Psalm 73
“A Matter of Perspective”

Introduction:
      This psalm was written by an individual named Asaph.  He was a Levite and one of David's three chief musicians.  We first hear of him when the ark was taken to Jerusalem (I Chron.15:16-19) and set up in the Tabernacle around 1000 B.C.  The Levites were a tribe within Israel that was separated for the purpose of serving the religious life of Israel.  Asaph’s particular role was leading choirs in worship of Yahweh in the tent where the Ark of the Covenant was housed (I Chron.16:4-5, 7, 37).  
    There are several types of psalms; this one is wisdom poetry.  Wisdom, in Hebrew thinking, was the ability to successfully navigate through life.  The root of the idea is the ability to discriminate (for instance between good & evil; between right & wrong; between beneficial & harmful; and efficient & wasteful).  So a wisdom psalm is a poetic expression of a lesson designed to teach a principle about how to live in a way that is genuinely wise.  Often in Biblical wisdom literature a key theme is how the existence and nature of God impact the reality in which we live.  For example:

“The fool has said in his heart, ‘There is no God.’”
                                                                     Psalm 14:1

“The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom, 
and the knowledge of the Holy One is understanding.”
                                                                     Proverbs 9:10

     Psalm 73 ddresses a struggle we all will face in one way or another.  It presents a lesson on having the right perspective on life.  Asaph teaches this lesson by sharing an autobiographical account, in poetic form, of how he learned the lesson himself.  First, he cites the temptation; then the remedy for that temptation; and finally he shares the transformation that flows from applying that remedy to our perspective on life.

I. A Disheartening Observation (vs.1-14)
   The first verse of this psalm expresses the overarching theme or principle that the writer is endeavoring to prove.  The psalmist writes:

“Surely God is good to Israel,
To those who are pure in heart!”

This verse contains a poetic couplet.  In Hebrew poetry there is frequent use of parallelism as a literary device to make the author’s point.  In the parallelism, one basic idea is worded in two different ways in order to better clarify the point that is being made.  Therefore it is helpful to understand how the two expressions relate to one another.  In this case the parallel is focused on those to whom God expresses His goodness.  First, God’s goodness is directed to His Covenant people Israel.  However, Israel is further defined as “those who are pure in heart”.  The point in this parallelism then is that that Israel and those who are pure in heart should be synonymous.  This reflects the orientation of the Covenant that God made with His people, that they would be blessed by Him if they remained obedient to the stipulations of the Covenant (its laws).  
     What does it mean to have a “pure heart”?  This is an important question, because the condition of one’s heart is a part of the central idea of this psalm.  The word heart appears six times in this psalm (vs.1, 7, 13, 21), and twice in 26).  The “heart” was the richest biblical term for the totality of a person’s inner or immaterial nature. In biblical literature it is the most frequently used term for man’s immaterial personality and functions as well as the most inclusive term for all of them.  In the Bible, virtually every immaterial function of man is attributed to the “heart.”  The sort of heart that is pure is not so much one that free from sinful thoughts; rather the central idea is that one possesses a single-minded devotion to God.  So then in this case pure is understood as undiluted, rather than clean.
     Also in verse 1, we find the adverb “truly”.  This same word also appears in verses 13 & 18 of this psalm.  It has the force of “yes this is true” even in the face of evidence that would seem to contradict it.  
     Therefore this verse is an affirmation that despite how things may look at times, God truly does rewards the righteous.  It is this principle or truth that Asaph wrestled with during his time of mental temptation.
     In the second verse the psalmist transitions into his own personal struggle with this very truth and what he learned that helped him to overcome the temptation that almost overwhelmed his soul.
     Asaph referred to himself as stumbling or slipping; these are metaphors that were used in association with the metaphor of life as a walk along a path.  Therefore it represents falling or drifting into a false idea, perspective, or belief.  The idea is that the account that follows retells of a temptation that threatened his spiritual life.
     In verse three and following, Asaph informs us about what it was that he came to struggle with.  He came to a place in his life where he struggled with why the wicked prospered, and even more personally, why God was seemingly blessing him less than He was the evil-doers; for he did not have or enjoy as many of this worlds riches to the extent that the wicked did.   He correctly observes that it was a matter of envy, and envy is an unveiled accusation against the providence of God.  So He had come to question the goodness and justice of God.
     In verses three through twelve Asaph listed what it was that he observed that troubled him so deeply:

“For I was envious of the boastful, when I saw the prosperity of the wicked.  For there are no pangs in their death, but their strength is firm.  They are not in trouble as other men, nor are they plagued like other men.  Therefore pride serves as their necklace; violence covers them like a garment.  Their eyes bulge with abundance; they have more than heart could wish.  They scoff and speak wickedly concerning oppression; they speak loftily.  They set their mouth against the heavens, and their tongue walks through the earth.  Therefore his people return here, and waters of a full cup are drained by them.  And they say, ‘How does God know?  And is there knowledge in the Most High?’  Behold, these are the ungodly, who are always at ease; they increase in riches.”

As Asaph observed the lives of the wicked, it became clear that they were not all necessarily cursed by God for their many sins.  In fact, in their deaths they were not wracked with guilt and shame; and in life they were robust and healthy.  They in fact seemed to experience less troubles and frustrations that the average faithful Israelite.  The success of the wicked and their freedom from any sort of punishment for their evil made them arrogant.  They were openly violent and oppressive and yet paid no price.  In that culture wealth was primarily held in possessions rather than monies, and so one’s economic status was evident in the way one dressed and in the amount and size of jewelry that one wore.  Metaphorically, Asaph expresses that in the same way the wicked were ostentatious in their overt expressions of pride and violence.  These things were tokens of their dignity, or decorations that showed their stature in life.  The wicked were experience opulence and wealth to such a degree they could barely contain it all and it appeared at least that there was nothing they could want that they did not already have.  The wicked scoffed at any constraint upon their behavior and threatened others with malice and violence if they should interfere with their pursuits.  These even boasted against God, and seemingly had no fear of openly violating His laws.  They spoke boldly about their wickedness and their ungodly perspective on life, and the people of Israel flocked to hear every word they spoke.  They blasphemed God and successfully control others with their manipulative words.  Their power, wealth and prestige influenced the people at large, perverting their perspectives and drawing them the same wicked lifestyle.  The people found the promises of riches and material success alluring and it gave these wicked ones a platform from which to speak and influence others.  
     In verses thirteen and fourteen, Asaph recorded the conclusion that he was slowly coming to:

“Surely I have cleansed my heart in vain, and washed my hands in innocence.  For all day long I have been plagued, and chastened every morning.”

     The metaphor of washing one’s hands in innocence means conveys the idea of seeking to be free of sin or violating God’s laws.  When coupled with cleansing the heart; the idea is of attempting to be godly and free from evil both internally and externally.  Asaph had come to doubt whether there was any point in doing this because it failed to make his life any better.  In fact his focus on being a godly man had made his life more difficult, not less so.  Therefore, the adversities of his life were a part of his mental anguish when seeing how the wicked prospered and did not seem to have the same problems.  In a sense, Asaph was observing and experiencing things that were making him doubt in the truthfulness of God and His Word.

II. A Glimpse of the Big Picture: (vs.15-22)
     In verses fifteen through seventeen, Asaph recounts the moment where his struggle led him to an unexpected epiphany:

“If I had said, ‘I will speak thus’, behold, I would have been untrue 
to the generation of Your children.  When I thought how to understand this, 
it was too painful for me —  until I went into the sanctuary of God; 
then I understood their end.”

Asaph explains that he refrained from speaking to the community of believers, concerning the doubts he was harboring lest he influence others to have the very same doubts, and thus betray his calling as a leader of worship.  In wrestling with these things he acknowledged that the idea that everything he believed may have been false was deeply painful, and it eventually brought him to the sanctuary.  Since Asaph ministered in the time of David, it was prior to the building of the permanent temple (which came during the reign of Solomon).  Therefore, the sanctuary that Asaph refers to was the first section of the Tabernacle, referred to as the “Holy Place”.  We are not told how; but in some way coming so close to the presence of God made Asaph look at things differently.  Up to that point he was looking at the journey of life, and in doing so saw a reality that did not reflect what was just or right.  However, now he began to look at their “end” the destination toward which the wicked were traveling, and this made all the difference.
     In verses eighteen through twenty-two Asaph shares how his perspective radically changed:

“Surely You set them in slippery places; You cast them down to destruction.  Oh, how they are brought to desolation, as in a moment!  They are utterly consumed with terrors.  As a dream when one awakes, so, Lord, when 
You awake, You shall despise their image.  Thus my heart was grieved, 
and I was vexed in my mind.  I was so foolish and ignorant; I was like 
a beast before You.”

At the beginning of the Psalm, Asaph spoke about how he almost slipped.  Now he recognized that the ones who were actually standing in a slippery place were the wicked.  Being in a slippery place is paralleled with being brought to destruction.  Therefore, the imagery conveys that though the wicked might have looked as if they were getting away with their wickedness; they were not walking toward the destination they thought they were, but were sliding toward eternal ruin.  The Hebrew word translated as “destruction” refers elsewhere to the destruction left by a violent storm, or the desolation of the desert.  It means the loss of everything that is meaningful and desirable.  In fact the position of the wicked was far more precarious than he had been considering.  The ruin that lay at the end of the life path the wicked had chosen could overtake them at any moment without a warning.  They faced a horrific and terrifying prospect of judgment.  As Asaph had watched the wicked prosper and grew embittered over it; he had lost sight of the fact that life in the present has an illusionary quality about it.  In the present age, evil people get away with wickedness at times; and this gives the illusion that crime does pay and doing right is more painful than doing wrong.  However, this reality is like a dream; and when God wakes up, this dream world and the illusions that it maintains will be instantly gone and then reality will reflect absolutely the truth of the Scriptures.  Therefore, Asaph recognized that rather than being objects of envy; the wicked should be seen as those whom one should pity and fear for; because God despises even looking at them, and in the end will execute His wrath upon them.
     Recognizing these things filled Asaph with shame and sorrow, because he had doubted God and had foolishly envied the wicked who are facing such a terrible fate.  He had shown no understanding, and was as uncomprehending and oblivious of spiritual truth as an animal.     

III. A Renewed Vision of Life: (vs.23-28)
      In the closing verses of the Psalm, Asaph shares how his new perspective re-aligned his thinking and re-focused his priorities:

“Nevertheless I am continually with You; You hold me by my right hand.  
You will guide me with Your counsel, and afterward receive me to glory.  Whom have I in heaven but You?  And there is none upon earth that I desire besides You.  My flesh and my heart fail; but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever.  For indeed, those who are far from You shall perish; You have destroyed all those who desert You for harlotry.  But it is good 
for me to draw near to God; I have put my trust in the Lord God, 
that I may declare all Your works.”

The Psalm is not about having peace of heart and mind because the wicked will be punished; it is about having peace of heart and mind because the believer will not be punished, but instead are objects of God’s affection and goodness.  Unlike the wicked who were far from God; Asaph, because of his devotion to God had always been in relationship with God (further illustrated by the reference to God holding him by his right hand; which was symbolic of a relationship).  Asaph was the recipient of Divine counsel through the Word of God; and thus was privileged to possess absolute truth.  His destiny would be to dwell with God forever in perfect glory; rather than in eternal ruin.  Therefore, he had no reason for envying the wicked, because it is the righteous who are truly wealthy and blessed.  When Asaph expressed that “Whom have I in heaven but You?  And there is none upon earth that I desire besides You” he was saying that possessing a relationship with God is of far more value than having the riches that the wicked possess, or anything else that one can imagine.  Compared to knowing and being close with God, everything else means nothing.  In saying this, Asaph used the words “besides you”, which are the same Hebrew words translated as “toward you” in verse 22, and “with you” in verse 23.  The continued use of this Hebrew expression is to emphasize how being in God’s presence transformed His perspective and his sense of well-being.  Asaph adds that there is none besides God that he desired.  The Hebrew word translated as “desire” means to take delight in something or someone.  Therefore, nothing else filled his heart and soul with joy, and peace like God.  Asaph’s temptation had shown that his heart and strength were frail on his own; but his relationship with God would make him strong against future temptations, sorrows, and hardships.  Asaph also said that God was his “portion”.  The Hebrew word this is translated from denotes one’s share or part as in the legal distribution of inheritance rights.  In contrast to his previous state of mind where he was envious of the material prosperity of the wicked (which would have been understood in a sense to be their practical portion of the wealth of the land that God dispersed among His people), now Asaph regarded the privilege of knowing God as being more valuable than anything else he could possess.  Therefore what is allotted to Him was the Lord Himself rather than the riches of this world.  Jeremiah articulated this same idea:

“Through the LORD’s mercies we are not consumed, because His compassions fail not.  They are new every morning; great is Your faithfulness.  ‘The LORD is my portion’, says my soul, ‘therefore I hope in Him!’  The LORD is good to those who wait for Him, to the soul who seeks Him.  It is good that one should hope and wait quietly for the salvation of the LORD.”
                                                                                       Lamentations 3:22-26

In the final two verses Asaph again expresses the difference between the destiny of the wicked and the destiny of the righteous.  Whereas God is far from the wicked, He is near to the righteous; and whereas the wicked can only look forward to eternal punishment, the righteous are secure from punishment because they have put their faith in Yahweh.  The righteous are the recipients of God’s providential care and salvation.
     The audaciously gracious and rich privilege of knowing God arouses praise to God for what He provides as a radical contrast to the doubts about God’s goodness that began the song.  Asaph no longer had feelings of poverty, but rather a renewed sense of wealth.  His previous hesitancy to speak about God was replaced with his overwhelming need to proclaim God’s praise.

Conclusion:
     This psalm demonstrates that it is not the changing of our present circumstances that is of primary importance to God, but rather that our hearts be changed so that we recognize the implications of spiritual truth; that the believer is profoundly blessed and that what the believer has in God is more valuable than all the world’s material wealth.  
     In the first 12 verses Asaph emphasized the pronoun “they” which led to envy.  Then in verses 13-17 he emphasized the pronoun “I” which led to self-pity.  But in verses 18-22 he emphasized the pronoun “you” which brought peace and rest.
     The lesson from the Psalm is that real abundance of life is knowing God:

“I have come that they may have life, 
and that they may have it more abundantly.”
                                                                                     John 10:10

“And this is eternal life, that they may know You, the only true God,
 and Jesus Christ whom You have sent.”
[bookmark: _GoBack]                                                                                     John 17:3



