used here, refers to the biblical books Genesis
through Deuteronomy.

The biblical poet recognized the value of natural revela-
tion, but at the same time he was quick to point out the even
greater value of written revelation. The heavens proclaim to
everyone the greatness and power of God, but there is much
about Him that cannot be learned through nature. While nat-
ural revelation leaves many important questions about God
and His will for people unanswered, the word of instruction



that has come to us from the very mouth of God is perfect—
thatis, “whole” or “complete.” The words and descriptions
provided in the Bible give us a much more detailed and un-
ambiguous picture of who God is than nature ever could.
Second in David’s six terms or expressions used to de-
scribe God’s self-revelation is the testimony of the LoRD. In

addition to teaching us about who God is, the testimony of

the Lorp can teach us how we should live. The term testimo-
ny is typically used in the Old Testament to refer to the Ten
Commandments (see Ex. 25:21; 31:18), the primary guide to
God-pleasing behavior in the Old Testament. God’s teach-
ings about proper moral conduct are timeless and trustwor-
thy. They are valuable for everyone, but especially for the
inexperienced—a term that also can mean “foolish.” Those
who are naive or foolish will show themselves wise beyond

their years when they follow God’s guidance in matters of

moral conduct.

Verse 8: The precepts of the LorD are right, making the
heart glad; the commandment of the LoRD is radiant, making
the eyes light up.

Third in David’s list of expressions or terms for God’s writ-
ten revelation is the precepts of the LorD. The term precepts
is a general term that refers to the behavioral obligations God

has placed on His people and is found only in the Book of

Psalms. Unlike the ways of the world, the Lord’s guidelines
for living are right—a term that carries the basic meaning of
“straight.” God’s rules for living are not twisted or perverted;
they will never lead us off the right path. Living the way God
intended us to live creates a sense of deep satisfaction with-
in us; it makes the heart glad.

A fourth descriptive expression for God’s revelation
through human language is the commandment of the Lorb.
Based on a verb meaning “to issue an order,” the word com-
mandment emphasizes the obligation people have to obey
God’s Word. It is a set of mandates—binding obligations im-
posed on individuals.

How very different the commandments the Lord has given!
Not only are His precepts right, His commandments are radi-
ant. The Hebrew term translated radiant also carries with it
the meaning “pure” (see Job 11:4; Ps. 24:4). The Lord’s com-
mands provide a kind of enlightenment for the inner being;
as David stated it, making the eyes light up. The form of verb
David used in this phrase indicates ongoing activity—God’s
Word continually lights up the eyes. When we internalize
God’s rules for living, they provide our minds with moral light

that continues to produce insights for living.

Asecond kind of radiance can result from God’s command-
ments as well. Knowing we have made the right choices in
life—that we are living as God intended us to live—produces
a light of joy and confident hope within our beings. God-in-
spired joy and hope cannot remain hidden; they are evident
in our faces, making our eyes light up.

Verse 9: The fear of the LoRD is pure, enduring forever;
the ordinances of the LorD are reliable and altogether righ-
teous.

Fifth in David’s list of expressions used to describe God’s
Word is the fear of the LorD. Normally this phrase refers to
the attitude a person should have toward God in view of
His awesome power (Prov. 1:7). However, as used here the
phrase refers to the Word of God, which teaches us to fear
the Lord (Deut. 6:13). Two descriptions—one qualitative, the
other quantitative—are associated with the fear-inspiring
Word of the Lord: it is pure and it is enduring.

The term translated pure emphasizes the kind of purity as-
sociated with the lack of contaminants. The word employed
here is used to describe highly refined gold (Ex. 37:6) and
persons, objects, or places that are ritually pure or clean
(see Lev. 10:14 where the same Hebrew term is translated
“clean”). The psalmist’s point in using the term in Psalm
19:9 is that God’s Word is uncontaminated and unspoiled;
it is pure truth from the one Source of pure truth in the uni-
verse.

David’s sixth and final descriptive phrase for the Word of
God is the ordinances—judgments or legal decisions—of the
Lorp. The uncontaminated Word of God is also reliable and
altogetherrighteous. In the original language the word trans-
lated reliable also can be rendered “true” or more literally
“truth” (see Ex. 34:6). God’s Word is truth, and is therefore
totally reliable and trustworthy.

Verse 10: They are more desirable than gold—than an
abundance of pure gold; and sweeter than honey—than
honey dripping from the comb.

In this verse David expressed the supreme allure and
value of God’s Word. The word translated desirable is ac-
tually a form of the same Hebrew word found in the Tenth
Commandment and translated “covet” (Ex. 20:17, “Do not
covet.”) While some might covet gold, the psalmist declared
the only things truly worth coveting are the words from the
Creator God of the universe.

David first compared the Word of God with gold, a very

highly prized substance in the ancient world. Gold was
considered valuable because of its rarity, workability, and
enduring beauty; unlike silver, it does not tarnish. No gold
mines are known to have existed in ancient Israel, so the
Israelites had to acquire their gold either through trade (1
Kings 10:11) or conquest (2 Sam. 8:11). To obtain gold the
Israelites sometimes had to travel by ship as far as Ophir,
a place that may have been located in India, east Africa, or
Arabia. However, to obtain spiritual gold, one needs to mine
the depths of the Word of God.

Besides being more desirable than gold, David declared
God’s Word is sweeter than honey. No cane sugar, beet
sugar, or corn syrup existed in the ancient Near East. People
greatly enjoyed sweetness in their diet, but they didn’t get
the taste of it often. When they did, it usually came in the
form of fruit, especially dates and grapes or raisins. How-
ever, the preferred sweet food was honey, especially honey
dripping from the comb.

Verse 11: In addition, Your servant is warned by them;
there is great reward in keeping them.

This verse serves as a transition to the third and final sec-
tion of this wisdom psalm. In the first portion (Ps. 19:1-6)
David celebrated the fact that God reveals Himself through
nature. He then marveled at how God has revealed Himself
in an even greater way through the words He gave to human-
ity (19:7-10). In the concluding section the psalmist got per-
sonal as he meditated on the implications of God’s revealed
Word for his life.

Perhaps the first truth David learned from God’s revela-
tion through nature and the written Word is that the Lord is a
communicating God who expects and desires His creation to
communicate with Him. The God who spoke the world into
being, who created the heavens to declare His glory, also
wants people to communicate with Him.

David expressed a profoundly important second truth:
just as nature serves God by day and by night, so David
also must be God’s servant. David was a mighty king and
an outstanding military leader; yet before God his noblest
title was Your servant—a phrase that also can be translated
“Your slave.”

David expressed his gratitude to the Lord for the valuable
roles his Master's words played in his life. What may seem
surprising to us is what David mentioned first in his list of
things to appreciate about God’s words. It is not that they
make him feel good or important; it is not that they make



him wealthy or successful. Instead, it is that he is warned
by them. The Hebrew verb translated warned is used in Eze-
kiel 33:6 to describe the work of a military watchman, whose
job it was to warn the nation of an advancing enemy. David
valued the Word of God because it acted as a military guard
to warm him of behavior and values that could ruin his life.
Obedience to it protected him from personal disaster and
the land of Israel from national disaster.

David prized God’s Word not just for what it helped him
avoid, but also for what he received from it. Unashamedly
David confessed that there is great reward in keeping God’s
commands. Living life God’s way produces blessings that
can never be experienced by those who live life their own
way.

3. SEEK HIS HEART (PSALM 19:12-14)
Verse 12: Who perceives his unintentional sins? Cleanse me
from my hidden faults.

The psalmist continued his conversation with God by ask-
ing a thoughtful question: Who perceives his unintentional
sins? The term translated unintentional sins occurs in the
0ld Testament only here; scholars believe it comes from a
verb meaning “to go astray.” God’s Word makes our uninten-
tional sins known to us so we can deal with them. In the final
portion of this verse David prayed for cleansing from hidden
faults. His knowledge of God’s heart gave him boldness and
courage to make such an appeal for cleansing.

Verse 13: Moreover, keep Your servant from willful sins;
do not let them rule over me. Then | will be innocent, and
cleansed from blatant rebellion.

David wanted to avoid more than unintentional sins. He
prayed to avoid willful sins, a term also meaning “arrogant
matters.” King David knew arrogance spawned by his politi-
cal power and wealth could easily overpower any desire to
live a God-pleasing life. He knew the hideous strength of hu-
man pride was so great he could not defeat it on his own. He
needed God’s help. Thus he prayed for the Lord to keep His
servant from willful sins motivated by arrogance.

Only when David was the Lord’s servant or “slave” could
he avoid being the slave of sin. Apart from God’s help, sin
would rule over the psalmist. But by the Lord’s power he
could be cleansed from blatant rebellion. The word rendered
rebellion is one of the strongest terms for sin found in the
Old Testament.

Verse 14: May the words of my mouth and the meditation

of my heart be acceptable to You, LorRD, my rock and my Re-
deemer.

David brought this majestic psalm to a close with a hum-
ble plea. He had heard the “perfect” (Ps. 19:7) and “alto-
getherrighteous” (19:9) words of the Lord and knew his own
words and thoughts were hopelessly inferior to the Lord’s.
Nevertheless, David made the earnest request that both the
words of his mouth and the meditations of his heart would
be acceptable to the Lord. The Hebrew word translated ac-
ceptable also means “pleasure” or “delight.”

The psalm ends with David addressing God by three differ-
ent names. First he used the personal name Yahweh, trans-
lated LorD. In so doing David displayed the closeness he felt
to the Lord. Second, David referred to God as his rock. The
term rock can refer to a large outcropping of rock in which a
person could seek refuge (Isa. 2:19). In using this term the
psalmist empha-sized the protection and care he received
from God. Finally, David called God his Redeemer, a techni-
cal term for someone who paid a price to secure another’s
release.



BACKGROUND COMMENTARY FOR SEPT. 13
PSALM 9

THE BACKGROUND

Psalm g is the first of a pair of partial alphabetic acrostic
psalms. Ten of the first eleven letters of the Hebrew alphabet
are used to begin different verses of this composition, and
these letters appear in alphabetical order. Psalm 9 is one
of nine psalms that make use of Hebrew alphabetic literary
artistry (see also Pss. 10; 25; 34; 37; 111; 112; 119; 145).

The heading, technically called a superscription, accom-
panying Psalm g identifies it as a psalm. The Hebrew word
translated psalm refers in a general sense to a song that was
to be sung to the accompaniment of a stringed instrument,
probably a hand-held harp. Like Psalm 19 that we studied
last week, Psalm 9 was written by David. Also like Psalm 19,
this piece is set apart for use by the choir director. The pre-
cise identity of this individual is obscure. It may be a refer-
ence to the Levite who was in charge of the music used in
worship services (see 1 Chron. 25). The designation Muth-
labben, literally meaning “death to the son,” is probably the
name of the tune.

This psalm describes difficulties David faced and presents
his faith-filled response to such troubles. Neither the super-
scription nor the content of Psalm ¢ indicate the specific
time when he wrote this work. The psalm refers to trouble
and troublemakers, but David and the nation over which he
ruled faced various enemies over a long period of time. The
most specific we can be is to say that this psalm was writ-
ten during a period when David was dealing with a difficult
situation.

1. HEIS IN CONTROL (PSALM 9:1-8)
Verse 1: | will thank the LorD with all my heart; | will declare
all Your wonderful works.

Psalm 9 begins with an expression of thanks and bright
praise. In the overall context of the psalm this fact is some-
what surprising, for 9 of the hymn’s 20 verses refer to Da-
vid’s “enemies,” “those who hate” him, “the wicked,” and

“the nations” that are hostile to God’s people. Several other

verses mention righteous people who are “oppressed” and
“afflicted” (see 9:9,12,18). Yet by starting this psalm with
words of gratitude, David established the controlling theme
for the larger work.

David directed his thanks to the Lorp. He chose to be dar-

ingly personalin his language; he referred to God by His per-
sonal name, Yahweh—reverently brought into English with
the phrase the LorD. Because God first gave the Israelites
permission to use this term during the period when He was
establishing the Sinai covenant with Israel (see Ex. 3:13-15),
it is considered God’s covenantal name. By using it here Da-
vid was implicitly thanking the God who both made and kept
promises with His people.

Besides directing his thoughts upward to God, the psalm-
ist directed them outward to people, as he stated his inten-
tion to declare all the Lord’s wonderful works. The Hebrew
verb form David used actually carries with it a request for
permission. Another way of translating David’s words is,
“Let me declare all Your wonderful works.” The Hebrew word
translated wonderful works can refer to any dramatic inter-
vention of God that displays His power and righteousness in
a general sense or in a specific historical context.

Verse 2: | will rejoice and boast about You; | will sing about

Your name, Most High.

In this verse David showed us still more aspects of his
relationship with God. Besides possessing a grateful heart
and a ready witness to the Lord’s goodness, he also had a
set of deep emotions that surged upward in praise to God.

David’s love and appreciation for the Lord also inspired
him to use his gifts and abilities in service to God. Israel’s
“favorite singer” (2 Sam. 23:1) employed his amazing musi-
cal abilities to sing a song of praise about God’s name. In an-
cient Israelite thought, a person’s name was a representa-
tion of his or her character—an expression of the individual’s
essence. For David to sing of God’s name was for him to sing
about the great God who possessed the name. The psalm-
ist’s use of the name Most High emphasizes God’s superior-
ity above all persons and things, His exalted position overall
creation—thus His transcendence and sovereignty.

Verse 3: When my enemies retreat, they stumble and per-
ish before You.

The focus shifts in the psalmist’s prayer beginning with
this verse. Previously he had said he would “declare all”
God’s “wonderful works” (Ps. 9:1) and “boast” (9:2) about
the Lord. Here he proceeded to do just that. First on David’s
list of things to brag about was the victory God granted him
over his enemies. Instead of conquering David, his enemies
retreat and do so with fatal awkwardness. As they retreat or
flee—literally, “return backward”—they stumble. And once
they have fallen to the ground, they perish, doubtlessly over-

whelmed by David and his forces.

Though David’s sword may have been the instrument that
caused his enemies to perish, it was not the source of the
victory. David was careful to give God the credit for success
on the battlefield. As Israel’s great royal general stated, the
enemies perished before You.

Verse 4: For You have upheld my just cause; You are seat-
ed on Your throne as a righteous judge.

David continued the theme of Divine help in victory over
enemies by talking about the reasons behind the help. The
Lord broke into David’s predicament first of all because of
who God is, and second, because of who David was.

In speaking about the Lord, David proclaimed that He is
seated on His throne. Although it is difficult to precisely date
many of the psalms, at the time he wrote Psalm 9, David
probably knew what it meant to sit on a throne. He reigned
40 years over the Lord’s people (see 1 Kings 2:11). And as the
king seated on the throne, he was also the most powerful
man in the kingdom; a vast army of over a million men was at
his disposal (2 Sam. 24:9). As the one seated on the throne,
he was also the most powerful judge in the land (see 2 Sam.
12:1-6; 1 Kings 3:16-28). Seated on His throne in heaven, the
Lord was far greater than any earthly king. David knew he
could trust this sovereign King to be a righteous judge.

The Lord also had given David victory over his enemies
because of who David was. The psalmist was one who was
just in his cause. David had been faithful to the Lord and
obedient to Him. His actions had been guided by the will of
God, and so his cause was just. Thus, as a righteous judge
the Lord had brought judgment on David’s enemies.

Verse 5: You have rebuked the nations: You have destroyed
the wicked; You have erased their name forever and ever.

In this verse David celebrated the Heavenly King’s power
as well as His justice. Acting as Judge, God had rebuked the
nations, condemning them for their wrongdoing. Acting as
the powerful Divine Enforcer of justice, He then had carried
out the sentence and destroyed the wicked. The Hebrew
term translated wicked can referto one who has done wrong,
either toward another person or toward God.

God’s judgment against the wicked was so complete that
He effectively erased their name forever and ever. The word
translated erased appears in several important passages in
the Old Testament. In the account of the flood it designates
what God did when He destroyed all land-based life on the
earth except Noah and those aboard the ark (Gen. 7:23,



translated “wiped out” and “wiped off”). In Isaiah the term
is used to describe God’s complete forgiveness of transgres-
sions (Isa. 44:22, translated “swept away”). In the Old Testa-
ment the phrase forever and ever refers to things and condi-
tions that were permanent, such as the length of God’s reign
(Ex. 15:18) and the length of time the resurrected righteous
will shine like stars (Dan. 12:3).

Verse 6: The enemy has come to eternal ruin; You have
uprooted the cities, and the very memory of them has per-
ished.

As David noted here, the enemy has come to eternal ruin.
The Hebrew word translated ruin first appears in the Book
of Leviticus, where God threatened to reduce Israel’s cit-
ies to “ruins” if the nation continued to disobey Him (Lev.
26:31,33). The Lord brought such ruin to Israel’s enemies.
God, who does all things well, brought about the enemy’s
complete destruction.

Verses 7-8: But the LORD sits enthroned forever; He has es-
tablished His throne for judgment. He judges the world with
righteousness; He executes judgment on the peoples with
fairness.

The psalmist drew a sharp contrast between the ruined
state of David’s enemies and the glorious state of the Divine
Victor. Whereas the enemy and its cities lie devastated for-
ever (Ps. 9:6), the Loro sits enthroned forever. The living God
has faced the foes and defeated them; He sits in the ultimate
seat of majesty and authority, the throne of heaven.

The Lord, the righteous Judge of the universe, does not
sit on His throne making moral pronouncements without
backing them up with action. He is committed to enforcing
the moral laws He created; therefore, He executes judgment
on the peoples. The psalmist is careful to point out that God
judges the peoples—all peoples, not just the Israelites. His
love and His concern for justice extend to every person.

As the perfect Enforcer of justice, the Lord always acts
with fairness. The underlying concept of the Hebrew word
translated fairness is “straightness.” The Lord’s justice is
ramrod straight; it is not crooked, nor does it veer to the right
or to the left.

2. HE DOES NOT FORGET (PSALM 9:9-12)
Verse 9: The LORD is a refuge for the oppressed, a refuge in
times of trouble.

The Lord is not a moral bully who goes around looking
for people to beat up. Though He does execute judgment

on wicked people, He is equally active to defend innocent
persons. The Lord, Israel’s God, who elsewhere is called a
rock (2 Sam. 22:2,32; Ps. 18:2), is also a refuge. The term
translated refuge was an important one in the Old Testa-
ment world. It literally refers to a lofty place, and in a military
context referred to a stronghold—a secure fortification at the
top of a high hill. What a mountain fortress was for soldiers
under attack, Israel’s God was—and is—for those under as-
sault in the spiritual, social, or other realms of life.

The Lord is indeed a refuge for the oppressed. The He-
brew word translated oppressed literally means “crushed.”
The psalmist used the term figuratively to refer to innocent
victims who had been beaten down by the circumstances of
life. It would naturally refer to those who were too weak to
prevailin their own strength against a superior enemy. David
knew from personal experience what it was to be oppressed.
For many years he was hounded by Saul and the armies of
Israel, forced to live in the rocky desert hills of Judah (see 1
Sam. 22-26). Yet in the midst of his difficulties, God was a
refuge of protection for him.

Verse 10: Those who know Your name trust in You because
You have not abandoned those who seek You, LORD.

For David and others who knew the Lord’s name, the
deeper their experience with Him, the more they put their
trust in Him. David had a deep confidence in the Lord be-
cause when he needed the Lord, the Lord was there. Those
who sincerely take steps toward God find that He will never
walk away from them. He has never abandoned anyone who
has trustingly and wholeheartedly come to Him for help.

Verse 11: Sing to the LorDp, who dwells in Zion; proclaim
His deeds among the peoples.

In light of what the Lord had done, David the musician cel-
ebrated God’s goodness with a song. But he was not content
to sing it by himself; the verb form employed is one used
to issue an order to a group of people. Thus perhaps David
as king was commanding his subjects, the covenant people
of Israel, to sing to the LorD. One reason for the Israelites
to celebrate the Lord was the fact that He dwells among His
people in Zion. Zion was the ancient designation for the sec-
tion of Jerusalem also known as “the city of David.”

Not only were the Lord’s people to express their praise
upward to Him, they were to express it outward among the
peoples. This verse is a call to missions. The Israelites were
to testify about God to those who did not know Him.

Verse 12: for the One who seeks an accounting for blood-

shed remembers them; He does not forget the cry of the af-

V flicted.

David exhorted his fellow Israelites to celebrate God’s jus-
tice. The Lord is not morally neutral; He is a warrior for righ-
teousness. Thus He seeks an accounting for the bloodshed
of innocent people. God, who remembers every action per-
formed by every person throughout history, will ultimately
act to right every wrong. David also reminded his listeners
that God does not forget the cry of the afflicted. The word
translated cry is the same word used to describe the desper-
ate outcry made by Israelites when they were abused by the
Egyptian taskmasters (Ex. 3:7). The term afflicted in Psalm
9:12 refers to victims of oppression and injustice.

3. HE WILL RESCUE (PSALM 9:13-16)

Verse 13: Be gracious to me, LORD; consider my affliction at
the hands of those who hate me. Lift me up from the gates
of death,

David was suffering affliction at the hands of those who
hated him. It is interesting to see what he did not do at this
difficult time in his life. He did not panic or become bitter; he
did not try to fight the enemies in his own strength. Instead,
he brought his needs to God by boldly asking God to be gra-
cious to him.

David’s foes had pushed him down to the gates of death.
He was oppressed and knew he couldn’t deal with his
circumstances on his own. David also knew God was gra-
cious—One who would act kindly and give him better than
he deserved. So he asked the Lord to lift him from his life-
threatening situation.

Verse 14: so that | may declare all Your praises. | will re-

joice in Your salvation within the gates of Daughter Zion.

David’s prayer for God’s personal intervention in his life
could have been selfish, but it was not. He asked for the
Lord’s gracious help in his life so that he could declare all His
praises to any who would listen. God’s help in David’s life
would provide more proof of God’s goodness to His people.
Through the psalmist’s testimony God’s goodness would be
made known to the world.

When God acted to spare the king from his enemies, Da-
vid would let others know about it. He would rejoice publicly
in the Lord’s salvation within the gates of Daughter Zion,
that is, throughout the city of Jerusalem. A leader’s influence
is always big—for good or for evil. As David set the example
of faith in and gratitude to the Lord, many citizens would fol-



low it.

Verse 15: The nations have fallen into the pit they made;
their foot is caught in the net they have concealed.

Verse 15 revisits the theme of God’s judgment on His peo-
ple’s enemies (see Ps. 9:3-6). In verse 15 the enemies have
fallen into the very pit they made. More than that, their foot
is caught in the net they have concealed.

Using the power of poetic language, the psalmist made
an important point: God often uses sinners’ own schemes
to bring their lives to ruin. Evil has a boomerang effect. It is
self-destructive.

Verse 16: The LORD has revealed Himself; He has executed
justice, striking down the wicked by the work of their hands.

From a human standpoint there will be many times when
it seems that wicked people are stopped without any direct
involvement from God. But David would disagree that is
what is really happening. To one who views human events
with the eye of faith, it is apparent that the LorD has revealed
Himself through the downfall of the wicked. There is a very
real sense in which the Lord has executed justice each time
sinners experience the consequences of their sins. ;

The musical terms higgaion and selah found atthe end of !
verse 16 represent challenges for translators. No one knows
exactly what these terms mean. Suggestions for higgaion
include “meditation,” “whispering,” and “melody.” Selah,
a common musical term in the Old Testament, may indicate
a pause for silence, a signal for those present to fall to the
ground in worship, a term for those present to shout, or
mean “forever.”

David prayed for deliverance from his enemies and de-
scribed God’s judgment on the wicked. God’s retribution
against the unjust may come in this lifetime, or it may come
at the final judgment; but it will come.



BACKGROUND COMMENTARY FOR SEPT. 20
PSALM 105-106

THE BACKGROUND

Psalms 105 and 106 are anonymous, but these poems may
well have been composed by someone who served as a wor-
ship leader for the Israelites. In any case Psalm 105 begins
with a call to the congregation to give thanks to the Lord.
Psalms 105 and 106 are 2 of 34 poems in the Book of Psalms
thatinclude no introductory comments, that is, they have no
superscription or heading. Thus they lack an explicit histori-
cal context and provide no instructions regarding their usage
in worship. As a result, conclusions Bible scholars draw re-
garding these two lengthy psalms are based on clues found
in the psalms themselves.

Because of passages in Psalms 105 and 106 that call peo-
ple to praise and give thanks to the Lord, these two psalms
can be classified as hymns. Some scholars have identified
Psalm 105 as a hymn and Psalm 106 as a lament. In any case,
the psalmist focused his audience’s attention primarily on

what the Lord had done for Israel in the past—in the times of

such heroes of faith as Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Mo-
ses, and Joshua—rather than on what was happening in the
lives of His people at that time.

Quoting from David (compare Ps. 105:1-15 with 1 Chron.
16:8-22) and referencing accounts of Israel’s exodus and
conquest (Ps. 105:24-41,44), the unidentified poet remind-
ed his generation of the Lord’s awesome power to deliver
His people in every trying circumstance of life. This reminder
of God’s help in ages past is understandable in view of the
fact that these psalms seem to have been written to Jews
living outside of the promised land during the Babylonian
exile (see Ps. 106:47).

Psalm 106 serves as the final psalm of Book IV of the Book
of Psalms. This location accounts for the presence of the
doxology in its concluding verse.

1. GOD IS FAITHFUL (PSALM 105:7-11)
Verse 7: He is the LORD our God; His judgments govern the
whole earth.

The psalmist reminded the congregation of the true focus
of their worship: it is the LORD our God. In authentic worship
the people of Israel were not directing praise to nature nor
to a great man—perhaps a war hero or a wise king. Instead
they were worshiping God. The term used here was first em-

ployed in Genesis 1 to describe the Creator of the universe
and the One in whose image humanity was fashioned. More
than that, the people were worshiping the God who had re-
vealed His name to those who worship Him. The significance
of that name—often written in English as Yahweh, but trans-
lated here as the Loro—was revealed to Moses as the name
the Israelites were to use in their worship of Him (see Ex.
3:13-15). Later generations of Israelites considered the name
so sacred that over the centuries the actual pronunciation of
the name was lost; instead, another Hebrew word for Lord
(written in English as Adonai) was pronounced as a substi-
tute for the name Yahweh.

The Lord was different from the gods of the nations around
the people of Israel. The gods of other people groups were
viewed as highly limited; these gods’ presumed powers al-
lowed them to control only certain forces of nature or certain
parts of the globe. Not so the one true God: His judgments
govern the whole earth.

Verse 8: He forever remembers His covenant, the promise
He ordained for a thousand generations—

Fitting well with the Lord’s universal authority is His eter-
nal nature. Unlike any being in the material world, the Lord
is unaffected by the passage of time. He never grows old nor
does He lose track of commitments He has made. He forever
remembers His covenant—a solemn agreement established
between two parties. The Bible does not suggest that God
needs relationships, only that He wants them. Part of the
Lord’s unchanging nature is the amazing fact that He desires
to reach out to the human beings He has made and to es-
tablish ongoing relationships with them. More than that, He
wants relationships that require commitment—on His part
and ours. The Hebrew word translated remembers involves
more than what happens in one’s head; it implies action.
God does not have memory lapses as we do. Thus when the
Scriptures refer to the Lord remembering something, they
mean He takes action on behalf of His people.

Within the pages ofthe Old Testament the Lord established
covenants with various individuals and groups. Among the
covenantal commitments God made in the Old Testament,
the one He made to Abraham and that continued with his
descendants, including the people of Israel (see Ex. 2:23-
25), receives primary emphasis. The promise He ordained—
literally, “the word He commanded”—was to continue for a
thousand generations.

Verse 9: the covenant He made with Abraham, swore to

Isaac,

The covenant the Lord made with Abraham played an im-
portant role in the Old and New Testaments. It was formally
established in Genesis 15 during a ceremony that involved
Abraham’s sacrificing some animals and the Lord making a
series of promises to him (see Gen. 15:1-21). Later the Lord
established circumcision as a sign of the covenant. This
sacred ritual was to be performed on every male within the
patriarch’s household and every male descendant after him
(see Gen. 17:1-14).

The Lord’s covenant with Abram, referred to in Psalm
105:9 by the name the Lord later gave him—Abraham, in-
volved three primary promises. First, the Lord promised to
give the patriarch many descendants (Gen. 15:4-5; 17:4-5).
This promise was crucial to Abraham because at the time
the covenant was established he and Sarah were old and
had conceived no children. Second, God’s promise involved
land (Gen. 12:7; 15:18-21; 17:8); the Lord would give Abra-
ham’s descendants a land they could call their own. Third,
God’s promise of offspring and land was to be fulfilled pri-
marily through the child that was to be born to Abraham’s
wife, Sarah (Gen. 17:19,21). As noted by the psalmist, the
Lord swore He would confirm His covenant with Isaac.

Verse 10: and confirmed to Jacob as a decree and to Israel
as an everlasting covenant:

The patriarch Isaac fathered two sons, the twins Esau and
Jacob. Only one of the sons—Jacob—would receive the cove-
nant made with Abraham and Isaac. This fact was confirmed
to Jacob as a decree in his adult years (see Gen. 28:10-15).
Later the Lord changed Jacob’s name to Israel (see Gen.
32:27-28). God again expressed to Israel His promise of an
everlasting covenant with him (see Gen. 35:9-12).

Verse 11: “/ will give the land of Canaan to you as your in-
herited portion.”

The heart of the covenantal promise involved a people
and a place: the Lord Himself would give the land of Canaan
to the patriarch and his descendants. God promised that the
land where Abraham and Isaac had resided also would be
Jacob’s inherited portion.

The psalmist recounted the Lord’s past faithfulness to
Israel and affirmed His everlasting faithfulness. By remem-
bering examples of God’s past faithfulness, His people find
reasons to praise and obey Him.



2. GOD’S PEOPLE ARE FORGETFUL (PSALM 106:6-7,19-21)
Verse 6: Both we and our fathers have sinned; we have gone
astray and have acted wickedly.

Though the Lord is completely faithful, God’s people have
not been. Throughout the Old Testament period, the Israel-
ites consistently tried the Lord’s patience through their dis-
obedience. When they left the path of righteousness and
headed into dead ends of sinful behavior, there was only
one way to return to God: by turning around through confes-
sion and repentance.

Humbly the biblical writer took that necessary first step of

confession in this verse. Previous generations of Israelites
had sinned against God, but it was not only the psalmist’s
forefathers who had done wrong. The psalmist and his gen-
eration also had failed. As he stated, “We and our fathers
have sinned.” The word translated sinned means “missed
the mark.” By using that word the psalmist was not implying
that the nation’s sin was trivial. In fact, he used three differ-
ent verbs to describe the nation’s disobedience. In addition
to missing the mark, he confessed they had also gone astray
and acted wickedly—stronger words to describe Israel’s re-
bellion against the Lord.

Verse 7: Our fathers in Egypt did not grasp the significance

of Your wonderful works or remember Your many acts of

faithful love; instead, they rebelled by the sea—the Red Sea.

Genuine repentance involves more than a general confes-
sion that we have sinned. In this verse the psalmist demon-
strated true repentance as he confessed specific sins com-
mitted by his nation. The first sin on the poet’s list was that
of ingratitude. The Lord had performed wonderful works in
Israel’s behalf while the people were slaves in Egypt, yet they
did not grasp or “did not contemplate” them. The Israelites
did not . . . remember the Lord’s many acts of faithful love.
This failure to appreciate God’s goodness and graciousness
was a sin of ingratitude. In our busy world today it is easy to
take God’s blessings of food, possessions, and health for
granted; however, when we receive these blessings without

ever giving thanks for them, we are committing the sin of

ingratitude.

The second sin the Israelites committed often results from
the first: they rebelled against God. The specific rebellion the
psalmist mentioned was one that occurred at the Red Sea. At
a difficult moment in their history—when they were trapped
between the waters of the Red Sea and the rapidly advanc-
ing Egyptian army—the Israelites faced a tough choice: trust

God or panic. Unhappily, they panicked. When they did, they
considered God’s gracious act of salvation a threat to their
very existence (Ex. 14:10-12). Fear had overcome faith, and
rebellion resulted.

Verse 19: At Horeb they made a calf and worshiped the
cast metal image.

The most infamous of Israel’s rebellions against God dur-
ing their years in the wilderness occurred at Horeb, also
known as Mount Sinai. While Moses was on that sacred
mountain receiving the law from God, the Israelites in the
camp below made a cast metal image. What’s worse, Mo-
ses’ own brother Aaron assisted the Israelites in the process
of making it (Ex. 32:2-4a). After making the idol, they wor-
shiped it in wild celebration (Ex. 32:4b-6,19).

Verse 20: They exchanged their glory for the image of a
grass-eating ox.

While Moses was receiving the law, the Israelites became
guilty of breaking the First Commandment (Ex. 20:3). They
gave up worshiping the One who was their glory, that is, the
Lord, the most glorious Being in the universe, in order to
worship the image of a grass-eating ox. What a trade!

Verse 21: They forgot God their Savior, who did great

things in Egypt,

The Israelites’ actions made clear that they forgot God
their Savior, who did great things in Egypt. When Moses
went to Mount Horeb and remained there for an extended
length of time, many of the Israelites suspected he had died.

With Moses apparently dead, they turned to the worship of

a golden calf. The poet of Psalm 106 recounted Israel’s past
unfaithfulness to God and accused the people of forgetting
God.

3. GOD’S MERCY IS AMAZING (PSALM 106:40-45)

¢ Verse 40: Therefore the LorD’s anger burned against His

people, and He abhorred His own inheritance.

The Lord is a righteous God who knows and cares about
every choice we make. When the Israelites gave themselves
wholeheartedly to sin, He could not ignore it. Elsewhere in
Scripture when the Lord’s anger burned, punishment fol-
lowed (see Num. 11:1-2,33; 1 Chron. 13:10). Yet even in His
anger, the Lord considered the Israelites to be His people.

Verse 41: He handed them over to the nations; those who
hated them ruled them.

The Lord’s strong response to His people’s sins is not to be
interpreted as His hatred of Israel; on the contrary, He loved

them. The Lord did not hate His people, but He did hate their
sin, and He would judge it. God’s judgment took the form of
a loss of freedom and privilege for Israel: He handed them
over to the nations. This judgment was in keeping with warn-
ings Moses had given the people (see Deut. 28:25,33).
Verse 42: Their enemies oppressed them, and they were

subdued under their power.

The word translated oppressed is the same word that
describes Egypt’s cruel treatment of the Hebrew slaves
(Ex. 3:9). The Bible makes clear the Israelites’ were not op-
pressed because the Lord was too weak to save them (Isa.
59:1-2). Rather, God used the Israelites’ enemies as instru-
ments of His discipline.

Verse 43: He rescued them many times, but they contin-
ued to rebel deliberately and were beaten down by their sin.

Though the Lord used other nations to discipline the peo-
ple of Israel repeatedly throughout their history, He did not
give up on them. After enemies conquered the Israelites and
ruled them for a period of time, God rescued His people. He
delivered them not just once, but many times. Unhappily,
the Lord had to judge and then rescue His people repeatedly
because they continued to rebel deliberately.

Verse 44: When He heard their cry, He took note of their
distress,

The Israelites were locked in a cycle of sin from which they
seemed unable to escape. But the nation was in a covenant
relationship with the God who remains faithful. The Israel-
ites abandoned the Lord, but He never abandoned them.

Verse 45: remembered His covenant with them, and re-
lented according to the abundance of His faithful love.

The psalmist restated a key idea expressed earlier in this
lesson (Ps. 105:8); the Lord remembered His covenant with
the Israelites. God’s divine nature, and especially the abun-
dance of His faithful love, moved Him to give the people of
Israel better than they deserved. The Lord’s faithful love led
to saving grace.



BACKGROUND COMMENTARY FOR SEPT. 27
PSALM 133

THE BACKGROUND

Psalm 135 has been termed an “anthology of praise” be-
cause its content primarily consists of material also appear-
ing in other verses in the Psalms or in other passages in the
Old Testament. Like the two psalms in last week’s lesson,
this psalm is anonymous. However, certain verses in Psalm
135 suggest a member of the tribe of Levi may have com-

posed this work (see Ps. 135:1-2,19-20). Joyous mention of

the Lord’s presence in Jerusalem points unmistakably to a
date of composition well before the city’s destruction at the
hand of the Babylonians in 586 B.C. (see 135:21). With its
emphasis on praise and its recognition of God’s great acts in
nature and history, Psalm 135 has been classified as a hymn.
The contrast it draws between the true God and human-
constructed idols echoes other eloguent passages found in
the Law, Psalms, and Prophets (Deut. 4:28; Ps. 115:4-8; Isa.
40:19-20; 44:9-20; 46:6-7; Jer. 10:3-11; Hab. 2:18-19).

1. OUR GOD IS GOOD (PSALM 135:1-4)
Verse 1: Hallelujah! Praise the name of the LorpD. Give praise,
you servants of the LORD

Psalm 135 begins with an enthusiastic call for God’s peo-
ple to celebrate the Lord. The Holman Christian Standard
Bible’s opening word Hallelujah transliterates a two-word
Hebrew sentence that commands a group of people to
“praise Yah!” This expression also can be translated “praise
the Lord!” The designation Yah is a shortened form of God’s
personal name Yahweh.

As though to underline the opening command, the psalm-
ist restated the admonition in a slightly longer form: Praise
the name of the LoRD. This sentence also directed the group
to praise the Lord, but added the phrase the name of. In
ancient Hebrew thought a person’s name represented the
person. The Lord’s name represents the whole of who He
is—His attributes and character. Thus to praise the Lord’s
name is to praise the Lord Himself. This longer directive also

differs from the previous one in that it uses the fuller form of

the Lord’s name, Yahweh.

The command to give praise is expressed a third time, set-
ting this verse apart as one of four in the Book of Psalms
that utilizes a threefold command of the Hebrew verb halal,
meaning “praise” (see also Pss. 113:1; 148:1; 150:1). This

third command identifies the group of people who were to
give praise: the servants of the LorD.

Verse 2: who stand in the house of the LORD, in the courts
of the house of our God.

Verse 2 identifies the servants of the Lord. The servants
who stand in the house of the LorD would most naturally
be understood as those who worked in the sacred temple
built by Solomon in Jerusalem. Membership in this group
was highly restricted. Eligibility for this service was deter-
mined by four factors: a person’s genealogy, gender, age,
and health. To work at the Jerusalem temple a person first
of all had to be a direct descendant of the Israelite patriarch
Jacob’s son Levi (Num. 3:11-12). In addition to being from the
tribe of Levi, the person also had to be a male; no women
were permitted in the priesthood. The male Levite also had
to be between 30 and 5o years of age to qualify for active
service (Num. 4:1-3). Finally, the person had to be free of a
disqualifying medical or physical condition, such as leprosy,
in orderto serve (Lev. 21:16-24).

The reference to those in the courts of the house of our
God in the second part of verse 2 could include worshipers
who had brought sacrifices to the temple to be offered to the
Lord. While non-Levites were not permitted to enter the most
sacred areas of the temple, Israelites from any tribe could
enter certain outer portions or courts of the temple area if
they were ritually clean. Thus in the second phrase of verse
2 the poet was directing all worshipers of the Lord—not just
the religious leaders—to give praise to the Lord.

Verse 3: Praise the LoRD, for the LORD is good; sing praise
to His name, for it is delightful.

Why should God’s people praise Him? The psalmist pro-
vided two primary reasons in this verse. First and most im-
portantly, we should praise the Lord because of the nature
of who He is: the LORD is good. In a general sense the Hebrew
word translated good refers to a positive quality possessed
to a high degree. But like the English word it can have vari-
ous shades of meaning: it can refer to moral excellence, skill-
ful craftsmanship, physical beauty, a state of well-being, or
a degree of desirability. The biblical writer does not specify
which sense or senses of meaning he had in mind, but the
Bible as a whole makes clear that the Lord is the epitome of
moral excellence. Beyond His moral perfection, the Lord is
also the supremely skilled Craftsman of creation and a rela-
tionship with Him is to be desired above all else.

A second reason to sing praise to His name is that it is de-

lightful. The term rendered delightful also can be translated
“pleasant” or “lovely.” Exactly what is delightful? Is it the act
of singing praise or is it the Lord’s name that is delightful?
Grammatically, either is possible. If this second part of verse
3isintended as a poetic restatement of the verse’s first part,
then the Lord’s name is the subject. The Lord’s name repre-
sents the whole of who He is—His attributes and character. A
person should praise God because of the delight associated
with reverently including God in the activities of one’s life.

Verse 4: For the LORD has chosen Jacob for Himself, Israel
as His treasured possession.

A third great reason to praise God is what He has done
for His people: the LorD has chosen Jacob, that is, Israel, for
Himself. The Lord did not need Israel for His well-being or to
meet any need in His life. The Lord did not need Israel, but
He wanted Israel. The Israelites were not chosen because of
who they were, but because of who God is. The Lord is good
and delights in expressing His love toward people.

Unworthy as Israel—or any other nation—was or is, the
Lord desired to express His favor to His people. And God did
more than include Israel as a minor part of His vast posses-
sions; He treated the nation as His treasured possession.
The Hebrew word translated treasured possession is used
elsewhere in the Old Testament to refer to a king’s personal
holdings of gold and silver (see 1 Chron. 29:3). Only goods
of the most prized materials were accounted as treasured
possessions of royalty. The people of Israel were special to
God because God considered them to be so. They received
special blessings because God wanted to give them, not be-
cause the nation deserved them.

2.GOD IS ABOVE ALL (PSALM 135:5-12)

. Verse 5: For | know that the LORD is great; our Lord is greater

than all gods.

Just as the Lord had set the people of Israel apart for Him-
self as a treasured possession, so the psalmist recognized
the Lord as a treasured possession for himself. As he stated
it, “I know that the LoRD is great.” The Hebrew word behind
the English word know suggests firsthand knowledge; the
psalmist knew the greatness of the Lord through personal
experience. The Hebrew word translated great refers in
a general sense to a being or object that is exceptional in
some way, such as in the area of qualities or accomplish-
ments. The psalmist had no doubt wit-nessed the excep-
tional power, love, and holiness of God. He had observed



the magnificence of God’s acts in nature and human history,
and even in his own life.

Verse 6: The LORD does whatever He pleases in heaven
and on earth, in the seas and all the depths.

One example of the Lord God’s superiority to all other be-
ings is the fact that He does whatever He pleases. | can think
of a lot of things | would like to do; but because of limited
time, strength, opportunity, or finances, | will never be able
to do those things. The Lord, however, possesses no limits
to His resources or abilities; He possesses unlimited power
and acts in ways consistent with His nature and will. As the
psalmist noted and Jesus affirmed (see Matt. 6:10), God’s
lordship prevails unchallenged in heaven. But God’s sover-
eignty is not limited to the heavenly realm; it also is evident
on earth, in the realms of both nature and human events.

Verse 7: He causes the clouds to rise from the ends of the
earth. He makes lightning for the rain and brings the wind
from His storehouses.

Yahweh the God of Israel is sovereign over the forces of

nature. To create a rainstorm the Lord first causes the clouds
to rise from the ends of the earth—a process God engineers
through the use of sunlight, water, and atmospheric pres-
sure. The water vapor contained in a typical thunderstorm
weighs about 550 thousand tons. The Lord also makes light-
ning for the rain. A bolt of lightning may be five times hotter
than the sun’s surface. God also brings the wind from His
storehouses. Straight-line winds coming out of a large, se-
vere thunderstorm may exceed 8o miles an hour. A thunder-
storm is truly an awesome work of God in nature.

Verse 8: He struck down the firstborn of Egypt, both peo-
ple and animals.

The Lord displays His greatness not only through nature,
but also in the realm of human events. Perhaps nowhere in
the Old Testament is God’s hand in human history more evi-
dent than in the events surrounding the exodus of the peo-
ple of Israel from Egypt. In order to free the Hebrew slaves
from Egypt in the time of Moses, the Lord worked a series
of amazing miracles, often referred to as the ten plagues.
Beginning with the miracle of turning the waters of the Nile
River to blood (Ex. 7:14-21), the Lord caused a series of dev-
astating events to afflict the land of Egypt. As the terrifying
and deadly events continued, the Egyptians became ever
more eager to have the Israelites leave their land.

The final blow to Egypt came on the night of the first Pass-
over, when the Lord struck down the firstborn of Egypt. On

that terrifying night the firstborn males of both people and
animals among the Egyptians died. Even mighty Pharaoh—
the most powerful man in the world of his time—was not
able to protect his own son from the Lord’s deadly blow (see
Ex. 12:29).

Verse 9: He sent signs and wonders against you, Egypt,
against Pharaoh and all his officials.

God used the unparalleled series of events against Egypt
in the time of Moses as signs to Israel’s oppressors in Egypt.
The Hebrew word translated signs is employed in the Old Tes-
tament to signify a “mark” (Gen. 4:15) or to serve as a visual
reminder (Josh. 4:6). When applied to the exodus events,
the word conveys the sense of an extraordinary event that
was the direct activity of the living God. Signs were intended
to confirm the accuracy and authority of words spoken on
God’s behalf by His personal representatives.

The extraordinary events were especially directed against
Pharaoh and all his officials. Since these individuals had
the power either to harm or to help the Israelites, it was they
who most needed to hear the word of the Lord and learn to
fearit.

Verse 10: He struck down many nations and slaughtered
mighty kings:

God expressed His domination over human authority
even after He had set the Israelites free from slavery in Egypt.
The fact that He struck down many nations was proof of the
Lord’s sovereignty. During the Israelites’ time in the wilder-
ness prior to entering the promised land they defeated the
Amalekites (Ex. 17:8-14), the Amorites (Num. 21:21-32), and
the Bashanites (Num. 21:33-35). Within the land of Canaan
the Lord also enabled the Israelites to experience victory
over the Hittites, Girgashites, Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites,
and Jebusites (see Josh. 24:11). The Lord also slaughtered
the mighty kings who ruled these peoples during this early
phase of Israelite history.

Verse 11: Sihon king of the Amorites, Og king of Bashan,
and all the kings of Canaan.

The Bible provides accounts of several different kings the
Israelites killed during Moses’ lifetime. The two most promi-
nent of them were Sihon king of the Amorites and Og king
of Bashan; a third was an unnamed king of Arad whose city
was wiped out by the Israelites (see Num. 21:1-3). Both Si-
hon and Og ruled kingdoms located east of the Jordan River;
both of them refused to let the Israelites pass through their
territories. Though the Israelites tried to live peaceably with

the people in these kings’ territories, Sihon and Og would
not letthem. Instead, the kings declared war on the Israelites
and brought their armed forces against the Lord’s people.
The Israelites found themselves in great danger. But the Lord
protected them and gave them such massive victories over
their enemies that the Israelites took possession of their at-
tackers’ lands (see Num. 21:21-35).

Under Joshua’s capable leadership during the conquest
of the territory west of the Jordan River, the Israelites struck
down 31 kings who lived in the land God had given Abra-
ham’s descendants (see Josh. 12:7-24).

Verse 12: He gave their land as an inheritance, an inheri-
tance to His people Israel.

The Lord gave the land of the Amorites, the territory of
Bashan, and all the land of Canaan as an inheritance to His
people Israel. But the question may be raised, Why did the
Lord take lands owned by other people and give them to the
Israelites?

The Bible indicates two primary reasons God acted in this
manner. First, the Lord gave the people of Israel this land
because the Lord is a promise-keeping God. Hundreds of
years before Moses, the Lord had promised Abraham that
his descendants would someday possess Canaan (see Gen.
12:7; 15:7; 17:8; 22:17). Later He repeated that promise to
Isaac (Gen. 26:3-4), to Jacob (Gen. 28:13), to Moses and the
people of Israel (Ex. 3:16-17), and to Joshua (Josh. 1:2-5).

Second, God gave Israel the territories of those defeated
kings because He was judging the peoples east and west of
the Jordan River for sins they had committed (see Gen. 15:16;
Deut. 9:4). Israel functioned as God’s sword of judgment
against these nations. The people of Israel were assigned
the duty of eliminating those cultures, thus making their
lands and houses available for the Israelites to possess.

Verses 5-12 of Psalm 135 reveal that God’s greatness ex-
tends to His authority over creation and over history.

3. DESERVING AWE (PSALM 135:13-18)

. Verse 13: LorD, Your name endures forever, Your reputation,

Loro, through all generations.

Not onlyis the Lord good in His nature (Ps. 135:3) and great
in His deeds (135:5); unlike any other being in the universe,
the Lord is eternal. His name endures forever. Moses died
before the Israelites took possession of the promised land,
but the Lord did not die. Because the promise-making God
lives on, the promises lived on, and Israel took possession



of Canaan. Because the Lord lives on, God’s people could
rest, knowing they were in good hands.

The Lord’s reputation will endure through all generations.
The Hebrew word translated reputation also means “remem-
brance.” This aspect of the word’s meaning brings out yet
another truth: the Lord will be remembered through all gen-
erations.

Verse 14: For the Lorp will judge His people and have com-
passion on His servants.

In each generation the eternal, unchanging God will act
to preserve and provide justice for those who follow Him.
The Lorp will judge His people. The Hebrew verb translated
judge carries the concept of using governmental authority to
make sure that what is right and proper prevails in society.
Thus the Lord repeatedly vindicated His people in the past
(Deut. 32:36). The psalmist declared that the Lord—the God
who once freed His people from the abuses and injustices
of Egypt—stood ready to rescue His people from any who
would oppress them. In providing Israel with justice, the
Lord demonstrated compassion on His servants.

Verse 15: The idols of the nations are of silver and gold,
made by human hands.

In verses 15-18 the poet contrasted lifeless idols wor-
shiped by Israel’s neighbors with the greatness and good-
ness of the living God. This passage closely parallels Psalm
115:4-8. Just as the people of Israel lived under a covenant
that set them apart from all the other nations of the world,
so they worshiped a God who was vastly different from the
idols of the nations. The Hebrew word translated idols also
might be rendered “griefs” or “sorrows,” thus effectively
conveying the truth that the worship of anything or anyone
other than the one true God ultimately results in grief and
SOITOW.

Many idols were made of wood or stone, but the great-
est of them were made of silver and gold, the most valuable
metals of the ancient world. Yet no matter how impressive
the idols might appear, they were actually nothing more
than lifeless objects made by human hands.

Verse 16: They have mouths, but cannot speak, eyes, but

cannot see.

The idols fashioned by skilled craftsmen might possess
beautifully crafted details. Most of them had the appearance
of a human being, an animal, or some combination of living
beings. As such, they had mouths. But no amount of artistic
or metallurgical skill could give them the capacity to speak.

One of the most outstanding features of the true God is
the fact that He speaks. The universe and all its contents
and creatures exist because God spoke them into existence
(see Gen. 1:3-31; Heb. 11:3). More than that, the living Lord
communicates with people. From the time of Adam, the first
human being, until today God has revealed Himself to hu-
man beings and guided them in their living. The laws and
values that have provided structure for human society since
the time of Moses were revealed by God speaking to people
(see Ex. 20:1-17). God’s communication with us has made all
the difference in our lives.

The most carefully crafted idols in the ancient world some-
times had eyes painted onto their faces or made of precious
stones inserted into the eye sockets. These artistic additions
gave the face a more life-like appearance. But even when
they were done with great skill, the idols still could not see.
No amount of human skill could change the fact that the
idols were inert, silent, and lifeless.

Verse 17: They have ears, but cannot hear; indeed, there is
no breath in their mouths.

Pagan craftsmen in the ancient world fashioned ears for
their idols in an effort to make them appear more lifelike.
However, the lifeless images could not hear. No matter how
vigorously or sincerely the worshipers prayed to their idols,
the worshipers could expect the same answer the prophets
of Baal received from their god at Carmel—silence and inac-
tion (1 Kings 18:26-29).

Verse 18: Those who make them are just like them, as are
all who trust in them.

Just as people bear the image of the true God whom they
are to worship (Gen. 1:27), so those who worship false gods
are just like them. The comparison between idols and their
craftsmen is not flattering. The idols cannot speak, see, or
hear; they are dead. But the idolaters are no better; they
are blind and deaf to the truths of the living God, and their
voices are silent in matters of spiritual truth. All who trust in
their idols are spiritually dead. In contrast God is the living
God and nothing can compare with Him. Contrasting the liv-
ing God with all other objects of worship should lead us to
center our lives on Him.



