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Psalm 74 – How Long, O LORD?  
Waiting for God when the Bottom Has Dropped Out 

I. GENRE:  Communal Lament 

A. Psalm 74 is a sad song for the whole congregation (or what’s 
left of it) after the destruction of the temple. 

1. The psalm speaks for God’s people as a whole and often 
uses “we” and “us,” indicating that this a corporate song. 

2. The “my” in v. 12 is the voice of the psalmist, acting as a 
representative of the people. 

B. It does not contain all the features commonly found in laments, 
and it includes some unusual features (such as the hymn in vv. 
12-17). But it is clearly a lament with profound power. 

II. SETTING & USAGE 

A. AUTHOR: An Asaphite (A Descendant of “Asaph”)  

1. Pss 73-83 (as well as Ps 50) are all credited to Asaph. 

1. Asaph was the chief musician appointed by David. His 
brother, Heman (Ps 88), & another musician named 
Ethan were the chief worship leaders of the Levites. 

2. Asaph’s descendants were active when worship was 
restored in 536 BC. Ezra 3:10. 

2. Ps 74 was written after the Babylonian overthrow in 586 
BC, some 400 years after David’s time. This psalm was most 
likely written by one of Asaph’s descendants. 

a. Psalm 73 might also have been by an Asaphite. 

b. It’s not inconceivable that this Asaphite even went 
by the name “Asaph,” but that can’t be proven. 

B. BACKGROUND: The Babylonian destruction of the Temple in 
586 BC. 

1. This was the most seismic disappointment experienced by 
Israel since she had been in Egypt. 

2. The heart of the Mosaic Covenant was that God would be 
dwell with His people to bless them so long as they kept 
the terms of the covenant. Exodus 25:8; 29:45-46. 

3. God’s allowing the temple to be ruined indicated that God 
had abandoned his home and left them in judgment. 

C. USAGE 

1. After the temple’s destruction, a minimal amount of 
worship continued on the site for a time. Songs like this 
one and the poems of Lamentations might have provided 
material for public prayers at the site. 

2. In the years and generations that followed, this sad song 
served as prayer guide for Jews in the exile. 

D. PLACEMENT 

1. Psalm 74 is part of the 3rd book of the Pss (73-89). 

a. This collection mostly contains psalms written by the 
teams of musicians appointed by David. Only Ps 86 is 
by David himself. 

b. This collection of poems favors the name “God.” 

2. Pss. 73 and 74 share some features in common. 

a. They both focus on the sanctuary. In Ps 73, it is the 
place where clarity is gained (73:17). In Ps 74, it is the 
place of mourning over its destruction. 

b. The rare word “ruin” is found only in 73:18 & 74:3. 

c. Both view the success of the wicked. Ps 73 promises the 
faithless will be put down. Ps 74 prays it to be so. 

3. Pss 74-76 all stress God’s wrath, salvation, & special name. 

III. STRUCTURE: Complaint of Desertion (vv. 1-11), Hymn of 
Confidence (12-17), Pleas for Vindication (18-23). 

A. The opening portion (1-11) pleads for God’s mercy after 
allowing the destruction of the temple. The devastation is 
recounted in graphic detail. This portion begins and ends with 
questions for God about why & how long the ordeal must last. 

B. The middle portion (12-17) stands out as a hymn of confidence 
in God as the King of creation. God is described as having 
mastery over the mythic powers of evil, and He is in complete 
control of the creation. This makes the overthrow of His house 
even more shocking. 

C. The final portion (18-23) is loaded with pleas for God to defend 
his honor and restore dignity to His people for His name’s sake. 
The two halves are signaled by the direct addresses to God. 

D. The verb forms in the Hebrew text mark out the subsections as 
they repeatedly shift between descriptions of events (1, 4-8, 
12-17) and forceful requests (2-3, 10-11, 18-23). 

IV. NOTES: 

A. REPEATED WORDS:  

1. There are repeated questions about their suffering: why & 
how long (vv. 1, 10-11).  

2. Terms of continuousness are used in vv. 2, 3, 10, 12, 19, 23; 
but some things described as “forever” only seem to be so. 

B. REDEMPTIVE HISTORY:  

1. Verse 2 reminds God of how he brought Israel out of Egypt, 
into the land, and how He made his home on the holy hill 
of Zion—a place He has now deserted.  



2. Verse 20 asks God to remember the covenant he’d made 
with his people, perhaps referring to the Abrahamic 
Covenant or the Davidic Covenant. (The Mosaic Covenant 
was fulfilled in their judgment.) 

C. BAD SIGNS:  

1. In v. 4 the enemy armies had erected signs in the temple 
courtyard, probably military ensigns that bore the names 
or images of pagan gods.  

2. In v. 9 the song laments that Israel was without any 
prophetic signs or indicators that these troubles would go 
away anytime soon. 

D. GOD’S SEEMING INACTION: The psalm repeatedly urges God to 
do something and can’t understand why He hasn’t acted. Verse 
11 implies that He’s kept His hand in his robe instead of 
wielding it in action to bring deliverance. 

E. GOD’S COSMIC VICTORY: Vv. 13-14 describe God’s power in 
epic terms, celebrating Him as the defeater of dragons & 
monsters of chaos. These images are borrowed from pagan 
mythology where the sea is the god of chaos. In other cultures 
around Israel, mythic creatures like Leviathan have 7 heads 
which threaten all in their way (cf. Rev. 12:3-9). The psalm uses 
these mythic images against pagan thought, giving a story line 
that’s found nowhere else. These vv. are not a video of 
historical events, but a mythopoetic description of God’s 
sovereignty over all the cosmos. What is described in mythic 
terms in vv. 13-14 is told in more realistic terms in vv. 15-17 
where God is shown to be in complete control of His creation. 

 

 

 

Canaanite 
pendant of 

man bowing 
before a 

seven headed 
monster. 


