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Introduction


“As the deer panteth for the water, so my soul longeth after you.  You alone are my heart’s desire and I long to worship you.”  Those words form the first verse of As the Deer by Martin Nystrom.  Written in 1984, it has proven to be one of the defining songs of the praise chorus era.  

The words of this song are based on the beginning of Psalm 42 that reads, “As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, O God” (Psalm 42:1).  Looking just at that verse, it seems that the words of the song appropriately capture the encouraging, worshipful and beautiful sense intended by the psalmist.  Yet, as one looks past the first verse to the remainder of this psalm, one would find words of desperation and anguish, not the gentle smiles and bowed hearts inferred by the song.  

A study of just the first verse of Psalm 42 would probably lead to the idealized, romanticized interpretation suggested by the praise chorus.  But a deeper literary study of the psalm reveals something quite different.  It reveals the utter anguish of the psalmist as he writes.  That is precisely the task at hand: to delve into the 42nd and 43rd Psalms, evaluating their relationship, context, structure and meaning, eager to find depth and gravitas far beyond the simple praise chorus that shares with it the imagery of a deer panting for water.
The Relationship of Psalm 42 and 43

The first step toward a proper interpretation of these psalms is to investigate the relationship between the two.  Four different evidences highlight the relationship.  First, in several early Hebrew manuscripts Psalm 42 and 43 constitute one psalm.  Second, Psalm 43 does not have a title.  The absence of a title is noteworthy because only one other psalm in all of Book II does not have a title.  Third, the two psalms share a common refrain (more on this in the discussion of the structure of the two psalms).  Finally, both psalms are written in the same 3:2 meter.  Thus, the question is not whether these two psalms are related, but rather how they are related.  The evidence here suggests that, at worst, Psalm 43 is an addendum to Psalm 42 and, even more likely, they were originally one psalm.  “Psalms 42 and 43 appear originally to have been a single psalm,” concludes the Spirit of the Reformation Study Bible notes on these psalms after consideration of these evidences.
  Likewise, upon similar reflection of the relationship between these two, Michael Goulder, in The Psalms of the Sons of Korah, states, “42 has more the nature of a lament, 43 of a prayer; perhaps they belonged together at the beginning and end of some liturgy, or by a similar link.”
  

As set forth, the goal is to figure out how to properly interpret these two psalms.  It is not mere academic enterprise to establish the relationship between the two.  The unity of Psalms 42 and 43 will deeply impact the interpretation of both because if they were originally one psalm, they will inform one another and together form a moving story from lament to rejoicing.

Authorship and Occasion for Psalms 42 and 43


Granting that these two psalms are closely related and likely originally constituted a single psalm, one must ask the occasion for their writing.  Why were these psalms written at all? The historical context in which these two psalms were written is very much in doubt, though theories abound.  It will prove beneficial to briefly survey a couple of the main positions advocated for the occasion of the writing of these psalms before drawing some conclusions.


Geography is particularly significant as the psalmist explicitly describes some precise geographical locations and draws metaphors from the terrain that surrounds him.  James Kugel writes, “This psalm is written in a northern-sounding Hebrew, and the places it evokes, the northern Hermon mountains and the Jordan headwaters with their rushing streams, seems to situate the psalmist in the far north, perhaps near the ancient sanctuary at Dan.”
  Both the style of Hebrew and the geography named in the psalm point toward northern Israel as the location of the psalms’ writing.  But who wrote these psalms and why was he in the far north of Israel?


While the location of authorship is generally agreed upon, it is here, at the question of authorship and occasion that commentators diverge.  The first ambiguity concerns translation of l in the title of the psalm.  Both “for” and “of” are acceptable translations of this preposition.  This would fundamentally change whether the “Sons of Korah” were the intended audience (though it does seem the intended audience is the “director of music”) or the authors (assuming the use of “of” in its possessive sense).  John Calvin, in volume two of his Commentary on the Book of Psalms, articulates this tension, “The name of David is not expressly mentioned in the inscription of this psalm.  Many conjecture that the sons of Korah were the authors of it.  This, I think, is not at all probable.”
  He goes on to argue for the same position as Matthew Henry, who opts to translate it “for” saying, “The title does not tell us who was the penman of this psalm, but most probably it was David, and we may conjecture that it was penned by him at a time when, either by Saul’s persecution or Absalom’s rebellion, he was driven from the sanctuary and cut off from the privilege of waiting upon God in public ordinances.”
  Thus, Henry attributes these psalms, as are most of the psalms, directly to David.  The advantage of Henry’s conclusion is that it provides an adequate occasion to explain the writing of these psalms.  The negative is that it hinges on translating l as “for,” which is not the way most commentaries and Biblical translations render it.


Other authors believe the psalm to have been written by a son of Korah, but one who would have known David closely such that fleeing from Absalom would still serve as the occasion for the psalms’ composition.  Donald Cole argues, “Psalm 42 was not written by David, but rather is by the Sons of Korah, as the title tells us.”
  After describing Korah as a Levite who had been punished by God for their inappropriate aspiring to the priesthood, Cole continues, “This particular ‘Son of Korah’ may even have been a close associate of David… The occasion for the writing of Psalm 42 was probably the flight from Absalom.  I think this Levite fled with David, and in this psalm expresses his feelings as a Levite in exile, a fish out of water.  His chief concern is his longing to get back to the center of his life as a Levite: the sanctuary.”
  Cole, contra Henry, takes l to be an attribution of authorship to the Sons of Korah and, in particular, one son of Korah who was a close friend of David.  Thus, as with Henry, it is on the run from Absalom that these psalms are penned.


A third alternative looms much in contrast to both Henry and Cole.  Goulder concludes that the author is a national leader (as opposed to Cole arguing for a Levite) who had a role in religious ceremonies.  But the major divergence occurs with relation to occasion.  Goulder argues that the author is on a pilgrimage to Dan.  That this psalm centers on a journey to Dan, not a longing for Jerusalem, Goulder argues, explains why the psalmist is writing from northern Israel and is so familiar with the mountains, rivers and waterfalls in the area.  He writes, “It seems therefore that the whole of 42-43 can be accounted for without recourse to empty accounts of their particular features, the Jordan-Hermon-Mizar-cataracts-waves elements, or ‘symbolic’ explanations, or emendations of the text; once we allow the hypothesis that the setting has nothing to do with worship at Jerusalem, but is a national pilgrimage to Dan.”
  Goulder’s explanation, while reasonable, is unsatisfying and unconvincing for two reasons.  First, Psalm 43:3 reads, “Let them bring me to your holy mountain, to the place where you dwell.”  The “holy mountain” is Scripture is a reference to Mount Zion, in Jerusalem.  And the “place where you dwell” can be no other than the sanctuary in Jerusalem.  Additionally, Goulder speaks approvingly of this pilgrimage to Dan.  But in Jewish cult life, worship was only to be in Jerusalem.  In fact, Jeroboam is explicitly condemned in 1 Kings 12:25-30 for facilitating idolatrous worship in Dan.  It seems highly unlikely that God would have accepted a psalm written as part of a pilgrimage surrounding idolatrous worship.  

Thus, for those two reasons, it is necessary to reject Goulder’s suggestion for authorship and occasion of Psalms 42 and 43.  And as “of” seems preferable to “for” as a translation of the preposition, Cole’s theory that these psalms are not written by David, but rather by a son of Korah who happened also to be a loyal friend of David seems the most preferable alternative.  David and his friend, the psalmist of Psalms 42 and 43, though in exile in the north, long to return to the sanctuary of God.
Structure in Psalms 42 and 43 – Parallelism and Strophe


It has been a necessary process to study the relationship of these two psalms and their historical context prior to interpretation.  Likewise, proper interpretation will also hinge on their literary structure.  Hebrew poetry employs a variety of literary devices to accomplish the poet’s purposes in writing.  Meter, chiasm, parallelism and strophe are four examples of these devices.  Of these, parallelism and strophe will prove particularly significant in interpretation of Psalms 42 and 43.


Parallelism is the basic building block of Hebrew poetry.  Tremper Longman, in How to Read the Psalms, writes, “The single most common characteristic of Hebrew poetry is repetition, usually called parallelism.”
  C. Hassell Bullock similarly writes, “the heart of Hebrew poetry is a device called parallelism.”
  Parallelism occurs when two half lines, each called a colon, are put together to form a bicolon (or three colons to form a tricolon).  The significance of this, and this is the way that parallelism works, is that there is an intentional relationship between the first colon and the second.  Writes Longman, the second phrase “always carries forward the thought found in the first phrase in some way.”
  The second colon is always a development of the first.  Sometimes the second colon is merely a rephrasing of the first in different words (synonymous parallelism), sometimes the second will further develop or explain the first (repetitive parallelism) and sometimes an explicit analogy is developed between the first and second lines (emblematic parallelism).  While there are more types of parallelism, these stand as the primary devices employed with the psalms at hand.


“As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, O God” (Psalm 42:1).  These words are now familiar in this study and provide a clear demonstration of emblematic parallelism.  Through the use of “as,” a simile is developed comparing the soul of the psalmist to the deer.  While the first verse employs emblematic parallelism, the second verse uses repetitive parallelism.  “My soul thirsts for God, for the living God.  Where can I go and meet with God?” (Psalm 42:2).  The second colon, the question, explains the psalmist’s condition and why his soul longs so deeply for God.  He has not been in God’s presence in some time.  The first bicolon of the refrain provides an excellent example of synonymous parallelism, “Why are you downcast, O my soul?  Why so disturbed within me?” (Psalm 42:5, 11; 43:5).

Parallel lines are tremendously important in Hebrew poetry.  But often those lines come together to form a bigger thought unit.  This bigger unit, called a strophe, is the equivalent of a stanza of the poem.  While not always the case in Hebrew poetry, the refrains of Psalms 42 and 43 clearly delineate each strophe.  The refrains of 42:5, 42:11 and 43:5 close out each strophe, pre

paring the singer for progress in the poem.  Thus, the three refrains highlight the three strophes.  In these psalms, each strophe will serve as an act in a play moving the reader through the breadth of emotions and the ups and downs of the psalmist as he struggles to trust in the Lord in the midst of anguish.

Interpretation and the Meaning of Psalms 42 and 43 


Before moving on, a quick recap is in order.  Thus far, it has been established that Psalm 42 and 43 were, originally, a single psalm and should be interpreted as such.  This single poem appears to have been written by a close associate of David who fled with him, likely during the rebellion of Absalom against his father the king.  Though loyal to David, his heart aches to return to Jerusalem and enter the tabernacle in worship.  He longs to experience the presence of God once again.  The psalmist expressed his lament using two particular devices of Hebrew poetry: parallelism and strophic structure (built upon parallel lines).  

Thus, having undertaken an analysis of the intrinsic and extrinsic agents, it is now possible to mine for deeper meaning in these psalms.  The psalmist’s turmoil unfolds throughout the three strophes, thus is will be helpful to see a bird’s eye view of the movement from strophe to strophe.  The first strophe, consisting of 42:1-4, expresses the psalmist’s longing for God and ends with the refrain in 42:5-6a.  In the second strophe (42:6b-10), the psalmist’s anguish increases, believing himself to have been forsaken by God before returning again to the refrain (42:11).  The third strophe, consisting of the whole of Psalm 43, is a prayer for vindication (43:1-4) and ending, finally, with the refrain (43:5).
  With that big picture of the flow in mind, three primary themes can be traced through the poem.  The first theme is the psalmist’s longing for God’s presence.  The second theme is the names by which the psalmist refers to God and the third theme is the particular point of emphasis in the refrain.

First Strophe – Desperation

The first strophe is characterized by desperation.  When a lion sees a deer, the hunt is on for his prey.  The deer runs swiftly, cutting to the left and to the right.  He runs as far as possible, searching for safety.  Just when he thinks the chase is over and he has outwitted his assailant, the lion is back on his trail.  Finally finding a place of safety, the deer, winded and thirsty, begins his search for water.  But there is no water to be found.  This quest for water becomes the single focus of the deer’s life.  

It is this desperation and single-mindedness that the psalmist intentionally elicits in the first strophe of the psalm.  It is this sense of desperation that marks the psalmists longing for God’s presence.  He is in exile, far away from God’s presence, and his enemies are closing in upon him.  So often, people are commended when they “thirst for God.”  But Sinclair Ferguson, in his work, Deserted by God?, reminds us of the despondency that accompanies this type of thirsting, “Thirst for God is often thought of as a kind of evangelical virtue, a mark of true spirituality.  But we sometimes forget that the kind of thirst for God of which the Bible speaks is also a terrible experience.”
  The word for “soul” in “so my soul pants for you, O God” is the Hebrew word nefesh. In its semantic range, in addition to “soul,” nefesh also carries the connotation of “up to your neck” or “throat.”  This is not someone who would like some lemonade on a sunny spring day, but someone whose throat is scratchy and his neck is aching for the renewing touch of water.  The desert fathers referred to these times as “the dark night of the soul.”  He is separated from God and he is lonely and in anguish.  He is desperate for God’s presence.  Even while the psalmist asks, “When can I go and meet with God?” (42:2), he can feel his enemies nearing ask they mock, “Where is your God?” (42:3).  Concerning the theme of God’s presence, this first strophe leaves the psalmist desperate.

The second theme involves the name by which the psalmist calls upon God.  It is here that he attempts to remind himself of who is this God that he serves.  In the first strophe, he refers to God as “the living God” (42:2).  He may be desperate, thirsty for God’s presence.  There is not much hope to be found.  But what hope there is lies in the fact that the psalmist does not serve a dead and impotent god, but the “living God” who has power to act.

Which leads to the refrain.  The tension between the psalmist’s deep longing and his belief in a living God reaches its climax in the refrain as he declares, “Why are you downcast, O my soul?  Why so disturbed within me?  Put your hope in God, for I will yet praise him, my Savior and my God” (42:5).  The psalmist is caught in the struggle of his own torment and the goodness of his God.  Here, to end this first strophe, the psalmist argues with his own soul, probably unsuccessfully, to praise God.

Second Strophe – Depression

The psalmist is separated from God and the only cure he can even see would be to return to Jerusalem and enter the sanctuary.  He longs to return to the house of God and enter into the presence of God.  Yet that is not an option and so his desperation quickly turns to depression.  


The psalmist once again uses imagery to express the pain in his heart.  This picture, ironic given that the first dealt with a lack of water, is someone who is being drowned.  “Deep calls to deep in the roar of your waterfalls; all your waves and breakers have swept over me” (42:7).  The psalmist paints a picture of someone in the river or in the sea while the waves crash over him, about to drown him.  “Deep calls out to deep” expresses the depth of his anguish.  All his being cries out for help.  The pain is too much and he is drowning.  He is depressed because God has forgotten him.  “Why have you forgotten me?  Why must I go about mourning, oppressed by the enemy?” (42:9).  His enemies have enslaved him and God is nowhere to be found.  He again hears the taunts, “Where is your God?” (42:10).  That he has no answer leaves him utterly depressed.  


But once again he calls out to God for help.  After crying out to the “living God” in the first strophe, now he calls out to the “God of my life” (42:8) and “God my Rock” (42:9).  In the midst of waves that threaten to drown him and enemies that threaten to kill him, he holds on to the “Rock” that will never move.  


The refrain again interrupts the psalmist’s lament, this time with a new emphasis and attitude.  Where before he was desperate and his heart truly resonated with the first phrase about being downcast and disturbed, now he is attempting to hold, though depressed, to the hope that is only in God.  It is confidence in God and praising his name that will lead the psalmist out of his depression and despair.  

Third Strophe – Dependence leading to Delight

The psalmist has moved from desperation to depression and despair and now, in the third strophe, to dependence which will lead him to delight.  This is why it is so important to see Psalm 43 as the natural conclusion to Psalm 42.  Otherwise, the psalmist would be left in despair.  But in Psalm 43, though still feeling rejected by God and oppressed by his enemies (43:2), he trusts in God.  “Send forth your light and your truth, let them guide me; let them bring me to your holy mountain, to the place where you dwell” (43:3).  Surely God’s presence is the only thing that can quench his thirst and the smile of God is the only thing that can rescue him from his enemies.  With each echoing of the refrain, the psalmist reminded himself to praise God.  But until now, he has been unable to do so.  Now he praises God because he trusts that God will lead him into his presence.  “Then will I go to the altar of God, to God, my joy and my delight.  I will praise you with the harp, O God, my God” (43:4).  The psalmist is now learning dependence upon God, looking for his light and his truth to lead him.  And there is only one place that those who depend upon God’s light and truth will end up: in his very presence where they will find delight.  The longing of his heart and the cry of his lips has been for the presence of God.  Now, as the psalm concludes, he can taste and declare the joy of entering God’s presence.


It is by trusting in the “living God” that he survived desperation and by holding to “God my Rock” that he endured depression.  Now, in the third strophe, the psalmist declares God to be “God my stronghold.”  A stronghold is the place of sure victory because the defenses will not break.  The psalmist depends upon God to be his stronghold for victory and deliverance.


For the third and final time, the poem returns to the refrain.  The psalmist reiterates the first bicolon, “Why are you downcast, O my soul?  Why so disturbed within me?” (43:5).  But he does no not to express to anguish in his heart, but to remind himself of where he was and how foolish he was not to trust in God’s faithfulness.  The emphasis has fully moved to the second part of the refrain as he emphatically and enthusiastically declares, “Put your hope in God, for I will yet praise him, my Savior and my God” (43:5).

Epochal Adjustments

As with any Old Testament passage, faithful exegesis and interpretation of the text must move from the Old Testament text to the new covenant in Christ.  While the themes and questions raised by the psalmist in Psalms 42 and 43 could be addressed from several different New Testament passages, it is John 4 that resonates deeply with the concerns of the psalmist.  Jesus engages a Samaritan woman in conversation by asking her for something to drink.  It was a hot day in the desert and he was thirsty.  But he was merely thirsty for water that could be drawn from the well.  The woman was thirsting after something much deeper.  Even though she couldn’t articulate it herself, she was thirsting for something that would quench the thirst of her soul.  The deer from Psalm 42:1 could drink from the river but be thirsty again shortly.  But what both the psalmist and the Samaritan woman wanted was what only Jesus could offer as he declares to the woman, “Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst” (John 4:13-14).


Even still, the woman did not understand as she replied asking for this water that offered perpetual refreshment so she would not need to come back to the well to draw water.  But Jesus himself is the “living water” and all who would drink of him will never thirst (cf. John 6:35).


The psalmist was anguished because he was far from Mount Zion, the holy mountain of Israelite worship.  He longed to return to the place where he could experience God’s presence.  The Samaritan woman knew of the disagreements between the Jews and the Samaritans over where worship was to occur as she declared, “Our fathers worshiped on this mountain, but you Jews claim that he place where we must worship is in Jerusalem” (4:20).  One wanted to go to the place where he knew he could worship.  The other wanted to know the correct place to go for worship.  But Jesus’ response to the woman changes everything.  “Yet a time is coming and has now come when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for they are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks.  God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in spirit in truth,” (4:23-24) affirmed Jesus.  With these two short sentences, Jesus moved past the concerns of the Samaritan woman and overcame that which caused the desperation and depression for the psalmist.  Jesus promised the day when true worship could be anywhere that hearts are humbly bowed before God.


The psalmists concern was not merely for where he could worship, but where he could experience the presence of God.  His initial cry was “Where can I go and meet with God?” (Psalm 42:2).  In Christ, the presence of God came to earth in the form on man.  The Samaritan woman said, “I know that Messiah (called Christ) is coming.  When he comes, he will explain everything to us” (John 4:25).  Jesus’ simple response is overwhelming, “I who speak to you am he” (4:26).  Jesus brought the presence of God to bear on the world.  

Conclusion
One more story from the life of Christ is important here.  Just a few years after his encounter with the Samaritan woman, he was arrested and sentenced to crucifixion.  Hanging on the cross, in the final moments of his life, Jesus made a couple of noteworthy comments.  “I am thirsty,” he said in John 19:28.  And in Matthew 29:46 he cried, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  His thirsting means that no longer would we will never need to thirst as the psalmist did.  And that God forsook him means that the psalmist’s loneliness was temporary and that we will never need to experience life apart from God’s presence.  And Jesus’ final words, “It is finished” (John 19:30), mean that the enemies will not win and God will restore his people into his presence where they will find joy and delight forever.
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