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HONEST TO GOD - FEAR THE LORD (PSALM 34)
MARCH 12, 2023

As you begin your group, take time to look back and answer the following questions:

How did God’s Word speak to you this week?
Where do you see God at work in your life?

What is wisdom and how do I get it? Answers to these two essential questions have been sought throughout time, 
from the ancients to those in our current day. We don’t simply want to exist here on earth, taking up space. We want to 
live and live fully. Wisdom is the key that unlocks the door to a full and abundant life. 

The Bible tells us that the beginning of wisdom is the fear of the Lord (Proverbs 1:7, 9:10). The fear of the Lord isn’t just 
one step on the journey to getting wisdom. It is the foundation for us to know God’s truth and how to apply it to life.

What does it mean to fear the Lord and what difference does it make in your life? That’s what we’re going to explore this 
week as we look at Psalm 34, another messianic psalm that calls God’s people to fear Him.

When was the last time someone gave you words of wisdom that made a difference in your life? Briefly share 
with the group.

To understand what “fear of the Lord” means, we must first understand what it doesn’t mean. It doesn’t mean that we, 
as believers, are to be afraid of God in any kind of servile way. It doesn’t mean that we better watch our step because 
God is watching and will punish us for the slightest misstep. No, the fear of the Lord refers to reverence and respect for 
God. To fear the Lord is to stand in awe of who God is. To fear the Lord is to desire to obey God and please Him while 
avoiding evil. To fear the Lord is to seek God and His ways, which lead to a full and abundant life.

Psalm 34 is a wisdom psalm written by David to celebrate God’s rescuing him from danger. The psalm begins with 
David praising God for His deliverance (vv. 1-7) and calls God’s people to fear the Lord (vv. 8-14). David then shows 
them how God cares for those who take refuge in Him and punishes the wicked who stand against Him (vv. 15-22).1 
John 19:36 applies Psalm 34:20 to Christ, the only perfect and righteous man who feared the Lord as everyone should.

Read Psalm 34 as a group. Make observations about the passage by answering questions like these: 
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2  |  P S A L M S

• What do you see? What do you find interesting or insightful? Name something new you learned or hadn’t 
seen before?

• What is the author’s main point? How does he make it?
• What lesson am I meant to learn from this passage (or story)?

Next, ask what this passage says about God, humans and yourself.

• What does this passage say about God? What does it say about His character and activity in our lives and in 
the world?

• What does this passage say about us as people? What does it reveal about human nature?
• What does this passage say about you? How does it directly apply to your identity, worth, and purpose in life?

Dr. R. Michael Allen explains what it means to fear the Lord:

God calls us to spiritual-mindedness. God calls us to set our minds on things above. And to fear the Lord in this 
way is not to quake in our boots, but it’s to take God seriously. It’s always to have an eye to God, to his presence, 
to what he’s doing, to his promises and their pertinence for our situation. And so, the fear of the Lord that’s the 
beginning of wisdom is that God-centered focus, wherever we may be, whatever circumstance we may be liv-
ing, whether it be happy or sad, whether it be life or death, that we would be mindful of God and His presence, 
that we would be attentive to His word and its promises, that we would remember that He is always the most 
interesting character in the context. That’s what it means to fear the Lord, and to have begun on the path of holy 
wisdom.2

The message in the wisdom literature of Psalms and Proverbs is that the pursuit of wisdom is literally a matter of life and 
death. Psalm 34 reminds us that fearing the Lord requires that we take God and spiritual matters seriously. It calls us to 
praise God and remember that He tenderly cares for us when He is our refuge. It also points us to Jesus, “in whom are 
hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Colossians 2:3).

How would you describe what the “fear of the Lord” means to you personally?

Where in your life do you most need God’s wisdom right now?

What could you do or change to be more God-centered in your focus this week?

What difference would it make in your relationships if you were committed to fearing the Lord in them?

Think of someone who needs to hear that God wants to give us true peace and rest. How could you share this 
truth with them?
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2.      R. Michael Allen, “What does it mean to fear the Lord,” Reformed Theological Seminary, accessed March 6, 2023, https://rts.edu/resources/what-does-it-mean-to-
fear-the-lord/. 
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As we prepare to leave group tonight, we desire to step out and live a Jesus-centered life and submit to the Spirit (Romans 
8:6-8). Take time to reflect on this past week and set intentions for next week by answering the following questions:

• How have you fed your spirit this week? 
• What are ways you drifted to feeding your flesh?

Take a few moments to pray for each other and for God’s continued growth in those areas.

DISCOVER MORE

PSALM 34 – BACKGROUND

First Samuel 21:10–15 recounts the background to this psalm, as the title indicates. The cynic might say David was 
already mad to put himself into the hands of the enemy, especially as he was the one who had inflicted heavy defeats on 
them and killed their champion. But David must have expected he would pass unrecognised, as he came out of uniform 
or armour and with a small band of unarmed servants. There is also an implied reproach to Saul in his action—that 
Saul was now a more dangerous adversary than Israel’s national enemies. David was recognised however, and the only 
way of escaping imprisonment or even execution seemed to be to pretend to be insane. This would remove any fear of 
danger from Achish’s mind and dispose him to get rid of David quickly, which is what happened. The name Abimelech in 
the title is probably the official or dynastic name of the Philistine kings (Gen. 26:1).

This incident may not appear to show David in the best light, but he himself saw the Lord’s hand in it and learned much 
from it, as this psalm shows. It is one of a number of ‘acrostic’ psalms: the 22 verses begin with the 22 letters of the 
Hebrew alphabet, with the exception of the letter WAW (which is only used for the conjunction ‘and’ plus about three 
other words!). This is replaced by repeating the letter PE in verse 22. David thus took great trouble over this psalm, to aid 
his own memory and to make it easier to teach to others. It has indeed become one of the most popular psalms.3

PSALM 34:1-3

After announcing his intention to bless the Lord at all times, the singer invites all the humble to join him in song. Behind 
this lies the idea that the ideal praise to God is his assembled people joining their voices in thanking him. The idea behind 
“bless” is to speak a good word about someone: when God blesses someone (e.g., 29:11), he speaks a good word over 
that person for his well-being; when a human blesses God (e.g., 26:12), he speaks a good word about God’s kindness 
and generosity (cf. Eph. 1:3). To magnify the Lord is to tell how great he is (cf. Luke 1:46).4

PSALM 34:4-7

4–5 The wise and experienced author teaches from his own experience. He knows what fears are. The “fears” (v. 4) 
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3.     Eric Lane, Psalms 1-89: The Lord Saves, Focus on the Bible Commentary (Scotland: Christian Focus Publications, 2006), 161–162.

4.     C. John Collins, The ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008), 978.
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5.     Willem A. VanGemeren, “Psalms,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Psalms (Revised Edition), ed. Tremper Longman III and David E. Garland, vol. 5 (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2008), 325.

pertain to horrid experiences in life, as well as the dread of the unknown (cf. 31:13; Pr 10:24; Isa 66:4). In addition to his 
personal experience, he has witnessed how God’s saints radiate confidence and joy (v. 5; cf. Isa 60:5). They, too, looked 
for the light of God’s countenance and were blessed with the abundance of his goodness and blessing (27:1, 4). Fear, 
terror, gloom, and shame have no place as they give way to radiance!

6–7 The psalmist may actually point to someone in the audience as he says, “this poor man” (v. 6, or “humble”). Members 
from within the community of God’s people can attest to the truth of what has been said, as they know that the Lord has 
delivered them from all adversities (cf. v. 17; 31:7; see Reflections, p. 544, Yahweh Is My Redeemer). From the specific 
the author returns to the general. He assures all the godly that the “angel of the Lord” protects God’s beloved (v. 7). The 
angel of the Lord may be an indirect reference to the Lord, or it may be an allusion to the host of angels God has charged 
with the protection of his own (vv. 5–6; cf. 91:11; Ge 32:2; 2 Ki 6:17; Mt 4:5–6). But protection and deliverance are not 
automatic, for God expects evidence of allegiance in the form of “fear of God” instead of “dread of life.”5

PSALM 34:3, 8-10

David realized that his deliverance was not something that the Lord had done for him alone. It is a grace that God 
showers upon all his people. So it is fitting for David to call on his readers to join him in praise. He does so by using three 
exhortations.

O magnify (v. 3)

If we magnify something we make it larger or greater. The psalmist desired to make the Lord greater to all those around 
him. To exalt is to lift up. The psalmist desired to lift up the name of God, to place it, as it were, on a pedestal so all around 
might easily see it. These are glorious tasks, and the psalmist invites others to join him in them.

O taste (v. 8)

We associate taste with pleasure and satisfaction. The psalmist here calls for his readers to taste the goodness of God. 
Matthew Henry says: ‘Let God’s goodness be rolled under the tongue as a sweet morsel.’

O fear (vv. 9–10)

To fear God means to live in reverential awe of who he is and to dread his displeasure. Charles Spurgeon says fearing 
God means: ‘Pay to him humble childlike reverence, walk in his laws, have respect to his will, tremble to offend him, 
hasten to serve him.’

As an incentive the psalmist promises ‘no want to those who fear him’ (v. 9). He points out that the young lions, the 
strongest beasts of prey who are most capable of providing for themselves, sometimes suffer want (v. 10). But those 
who fear God suffer no such lack.

This is one of those verses that seem to be patently false. It is easy for us to think of all kinds of instances in which the 
people of God seemed to have lacked some good thing.
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We have, however, a tendency to think we know what constitutes our good. God’s definition of our good is different from 
our own. It is for us to be conformed to the image of his Son, and all that he does in our lives or allows to happen may 
safely be assumed to promote that great good.6

PSALM 34:11-22

11–14 Verses 11–22 include David’s instructions to the people on how to achieve a full life in the Lord. He exhorted them 
to listen to his instruction concerning the fear of the Lord. The instruction was essentially that of a righteous, peaceful 
life (v. 12), shunning evil and treachery (v. 13), and doing good (v. 14). This is wisdom teaching about the way of the 
righteous, which produces a life of quality with God’s blessing.

15–21 For those who live righteously in the Lord (cf. righteous in vv. 15, 17, 19, 21), several assurances are given. First, 
the Lord looks favorably on the righteous, a sign of protection (v. 15), but He is against the wicked and will cut off their 
memory … from the living (v. 16; cf. Prov. 10:7b). Second, the Lord hears (cf. Ps. 34:6, 15) the prayers of the righteous 
who are broken in spirit and are not arrogant and stubborn (vv. 17–18). Third, the Lord … delivers (cf. vv. 4, 7, 17) the 
righteous from his troubles (cf. v. 6) so that not one of his bones is broken. This is an expression of complete protection 
from cruel oppression. Verse 20, as well as Exodus 12:46b, was used by God in referring to the Savior in John 19:36.

22 In summary, the psalmist asserted that the Lord redeems His servants (cf. comments on “redeems” in 26:11); no 
one who trusts in Him will be lost. That this verse represents a summation of the reason for praise can be seen by 
the arrangement in the Hebrew text. This psalm is an acrostic: each verse begins with a different letter of the Hebrew 
alphabet in order, but one letter in the Hebrew alphabet is omitted (between vv. 5–6), thereby finishing the acrostic with 
verse 21. The last verse, then, breaks the sequence and calls attention to itself.7
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