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Passage: Psalm 42; optionally, you may also look at Ps. 43, if time permits. 
Psalm 43 is a continuation of Ps. 42,  and in fact,  they were probably one psalm originally.  In the Latin

Vulgate and the Septuagint (LXX, the Greek translation of the Old Testament) they appear together as one Psalm,
hence the Psalms in those translations and modern translations based on them are numbered differently (e.g., Catholic
and Eastern Orthodox Bibles in modern translations that were based on the Vulgate and LXX). 

Main theme: Striving for personal intimacy with God; how knowledge of God and personal experience with God are
to lead to greater spiritual intimacy; the complexity or confusion of emotions we experience during difficulties.

Background and commentary.
The superscription reads “the sons of Korah”, who were a group of musicians. They are mentioned in the

titles of 11 other psalms, and briefly in 1 Chron. 6:22, where Korah is identified as a grandson of Kohath, the second
son of Levi and head of one of the three main Levite families. The Levites served as temple priests and other religious
duties. The Kohathites, and in particular the sons of Korah, served as temple and worship musicians, especially from
the time King David reorganized them and put them in charge of the music ministry (1 Chron. 6:31; 9.19, 9,31-32,
26,23-31); they are also briefly mentioned later in Israel’s history (2 Chron. 20.19, 29.12, 34.12; Ezra 2.42). 

The psalm begins with the imagery of a deer panting out of extreme thirst. For some reason the author is
unable to go to the sanctuary or temple to worship, and desperately wants to go worship God. Thus, his desire is to be
near God and to personally worship and encounter God, not just to be in a religious building or service, or among a
group of fellow religious people. God is like the living water (cf. Jer. 2.13) that his soul craves and needs. His feelings
of spiritual loneliness are apparently intensified by the rejection and mocking of his non-believing colleagues in v3. 

In the midsts of his despair, he remembers leading worship processions to the sanctuary (for example, as a
worship leader leading a group of people on a pilgrimage to worship at the temple in Jerusalem). He addresses his
own soul, so to speak, and encourages himself to again hope in God. This encouragement is made possible by what he
remembers from his past. His past memories of personal experiences with God, including when he encountered God
in worship, provide a substantive basis for his on-going faith. He can trust God presently because he knows God has
been with him in the past, and he has personally experienced God in the past. This gives him hope for the present and
future, although the current situation appears bleak to him. 

In v6-7 we learn he is writing this psalm from the area of Mt. Hermon1. This was a tall mountain on the very
northern boundary of Judah when the borders of the nation were at their greatest extent under the reign of King
David, or later in Lebanon. At 2814m high, it was the tallest mountain in the whole Palestine region, and was covered
with snow most of they year. It was also called Mt. Sirion and Shenir in Deut.; today it is known as Jebel es-Sheik
(‘the Sheik’s mountain’), 48km SW of Damascus, Syria. The mountain’s snow provided dew to the nearby dry land
(cf. Ps. 133.3),  and the melting snow was a major source of water for the Jordan River. Due to its proximity to

1 The Tanakh (a Jewish English translation) says: 
“O my God, my soul is downcast; therefore I think of You
   in this land of Jordan and Hermon, in Mount Mizar,
   where deep calls to deep, in the roar of Your cataracts;
   all you breakers and billows have swept over me.” (42:7-8)
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Caeserea Philippi, some suggest it might have been the Mount of Transfiguration (Mk. 9.2). The writer refers to Mt.
Mizar, which is apparently a smaller mountain in the Galilee region. He is apparently viewing seeing the Jordan and
Mizar from Hermon2. The phrase “deep calls to deep” is vague, but would seem to refer to the roaring waterfalls of
the melting snow from Hermon; the depth of the thunder of Hermon’s waterfalls seem to correspond to or “call out
to” the depths of his own sorrow. His soul feels inundated by waves and breakers (waves that form crests or break
into foam). 

The next verse presents a sudden shift in v8. These could be understood as present tense3, such that this is a
general statement of God’s goodness toward us, or as future statements such that God will take care of us. But we see
a complex faith here. There is a general trust in God expressed in v8, but again in v9 the author questions God, why
he suffers, and why he feels spiritually alone, as if God weren’t there. In v10 he again expresses his discouragement
due to the taunts of his skeptical colleagues or adversaries. In v11 he again encourages himself as he recalls God’s
goodness. 

Ps. 43 continues in a similar cycle – an appeal to God for vindication from his enemies, remembrance of
God’s goodness and help mixed with spiritual despair, concluding again with the same appeal to himself to hope in
God.  The  spiritual  despondency  is  increasingly  replaced  by  hopefulness  and  a  stronger  faith.  Despite  his
circumstances, he realizes how steadfast and faithful God is, which is his hope to claim despite the situation. If you
don’t have time to discuss this in your Bible study, you may just read it together. We will touch on some of these
themes in more detail in a later study. 

On the one hand, Ps. 42 (and 43) seems difficult, because the writer makes seemingly abrupt transitions from
one verse to another, e.g., from expressions of trust to statements of despair. This requires us to read between the lines
and deduce the logical relationship between such different verses. But this leads us to understand that the writer’s
faith and emotions are complex, and this is a very realistic portrayal of faith under fire. This can help us to understand
our feelings when our faith is tested and we feel conflicting emotions tearing at us. It is natural to have negative
feelings and doubts, but hopefully we also have a deeper, underlying faith that can support us, that we can fall back
on. This comes from genuinely knowing and experiencing God in a personal way, like when we worship and pray to
him. And if we are well balanced, all the biblical and theological knowledge we’ve gained is not just intellectual, but
it all translates into knowing God more deeply and personally. Thus, when we face hard times, we can know God is
still with us, because we know how he has been with us in the past, and because we’ve experienced him we can still
know he’s there with us. 

Another important point is the author’s general attitude, which is spiritually healthy and realistic. In difficult
times, our first inclination is not to turn to God and seek God. Rather, our response tends to be to give up on God, and
either indulge in self-pity, or rely on ourselves and try to take care of things ourselves. Taken to an extreme, this
means giving up on God because he doesn’t give us what we want, or answer as we expect him to. The other extreme
would be to have a simplistic, naïve, or emotionalistic faith, where one just hopes for the best and passively waits.
Rather than actually dealing with the situation, this is more of a psychological escape mechanism, where one ignores
the conflicting emotions and difficulties and covers them with a man-made optimism. In the end, this kind of “faith”
will disappoint us, and we will fail to grow spiritually or learn the lessons God wants us to learn. 

The biblical thing is to struggle with our conflicting emotions, difficulties, and doubts, and to take them to
God in prayer. God wants us to be honest before him, and we can do so without being disrespectful or selfish. 
Our basic attitude and mindset determine how we respond to difficulties, and how difficulties affect us. A proper,
positive,  biblical  attitude means turning to God first,  even when it is  difficult.  The author apparently  has had a
healthy, deep spiritual life for some time, so his first response is to seek God. The reason he questions and doubts God
is because he wants to know God in this situation, and this is really the right response. He wants to understand where
God is in his suffering, why God is allowing such things to happen, and such, but his intention is so that he can find
God in order to get thru his ordeal. He knows that being close to God, especially at this time, is the only way to make
it. 

I remember one time in my college years when I was travelling in Germany. I was depressed and struggling
with spiritual problems. One night I was walking along a country road in Germany, crying out to God and trying to

2 It is not known why the author is so far from home. Some think he might have been captured with others by a foreign army
and carried away, a type of event that happened at various times in Israel’s history. 

3 Hebrew, like Chinese, does not have actual verb tense; the intended time reference has to be deduced, especially when
translating into English.
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find if he was still there. I felt as if my prayers were just bouncing off of the atmosphere; I felt no response. Of course,
my emotions were deceiving me, and I  didn’t  really wait  long enough.  So I  concluded that  maybe God wasn’t
listening anymore. After that, my spiritual life only grew more despondent and cold, and I more or less gave up on
trying to live actively as a Christian. A few years later God finally God my attention and brought me back to him.
Since then, I’ve struggled with doubts and problems over the years, and I’ve found that steadfast prayer, seeking God,
and honestly bringing doubts and questions to him have in time led to God showing me answers from his Word.
Getting to know God more deeply is a real struggle with our sinful flesh and ignorance. It is a relationship, which
requires a lot of commitment and effort on our part,  but the problems are not with God but our own flesh and
weaknesses. But if we struggle to seek God, we will bless us accordingly. 

Finally, we are to seek a deeper walk with God, whether in good or bad times. The author, for example,
recalls how sweet his past worship times were with God. It is in worship and prayer that we seek to personally
worship God, experience him, encounter his Holy Spirit, and be filled with his Spirit’s presence. This of course means
being emotional, for any normal relationship must be emotionally healthy and dynamic. This does not mean religious
emotionalism, where our emotions become the basis for our faith and religious experience. This is something we hear
little today in sermons and Bible studies. We often focus on acquiring biblical and theological knowledge. However,
if knowledge itself is the end, it is just an intellectual thing. The whole point of studying the Bible is to become closer
to  God.  If  our  biblical  knowledge  does  not  lead  us  to  a  deeper  understanding  and relationship  with  God,  then
something is wrong, either with our hearts (and we need to repent of our wrong approach to learning), or maybe with
the way teachers teach the Word. Biblical knowledge is to be inherently practical and lead us to a deeper walk with
God. 

Discussion questions.

Faith under fire. 
Does the author  seem like a devoted believer? What clues tell  you this? What kinds of doubts and

negative thoughts does he express toward God? What is distressing him, do you think?
Can mature believers be vulnerable to such doubts and dark feelings? How so? If you have similar

doubts, should you feel guilty or bad about it? 
Why does the writer express such doubts openly to God here? Why do you think such doubts about God

are contained  in  God’s  Word? Why are  they here  in  a worship  hymn /  poem? Is  it  disrespectful,  rude,  or
sacreligious to express such thoughts to God? Why not?  (But how far is too far – how far is too disrespectful or
demanding?)4 

Do you honestly bring your doubts and negative emotions to God? If not, why? 
In difficult times, what is your first response – turning to God, or to something else? What other things

do we often turn to instead of God? (ourselves, self-pity, etc.?) What is this writer’s first response? How is he
able to turn to God first? 

Is  it  easier  for  you to  turn  to  God in good times  or  difficult  times?  Why? How can we discipline
ourselves to turn to him at all times? 

Why does the writer express his negative feelings,  and then immediately console himself? [e.g.,  v5]
How can he so quickly turn from questioning to encouragement? What is the source of his hope and trust? How
has he developed a deep rooted faith that is deeper and more permanent that his doubts and suffering? How can
we still seek God in the midst of doubts? What does this say about this writer’s spiritual stability? How has he
achieved this kind of deep and stable spiritual life? 

Why  does  the  writer  seem  to  alternate  between  expressions  of  faith,  and  expressions  of  spiritual
despondency? Contrast his negative and positive expressions. What is important about his positive affirmations
of faith? Why are these important to have as part of one’s general attitude and mindset? How can this keep us
from becoming too despondent or depressed? From losing our focus on God? How can we have this faith as part
of our permanent attitude or mindset, so that even when we have doubts or difficulties, our overall faith in God

4 We will revisit this theme in later studies in more detail.
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is not shaken? 
In v6-7, the writer looks at a mountain and river view, and compares it poetically to his current feelings.

Have you had similar experiences, where something reminded you of your spiritual state? Where do the writer’s
thoughts turn in the next verse? Or in the final  verse? When you catch yourself  having doubts or negative
thoughts, how can you counteract them as this writer does? 

Why does the writer turn to past memories of worship in v4? Why is it important to remember (in good
and especially in difficult  times) your past  experiences with God – personal  worship/prayer encounters and
what he has done in your life? Why is  this  an important  antidote for  negative feelings or doubts  you may
currently have? 

Desire for God.
How does the writer describe his desire for God in v1-2? How can he have such a passion for God?

Does this describe your level of spiritual passion? Or are you more passionate about other things in life? (What,
for example – sports, computer games, guys/girls...?) 

What does it mean to be passionate, to desire God? Are you passionate when you worship? When you
pray or  do quiet  times?  Are you sometimes  emotional  in how you worship?  Is  this  healthy for  a spiritual
relationship? What keeps you from being more emotional or passionate toward God? Can a relationship be
healthy without emotional expression? 

Think of a husband-wife relationship, for example. Can that kind of relationship do well without regular
emotional  expression?  Without  personally  experiencing  the  other  person?  How then  can  we  have  a  close
relationship with God if those elements are lacking in our spiritual walk with the Lord? How do we personally
experience God? Do you experience him in worship? In prayer or quiet times? 

Does  this  mean  we should  base  our  faith  on our  emotions?  How can that  mislead  us?  What’s  the
difference between being emotional and emotionalistic? 

Knowing God.
Spiritual intimacy with God is something we don’t hear much in sermons these days in many churches.

What is usually the focus?  
[Probably someone will give an answer having to do with ‘knowledge’.]
What  is  the  main  point  in  attaining  spiritual,  biblical,  or  even  theological  knowledge?  Are  these

necessarily  bad  things?5 What  happens,  though,  if  knowledge  becomes  our  main  focus  or  goal?  What  is
supposed to be the point of studying the Bible? What is the main point of biblical knowledge?

Does spiritual knowledge or understanding automatically lead you to a deeper appreciation of God? To
a deeper relationship with God? If yes, then how so? If not, what might be wrong? What might be wrong about
how we approach spiritual knowledge or studying the Bible? Is there some way that you need to repent?

What happens if we go to the other extreme and automatically reject substantive teaching and study as
just “cold doctrine”? Is that healthy or helpful for spiritual growth? 

How do we achieve a proper balance between knowledge, and experiencing God personally (e.g., in
prayer and worship)? Why are all of these necessary for a healthy spiritual life? For a deeper relationship with
God? 

Do you think your relationship with God could be described as intimate? What would characterize an
intimate relationship? (Think, for example, of a marriage couple.) What is lacking in your spiritual life? What
can you commit (publicly) to changing? 

5 I’ve seen some churches put an exclusive emphasis on doctrinal knowledge, such that church members know a lot of
theology, but with no idea of what it’s for. In reaction, other churches sadly go to the other extreme and resist any attempt to
teach “doctrine”. 
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Vindication [Ps. 42-43, optional].
How do you react  when skeptics  make  fun  of  your  faith?  Especially  when good friends  or  family

members  do so? What  is  your  response? What  is  the writer’s  response in 42:3? Exactly  what  aspect  is  he
grieved about?  Is  it  because he feels  personally  offended? Or some other  reason? Do you grieve  over  the
spiritual state of non-believers, especially skeptical colleagues, friends, and family members? 

Who does he trust  for vindication? [Ps. 43:1] What does it  mean to trust  God for vindication? Is it
legitimate to vindicate ourselves? How do we sometimes do so – either in general conflicts, or specifically with
non-believing skeptics? 

Prayer time.
We all  need to repent  of  our lack of  passion and zeal  in our  relationship  with God, our  lackluster

worship, and our superficial prayer lives. We need to pray for more spiritual passion and intimacy with God,
and we need to pray for God to teach us what these mean and how to become more passionate and intimate with
him.  
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