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One problem that we run into when reading the English translation of Psalms is that we lose 

some of the poetic nature of the words. But we are fortunate that we have accurate and 

reliable translations of the original Hebrew to capture the meaning of the text, even if we lose 

some of the rhyme and structure. As with worship music that we use today, the contents of the 

lyrics are more important than the melody or the rhyme scheme. I believe that is why we were 

only given lyrics instead of sheet music for the psalms of the Bible. The emphasis is not on 

mindless vocalization, but on mindful reflection about the truths of God. This point is made 

clear in the beginning of Psalm 78, which is the psalm we will be focusing on here: 

 

“Give ear, O my people, to my teaching; 

     incline your ears to the words of my mouth! 

I will open my mouth in a parable; 

     I will utter dark sayings from of old, 

things that we have heard and known, 

     that our fathers have told us. 

We will not hide them from their children, 

     but tell to the coming generation 

the glorious deeds of the LORD, and his might, 

     and the wonders that he has done.” (Psalm 78:1-4, ESV) 

 

Asaph, the author of this psalm, goes on to say how God commanded the Israelites to teach His 

commandments and laws to future generations so that they would set their hope in God and 

not become rebellious toward Him.  

 

At the time of writing this, it is Reformation Day - the commemoration of Martin Luther setting 

off a chain of events that changed the church to this day. One of the effects of the Reformation 

was the widespread preaching that we are saved by grace alone through faith alone in Christ 

alone. No one is saved by obedience to the law since we all break the law when we sin.  

However, that does not negate the lasting nature of God’s moral law. We are no longer under 

obligation to keep the ceremonies and feasts of ancient Israel, nor are we to follow dietary 

restrictions. But there is still an objective moral standard that condemns murder and theft as 

wrong. We are to speak with honesty rather than lies. If we borrow money, we pay it back 

promptly. These are not things we simply refrain from so God does not punish us. Jesus already 

took our punishment upon Himself when we placed our faith in Him. But we recognize that 

living this way reflects God’s character. Society also greatly benefits from a group of people 



living by God’s moral standard as summarized in Leviticus 19:18, “you shall love your neighbor 

as yourself.”  

 

In a previous lesson, we learned about Psalm 19 and how God’s holy law is also referred to as 

the commandments, statutes, or precepts of the Lord. Speaking of these commandments, Paul 

Sanders summarized what Psalm 19 says about them, “They revive the soul, they make wise the 

simple, they give joy to the heart, they give light to the eyes, they endure forever.” As sinful 

people, it is in our nature to rebel against God’s moral law. However, when we are washed by 

the blood of Christ, God sanctifies us by His Spirit which causes us to love His law as Psalm 19 

describes. So rather than thinking of the law as something we are obligated to obey, we 

consider it a privilege that God would give us a new heart that causes us to desire to live in a 

way that reflects His holy nature. 

 

Asaph wrote this Psalm under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit to teach the Israelites the 

consequences of rebelling against God. There is truth to the saying that those who ignore 

history are doomed to repeat it. Asaph labors the point by recounting many incidents in Israel’s 

history in which they rebelled against God, even when He was faithful to them. The exodus 

from Egypt is a major theme in this historical psalm. There is a pattern that Asaph emphasizes. 

God delivers or provides for Israel, but then Israel rebels and sins against God. God punishes 

Israel for their rebellion but restrains His anger and shows compassion when they repent. They 

soon forget God and sin against Him which again stirs up His wrath. Lather, rinse, repeat. 

 

In laying out this history as a song, Israel now had a tool to easily bring these lessons to their 

memory. And the lessons were not easy to learn. The Apostle Paul also spoke of Israel’s history 

in one of his letters of the New Testament: 

 

“We must not indulge in sexual immorality as some of them did, and twenty-three 

thousand fell in a single day. We must not put Christ to the test, as some of them did and 

were destroyed by serpents, nor grumble, as some of them did and were destroyed by 

the Destroyer. 11 Now these things happened to them as an example, but they were 

written down for our instruction, on whom the end of the ages has come. 12 Therefore let 

anyone who thinks that he stands take heed lest he fall.” (1 Corinthians 10:8-12) 

 

This is explicit teaching from Paul that the Old Testament has benefit in our sanctification - the 

process by which we are made more like Christ by the work of the Spirit. Sanctification is an 

internal process that manifests external fruit. As we grow in holiness and love for God, we will 

necessarily see a change in our words and actions. The problem of many Israelites is that they 

viewed holiness as strictly external. They thought they could just go through the motions of 

following the rules and they would be right with God. The problem was they did not truly love 

God. There was no internal desire for God or His commandments (John 14:15). It was only 

when they were experiencing trouble did they turn to God. As soon as their needs were met, 



they continued in their rebellion against Him. Like many people today, they wanted all the 

blessings God provides while not wanting anything to do with God Himself. 

 

The psalm closes by mentioning David as the shepherd of Israel. As the king, it was his 

responsibility to care for the people. But we know that David fell short in his position. He was a 

good king but not a perfect one. The Bible calls Jesus “the ruler of kings on earth” (Revelation 

1:5), making Him a greater David and the perfect King. Jesus said, “I am the good shepherd...I 

lay down my life for the sheep” (John 10:14-15). Throughout Psalms, we can see many passages 

that find their ultimate fulfillment in the promised Messiah of Israel. Jesus was that promised 

Messiah and we have the privilege of proclaiming that truth. 

 

Application 

It would be difficult to sing the word for word English translation of Psalm 78. Besides the lack 

of a proper rhyme scheme, the length of the song would likely extend past our attention spans. 

However, the themes found within this Psalm are crucial. God saw fit to record these events in 

the Scriptures to serve as a warning and a lesson for all future generations. Our reading through 

the book of Psalms exposes us to the wide breadth of human emotion in the praise and worship 

of a holy God. We also see so many truths about God in the exaltation of His character and 

mighty deeds. 

 

As we choose songs to worship our God, do the lyrics reflect this same pattern? Does the song 

teach us biblical truths about God? Does it praise God for His faithfulness today and in ages 

past? Does the song express confidence in God’s providence, even in times of trials? These are 

the types of questions we should ask ourselves as we consider the songs we offer in praise to 

God. 

 

It is also important to understand the contents of the song. Were there events in Asaph’s 

rendition of Israel’s history that you were unfamiliar with as you read through Psalm 78? This 

week might be a good week to learn about those events. If you have a study Bible, there should 

be notes briefly summarizing the context and providing the Old Testament passages that 

contain those records. When you have already done the work of learning what the lyrics mean, 

you will be able to immediately bring those themes to mind when you are singing the song. This 

practice of learning what the lyrics mean has been one of the greatest benefits as we sing songs 

during our Sunday corporate worship. I still remember when I decided to actually figure out 

what an Ebenezer was and why I would want to raise one. 

 

The other part of choosing songs with quality lyrics is that they help provide a foundation for 

future generations. If you attended Sunday School or VBS as a child, you likely have at least one 

song that you still remember the words to years later. This is the benefit that music has. And we 

can use this tool to raise up our own children in the truths of God. Even words as simple as, ‘I 



stand alone on the Word of God, the B-I-B-L-E,” are words to live by. So, let us proclaim biblical 

truths from God, about God, and to God: 

 

“We will not hide them from their children, 

     but tell to the coming generation 

the glorious deeds of the LORD, and his might, 

     and the wonders that he has done.” (Psalm 78:4) 


