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A Song for the Mourning 
 

Psalm 42 
The Psalms do far more than teach us about God 
(though they do that well). The Psalms also push us 
into relationship with God. They do not allow a 
detached consideration of God but insist on real 
relationship. The Psalms give us language for prayer, 
sorrow, joy, and praise. Palms 42 and 43 form a 
couplet to begin Book 2 of the Psalter. Derek Kidner 
calls these two psalms a “close-knit poem” and “one 
of the most sadly beautiful in the Psalter.”1 The two 
psalms appear under a single title: “To the choirmaster. A Maskil of the Sons of Korah.” In both psalms are 
heard the words, “Why do I go mourning…” (42:9; 43:2). Psalm 42, like so many of the psalms, is a song 
of mourning and exile. It is the lament of a temple singer far from Jerusalem. He lives among the mockers 
of God and longs to be once again in the temple in the presence of God. 
 
The Psalmist incorporates images of drought, barrenness, and a vulnerable deer to illustrate his inner state. 
The mockers surrounding him in exile revel in the seeming absence of his God. All the while he suffers from 
being unable to trace the mystery of God’s bitter providence in his current circumstances. And yet, his 
lament is turned to resolute joy as he recalls the goodness and faithfulness of God.  
 
1. The vulnerability of the mourning heart.  
A) External threats 
Vv. 3, 10 

 The psalmist seems to be exiled to the north, far from Jerusalem. He is surrounded by ungodly mockers. 
And what his soul longs for is communion with God. He grieves over that lost communion in the temple. 
He misses the camaraderie of the saints and the beautiful ritual of the gathered worship of God’s people. 
That reverence has been replaced by mocking. “Where is your God?” they demanded. No doubt these 
ungodly mockers took perverse delight in the psalmist’s abandonment. Such mockers were not only a 
source of spiritual distress but a potential physical threat as well. It is not a great leap from mockery to 
violence.  

 
B) Internal sorrows  
Vs. 7 

 Earlier generations of Christians would have described the Psalmists state as “spiritual depression.” It is 
that sense of abandonment and despair which robs the sufferer of any sense of hope. Many Christians 
have experienced these dark times. Indeed, the Scriptures and church history are filled with men and 
women who battled against the dark shadow of depression. What the Psalmist describes here captures 
well the inner sorrow of the despairing: “Deep calls to deep / at the roar of your waterfalls; / all your 
breakers and your waves / have gone over me” (vs. 7). Notice also that he attributes the waves and 
breakers of his current experience to the providence of God (“your waterfalls; all your breakers and 
waves.”) 

 
C) Spiritual crises  
Vv. 1-2, 4, 9 

 The metaphor of the vulnerable, starving deer used by the psalmist to describe his inner condition is one 
of the best known in the Psalter. The presenting circumstances of the Psalmists mourning are 1) his 
distance from the temple and the congregation and 2) the presence of those who mock God. His heart 
longs to be once again in the presence of the Lord. Keep in mind that this was a time in redemptive history 
when God dwelled especially among his people in and through the temple. The Psalmist treasured the 
presence of God, the congregation of God’s people, and the rituals of worship God had prescribed. The 
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absence of these things caused a spiritual crisis which can only be understood by one who loves the Lord 
and His people but is deprived of the nearness of both.  

 
2. The resilience of a God-centered hope for the mourning heart. 

 Psalm 42 teaches us something about the resilience of hope. For the believer, hope is not flimsy or 
fleeting. It is thick and resilient because it is based in certainty. It is founded upon God’s promises. 

 
A) He speaks the truth to himself. 

 Twice he asks himself, “Why are you cast down, O my soul, and why are you in turmoil within me” (Vv. 
5, 11). These questions are rhetorical. He is challenging his current state of despair. As he remembers 
the Lord he presses himself to come up with a good reason to remain in his despair. In light of the Lord’s 
great works; in light of what he knows about the character of God he demands an answer from his own 
soul.  

 At no point does he deny that there are real and substantial sources of pain in his life. He is not in denial 
nor is he practicing detachment. He is indeed surrounded by mockers and separated physically from the 
Lord’s house. He knows precisely why his soul is in turmoil. He names the circumstances which have 
brought him to such sorrow. But given the character and works of God, his reasons for hope outweigh 
his reasons for despair.  

 
B) He is deliberate about the placement of his hope. 

 Notice how the Psalmist takes hold of himself. Twice he commands himself: “Hope in God; for I shall 
again praise him, my salvation and my God” (vv. 5c-6a, 11c-d). He does not treat hope as a fleeting 
emotion directed by his immediate experiences. Hope is something which he can place over against his 
despair. In this we learn that the experience of hope is at least in part deliberate. The believers’ hope is 
grounded in truth from a source outside themselves. Hope is not wishful thinking. Rather it is the confident 
expectation that God will keep his promise to fully redeem his people from sin, decay, and death.  

 Christians are able to take hold of hope. That is, since Christian hope is grounded in concrete realities 
(salvation from sin, redemption from suffering, victory over the grave, etc.) we are able to set it before us 
and draw comfort from it. In the face of death we can say, “Yes, we are of courage and we would rather 
be away from the body and be present with the Lord” (2 Corinthians 5:8). In the face of sickness and 
physical deterioration we can say, “When the perishable puts on the imperishable, and the mortal puts 
on immortality, then shall come to pass the saying that is written: ‘Death is swallowed up in victory. O 
death, where is your victory? O death, where is your sting?’” (1 Corinthians 15:54-55). When faced with 
sorrows too deep for words we remember our future: “He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and 
death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former 
things have passed away” (Revelation 21:4). 

 
C) He directs his doctrine to praise.  

 The Psalmist gathers up what he knows about God and directs himself to praise: “…for I shall again 
praise him, my salvation and my God” (5d, 11d). All good theology is directed toward doxology. That is, 
the truth of God is not merely information to collect. All knowledge of the character and works of God 
should issue forth in praise. And while sorrow and praise can be (and often will be) held together in the 
same heart, praise tends to chase out despair (2 Corinthians 4:8-9).  

 Christians are apt to suffer in every way that unbelievers suffer. Indeed, Christians will suffer in ways that 
unbelievers will not suffer. There are entire categories of suffering and sorrow unique to Christians. But 
as Mark Talbot observes: 

Acknowledging these possibilities, Paul declared, should prompt us to hope earnestly for the 
consummation rather than cause to despair, because we know, by faith, that none of our 
suffering, no matter how difficult or horrific it may be, is ‘worth comparing with the glory that will 
be revealed in us.’ The creation, Paul wrote, waits in eager expectation for us – the children of 
God – to be revealed (Romans 8:18-19). And then creation itself ‘will be set free from its bondage 
to corruption and obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God.’”2 
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