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A PLEA FOR GOD’S REMEMBRANCE—AS THE PEOPLE REMEMBER—SO, 

YAHWEH WILL RISE UP 

An Exegesis of Psalm 74 (NIV) 

A maskil of Asaph. 

 

A Plea for God’s Remembrance (1–3) 

An Address and Complaint to God Regarding Indefinite Rejection (1) 
1 O God, why have you rejected us forever? 

Why does your anger smolder against the sheep of your pasture? 

A Petition for God to Remember the Redeemed (2) 
2 Remember the nation you purchased long ago, 

the people of your inheritance, whom you redeemed— 

Mount Zion, where you dwelt. 

A Petition for God to Return to the Ruins (3) 
3 Turn your steps toward these everlasting ruins, 

all this destruction the enemy has brought on the sanctuary. 

 

Remembering the Roaring of Foes Who Brought Ruin (4–8) 
4 Your foes roared in the place where you met with us; 

they set up their standards as signs. 
5 They behaved like men wielding axes 

to cut through a thicket of trees. 
6 They smashed all the carved paneling 

with their axes and hatchets. 
7 They burned your sanctuary to the ground; 

they defiled the dwelling place of your Name. 
8 They said in their hearts, “We will crush them completely!” 

They burned every place where God was worshiped in the land. 

 

Restating the Complaint to God Regarding Indefinite Rejection while Exiled (9–11) 

Amid the Absence of Signs (9) 
9 We are given no signs from God; 

no prophets are left, 

and none of us knows how long this will be. 

Amid the Reviling of Enemies (10) 
10 How long will the enemy mock you, God? 

Will the foe revile your name forever? 

A Petition for God to Destroy Enemies (11) 
11 Why do you hold back your hand, your right hand? 

Take it from the folds of your garment and destroy them! 
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The People Remember God as King Who Brings Order and is Reliable: A Confession of 

Trust (12–17) 
12 But God is my King from long ago; 

he brings salvation on the earth. 
13 It was you who split open the sea by your power; 

you broke the heads of the monster in the waters. 
14 It was you who crushed the heads of Leviathan 

and gave it as food to the creatures of the desert. 
15 It was you who opened up springs and streams; 

you dried up the ever-flowing rivers. 
16 The day is yours, and yours also the night; 

you established the sun and moon. 
17 It was you who set all the boundaries of the earth; 

you made both summer and winter. 

 

A Plea for Yahweh, the People’s Orderly and Reliable King, to Rise Up (18–23) 

A Petition for Yahweh to Remember the Reviling and to Regard the Covenant (18–20) 
18 Remember how the enemy has mocked you, LORD, 

how foolish people have reviled your name. 
19 Do not hand over the life of your dove to wild beasts; 

do not forget the lives of your afflicted people forever. 
20 Have regard for your covenant, 

because haunts of violence fill the dark places of the land. 

A Petition for Yahweh to Prohibit Disgrace for People’s Praise (21)  
21 Do not let the oppressed retreat in disgrace; 

may the poor and needy praise your name. 

A Petition with a Motive for God to Act for God’s Sake (22–23) 
22 Rise up, O God, and defend your cause; 

remember how fools mock you all day long. 
23 Do not ignore the clamor of your adversaries, 

the uproar of your enemies, which rises continually. 
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Still confused, she gathered with others who shared the traumatic experiences that 

changed their lives and catapulted the community into the current chaotic state. While it had 

been months since the siege, days remained disoriented and dark without the familiar security of 

a place and people signaling God’s protective presence. Where was God now? Where was God 

then—when the envious enemies destroyed all reassuring emblems that empowered her people? 

 Still vividly recalling the ringing in her ears that muted the confused cries from those 

around her, she seeks a sense of understanding from those who remember the destruction of that 

day. Recalling the intense throbbing in her head from an unseen blow that has since subsided, the 

pain of people she loved that were killed or carted away still severely stings. Perhaps now, 

assembling again with those who remained would be a source of comfort and consolation.   

Such a scenario could describe a contemporary community of Christians under 

persecution in the Global South who have had their little church building burned down, their 

women raped, and young boys kidnapped and raised as ruthless warriors. The chaos and 

confusion described could also point to the aftermath of the Babylonian invasion upon Jerusalem 

when Judah’s Temple was destroyed and many of the people exiled. From this latter event, we 

have a communal lament1 in Psalm 74 that we can pray as a plea for God’s remembrance, as we 

remember, so God will rise up and contend with our suffering. 

Psalm 74 is the second psalm in the third book of the Psalter. One of twelve psalms 

attributed to Asaph,2 Psalm 74 exudes alienating fear over God’s abandonment amid the ruins 

 

 1. Components of Lament identifiable in Psalm 74 include the following: Address to God (1), Complaint 

(1, 9–11), Confession of trust (12–17), Petition (2–3, 11, 18–23), Motivation for God to act (22), Imprecation (11). 

Absent are Statement of assurance, and Vow of praise. 

2. Psalms 50, 73–83. The attribution to Asaph in the title does not presume Asaph’s authorship. 
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after the Babylonians destroyed Jerusalem and the Temple in 587 BCE. The psalmist, 

representing the community in this communal psalm of lament during a time of disorientation, 

expresses alienation, fear, indignation, suffering, loss, and uncertainty, which may describe the 

experiences of God’s people—both then and now.  

The term maskil in the title suggests that a lesson can be drawn from the past to inform 

the present,3 which also implies that perennial instability, or disorientation, is an anticipated 

experience of God’s people. Just as later Jewish communities in post-Exilic times could 

appropriate Psalm 74 when confronted with a sense of God’s absence and uncertainty, Christians 

today can seek recourse in this lament psalm to complain to God as a way of communicating that 

maintains divine communion amid disorienting despair.  

Richard J. Clifford’s division of Psalm 74 in three stages (Part 1 verses 1–11, Part 2 

verses 12–17, and Part 3 verses 18–23) offers a broader movement in this psalm.4 Part 1 is a 

complaint. Part 2 is considered a hymn, and Part 3 is a petition. Clifford’s structure helpfully 

illuminates the complaint component of a lament.  

Beth Tanner compellingly argues that Psalm 74 is “an extended plea for God to act” in 

her introduction.5 Throughout, Tanner not only highlights the characteristic plea of a lament 

psalm but also draws attention to aspects of this psalm intended to motivate God to act. 

 

 3. C. Hassell Bullock, Psalms: Psalms 73-150 (Teach the Text Commentary; Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 

2017), 9–17. 

4. Richard J. Clifford, Psalms 73-150 (Abingdon Old Testament Commentaries; Nashville: Abingdon 

Press, 2003), 15–17. 

 

5. Nancy L. Declaisse-Walford, Rolf A. Jacobson, and Beth Laneel Tanner, The Book of Psalms (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 2014), 354–357.   
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While I find such generalizing outlines appealing, they both seem over-simplified and fail 

to account for some of the more nuanced components of a lament.6 The framework utilized here 

intends to illuminate more clearly the elements of lament as subjective experiences that 

Christians can identify with and employ for our communications with God.  

A Plea for God’s Remembrance (1–3) 

Grieving over devastating destruction and desolation, the psalmist—identifying with the 

people of God in verse 1—complains to God regarding an indefinite period of divine rejection, 

which is restated in verses 9–11. As if to validate the complaint, the psalmist petitions God to 

“remember” both those once redeemed (2) and the ruins of the place God chose to dwell with 

them (3). The destruction of the Temple is depicted with the mentioning of “Mount Zion” in 

verse 2 and the “sanctuary” in verse 3.  

While it could be argued that other later events—such as the desecration of the Temple 

by Antiochus IV Epiphanies in 167 BCE—may serve as the historical backdrop for Psalm 74, the 

degree of destruction and the sense of abandonment by God expressed in this communal lament 

makes the Babylonian invasion of 587 BCE the prime salvation-historical candidate for the 

context of this psalm. James H. Waltner—after considering other possibilities for the historical 

setting of Psalm 74—also advocates for the 587 BCE Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem and 

the Temple.7 

 

6. J. Richard Middleton, The Form of Lament or Complaint Psalms (DMIN 865NE, Course Handout, 

2019). The typical components listed by Middleton are: Address to God, Complaint, Confession of trust, Petition, 

Statement of assurance, and Vow of praise—not necessarily in that order. 

 

7. James H. Waltner, Psalms (Believers Church Bible Commentary; Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 2006), 

362. 
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Geoffrey Grogan is another scholar who situates the composition of Psalm 74 within the 

Babylonian Exile and observes the psalm’s emotional similarities to the book of Lamentations. 8 

In doing so, Grogan suggests the worshipping community may have used Psalm 74 during one of 

the fasts recorded in Zechariah 7:1–7.9 Understanding the historical context of the psalm as it 

depicts people looking back on the Babylonian destruction deepens our understanding of the 

affective undercurrent in this lament, which enables our contemporary appropriation of it. Such 

consideration of context for emotional import is crucial for what follows. 

Remembering the Roaring of Foes Who Brought Ruin (4–8) 

The opening plea for God to remember in verses 1–3 seems to traumatically yank the 

psalmist’s recollections back to the wild, beastly roaring of the foes who brought this ruin upon 

God’s redeemed people (4–8). These verses vividly depict cataclysmic events as someone 

diagnosed with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder may experience a flashback. Trauma is the 

subjective emotional and physiological experience of a person or community to something 

unpleasant, and the Babylonian invasion of Judah left such a negative, long-lasting impression 

upon God’s people. 

While Bullock suggests that the other places of worship burned down in verse 8 were 

remnants of local sanctuaries that survived Josiah’s reforms (2 Kings 23),10 it is possible they 

were localized areas where people assembled to pray without offering sacrifices. Alternatively, 

 

8. Geoffrey W. Grogan, Psalms (The Two Horizons New Testament Commentary; Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2008), 135–136. 

9. Grogan, Psalms, 135–136. 

10. Bullock, Psalms: Psalms 73-150, 9–17. 
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this may hyperbolically signify the extent to which Jerusalem—a place and people blessed with 

God’s presence—had been decimated.  

By emphasizing the covenantal relationship between God and the people in verses 1–3, 

Willem A. VanGemeren draws out the psalmist’s “attempt to evoke a response from God” by 

designating the meeting place of verse 4 and the sanctuary of verse 7 as God’s and the location 

of God’s dwelling.11 It is the covenantal relationship established at the Exodus from Egypt and 

realized with the settlement of the Israelites in the Promised Land signified by the Temple—now 

razed to the ground—that, in turn, grounds Israel’s petition for God to “remember” what God’s 

enemies have done to God’s sacred space. 

Waltner’s commentary on Psalm 74—which he entitles “Remember Your 

Congregation”—highlights that the essential plea of the congregation is for God to “remember,” 

as stated in verse 2.12 The petition for God to remember is because the traumatic events of God’s 

people are unforgettable, and one may wonder if God had forgotten the horrendous atrocities that 

befell them. Verses 4–8 are a verbal reminder to God in light of the unsettling and indefinite 

period of God’s rejection. 

Restating the Complaint to God Regarding Indefinite Rejection while Exiled (9–11) 

A psalm was not written during the events but afterward while looking back and 

reflecting on the past. Psalm 74 is no different. After recalling the tragic Babylonian invasion 

and the traumatic experiences that accompanied it, that psalmist seems to assess the current 

 

11. Willem A. VanGemeren, Psalms (The Expositor's Bible Commentary 5; rev. ed.; Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan Academic, 2008), 569–570.  

 

12. Waltner, Psalms, 362–366.   

 



 

8 

 

situation of God’s people and realizes that the disorientation and chaos continue to linger with no 

end in sight. Are the suffering and insecurity a permanent condition? What remains after 

petitioning God to remember and return, but there is still no resolution nor rest? When left 

waiting upon God amid our uncertainty and confusion, what do we do? To maintain communion 

with God, we continue to communicate by restating our complaints! 

Verses 7–9 may be the voice of those exiled in Babylon or those who remain among the 

ruins in Jerusalem. Either way, the complaint of God’s indefinite rejection and prolonged 

absence is restated amid the lack of signs, when the prophetic voice proclaiming God’s 

anticipated return remained unspoken and the signs of God’s presence a distant memory (9). 

Filling the void of God’s presence and the prophetic word of comfort is the seemingly endless 

reviling of enemies (10).13 Verse 10 parallels the complaint of verse 1 and God’s apparent 

continuous rejection with the unceasing reviling of foes intent on mocking God, and this leads to 

an imprecatory petition for God to destroy these enemies (11). 

W. Dennis Tucker Jr. and Jamie A. Grant remind us that the experience of the psalmist is 

not due to God’s inability to protect the flock nor to impotence against the might of Babylon’s 

military but, instead, is grounded on God’s punishment for covenant violation that resulted in 

exile for God’s people.14 Understanding this is critical for grasping the psalmist’s plea to God, 

who can answer and save even if the people are ignorant about the cause of God’s anger (1).15 

 

 13. See Psalm 137. 

14. W. Dennis Tucker and Jamie A. Grant, Psalms, Volume 2 (The NIV Application Commentary; Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 2018), 80–83. 

15. Tucker, et al., Psalms, Volume 2, 86–89. 
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Such a questioning cry is far wiser than trying to articulate reasons for God’s wrath like Job’s 

miserable comforters. God is powerful to save, and the people know this from their past. 

The People Remember God as King Who Brings Order and is Reliable: 

A Confession of Trust (12–17) 

With the present condition and complaint reiterated (9–11), the psalmist reaches back 

further than the awful memories of verses 4–8 for a positive remembrance of God as King, who 

orderly redeemed the people with imagery depicting God as sovereign Creator able to conquer 

any chaotic-causing enemies (12–17). This God, who is a reliable King and Creator, is the 

psalmist’s powerful King and Redeemer who can be trusted. A glimmer of hope resides in this 

confession of trust in God’s power, which now becomes more personalized by designating God 

as “my King” in verse 12.16 

Tanner helpfully supplements the royal imagery of God explicitly stated in verse 12 by 

connecting the sheep imagery of verse 1 to the subjects of a king.17 With Clifford, Tanner also 

suggests that Psalm 74:12–17 is “hymnic” and potentially inserted by “a later editor.”18 

Regardless of whether these verses were original to the composition of the psalm or the work of 

a later redactor, there is a degree of ambiguity, especially for the contemporary reader. While it 

is clear that God is a powerful king able to shepherd previously redeemed sheep, in what way did 

God already “bring salvation on the earth” (12b)? 

 

 16. This may be due to a personalizing tendency developed in the Exilic and post-Exilic periods. 

17. Declaisse-Walford, et al., The Book of Psalms, 355. 

 

18. Declaisse-Walford, et al., The Book of Psalms, 356. 
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Some scholars see allusions to the Exodus in Psalm 74:12–15.19 For example, Waltner’s 

exegesis of Psalm 74:12–17 proves useful for connecting the historical Exodus event with the 

creational imagery of subduing chaos that was characteristic of the ancient Near East.20 For 

Waltner, these verses depict God’s defeat of Egypt, which was a redemptive-historical adversary. 

Alternatively, J. Richard Middleton examines the creational Chaoskampf elements in 

verses 12–14, noting similarities with Baal temple building myths in Ugaritic.21 While Middleton 

emphasizes the primordial creation-by-combat motif in this particular passage—rather than the 

historical vanquishing of enemies depicted as chaos creatures—he importantly highlights the 

conflict-free creational account of Genesis 1 to avoid the ethical repercussions of ontologizing 

violence in the imago Dei.22 Understanding these verses as creational imagery grounds the 

concluding appeals of Psalm 74 on Yahweh’s ordering of the cosmos at creation as the first act 

of salvation. Thus, petitioning Yahweh in Psalm 74 is grounded in God’s faithfulness to 

humanity through subduing chaos. 

VanGemeren demonstrates the tension of God’s people in the communal lament by 

contextualizing Psalm 74 within the Exile as the community mourns the destruction of the 

Temple while recalling the creative and redemptive powers of their covenant God.23 Exploring 

 

 19. See Waltner, Psalms, 363–364 and Grogan, Psalms, 135–136. 

20. Waltner, Psalms, 363–364. 

 

21. J. Richard Middleton, “Created in the Image of a Violent God? The Ethical Problem of the Conquest of 

Chaos in Biblical Creation Texts,” Interpretation: A Journal of Bible and Theology 58.4 (October 2004): 343–344. 

 

22. Middleton, “Created in the Image of a Violent God?", 350–355. 

 

23. VanGemeren, Psalms, 568.  
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the saving acts of God in the “hymnic praise” of verses 12–17, VanGermeren notes the biblical 

and extrabiblical Canaanite and Ugaritic imagery employed by the psalmist.24 

Understanding God’s act of creation as redemptive is insightful.25 Remembering that God 

overcame evil forces of chaos in light of the Babylonian invasion and Exile—the probable 

context of Psalm 74—would provide hope that God can, and will, act in such a manner on behalf 

of the people again. Remembering Yahweh in Psalm 74:12–17 provides assurance that Yahweh 

is powerfully able to answer the concluding petitions in verses 18–23 even after previously 

recalling the absence of all Mosaic covenantal signs (1–11).  

A Plea for Yahweh, the People’s Orderly and Reliable King, to Rise Up (18–23) 

In the final plea to Yahweh (18–23), the psalmist petitions the covenant God by name to 

“remember” the reviling of enemies and the vulnerability of God’s dove-like people (18–20). 

God’s people will praise God for remembering and regarding the covenant by prohibiting their 

disgrace (21). Lastly, the psalmist offers motivation for God to rise up against the continuing 

uproar of God’s enemies, which is, ultimately, for God’s own honorable sake (22–23).    

The first and only mention of the covenant name “YHWH” seems significant; because 

the divine Name denotes a relationship—a covenant with God who has specifically revealed 

God’s Self with accompanying promises and deeds. What this precise significance of the holy 

Name is as it relates to a particular covenant, however, remains obscure.  

 

24. VanGemeren, Psalms, 572–573. 

 
 25. Thanks to J. Richard Middleton for highlighting that the theme of creation-by-combat is redemptive as 

God’s initiating act of salvation for humanity. Also see, Jon D. Levenson, Creation and the Persistence of Evil, 

Reprint edition. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994). 
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John Goldingay critically observes that Psalm 74:20 contains the only direct plea for 

Yahweh to regard the “covenant” in the Psalms, and—in this observation—Goldingay raises the 

important question of which “covenant” God is petitioned to regard, primarily since the appeal to 

the Mosaic covenant while in Babylonian Exile would “backfire.”26 Goldingay considers the 

Davidic covenant.27 Bullock analyzes the canonical location of Psalm 74 in Book 3 of the 

Psalter, noting that Psalm 89 addresses the Davidic promise, which further informs the 

contextual concerns behind the tragedy of Psalm 74.28 Since there is an invocation of the name 

Yahweh, it would seem that the Davidic covenant is more probable than the earlier Noahic or 

Abrahamic covenants.29 

Of more considerable significance is the ultimate reason given for God to rise up, which 

is to act for God’s own integrity. This concluding petition further reveals a significant movement 

in this psalm of lament. In verse 1, the people complain about God rejecting them forever, but, in 

verse 10, the complaint shifts and centers on God’s name potentially being reviled forever. The 

naming of God in verse 18 accompanies the culminating petition for Yahweh to remember, and 

this concludes with a petition for God to defend the integrity of God’s name for the people’s 

praise in verses 21–23.   

 

26. John Goldingay, Psalms, Volume 2: Psalms 42-89 (Baker Commentary on the Old Testament Wisdom 

and Psalms; Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 433. 

 27. Goldingay, Psalms, Volume 2: Psalms 42-89, 433. See 2 Samuel 7. 

28. Bullock, Psalms: Psalms 73-150, 9–17. 

 
 29. Through a private correspondence in reviewing this paper, J. Richard Middleton noted “the Davidic 

covenant is clearly connected to a creation-oriented Chaoskampf in Psalm 89.”  
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This psalm has an assembly of people in a relationship with God in view. Psalm 74 is a 

corporate psalm of lament petitioning God to remember past promises and deeds toward a 

particular people. Because of the corporate nature of this lament, Psalm 74 is especially relevant 

for congregations of people suffering at the hands of those outside the group for identifying with 

God as their King, which makes those persecuting people enemies—not only of a particular 

congregation—but also of God. 

Like many of our pleas to God amid disorientation, Psalm 74 abruptly ends without a 

resolution resulting from divine intervention, so we wait. It has been months since the siege, and 

we continue to reel in confusion and chaos from a vicious onslaught. As we wait, various 

postures are available to us. We can abandon God—who we feel has abandoned us—and cease 

our complaints. We can resign ourselves to defeat with dignified deference to the divine like 

Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego before a blazing furnace. Or, with others who share in our 

suffering, we can continue in our longsuffering laments to God to rise up and recreate us from 

the ashes.  

A Conclusive Christian Cry 

In understanding the Christian significance of Psalm 74, Bullock asserts that God is both 

the subject of our petitions as the sovereign ruler of the cosmos in control of history—even amid 

our experiences of disorientation—and the object of our suffering that was willingly endured by 

Christ, God incarnate, who identified with us in our grief and laments.30 Additionally, Tucker 

boldly demonstrates the significance for Christians regarding sacred space once represented by 

the Temple in Jerusalem and now transformed by the coming of Christ whose body is the new 

 

30. Bullock, Psalms: Psalms 73-150, 9–17. See Matthew 27:46 (cf. Psalm 22:1). 
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Temple (John 2:19–22) and whose followers are living stones by the indwelling of the Holy 

Spirit (1 Peter 2:5).31  

Temple imagery, coupled with God as kingly shepherd fully revealed in Jesus Christ as 

the Good Shepherd of God’s eschatological flock (John 10), has significant implications for 

Christians today. The Jerusalem Temple (in 587 BCE and again in 70 CE), Jesus on the Cross, 

members of the Body of Christ scattered throughout the world, and the very Earth in which we 

live, all comprise God’s holy temple—and all have either faced or are currently facing 

destruction.  

Psalm 74 graciously gives us the vocabulary to express our emotions in intimate 

communion with God through communicating our complaints amid disorientation and 

disillusionment. The Revelation shows this form of lament beautifully as the loud cries of the 

slain, “How long, Sovereign Lord,” are transformed to a new song in the presence of the Lamb 

after waiting through this present time of tribulation (Revelation 6:9–11; 14:1–5 NIV). Such is 

our Christian hope. 

Any person experiencing the absence of God and questioning how long enemies (human 

or viral) will leave them in ruins may find familiarity within—and comfort from—this lament 

psalm. Of significance is the ability to call upon God even when all visible signs of God’s 

presence are absent. A particular space, structure, or accouterments cannot constrain God.  

 

 

 

31. Tucker, et al., Psalms, Volume 2, 90–92. 
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As Christians, we have seen God rise up unexpectedly from the ashes of the grave to act 

on our behalf, delivering us from death and destruction. During this Easter season amid 

coronavirus confusion, we have a cry recognizing God’s definitive act of rising up on our behalf, 

which we faithfully remember—Christ is Risen! Alleluia!  
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