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When we study Psalms 41-50 with a heart ready to listen and learn, the truth of 

Hebrews 4:12 about the power of the word of God is confirmed again and again: “For the word 

of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the division of soul 

and of spirit, of joints and marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart.”  

What do we learn? 

Care for the poor is highlighted at the very beginning of Psalm 41, with the encouraging 

words that one who cares for the poor will be blessed. In case we have a hard time identifying 

with the poor, some early commentators on Psalm 41:1 remind us that Christ himself was poor. 

Ambrose, the bishop of Milan under whose teaching Augustine came to Christ, says:   

Faith comes first, and mercy comes second….  Happy, therefore, is the one who 

understands the poverty of Christ, his utter destitution. Christ, though he was very rich, 

became poor for us. In his kingdom, he was rich; in his flesh, he was poor, for he took on 

himself the flesh of the poor. (Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, Old 

Testament Vol. VII, Psalms 1-50, p. 321).   

And Leo the Great (400-461) reminds us:   

You should ‘recognize’ Christ ‘in the needy’ to the extent that your resources ‘allow.’ 

Christ our Lord gives testimony to the fact that he is the one whom we clothe, support 

and feed in them. That is how strongly he has recommended the poor to us [see 

Matthew 25:35-40]. (Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, Old Testament Vol. VII, 

Psalms 1-50, p. 321).  

Praise is a powerful theme throughout the Psalms and Psalm 47 in our reading for this 

week contains songs of praise we can make our own as we acknowledge that “God is the King 

of all the earth” (47:7). But even here the word of God, with the theme of praise, inspects our 

hearts. If I would really recognize God’s power and might and supreme position, should I not be 



praising God spontaneously as a natural/spiritual reaction to that understanding? Should I not 

be able to make the words of Psalm 42:1-2 my own? “As a deer pants for flowing streams, so 

pants my soul for you, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. When shall I come and 

appear before God?” [Paraphrase the last phrase as “I can’t wait to be in the presence of 

God!”] “To pant” is a natural physical reaction to a set of circumstances; it is not something one 

decides to do and tries to do. What keeps me from this spiritual “panting” and this unstoppable 

outflowing of praise to God? 

Confession of sin and receiving God’s forgiveness is one necessary condition if we want 

to be filled with praise to God. Psalm 41:4—“As for me, I said, ‘O Lord, be gracious to me; heal 

me, for I have sinned against you!” Augustine references this passage in one of his sermons: 

Your accuser goes on scoring points off you, as long as you insist on making your own 

excuses. So do you want to ensure that your accuser—the devil, that is—suffers and 

groans? Do what you have heard, do what you have learned, and say to your God, ‘I 

myself have said it, Lord. Have mercy on me, heal my soul, since I have sinned against 

you.’ ‘I myself,’ he says, ‘I myself have said it; not the devil, not luck, not fate. I myself 

have said it. I’m not making excuses, on the contrary, I accuse myself. I have said it. 

Have mercy on me, heal my soul.’ (Augustine, Sermon 29.3, in Ancient Christian 

Commentary on Scripture, Old Testament Vol. VII, Psalms 1-50, p. 323). 

When I acknowledge my sin, throw myself on the mercy of God, God will forgive me, and heal 

me. Then the gateway to praise can be opened up. 

 Hope: all of this leads to hope. In Psalm 42:5-6, 42:11, and 43:5 we have repeated the 

same command to hope. In these days in the world when many speak of feeling hopeless, at 

the mercy of what we cannot control ourselves, this is a powerful message. I am going to write 

it out three times consecutively for emphasis just as it appears in Psalm 42 and 43. And 

remember, the first part is a command—we are commanded to “hope in God.” 

Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, my salvation and my God. (Psalm 42:5-6) 

Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, my salvation and my God. (Psalm 42:11) 



Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, my salvation and my God. (Psalm 43:5) 

 Within the reading for this week, Psalm 46 has always spoken to me with the most 

power. Psalm 46:1-2 are verses I learned as a child and I often come back to them in my mind 

when trouble surrounds me or I feel inadequate for the difficulties ahead. 

God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble. Therefore we will not 

fear though the earth gives way, though the mountains be moved into the heart of the 

sea. 

When trouble surrounds us, we need a place of refuge, a fortress where we will be safe. This 

theme is ever-present and vivid in the Psalms. Normally, it is when we are weak that we need 

refuge. But in 46:1 it goes on to say that not only is God our refuge, God is our strength. That is, 

when we seek God in times of trouble as our refuge, we do not remain weak for he becomes 

our strength; we are strengthened. The passage goes on stating a reality if God is our refuge 

and strength—we will not fear though X happens. Here the X that happens is extreme: “the 

earth gives way, though the mountains be moved into the heart of the sea.” I was born in Japan 

and grew up there. Japan is a land of earthquakes; one quickly realizes that the earth can move 

and that it is not as secure as we think. I remember riding a train in Tokyo when the train 

suddenly stopped high on a trestle above part of the city—power had been automatically cut by 

an earthquake sensor, and sure enough, the whole train began to sway back and forth high 

above the streets. When it finally swayed less and less and the danger had passed, there was an 

audible sound as all of us passengers began to breathe again. But, God is our refuge and 

strength no matter what the earth under our feet does. Why not put in your own fears for the X 

(God is our refuge and strength though X happens), and find hope in God’s strength? 

 Psalm 46:4-5 rapidly changes the image from natural disasters to a peaceful river that 

flows through the city of God. [For the river, see perhaps Revelation 22:1-2.] And then, we see 

what gives the city absolute stability: “God is in the midst of her; she shall not be moved.” By 

faith can we apply that promise to ourselves and our own situation? 

 Then another rapid change in image in verse 6: “The nations rage, the kingdoms totter; 

he utters his voice, the earth melts.” Much is happening to give us fear and disquiet in the 



world today. But all stands only due to God’s sustaining power. If he utters his voice, the earth 

melts. 

 Finally, while there is much else in Psalm 46, consider verse 10: “Be still, and know that 

I am God. I will be exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in the earth!” I take the first part 

of the verse—be still and know that I am God—to mean that I must necessarily quiet my racing 

mind with all its worries about both external and internal troubles, and simply wait quietly 

before God. Only then will I really know (see, understand) who God is. Only then will God take 

his rightful place in my understanding, even though he has always, and will always, hold that 

rightful place as the most exalted one in all the earth. 


