Homiletics Analysis: Psalms 73

Content & Intent
This Text — Content
Psalm 73 is one of the most psychologically honest and theologically searching poems in the entire Psalter. It belongs to the Asaph collection (Psalms 73–83) and opens Book Three of the Psalter. The psalm moves through four distinct phases. First, Asaph states his conclusion upfront as a framing confession: God is good to Israel, to the pure in heart (v. 1). Then, with startling candor, he confesses that he nearly lost that conviction entirely — his feet almost slipped, his steps nearly stumbled (vv. 2–3). The cause: he was watching the wicked prosper. He catalogues their ease with painful specificity — no pangs in their death, no troubles like other men, pride as their necklace, violence as their garment, eyes swollen with fat, and a mouth that sets itself against heaven (vv. 4–12). The crisis deepens as Asaph draws the logical conclusion of what he had been observing: if the wicked flourish and the righteous suffer, then keeping his heart pure has been in vain, and he has been punished for nothing (vv. 13–14). He was on the edge — nearly apostate in thought, nearly a teacher of despair to the generation of God’s children.
The turn comes not through argument but through sanctuary. When Asaph went into the house of God, he perceived the end of the wicked (vv. 17–20). From the vantage point of worship, reality reorients. The wicked are set in slippery places; they are destroyed in a moment (vv. 18–19). They are like a dream when one awakens — insubstantial, temporary, already passing (v. 20). Asaph then turns his insight on himself: he was brutish and ignorant, like a beast before God — not evil, but worldly in his perception, evaluating everything from the wrong vantage point (vv. 21–22). The psalm closes with one of the most radically God-centered declarations in all of Scripture: Nevertheless I am continually with you (v. 23). God holds Asaph by his right hand, will guide him with counsel, and will afterward receive him to glory (vv. 23–24). With God, Asaph has everything; without God, nothing in heaven or earth satisfies (vv. 25–26). The psalm ends with a stark contrast: those who are far from God shall perish, but it is good — echoing v. 1 — to be near God. The LORD is Asaph’s refuge (vv. 27–28).
This Text — Intent
God is seeking to recalibrate the reader’s entire evaluative framework — to move the reader from horizontal sight (watching the wicked prosper and the righteous suffer) to vertical perception (seeing all of life from the vantage point of God’s presence, God’s counsel, and God’s eternal destination for His people). The psalm does not resolve the theodicy problem intellectually; it dissolves it doxologically. The intent is not to give the reader a tidy answer to suffering and injustice but to relocate the reader in God — to show that proximity to God is itself the answer, the inheritance, the portion, and the destination. God is using Asaph’s near-fall and recovery to call the reader away from envy-poisoned perception toward a worship-formed vision of reality.

Subject Sentence: The nearness of God outweighs every earthly inequity — and is itself the believer’s portion.

Primary Claim: God is calling the believer who is staggering under the apparent prosperity of the wicked to enter the sanctuary of His presence — where the end of the wicked is perceived, the sufficiency of God is grasped, and envy is replaced by a God-saturated contentment that no earthly calculus can produce.

Interpretive Evaluation
The structure and conclusion of the psalm — vv. 23–26 and the meaning of “glory”
The most significant interpretive question in Psalm 73 concerns verses 23–26, and in particular v. 24: “You guide me with your counsel, and afterward you will receive me to glory.” The word translated “glory” (kavod) and the verb “receive” (laqach) have generated substantial discussion. The question is whether Asaph is expressing confidence in a blessed afterlife — resurrection and eternal communion with God — or whether his horizon is entirely this-worldly: God will guide him through life and ultimately vindicate him before death in a manner that restores his honor.
The dispensational and some evangelical-critical readings favor the this-worldly interpretation, noting that a robust theology of individual resurrection was not fully developed in the pre-exilic period, and that kavod more naturally means “honor” or “dignity” rather than a transcendent destination. On this reading, Asaph is saying that God will guide him and ultimately restore his reputation in this life.
The Reformed reading, well represented by Calvin, Kidner, and Motyer, takes a stronger position: the language of v. 24 — particularly the verb laqach used of Enoch’s translation (Genesis 5:24) and Elijah’s ascent (2 Kings 2:10), and the declaration of v. 25 that God alone satisfies Asaph’s desire in heaven and on earth — presses toward something beyond temporal vindication. If God is Asaph’s portion “forever” (v. 26, le’olam), and if having God means nothing else in heaven or earth is desired, the horizon has expanded beyond this life. The theodicy problem that opens the psalm — why do the wicked flourish while the righteous suffer? — is not adequately resolved if the resolution is merely “God will vindicate you before you die.” The whole weight of the psalm presses toward an eternal resolution.
Verdict: The Reformed reading is preferred. The language of vv. 23–26, taken in its canonical context and in light of the specific vocabulary chosen (laqach, kavod, le’olam), gestures toward eternal communion with God as the resolution of the psalmist’s crisis. This does not require Asaph to have possessed a fully articulated doctrine of resurrection — the Spirit often moves the biblical writers to say more than they fully understand (1 Peter 1:10–12). The point is not systematic theology but doxological perception: the wicked’s end is destruction; the righteous man’s end is God himself. That contrast requires an eternal horizon to carry its weight.
The role of the sanctuary — vv. 16–17
A secondary interpretive issue concerns what it means that Asaph’s perception changed when he went “into the sanctuary of God” (v. 17). Charismatic and experiential readings sometimes treat this as a reference to a subjective spiritual experience — a moment of emotional breakthrough or revelatory encounter. The text does not support this. The sanctuary is the place of covenant worship, where God’s word is proclaimed and His reality is made present through the means of grace He has appointed. Asaph’s perception changed not because of an ecstatic experience but because worship reoriented his gaze — away from the wicked’s present prosperity and toward their ultimate destination. Acknowledge the charismatic instinct that worship transforms perception; qualify that this transformation in the psalm is cognitive and theological (he perceived their end) rather than primarily experiential or emotional. The mechanism is covenantal, not charismatic.
Anti-moralistic discipline
A common interpretive collapse in preaching this psalm is to read Asaph’s recovery as a moral achievement — he was faithful, he kept going to the sanctuary, he stayed the course, and therefore he was rewarded with clarity. This is Clowney’s anti-moralism concern in sharp relief. The psalm itself resists this: Asaph explicitly calls himself “brutish” and “ignorant” during the very period he was still attending the sanctuary. His recovery is not the fruit of his faithfulness — it is the fruit of God’s initiating grip. Verse 23 is the key: “Nevertheless I am continually with you; you hold my right hand.” God held Asaph during the near-fall. The sanctuary did not produce the grip; it revealed it. This is gospel logic, not moral achievement logic.

Key Canonical Support
· Habakkuk 3:17–19 — The prophet, facing total agricultural and economic collapse, declares that he will rejoice in the LORD regardless. Like Asaph, Habakkuk arrives at God-as-sufficient not through prosperity but through stripping away everything else. The LORD is his strength. These two texts are canonical twins in the Bible’s theology of God-sufficiency.
· Romans 8:18–25 — Paul’s argument that present sufferings are not worth comparing to future glory provides the New Testament doctrinal grounding for Asaph’s doxological intuition. The apparent inequity of present suffering is resolved not by changing the present calculus but by expanding the horizon into glory — the same move Psalm 73 makes, now stated with apostolic clarity.
· Philippians 4:11–13 — Paul’s “contentment in all circumstances” directly parallels Asaph’s arrival at God-as-portion in vv. 25–26. Crucially, Paul frames contentment as something learned — it is not natural and not the product of favorable circumstances. Asaph’s psalm is the Old Testament version of that same curriculum.
· Revelation 6:9–11 — The martyrs under the altar cry out, “How long?” — the same anguished horizontal question Asaph is asking. The answer given to the martyrs is not an explanation of the delay but a rest, a robe, and a promise. The resolution is eschatological and relational, not analytical — structurally identical to Psalm 73’s resolution.
· Genesis 5:24 / 2 Kings 2:10 — The use of laqach (“received”) in connection with Enoch and Elijah establishes the canonical semantic field for Psalm 73:24. Asaph is not merely invoking earthly vindication — the word itself carries the freight of divine reception into God’s own presence.

Aim: To lead the reader who is staggering under the apparent prosperity of the wicked and the apparent futility of righteousness to enter the sanctuary of God’s presence — where the eternal end of all things comes into view and God himself is perceived as the only portion worth having.
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	Confession of near-fall: feet almost slipped; cause was envy of the arrogant and prosperous wicked
	Stunning candor; Asaph does not begin with triumph but with near-apostasy

	4–6
	Description of the wicked’s ease: no pangs in death, no troubles as others have; pride and violence are their adornments
	The ease of the wicked is observed with precision — Asaph has been watching closely

	7–9
	The wicked’s eyes swell with fat; their hearts overflow with follies; they mock and speak evil; their tongue struts through the earth
	The wickedness is internal (heart) and external (speech and posture)

	10–11
	Even God’s people are drawn to the wicked; the wicked say God does not know and Most High has no knowledge
	The crisis spreads — God’s own people are being affected; theodicy is voiced by the wicked

	12
	Summary: the wicked are always at ease, their wealth increases
	The observed pattern stated in compressed, damning form

	13–14
	Asaph’s internal crisis: “In vain I have kept my heart clean”; he is stricken every morning
	The full weight of the crisis lands — the implied conclusion is that righteousness does not pay

	15
	Asaph’s restraint: he did not speak this publicly, lest he betray the generation of God’s children
	He held the crisis internally; faithfulness was maintained externally even while internally collapsing

	16
	He tried to understand — it was a wearisome task
	The intellectual/analytical approach failed; understanding could not come by his own effort

	17
	The turn: he went into the sanctuary and perceived the end of the wicked
	The pivot of the entire psalm — sanctuary, not analysis, provides the resolution

	18–19
	The wicked are on slippery places; they fall to ruin in a moment; they are swept away with terrors
	The eternal end of the wicked — their present ease is entirely temporary

	20
	Like a dream when one awakens — the LORD, on awaking, despises their phantoms
	The wicked’s prosperity is insubstantial, already dissolving — reality belongs to God

	21–22
	Asaph turns the lens on himself: he was embittered and pierced; he was brutish and ignorant — like a beast before God
	Self-diagnosis: his near-fall was not just emotional — it was perceptual and spiritual bestiality

	23
	Nevertheless: Asaph is continually with God; God holds his right hand
	The central declaration — “nevertheless” is the theological pivot word; God’s grip precedes and enables Asaph’s recovery

	24
	God will guide with counsel and afterward receive to glory
	The promise: present guidance and ultimate reception — the eternal horizon comes into view

	25–26
	With God, nothing else in heaven or earth is desired; flesh and heart fail, but God is the strength of heart and portion forever
	The climactic declaration of God-sufficiency — the most radically God-centered verses in the psalm

	27
	Those far from God shall perish; God destroys the unfaithful
	The negative counterpart: distance from God is destruction

	28
	It is good to be near God; the LORD God is Asaph’s refuge; he will tell of all God’s works
	Closing declaration — “good” echoes v. 1; nearness to God is declared the summum bonum; worship and testimony are the response
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	27–28
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Subject Sentence & Primary Claim (restated)
Subject Sentence: The nearness of God outweighs every earthly inequity — and is itself the believer’s portion.
Primary Claim: God is calling the believer who is staggering under the apparent prosperity of the wicked to enter the sanctuary of His presence — where the end of the wicked is perceived, the sufficiency of God is grasped, and envy is replaced by a God-saturated contentment that no earthly calculus can produce.

Applications (Five)
1. Bring your envy into the sanctuary rather than letting it fester in private. (Mind/Belief) Asaph did not resolve his crisis by thinking harder or praying more fervently in isolation. He went to the house of God — where the covenant reality of who God is and how history ends was set before him. If you are quietly poisoned by the success of someone who does not fear God — the colleague who got the promotion, the competitor who built the empire, the unbeliever whose life looks effortlessly blessed — the answer is not to suppress the envy or argue yourself out of it. The answer is to bring it into the presence of God and let worship restructure what you are seeing. Envy is a perception problem, and the sanctuary is where perception is corrected.
2. Stop running the numbers on your faithfulness and what it has cost you. (Affections/Worship) Asaph’s internal spiral in vv. 13–14 is the sound of a man who has been keeping accounts — measuring his righteousness against his suffering and finding the ledger deeply wrong. This accounting posture treats God as a paymaster rather than a Father and a Portion. If you have been keeping a similar ledger — tallying what faithfulness has cost you, what you have foregone, what pain you have absorbed that the wicked seem to avoid — repent of the accounting. The psalm does not say God will balance your ledger in this life. It says God is your portion. The inheritance is not fair treatment now; the inheritance is God forever. Stop auditing your relationship with God and start worshipping the God who holds your right hand even while you nearly fall.
3. Reckon with the full weight of what “the end” means — for the wicked and for you. (Mind/Belief) Asaph’s perception changed when he perceived the end of the wicked (v. 17). Not their present circumstances — their end. The wicked in Psalm 73 are not headed somewhere comfortable; they are on slippery places, moving toward a fall from which there is no recovery (vv. 18–19). Their prosperity is a dream that God will dispel on waking (v. 20). This is not abstract theology — it is a concrete recalibration of the time horizon on which you are evaluating your life and theirs. If your evaluative frame is the next five years, the wicked often look like they are winning. If your evaluative frame is eternity, the entire picture reorganizes. Deliberately and regularly reckon with where you are going and where they are going — and let that reckoning reshape how you interpret the apparent inequities of the present.
4. Let God’s grip on you be the foundation of your stability, not your grip on God. (Affections/Worship) Verse 23 is not Asaph saying “I held on to God.” It is Asaph saying “You hold my right hand.” The direction of the grip is decisive. Asaph was brutish and ignorant (vv. 21–22) — he was not holding on well. He nearly slipped. He was going under. And yet: nevertheless, he was continually with God, because God was holding him. The stability of the believer rests on divine initiative, not human perseverance-as-achievement. For those in a season of spiritual near-collapse — those who feel their faith is barely alive, their grip nearly gone — this text refuses to ground your standing in your performance. God held Asaph during the near-fall. He holds you. Rest your soul on the grip that is not yours.
5. Cultivate a practice of naming God as your specific, concrete sufficiency — not a general religious sentiment. (Will/Behavior) Asaph does not land on “God is generally good” or “faith matters.” He lands on a shockingly particular declaration: “Whom have I in heaven but you? And there is nothing on earth that I desire besides you” (v. 25). This is not pious hyperbole — it is the fruit of crisis, stripped of every competitor. The practice this calls for is concrete: identify what you actually desire alongside God — what you believe you need for life to be good, what you are anxious about losing, what success or security or relationship you have quietly elevated to necessity. Name those things. Then set Psalm 73:25 against them — not as a guilt-producing standard but as a declaration of what God is working in you. Bring those desires to God and ask Him to make himself more real to you than the things you fear losing.

Theological Importance
Theological Importance: Psalm 73 makes one of the Old Testament’s most radical statements about the nature and sufficiency of God. God is not merely a provider or a protector — He is the portion of His people, the substantive content of their inheritance (v. 26). The psalm presses a sharp distinction between God’s gifts and God himself, insisting that what the righteous possess — even when they possess nothing the wicked would envy — is not less than the wicked’s prosperity but infinitely more. The passage also makes a decisive theological claim about wisdom and perception: true understanding of reality is not available to the unaided mind engaging in horizontal comparison. It requires the vantage point of the sanctuary — the place where God’s covenant reality, His judgment, and His eternal purposes are set before the worshipping community. The failure of unaided analysis (v. 16) and the success of worshipping perception (v. 17) locate true wisdom not in autonomous reason but in covenant relationship and worship-formed sight.

Reformed Theological Significance
Reformed Theological Significance: Psalm 73 is a locus classicus for the Reformed doctrine of divine sufficiency and union with God as the ground of the believer’s joy and stability. Calvin treated this psalm as one of the clearest biblical expressions of what he called the “chief end” of the Christian life — knowing God and being known by Him. The psalm’s movement from envy to doxology is precisely the movement Reformed soteriology traces in the life of every believer: the idols of worldly prosperity are exposed as insufficient, the eternal weight of God’s presence and counsel is revealed, and the soul is reoriented to find its portion in God alone. The psalm also displays the grace-logic that is central to Reformed conviction: Asaph’s recovery is grounded not in his faithfulness but in God’s prior and sustaining grip (v. 23 — “you hold my right hand”). This is not moral achievement but sovereign grace active in and through the near-fall of a saint. The psalm’s canonical anticipation of resurrection glory in v. 24 further displays the Reformed insistence that covenant promises are not exhausted in temporal fulfillment — they press toward eschatological completion in Christ.

Main Takeaway
God is not a supplement to a satisfying life — He is the life. If you are watching the wicked prosper and wondering whether faithfulness is worth it, you have been running the wrong calculation on the wrong time horizon from the wrong vantage point. Go to the sanctuary. Perceive the end. And hear what God is saying to you from verse 23: I am holding your right hand. The portion you have in God — his presence now, his counsel through, and his glory at the end — is not a consolation prize for missing out on what the wicked have. It is the only thing worth having. Everything else is a dream that God will dispel on waking.

Preaching/Teaching Pitfalls
· Treating the psalm as primarily about theodicy and resolving the intellectual problem. The psalm does not resolve the theodicy problem intellectually — it dissolves it doxologically. A preacher who spends most of the sermon trying to explain why the wicked prosper (whether through appeals to free will, long-term divine timing, or eschatological justice as a concept) has missed the psalm’s actual movement. Asaph did not receive an explanation; he received a reorientation. The sermon’s movement must follow the psalm’s movement: from horizontal analysis to sanctuary-formed perception. The answer the psalm offers is not a doctrine about justice — it is an encounter with the God who is the believer’s portion.
· Moralizing Asaph’s recovery as a lesson in perseverance. “Keep going to church even when you struggle” is not the wrong advice, but it is not the psalm’s primary claim. If the sermon is structured as “Asaph was faithful, he kept attending the sanctuary, and God rewarded him with clarity” — the gospel has been evacuated and replaced with a moral example. The psalm explicitly grounds Asaph’s recovery in God’s grip on him (v. 23), not his grip on God. The mechanism is divine initiative and sustaining grace, not human faithfulness. Preach the grace before you preach the practice.
· Stopping the sermon at the pivot (vv. 17–20) without pressing through to vv. 23–28. Many expositions of Psalm 73 spend extensive time on the problem (vv. 2–16) and the pivot (vv. 17–20), landing the sermon on “the wicked will be judged — so stop worrying.” This is incomplete and, frankly, still leaves the listener with a somewhat vindictive resolution. The psalm does not climax at the wicked’s destruction — it climaxes at Asaph’s declaration of God-as-portion (vv. 25–26). The wicked’s end is not the good news; God’s nearness is the good news. The sermon must travel all the way to “Whom have I in heaven but you?” or it has not arrived at the psalm’s destination.
· Domesticating “God is my portion” into generic spiritual sentiment. Verses 25–26 are among the most radical declarations in the Psalter, and they are easily softened into a vague religious affirmation: “God is the most important thing.” The text says something sharper: there is nothing on earth I desire besides you. This is a claim about the sufficiency of God that puts every earthly desire in its proper subordination. Preaching must press this concretely — not let it float as a pious aspiration. What does it mean for this person, in this season, with these desires and fears, to say “there is nothing on earth that I desire besides you”? Make the congregation feel the sharpness of what is being claimed.
· Reading “received to glory” (v. 24) as certainly referring to a developed doctrine of resurrection without acknowledging the interpretive complexity. Reformed preachers rightly press toward the eternal horizon of v. 24, and this is the stronger reading. But overconfident claims that Asaph fully understood resurrection as the New Testament unfolds it can produce a flattened canonical reading. The better homiletical move is to acknowledge that the Spirit was pressing Asaph toward a horizon he perceived dimly, and then show how Christ’s resurrection and the New Testament’s developed eschatology fulfill and clarify what Asaph was reaching for. This honors both the progress of revelation and the genuine canonical weight of the language Asaph chose.
· Failing to address the pastoral emergency in the room. This psalm exists because real believers nearly lose their faith watching injustice. A preacher who delivers this exposition with clinical detachment has not read the room — or the psalm. Asaph’s candor about his near-fall, his bitterness, his brutish state of soul is a pastoral gift to every person sitting in the congregation who has never said these things out loud but has thought them. Create space for that acknowledgment. The sermon should feel, at some point, like permission — permission to say what Asaph said, and then to follow him where the sanctuary leads.
