
Introduction:
The heading of this psalm suggests nothing of the situation that may have given rise to its

occasion, and its contents reveal little also. However, there are enough significant elements
between this psalm and the previous to warrant that both dealt with the same situation. Verses
two and three have the author in obvious distress, his honor is assailed; he seeks to correct his
erring offspring, and those with him, and there is the manifestation of a courageous faith.  There
is also the clear strong relationship that the author has with God.

Throughout this psalm is a tone of wise and considerate restraint. If his enemies could be
reasoned with, then this kind of reasoning ought to touch them.  First there is an urgent plea for
help from God.  Then there is a gentle reproach of the author’s foes.  Then there is an
exhortation for them to reflect upon their state and to offer proper sacrifices.  Finally, there is
an expressed security in God (Yahweh), addressed first to those who have grown hopeless
because of the current problem and then a voicing of the psalmist’s confidence in the immediate
help of the Lord.
Psalm 4:1-8  Evening Prayer of Trust in God
1. Answer me when I call, O God of my righteousness! Thou hast relieved me in my distress; Be

gracious to me and hear my prayer.
Men often speak this way when they are in great anxiety and trouble and it seems as though
God is not lending an ear or answering their prayer.  To gain some leverage for his prayer the
psalmist voices his conviction that his God is a “righteous God.” All his experience confirms
this.

The next line expresses this same thought but at greater length.  The verb “relieved” can
also be translated “set free”, or “set at large.”  The idea being that he had been pressed into
a tight place and now the confining influence has been removed and he has ample room.

Then as he asks for God to hear his prayer, it is not because of his own merit, or what he
deserves, but rather according to God’s graciousness.

2.  O sons of men, how long will my honor become a reproach? How long will you love what is
worthless and aim at deception? [Selah]
The word used for “men” here implies brave men and is so translated in 1 Samuel 4:9; 26:15;
and Psalms 49:3.  But here the expression appears to be used in an ironic way, in the sense
that they may be brave enough, but their bravery is showing itself in bearing down hard on
an unfortunate foe.  Their deeds are not brave deeds.

The particular charge is that they are trying to turn his honor as the anointed of God into
a reproach by their propaganda and slander, in order to make an honest man appear
dishonorable.  But the problem runs deeper than just devices. There is a character defect
that leads them into this sin.  They love what is worthless, thus they seek out industriously
the fabrication of lies.  The Selah here is a pause for them to let his warning sink in.

3. But know that the Lord has set apart the godly man for Himself; The Lord hears when I call to
Him.
The “but know” is a veiled exhortation hoping that they will come to understand that those
who manifestly wrong a man are actually sinning against God. The “godly” are those whom
the Lord has set apart in this world as to be a class by themselves and deserving special
attention.  

From this the psalmist draws the conclusion that the Lord will thus hear him especially
because of this select position. This is like the declaration of a solemn truth.

4. Tremble, and do not sin; Meditate in your heart upon your bed, and be still. [Selah]
The verb “tremble” implies that a wholesome abject “fear” of God should take possession
of these individuals so that they “stand in awe” of the Lord.  Thus they will be compelled
to depart from all their wicked devices and abandon all their sin, for God is against them.
This warning seems to be put very calmly and without a trace of heated passion.

The manner is familiar from New Testament sources.  As Paul put it, “Be angry and sin
not” (Ephesians 4:26). Thus the psalmist can give good, level headed advice.  His
antagonists need to “speak” to their own hearts and let the stillness of the night be theirs.



5. Offer the sacrifices of righteousness, and trust in the Lord.
Their outward conduct should also be made right. The whole venture of Absalom was
inaugurated with a solemn sacrifice.  This holiest of rites had been debase by using it to
cloak a world of maliciousness.

David’s plea is that they substitute for their unholy acts a sacrifice brought in a spirit
without guile and for the purpose of expressing contrition for wrongdoing.  This is all found
in the words: “offer righteous sacrifices.”

Only when men are thus motivated will their spirits dare to “trust in the Lord” and feel
with assurance that God will favorably enhance any enterprise.

6. Many are saying, “Who will show us any good?” Lift up the light of Thy countenance upon us, O
Lord!
The psalmist’s words are now addressed to the disheartened among his followers, those
who keep reiterating their pessimistic conviction that things are never going to turn out right.
When they say: “Who will show us any good?” they intend to say, “no one can ever bring
this present mess into any semblance of order.” Thus they voice their despair of God’s
ability to stem the flow of evil.

Unfortunately, those who are so minded are “many” and it is equally tragic that they
“keep saying” this (durative).

David stands against this attitude with prayer. It is an illusion to Numbers 6:26 where a
sacrifice is made as a test for adultery or proof against. The “lifting up of the light of Thy
countenance” means to “let the people bask in the radiance of His favor; to let His
kindliness be directed toward them.”  No more is needed. As long as the people can be sure
of the favor of the Almighty, their hearts will be free from their distress. Or put more briefly:
“If God be for me, who or what can be against me?”

7. Thou hast put gladness in my heart, More than when their grain and new wine abound.
The joy that grows out of this assurance of God’s favor leads the psalmist to reflect upon
the many other kindred instance where the Lord has let him experience this same joy.  God
has always put gladness in his heart (the perfect tense expresses customary experience).

This joy is put in contrast with the joy that his enemies have when they experience the
highest joy of which they are capable – the joy from the abundance of food and drink.  This
verse is elliptical.  Adding the implied words one gets: “More than the gladness these people
have when their grain and wine abound.”

The historical background is the case when David and his men stood in need of
provisions (2 Samuel 16:1-4) and his enemies appeared to have seized all the stores they
needed.

8. In peace I will both lie down and sleep, For Thou alone, O Lord, dost make me to dwell in safety.
The Hebrew often does not supply transitional words but “and so” is appropriately
implied. Thus it follows that the assurance that David has again gained from his God’s
merciful care emboldens him so that he shall be able to sleep calmly and unafraid.

His reason is that God alone can grant a man such a sense of security.  The psalm then
comes to a close on a high level of faith. The mood has undergone a decided change from the
cry of distress uttered in the first verse to a heroic childlike confidence in the Lord.


