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Psalm 78

A Miskal of Asaph

“Because the lore of a people can best be remembered if it is sung over and over in folk songs or repeated in rhythms that give movement to fancy, the minstrel and the troubadour have served in a very important way as the custodians of history (Poteat 414-415).”

“miskal”  “This is a participle of a verb meaning to make wise or prudent, or to have success or skill.  The LXX translates it ‘(a psalm) of ‘understanding’.  While there are some explicit references to imparting wisdom (32:8; 78:1), not many of this group are ‘teaching psalms,’ and conversely there are obvious candidates for such a title which are not given it (Ps 1; 37, etc.).  From the other senses of the verb the meanings ‘efficacious psalm’ and ‘skilful psalm’ have been suggested; the former implying that it was part of a ritual for securing help for an enterprise, and the latter that it was an example of fine writing or was matched to elaborate music (Kidner 38).”

“Asaph”  Asaph, “as we have seen, is probably the contemporary and chief musician of David, but also an inspired psalmist (Alexander 335).”  “By turning his sermon into verse this preacher thus helped many people to go home remembering what he had said almost word for word.  They, in later centuries, when his sermon was included in ‘The Hymn Book of the Second Temple,’ countless other people – and now ourselves – are grateful to him for having produced a sermon that is easy both to remember and to sing (Knight 28-29).”

1. Listen, O my people, to my instruction; Incline your ears to the words of my mouth.

“Listen, O my people, to my instruction”  “God’s people have always made a substantial commitment to bringing up the next generation in the ‘nurture and admonition of the Lord’ (Williams 56).”  “Like most psalms, Psalm 78 is explicitly meant for public performance, but unlike most, which are either prayers or praise, this one is explicitly teaching (Broyles 319).”  Asaph “comes forward among the people as a preacher, and demands for his torah a willing, attentive hearing (Delitzsch 363).”

“Listen”  “In this verse [Asaph] invites attention, as if to something strange and unexpected (Alexander 335).”

“my people”  “Fellow members … [of an] organized body (Alexander 335).”  “God’s instruction is to be the subject of discourse among God’s people (Tate 289).”

“instruction”  Psalm 78 “is a teaching song in the form of a hymn (Williams 57).”  “The purpose of the introduction is to arouse attention in the manner used by the sages and prophets of Israel (VanGemeren 505).”  “This introduction is written in the style of a wisdom writer (Barker 818).”  “This is a psalm of instruction (Barker 817).”  “The importance of the ‘teaching’ lies in the insights gleaned from Israel’s history (VanGemeren 505).”  The Hebrew word here is torah (VanGemeren 505).  “Torah is that which is entangled, knotted, involved (Delitzsch 363).”  This could be translated “my law”.  Asaph’s inspired instructions which, as such, have a binding authority and force (Alexander 335).”  “Torah is the word for every human doctrine or instruction, especially for the prophetic discourse which sets forth and propagates the substance of the divine teaching (Delitzsch 363).”  “This is eminently a didactic psalm, because it teaches the true meaning of events in the history of Israel which might otherwise seem to be mere matters of curiosity (Alexander 335).”  “The speaker seeks to pass on the ‘story’ of God and Israel, which includes the commands that are part of torah (Tate 288).”  “Torah is a combination of story and commandments; the commandments are understood in the context of the story and the story is incomplete without the commandments (Tate 289).”  “The psalmist, in the metrical patterns of his time, sets out in this psalm to tell a story to which an appropriate moral will be appended (Poteat 415).”

“the words of my mouth”  “This psalm … tells a story that ranges from the time of the people’s enslavement in Canaan down to the establishment of the Davidic dynasty and the temple of Mt. Zion (Davidson 251-252).”  “This is not, however, a story told as in a history book, but a story told and retold in the context of worship (Davidson 252).”  “It is, moreover, a story with a purpose (Davidson 252).”

2. I will open my mouth in a parable; I will utter dark sayings of old,
“This verse is quoted in Mat 13:35 to describe Jesus’ way of teaching (Ryrie 870).”  “Mt 13:35 refers to this verse as a prophecy of Jesus’ parabolic teaching.  Matthew apparently perceived in this psalm a prophetic voice anticipating that of the great Prophet (Barker 818).”

“parable”  The Hebrew word is masal, a “proverbial form of teaching (VanGemeren 505).”  The Revised English Bible translates this word as “meaningful story (VanGemeren 252).”  “By a ‘parable’ we are here to understand an analogical illustration of divine truth (Alexander 335).”  “In fact a mashal was any form of teaching that the hearer could ‘see’ with his mind’s eye (Knight 29).”  “The word translated ‘parable’ refers to any kind of message which requires careful study and comparison with the hearers’ own situation before they can understand it properly and apply it correctly (Brug 28).”  “The word for ‘parable (masal) gives the book of Proverbs its title.  Basically this means a comparison, i.e., a saying which uses one realm of life to illuminate another.  Mt 13:35 quotes v.2 as a prophecy of the way Jesus would teach; but His method would be more imaginative and less explicit than this example (Kidner 281).”  “The parables of the psalm are, however, more like the teaching of Stephen (Ac 7) than of Jesus (Barker 818).”  “’Parable’ actually has more in it than this.  Para means ‘alongside of,’ and ballein means ‘to throw’.  So a parable is the placing of one incident or story alongside something else so we might learn by the comparison.  In this case, the past history of Israel is set alongside the present so that those living today might not repeat the people’s past sins (Boice 645).”  “In either case the hearers must think carefully about the meaning of the saying and apply the truth it expresses to their own situation (Brug 28).”  “The psalm makes its point, (as Stephen did in Acts 7) by its selection of material from the past, and drives the lesson home relentlessly (Kidner 281).”  “This is appropriate, since all of Jesus’ teaching, whether figurative or literal, served exactly the same purpose as this psalm – it warned Israel against the folly of repeating the sins of their ancestors (Brug 28).”

“utter”  This word means to “literally pour forth, cause to flow or gush (Alexander 335).”

“dark sayings of old”  Asaph’s sayings “come with the authority of the past, ‘of old,’ and bring revelation.  Thus they are dark to autonomous reason (Williams 58).”

“dark sayings”  “This is one word, hidoth.  It might well be translated by ‘secrets’.  But these could not have been secrets in the literal sense if his generation had heard them and understood them sufficiently to be able to pass them on down the generations to come (Knight 29).”  “The true pattern of history is not self-evident (Kidner 281).”  “What he means, of course, is that God’s ‘glorious deeds’ take on meaning only when seen by the eyes of faith (Knight 30).”  “’Dark sayings’ in this context mean lessons drawn from Israel’s past (McCullough 416).”  The NIV translates this phrase as “hidden things”.  “The teachings of this psalm are called ‘hidden’ because they can be known and understood only through the revelation of the Holy Spirit (Brug 28).”  VanGemeren translates this as “riddles” (cf. Pv 1:6 “riddles of the wise”).  “The poet, however, does not mean to say that he will literally discourse gnomic sentences and propound riddles, but that he will set forth the history of the fathers after the manner of a parable and riddle, so that it may become as a parable, i.e. a didactic history, and its events as marks of interrogation … to the present age (Delitzsch 363).”  “The riddles were not hidden things in any esoteric form of teaching because the psalmist claims, ‘We have heard and known’ the parables and riddles (v.3).  Rather, the wisdom communicated from the fathers to each new generation pertains to the ‘praiseworthy deeds’ and the demonstration of ‘His power, and the wonders (v.4).  The history of redemption is revelatory.  The Lord’s mighty acts reveal His love, mercy, and patience with His people.  They also conceal, as humans cannot comprehend that God continues to be merciful and patient with a ‘rebellious people’ (v. 8).  In this sense we understand that Jesus’ use of parables was a form of ‘hiding’ the revelation of God from all who were hardened in their hearts (Mt 13:35).  But the revelation of God stirs the true believers, as Calvin wrote: ‘If in this psalm there shines forth such a majesty as may justly stir up and inflame the readers with a desire to learn, we gather from it with what earnest attention it becomes us to receive the Gospel, in which Christ opens and displays to us the treasures of His celestial wisdom’ (VanGemeren 505).”

“sayings of old”  This phrase refers to “things for instruction from the past (Barker 818).”  This could also be translated “from antiquity, i.e., belonging to the early period of our national existence (Alexander 335).”  “The instruction here is not creative.  Israel does not value what modern scholarship values, namely, a fresh contribution to human knowledge.  Rather, this instruction stands in a chain of tradition (Williams 58).”

3. Which we have heard and known, and our fathers have told us.
“our fathers have told us”  “It is incombent that the chain not be broken (Williams 58).”  “Here as often elsewhere, the knowledge of God’s ancient dealings with His people is ascribed to that national tradition, which they were no only suffered but required to cherish and perpetuate (Ex 12:14; Dt 6:20), but which was not at all exclusive of a written and authoritative record (Alexander 336).”  “The permanent and enduring relevance of God’s word is shown by the emphasis on passing it from one generation to another (Brug 28).”  “Fathers need to communicate God’s truth down through the generations (Constable 135).”  “Our children must hear what our fathers have told us, so that they may be faithful to the Lord (Barker 818).”  “This is a story designed to make people stop and think, and think hard.  It is not dealing with a basic human problem, as Psalm 49 was.  It focuses on an issue facing the people of God in the light of their relationship with God, as that has unfolded across their history.  It is an old story that in broad outline they knew only too well.  Now it needs to get under their skin to make them face certain foundational truths, which they in turn need to communicate to coming generations (Davidson 252).”  “The sense of tradition is strong, and [the psalmist] will not knowingly depart from it, since his purpose is to instruct rather than to entertain (Poteat 415).”

4. We will not conceal them from their children, But to tell the generation to come the praises of the Lord, and His strength and His wondrous works that He has done.
“we will not conceal them from their children”  Asaph does not ‘fail to state that his concern reaches beyond his immediate hearers to those who will in their own way pass the tradition along to their children (Poteat 415-416).”  “It is our duty to open the eyes of our children to look beyond the literal story of events and so discover their eternal significance in the purposes of God (Knight 30).”  “This then is the purpose of the psalm: to clarify the riddle of the past so that it becomes a lesson for the present and future (Motyer 1994, 535).”  This psalm “is therefore not merely a recapitulation of past events; its aim is to show how God has been working in and through Israel’s history (McCullough 414).”  “None of us is an isolated individual, nor are our children.  It is only as members of a believing family that children discover the reality of faith (Knight 30).”

“tell the generation to come”  “The psalmist here recognizes the obligation resting on the individual parent, but above all on the church as such, to continue the transmission of this knowledge to the latest generations (Alexander 336).”  “The goal of the wisdom teacher is to open Israel’s history from God’s perspective.  The act of ‘telling’ (mesapperim)) ‘the next generation’ is a continuation of the tradition ‘heard and known’ from the fathers.  The contents of the tradition of redemptive history are transmitted without further explication so that each generation may draw lessons from the ‘parables’ and ‘riddles’ of God’s interaction with the previous generations (VanGemeren 506).”  “When we teach our children the knowledge of God, we follow the same tradition as our parents when they instructed us (Lindsell 827).”
“praises of the Lord”  “The work of God is for the worship of God (Williams 58).”  “The word translated ‘glorious deeds’ elsewhere in the Psalms is usually rendered ‘praise’ (9:14; 35:28; 79:13), hence the REB rendering, ‘praiseworthy acts.’  Here are events that are demonstrations of the Lord’s ‘might’ and His ‘wonders,’ events which naturally evoke from His people a response of praise.  There is no true faith which does not begin in the joyful celebration of what God has done (Davidson 252).”  “As Claus Westermann argues, praise is our reaction to God’s act.  It is evoked by an event, which here is God’s strength revealed in His intervention (Williams 58).”  “Confronted by His acts we are to fall down before Him in adoration and praise (Williams 58).”

“His wondrous works that He has done”  “The generations that come after His mighty acts must know about them and learn from them (Williams 56).”  “Dt 6:20-21 link the torah with the tradition of the signs and wonders God has performed: ‘If your son asks you in the future, saying ‘What are the testimonies and the statutes and the ordinances which the Lord our God commanded you?’ you will say to your son, ‘We were servants to Pharaoh in Egypt, and the Lord brought us out from Egypt with a mighty hand …’  The commandments and practices need the tradition of God’s active love to give them life and to set them in context (Tate 289).”  “The acts of God draw attention to God’s deeds and not primarily to man’s rebellious spirit.  They reveal His ‘power’ (zuz, i.e., strength in battle; 145:6; Isa 42:25 [‘anger’]), His ‘glorious’ acts worthy of the praise of Israel (‘praiseworthy deeds’ NIV), and the ‘wonders’ (Van Gemeren 506).”  The foundation of Asaph’s story lies in these wondrous works (Davidson 252).”

“wondrous works”  Williams lists as synonyms: surpassing, extraordinary acts and miracles (58).

5. For He established a testimony in Jacob and appointed a law in Israel, which He commanded our fathers that they should teach them to their children,
“He established a testimony in Jacob and appointed a law in Israel”  “The certainty and the clarity of what God has delivered to us are emphasized in the twin expressions ‘testimony’ and ‘law’ (Kidner 281).”  “The content is twofold: the deeds (v.4) and the words (v.5) of the Lord (Motyer 1994, 535).”  “The most important fact in the life of the Hebrew people was what our poet refers to as ‘testimony and law, and there is no understanding either of their history or of their attempts to understand history apart from this fact.  Our concern at this point is not to ask how that law came about; it is to take account of two basic considerations: first, that in going back to their origins, they always found God, God as creator and lawgiver; second, that the law was established not to please the lawgiver, but to provide the people with a pattern of continuity explicit in an order of law.  Life for the individual and the nation was not improvisation to meet emergencies; it was following the pattern God had given his people as a protection against themselves, their brethren, and their enemies.  There was to be no alternative to the law.  Therefore those who flouted it found God’s hand heavy upon them.  They might destroy themselves, but the testimony and the law were imperishable (Poteat 416-417).”  “The Lord’s saving acts and covenant statues – both must be taught, and in relationship, for together they remain the focal point for faith and obedience down through the generations (Barker 818).”


Jacob and Israel are “the same character, the progenitor of the whole people of God (Knight 30).”  “Jacob designates Israel as a spiritual reality since this patriarch experienced God as deliverer in his dealings with his brother Esau (Gn 33:4) and in Egypt (Gn 46; Williams 59).”

“He established a testimony in Jacob”  “This God … makes demands on His people.  He ‘established a decree in Jacob’.  The word translated ‘decree (Hebrew edut, cf. 19:8) is closely associated in priestly tradition with the stone tablets given to Moses by God (cf. Ex 31:18; 32:15; 34:29, where the NRSV translates ‘covenant’; Davidson 252).”

“He established”  “Each generation must remember that the Lord revealed the divine oracles to Israel (Ro 3:2) as an expression of the covenant relationship that He had sovereignly and graciously established between Himself and Israel (VanGemeren 506).”

“testimony”  “A testimony means something that is an aid to memory or a warning that what it represents comes from God (Ex 16:34).  The two tablets carrying the 10 Commandments are given this name at Ex 31:18 (Knight 30).”

“and appointed a law in Israel”  The testimony “denotes here the obligations laid upon the people in terms of their relationship with the Lord, obligations enshrined in ‘the law’ (torah; the same Hebrew word is translated ‘teaching’ in v.1), obligations which the people have committed themselves to obey (Davidson 252).”

“Which He commanded our fathers that they should teach them to their children”  “After the first, great commandment to love God with all that we are, we immediately read: ‘And these words which I command you today shall be in your heart.  You shall teach them diligently to your children’ (Dt 6:6-7; Williams 56).”  “The essential idea here conveyed still is, that the traditional transmission of God’s mighty deeds entered into the very end or purpose for which Israel existed as a nation (Alexander 336).”  “Thus in the Passover liturgy children are expected to ask the meaning of the meal, and proper answers are provided for them (Ex 13:8).  Likewise, the Book of Proverbs contains instruction from a father and a mother to their son (Pv 1:8; Williams 56).”

“that they should teach them to their children”  “In the Torah God has revealed His will, so that coming generations might learn what that is, from the experience of the past (Knight 30).”  “For the classic passage on teaching this faith to one’s ‘children’ see Dt 6:6-9, for Scripture has no room for parental neutrality (Kidner 281).”  “Through Moses [God] had commanded all Israelites, regardless of tribal descent, to instruct their children at home (Dt. 6:6-9, 20-22; Ex 10:2; 12:26-27; 13:8).  The ways of God and of Israel in its formative stages in Egypt, in the wilderness, and in the land were an integral part of legal and covenantal instruction (VanGemeren 506).

6. That the generation to come might know, even the children yet to be born, that they may arise and tell them to their children,
“That the generation to come might know”  “For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope (Ro 15:4).”  The next generation will “experience” God’s law (Williams 59).”  “Here we see that … revelation leads to communication (Williams 59).”  The Law and God’s works “had been handed down from earlier generations as God had commanded (Ross 851).”  “This prolonged reiteration of the same thing seems intended to preclude the thought or feeling, that the things about to be recounted were mere relics of antiquity, without interest or use to the contemporary race (Alexander 336).”

“Even the children yet to be born”  “Throughout the OT there is a continual exhortation to teach the faith to those coming along behind (Williams 56).”  “In a sense, the whole existence of the bible witnesses to God’s commitment to the future (Williams 56).”

“arise”  This might also be translated: “erect” or “set up the law” (Williams 56).

7. That they should put their confidence in God and not forget the works of God, but keep His commandments,
“The three phrases of v.7 show a threefold cord of faith, as personal trust, informed and humble thinking, and an obedient will (Kidner 281-282).”

Here are “warnings not to repeat Israel’s sins of the past but to remember God’s saving acts and marvelously persistent grace and, remembering to keep faith with Him and His covenant.  Here as elsewhere (pervasively in the OT), trust in and loyalty to God on the part of God’s people are covenant matters.  They do spring from abstract principles (such as the formal structure of the God-man relationship) or from general hum consciousness (such as feelings of dependence on ‘God’ or a sense of awe in the presence of the ‘holy’), but they result from remembering God’s mighty saving acts.  Correspondingly, unfaithfulness is the more blameworthy because it contemptuously disregards all God’s wonderful acts in His people’s behalf (Ps 105-106; Barker 817-818).

“that they should put their confidence in God”  Asaph’s teaching reveals “the living God who keeps His covenant and redeems His people (Williams 59).”  “Each generation must hear the story of salvation and so choose to trust God (Broyles 319).”  Asaph’s story “is designed to encourage an obedient people who will put ‘their hope in God’ (Davidson 253).”  “The intention of the testimony and the law was to be realized in two ways: they should set their hope in God, and they should keep His commandments.  Here hope represents the long view, as keeping the commandments represents the immediate obligation.  These are the two elements without which progress and social cohesion are impossible (Poteat 417).”  “The object [of this instruction] was that the coming generations would ‘trust in God’ (the word suggests a simplicity of faith), keep His deeds and commands in mind and avoid the errors of the past – rebelliousness arising from lapsed commitment and inconstancy (Motyer 1994, 535).”

“confidence”  “The word translated ‘hope’ in other contexts can mean stubborn stupidity, foolhardiness (49:13), and the corresponding adjective invariably describes a fool (49:10).  Here it means a stubborn holding on to God, a meaning perhaps better conveyed in the REB translation ‘trust’ (Davidson 253).”

“And not forget the works of God”  Asaph’s song-story is “a reminder that history always serves some ideological purpose (Davidson 252).”  Asaph’s teaching “reminds Israel of God’s ‘works’ (‘saving deeds’), protecting her from forgetting Him (Williams 59).”  “The OT never tires of celebrating the steadfast love of the Lord, but it has no illusions about the people of the Lord.  The story is being retold so that a lesson may be learned and so that past failure will not characterize the present and future (Davidson 253).”  Asaph’s story “is history that must not repeat itself (Kidner 280).”  “Maillot and Lelievre point out that ‘the man without memory is not able to be a faithful man’ (Tate 289).”

“But keep His commandments”  “The recollection thus enjoined was not a mere historical or speculative exercise, but designed to have practical effect, to wit, that of securing obedience (Alexander 336).”

8. And not be like their fathers, a stubborn and rebellious generation, a generation that did not prepare its heart and whose spirit was not faithful to God.
“and not be like their fathers”  “There were always in the past those who could be cited as examples of the way not to do it (Poteat 417).”  “This is a people who have again and again turned out to be ‘a stubborn and rebellious generation’ (Dt 32:5-6), a people who have proved that they have no fixed purpose or loyalty (Davidson 252-253).”  “Each generation must remember who they are, sons of ‘their forefathers – a stubborn and rebellious generation,’ and what God expects of them: loyalty (VanGemeren 506).”  “Only by understanding the old traditions can the present generation avoid repeating the sins of the previous ones (Tate 289).”  “The practical importance of such teaching is shown by the warning that the children can escape judgment only if they learn from the sad experience of their ancestors and do not repeat their sin (Brug 29).”  “In order that the children of the unborn generations ‘should not be like their fathers,’ the great testimony must be spoken (Poteat 417).”  “This Psalm was meant to remind Israel of their sins and of the consequences that always followed when the judgments of God fell on them.  It records the fact that God was merciful and delivered His people again and again, for they did not learn from these experiences.  Those who do not learn from past history tend to repeat the mistakes of their ancestors.  We should meditate on this song often, lest we fall into the same trap as our spiritual ancestors (Lindsell 827).”  “Children should be told not to follow in the footsteps of ancestors who were not devoted to God.  Good tradition, not bad tradition, is to be accepted and followed (Lindsell 827).”

“fathers”  “The ‘fathers’ here meant are the elder race that came out of Egypt (Alexander 336).”

“a stubborn and rebellious generation”  “V.8 depicts the rebel against the covenant in his true colors, not a hero but a renegade: perverse, infirm of purpose and unfit for trust (Kidner 282).”  “Lacking this hope in God, they scorned to observe the testimony (Poteat 417).”  “The Scriptures frequently refer to the generation of the wilderness as being ‘stubborn,’ ‘rebellious,’ and ‘stiff necked (Dt. 9:6-7,13,24; 31:27; 32:5,20; Ac 2:40).  These terms are also applied to a stubborn son (Dt. 21:18, 20; Jer 5:23; VanGemeren 506-507).”

“rebellious”  The generation of the latter is [described by the same Hebrew word] as the degenerate son that is to be stoned to death in Dt 21:18 (Delitzsch 364).

“generation”  “A people with certain characteristics (24:6; Dt 32:5,20), thus not limited to the exodus generation (vv.9-11,56-64; Barker 818).”

“that did not prepare its heart”  “Because they had not put their hope in God, they were ‘not steadfast’ – words that mean insecurity and unsteadiness (Poteat 417).”  “The ‘hearts’ of the wilderness generation were ‘not loyal’ (lohekin, i.e., not established, 1Sm 7:3; VanGemeren 506).”

“prepare the heart”  “To ‘prepare the heart’ is to dispose or devote it to God’s service (1Sm 7:3; 2Ch 20:33; Alexander 336).”  This could be translated “loyal”, which literally means ‘fixed’ or ‘resolved’ (Broyles 320).”  Delitzsch suggests the definition “to direct one’s heart, i.e. to give it the right direction or tendency, to put it into the right state (364).”  Williams translates this phrase: “whose heart was not fixed (59).”

“spirit was not faithful”  The Hebrew word is ne’emnah, from ‘amen (VanGemeren 506).  “There is a lesson to be learned: when Israel is faithless, God is faithful.  He judges sin, yet His mercy triumphs.  Therefore, we must be like those who take God at His Word and not be among the unbelieving, rebellious fathers who died in the wilderness.  This psalm provides a hermeneutical principle for biblical interpretation.  There is a moral order to history as God reveals Himself in judgment and redemption.  This is what we must learn and pass on to our children (Williams 57).”
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