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Established  
 

Psalm 78:1-8  
Psalm 78 is second only to Psalm 119 in length. 
It is a Psalm of Asaph who was a Levite charged 
with overseeing the music and singing in the 
sanctuary (1 Chronicles 16:4-5). Psalm 78 is an 
example of an historical Psalm. That is, it 
recounts the history of God’s people and draws 
lessons from that history for the purpose of 
instruction. The Psalm recalls events from the 
time of Moses to the time of King David; 
approximately a 500-year expanse. Specifically, 
Psalm 78 teaches us about what God is like, his 
works in human history, how his people rebelled 
against him, and what his people now should learn from that pattern of rebellion.  
 
Other Psalms that teach similar lessons about Israel’s history of rebellion are 105-107, 114, 135, and 136. 
There are also passages in the New Testament which look back at the history of rebellion against God by 
his people. For instance, Stephen’s words before the Sanhedrin recorded in Acts 7 recalled how Israel had, 
for generations, killed the prophets God sent them and how that rebellion finally issued in their killing of 
God’s own Son. Ultimately, Psalm 78 is a plea that history must not repeat itself. God’s people must stop 
their illicit pattern of rebellion against God. They must cease their unfaithfulness. They must turn away from 
their hard-heartedness. 
 
1. Remember and Learn from the Past.  
Vv. 1-4 

• In this Psalm, Asaph makes his case against Ephraim which was one of the 12 tribes of Israel (vv. 9-16). 
Interestingly, Ephraim is relatively obscure compared to some of the other tribes. Also, we don’t know 
anything about the specific event to which the Psalm refers (vs. 9). What we do know is highly significant. 
God rejected Ephraim as the tribe out of which the great King David would arise. God chose instead the 
tribe of Judah for this great and enduring kingship; one fulfilled by King Jesus. The replacement of 
Ephraim with Judah stands as a warning to the succeeding generations to learn from the past. And this 
is not merely a lesson relevant for the times of the Old Testament. The risen and ascended Jesus warned 
the church at Ephesus, “If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place” 
(Revelation 2:5).  

• The best lessons we learn are those truths we learn about God; what he is like and what he has done. 
 
A) God is gracious and merciful. 

• The Psalm reminds us of God’s patience with his rebellious people. Time and again God takes back his 
people after they wander into idolatry. As history testifies, God’s patience is not infinite with the hard-
hearted nor may his mercy be assumed upon. Eventually, Israel (the Northern Kingdom) was defeated 
and carried off by the fearsome Assyrians, never to be heard from again. But this Psalm is a testimony 
to the mercy of God as much as anything else. Indeed, God’s moral law which was the centerpiece of 
Israel’s instruction begins with a reminder of God’s gracious salvation (Exodus 20:1-2). Before they heard 
the law, the people would be reminded of God’s gracious salvation. 

 
B) God is holy and just.  

• The holiness and justice of God figure large in Psalm 78. Sin matters so much not because God is thin-
skinned but because he is infinitely holy and just. That God is holy means that he is set apart in purity. 
There is nothing remotely unclean or sinful which stains his perfect moral purity. That God is just means 
that he will do what is right in every situation. This means in part that he will not, indeed he must not, 
overlook sin. The people’s incessant rebellion must not go unpunished. To have overlooked their pattern 
of wickedness would have rendered God imperfect; something less than God, unholy and unjust. In 
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verses 60 and 68 we see that God abandoned Shiloh as the place for his special dwelling among his 
people via the tabernacle. We must not ever presume upon God’s grace. He did not forever strive with 
Israel. He eventually removed his blessing from the Northern Kingdom and moved his sanctuary to Judah 
in the south.  

• Teach your children this (vs. 4). When they sin, by all means teach them about the grace and love of 
God. But do not neglect to teach them about God’s holiness and justice. Teach them about the high price 
demanded by God because of his holy justice. Teach them how Jesus bore the holy wrath of God so that 
perfect justice would be satisfied and our sins forgiven.  

 
2. Teach Your Children Well.  
Vv. 5-8 

• Vs. 5a,b – “He established a testimony in Jacob and appointed a law in Israel…” Here the Psalmist is 
pointing out that God has made himself and his will known to his people through the written testimony of 
his Word. We are not left to intuit our way to an understanding of God and his will. He has made these 
things clear. 

• Vs. 5c – “…which he commanded our fathers to teach to their children.” It was not God’s intention to 
speak to the succeeding generations in the way he spoke at Sinai which was by way of direct revelation. 
Rather, the succeeding generations would be taught by their fathers. The law and the further Scriptural 
testimony God gave Moses would not only be entrusted to Israel’s priests but to parents who would teach 
their children.  

• Vs. 6a – “…that the next generation might know them…”  

• Deuteronomy 6:6-9; 20-25 
 
A) Instill in them a commitment to the coming generations. 

• Vv. 5-6 

• We will teach our children about God’s covenant faithfulness and his commitment to preserve his 
testimony generationally. We must model for our children the necessity of passing on the faith. We are 
not to take a hands-off approach to our children’s faith. The world, the flesh and the devil are all actively 
catechizing our children every day. We must work against this avalanche of deception by catechizing 
them in the truth and teaching them to do the same for their children when the time comes.  

 
B) Teach them to know and obey God’s Word. 

• Vv. 7-8 

• Our aim is not simply to teach our children facts (though that is where our instruction begins). Information 
transfer is not the end goal. Rather we desire to teach our children what it means to walk with God; to 
obey him. They are not to be like the former generations who rebelled against God repeatedly. 

 
C) Set their gaze on the proper hope. 

• Vs. 7a – “So that they should set their hope in God.” 

• The aim of teaching our children (and teaching them to teach their children) is so that they will put their 
hope in God. This is education for salvation. It is instruction for worship. It is training for devotion.  

• On the one hand, Psalm 78 can be quite depressing with its focus on the recurring sinfulness of man. 
Even among those who received the word of God and his covenant promises were many who repeatedly 
hardened their hearts and went after detestable idols. And yet, woven within that sad history is the even 
more determinative mercy of God who refused to give up his people. At their worst, he preserved a 
remnant. Like an unmovably determined husband committed to making his adulterous wife pure, God will 
not give his people up. Instead he redeemed and sanctified his people. He dressed her in white and will 
one day present to himself the great and precious treasure of a spotless bride (Ephesians 5:22ff). 

• Remind your children that though sin will at times figure into their lives in large and heart-breaking ways, 
God’s grace is greater than their sin. You can model this parents. I am not suggesting you coddle your 
children or trivialize their sin and though it does not matter. Indeed, appropriate discipline is a necessary 
feature of love in this fallen world. But model for your children that your discipline in response to their 
rebellion always has as its goal the winning of their heart; the proper setting of their hope. 


