
LESSON ON PSALM 42 – 56  

June 19, 2019 

 

Background of Book 2 

Psalm 42 opens a collection attributed to the Korahites (Psalm 42-49) (84-85) (87-88). 

Korah is a name associated with at least two men in the Hebrew Bible. 

1) In Genesis 36:5 Korah was the son of Esau. 

2) In Exodus 6:21 there is another Korah (son of Izhar, son of Kohath, son of Levi). 

He would have been the cousin of Moses and Aaron. 

In Numbers 16:1-40 this Korah led a revolt against Moses. 

He died (along with all the conspirators) when God sent fire from heaven to consume them. 

However, the children of Korah remained alive. 

Story of this fallen Levite (corrupted priest) also appears in the Qur’an. 

 

Psalms we are studying tonight come from the descendants of the second Korah. 

Some of the Korahites were also porters of the temple (1 Chronicles 9:17-19). 

Some had oversight of the baking needed for the meat offering (Leviticus 2:5). 

Tradition states that the prophet Samuel was descended from Korah. 

Mother of Samuel was Hannah and his father was Elkanah. 

His genealogy follows the line of the Korahites (1 Chronicles 6:3-15) 

 

Editors in the Second Book of Psalms use Elohim for God instead of YHWH (the Lord). 

 

 
 
 

Psalms 42-43 – Easter Vigil  

Because of their shared vocabulary, themes, and refrain, these two psalms are considered a unit. 

Both appear to be the prayer of an individual while many of the psalms are communal. 

Scholars believe both psalms address concerns of the post-exilic era. 

They express the biblical understanding that human life depends on our relationship with God. 

Psalm 43 is one of the few psalms that does not start with a superscription. 

 

Imagery of these psalms was used by early Christians as symbols for baptism. 

Bishop Ambrose baptized Augustine and his son, Adeodatus, in Milan at an Easter Vigil. 

Psalm 42 was sung at their baptism (April 24-25, 387). 

 

Refrain in Psalm 42:11 and 43:5 are identical:    

Why are you downcast, O my soul?  

Why so disturbed within me? 

Put your hope in God, for I will yet praise him, my Savior and my God. 

 

Hymn #331 – As the Deer Runs to the River * 



Psalm 44 – No  

It is the first communal lament in the Psalter. 

Circumstance of the psalm could place it at the time of the monarchs.   

It would then be associated with Sennacherib’s campaign of 701 BC (2 Kings 18-19). 

However, it is also reminiscent of the exile which involved the scattering of people. 

Vs. 17-22 seems inconsistent with the OT view that the exile was a deserved punishment. 

Leads other scholars to conclude it belongs during the Maccabean period (2nd century BC). 

 

Other issue with this psalm is the identity of the speaker. 

Scholars suggest he must have been a king who spoke as a representative of the nation in crisis. 

Others associate it with Jewish worship in Persian times to encourage them while under threat. 

Psalms 42-43 seem to be a prayer for an exiled individual. 

Psalm 44 is the prayer of a scattered people. 

All three set the tone for hearing the rest of the psalms in this book. 

 

Unexpected movement from vs. 1-8 to vs. 9-16 reveals the despair of the psalm. 

Faithful people suffer even when they do not deserve it. 

They are left to appeal for help to the one who was apparently the source of the problem. 

Pattern is to move from bitter complaint to plea for help to taking a faithful stand on God’s love. 

Experience of the exile and ongoing afflictions necessitated a reconsideration of suffering.   

Israel came to understand its mission in terms of a suffering that was somehow redemptive. 

In NT suffering was not a separation from God but it marked those who followed Jesus Christ. 

 

Hymn – He Leadeth Me (Psalm 23) 

Hymn – Nearer, My God, to Thee (Genesis 28:10-22) 

 

Psalm 45 – Annunciation of Our Lord 

Psalm is unique in that it is essentially a song of praise addressed to a human being (king). 

As suggested by the superscription, it is a love song (a wedding song). 

Royal psalm was composed to use at a wedding of some Israelite king to a foreign princess. 

Although a secular psalm, it came to be understood as pertaining to the Messiah. 

King was not just a secular ruler but represented the reign of God. 

 

God is intimately involved with the life and future of the king. 

King is entrusted with the implementation of God’s royal policy (the will of God). 

Writer praises the king but also reminds the king of his responsibility to embody the will of God.  

 

Hymn #838 – Beautiful Savior 

 

Psalm 46 – Reformation / Christ the King 

After the opening affirmation of faith, vs. 4-6 shifts the focus to the city of God. 

Because of this focus on the city of God the psalm is classified as a song of Zion. 

It is an affirmation of faith in God, so it is also classified as a song of confidence or trust. 

 

 

 



Psalm invites the people to enter the reign of God. 

Hearers are to live in dependence upon God and to find ultimate security in God. 

Psalm has been a source of strength, consolation and hope to believers. 

Our ultimate security lies not in our own efforts but in the presence and power of God.  

 

Hymn #503 – A Mighty Fortress is Our God * 

 

Psalm 47 - Ascension 

Along with Psalm 24, this psalm offers the clearest view of a liturgical procession. 

It is possible it is a response to the concluding imperatives of the previous psalm. 

It starts by inviting everyone to acknowledge the reign of God and is renewed in vs. 6. 

Fundamental reason for the praise is that God is king over all the earth. 

Vs. 5 describes the royal entry of the Lord, at which time he is present through the Holy Ark. 

 

By virtue of its structure, the psalm highlights the nature and importance of liturgy. 

In worship, we say and act out our conviction of who God is and what the world is really like. 

Our speaking and acting contribute to the further shaping of our world in conformity to God. 

Real world exists insofar as the reign of God is acknowledged in word and deed. 

 

Hymn #430 – Rejoice, for Christ is King 

Hymn #660 – Lift High the Cross  

Hymn #824 – This is My Father’s World 

 

Psalm 48 – No  

Psalms 46-48 are viewed as a trilogy honoring Jerusalem. 

Jerusalem was important because it served to witness to the nature of God. 

As in some others, the opening verse is an appropriate response to the previous psalm. 

Without abandoning the universal perspective, this psalm focuses on Mt. Zion. 

It celebrates the greatness of God, his protection, his steadfast love, and enduring presence. 

Since focus is more on God than on Zion, it is a psalm that expresses the faith of the people. 

 

Psalm may have been used as a song by pilgrims as they approached and entered Jerusalem. 

It creates an alternative worldview and a new reality for the faithful. 

It articulates the faith that no power on earth can ultimately prevent the just purposes of God. 

For the psalmist, the vision of Jerusalem reshaped time and space. 

We are changed and we are able to discern (through the eyes of faith) a new creation. 

 

Hymn #618 – Guide Me Ever, Great Redeemer 
 

 



Psalm 49 – Pentecost Season 

It is a wisdom psalm that functions as a profession of faith in God.  

No other psalm in the collection has such pronounced Wisdom features. 

Message of the psalm complements the human side of Psalms 46-48. 

Rich and powerful people (despite their illusions of grandeur) are not in control of the world. 

Only God rules the world and ultimately determines human destiny. 

Fundamental message would have been appropriate for the post-exilic era. 

 

It is also relevant to our current context when our abundance tempts us to trust in our wealth. 

Vs. 10-11 and 17 suggest a common phrase that we use: You cannot take it with you. 

Life is not a prize to be earned or a possession to be bought but a gift to be received. 

Those who enter the reign of God will not live by greed but by gratitude. 

True wealth is the wisdom that understands that God is the one who gives and guarantees life. 

 

Hymn #759 – My Faith Looks Up to Thee 

 

Psalm 50 - Transfiguration 

Psalm is classified as a prophetic exhortation. 

Superscription attributes the psalm to Asaph (the first in the Psalter). 

Asaph psalms: 50 and 73-83 in the Masoretic Text and 49 and 72-82 in the Septuagint. 

 

Asaph is said to be the son of Berechiah (an ancestor of the Asaphites). 

He was the descendant of Gershom (the son of Levi). 

He was also one of the three Levites in charge of singing in the house of YHWH. 

He is credited with performing at the dedication of Solomon’s Temple (2 Chronicles 5:12). 

 

Original use of the psalm was some form of covenant renewal ceremony in the post-exilic era. 

It calls the people away from self-centeredness to proper relationship with God. 

Writer has identified two problems within the life of the congregation: 

1) In vs. 7-15 he speaks of a misunderstanding about sacrifice. 

2) Vs. 16-22 highlights the failure of the members to live lives consistent with their beliefs. 

 

Psalm challenges the hearers to decide. 

Basis for decision is grounded in the reality of God’s claim on the world. 

Purpose of God’s judgment is to establish justice. 

Once more the message is that we are to live in gratitude to God. 

 

Hymn #853 – When Morning Guilds the Skies  

 
 

 



Psalm 51 – Ash Wednesday 

Psalm is classified as a prayer for help and an individual lament. 

What sets it apart is the complaint involves the sinfulness of the writer. 

Church has included it among the seven penitential psalms (6, 32, 38, 102, 130, 143). 

Superscription makes it clear that the psalm is about sin and forgiveness. 

It is possible that the superscription dates the psalm accurately. 

More than likely it was added later by editors. 

Intent is to hear the psalm against the background of the story of David and Bathsheba. 

Story is more about the nature of God rather than about human sinfulness. 

 

Good news is that God is willing to forgive sinners and God can and will recreate people. 

Writer offers his life as an example.  

Sin is a powerful reality, but the grace of God is a more enduring reality. 

By the grace of God, a disobedient people can become partners with God.   

Psalm is also an invitation to be reconciled to God.  

 

Vs. 11 is used in the introduction to the penitential prayer during the Jewish Days of Awe. 

Days of Awe are the ten days from Rosh Hashanah to the end of Yom Kippur. 

It is a time for concentration on repentance and for mending relationships. 

Many Jews approach others to apologize for misdeeds and misunderstandings in previous year. 

Greeting on this day is Shanah Tovah which means Happy New Year. 

 

Hymn #623 – Rock of Ages, Cleft for Me 

 

Psalm 52 - No 

Superscription speaks of Doeg, a servant of Saul, who informed Saul of the location of David. 

He also killed the priests of Nob at the command of Saul (1 Samuel 21-22). 

1 Samuel 22:9 is quoted in the superscription. 

Psalm makes sense as the words of David but more likely it is illustrative and not historical. 

It serves as the words of the faithful who are threatened by other people (in general). 

It is classified as a prophetic exhortation and as communal instruction. 

 

Central issue is the nature of enduring security, wealth and power. 

Temptation is to live for ourselves at the expense of others.  

We can choose to live for ourselves or we can choose to live for God.  

We can trust ourselves and our own resources or we can entrust our lives and futures to God.  

Alternatives presented in this psalm are very real. 

 

Hymn – Sweet Hour of Prayer 

 

Psalm 53 - No 

Psalm is almost identical to Psalm 14 except for vs. 5 (refer to 14:5-6). 

Psalm 14:5-6 affirms the presence of God (with the righteous) who find refuge in God. 

Psalm 53:5 develops the concept of terror. 

Intent is to portray the judgment of God on evildoers. 

Difference found in this psalm makes it a suitable companion to the previous psalm. 



Likewise, the content of Psalm 14 has specific connections with Psalm 12.  

Superscription is longer than that of Psalm 14. 

Divine name also differs because this psalm is part of the Elohist Psalter (Psalms 42-83). 

 

Psalm 54 – Pentecost Season 

Psalm is a prayer for help and an individual lament. 

Vs. 4 is the middle line of the psalm and contains the theological assertion: God is my helper. 

Affirmation comes in the middle of opposition. 

Superscription assigns the prayer to David when Saul was seeking his life (1 Samuel 23). 

Like the others, this should be taken illustratively rather than historically. 

It was appropriate for that instance. 

However, it would have been appropriate when persecuted people took refuge in the Temple. 

Some scholars see it as a communal prayer of the embattled post-exilic community. 

 

Writer does not personally seek revenge but appeals to God to enact justice. 

In situations of injustice and oppression, oppressors must be opposed to set things right. 

Writer believes the Lord will not fail him in a time of crisis (enemies will not prevail). 

People who live in dependence upon God will experience life in a broken and painful world. 

 
 

 
 
 

Psalm 55 - No 

Psalm has typical features of an individual lament but is also unique. 

It contains unusual words and difficult expressions. 

Movement of the psalm seems abrupt and disorderly.  

 

It expresses ultimate anxiety in the face of death in situations of extreme danger. 

It is a powerful prayer and affirmation of faith amid anguish and fear and oppression. 

Psalms like this one encourage us to acknowledge our own pain and that of others. 

It encourages us to emerge from isolation. 

Power of God is ultimately greater than the power of human sin and its painful effects. 

 

Hymn #769 – If You But Trust in God to Guide you 

 



Psalm 56 - No 

Psalm is classified as an individual lament with a song of thanksgiving included. 

Expressions of trust predominate the psalm. 

Superscription connects the psalm with the presence of David in Gath (1 Samuel 21). 

Once more it is likely this should be taken illustratively rather than historically. 

It served as a communal prayer in the exilic and post-exilic eras. 

It may have been used by any persecuted person who sought comfort in God. 

During the English civil war, an imprisoned Charles I used Psalm 56:1-2 to answer his captors. 

 

Writer professes that true security is a divine gift rather than a human achievement. 

Mistake of the wicked is their belief that they can make it on their own. 

Writer has been transformed by trust. 

Psalm addresses the human question of what or to whom shall we trust. 

Writer does not suggest that God will suddenly (or even eventually) remove these conditions. 

Good news is that because God is for us, we are not afraid. 

 

Hymn #697 – Just a Closer Walk with Thee 
 

 

 
 

 

Main Source 

Hymnal Companion to the Lutheran Book of Worship by Marilyn Kay Stulken 

Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching by James Luther Mays 

Hebrew Bible  

 

Assignment 

June 26 No Class 

July 3  Psalm 57-72  

July 10  Psalm 73-81 

July 17  Psalm 82-89 

 

 


