A Message for Everyone: New Year 2023
Psalm 49

Psalm 49 is a psalmthatdeals in death, not for the sake of death, but for the sake of
the wisdom and understanding death teaches. It ends the first series of Korahite
psalmsinthe Psalter (42-49),'with awisdom psalm.ii It reads like a passage from
Job, Proverbs, or Ecclesiastes: For he sees that even the wise die; the fool and the
stupid alike must perish and leave their wealth to others (10). The psalm answers
the contradiction of the apparent prosperity of the wicked and the oppression of the
faithful and offers the solution thatthereis life beyond the grave for those whom
God redeems.iit [t will take another world to settle the issues of this world. The
psalm warns againstrelying on wealth as a sign of God’s approval and encourages
therighteous to faithfully persevere.

In the modern world, we spend our lives avoiding death. We have the uncanny
ability to pretend that our lives will go on forever. We cannotimaginea world that
does not haveus in it, so we createa story thathas us as the main character in it. v
The storyofour lives is not about us, however, itis about the God who made you
towhom you will give an account of your life.

When is the last time you thought of the fact that you will die? Not to consider the
day of our death is graveerror.

In the Medieval Christianworld of the 15% century, one of the most popular
literary works was Ars Moriendi, The Art of Dying. Through these writings the
Church taught its members to prepare for death and to minister to the dying.

As the Ars Moriendi of the Medieval church came in the Protestant tradition it was
set within the art of living.v Perhaps this shift was a needed correction. The idea
was the best preparation for dying is to remember deathand live in light of it.
Another shift has occurred in the modern Christian world. We avoid the topic
altogether and pretend like death doesn’thappen.

Psalm 49 urges us to prepare for death. This psalm teaches that death is coming for
every man and calls us to live in light of it.

The psalmhas three sections: an introduction that promises insightinto a riddle (1-
4), a stanza addressing the futility of relying on wealth (5-12), and a stanza
describingtheend of those who foolishly trust in wealth (13-20). Both stanzas



conclude with similar, proverb like refrains (12, 20) that move theargument ofthe
psalm from wealthas no cure for death to understanding as superior to wealth. vi

1. Consider the passing nature of your life (49:1-4)

The psalmistcalls on all peoplesto hearand give ear (1). Such a universal call to
mankind links the psalm themes in this series of Korahite psalms (eg. 47:1, 8-9).
Also, the theme of death links with the close of 48:14—Hewill guide us forever is
theidea of, He will guide us beyond death. Forever in 48:14 is the sameword in
49:10 translated die.

In case someone in the world thinks he is exempt from the psalmist’s call to hear,
he excludes exceptions by addressing both low and high, rich and poor together
(2). Is the psalmistsimply repeating and extending his meaning by following low
and high with the reverse rich and poor? Low is literally sons of humans (bene
adam), and high is literally sons of man (bene ish).vii The meaning could be all men
universally and each one individually whether rich or poor. The variationin
addressstresses thatall must listen. At any rate, the message of the psalmapplies
to everyonein the world. It is a message everyone needs to hear, both the believer

and the unbeliever.vii

The psalmistuses arareword for world (heled) that focuses on the passing nature
of human life. Life is temporary. It is brief. We have to make sense of it. The
transitional nature of life is a wakeup call to get our attention. The word not only
addresses the fleeting nature of time but, also, the passing nature of the times. The
message of the psalmisto all peoplein all times regardless of the popular notions
of the day. Death is sure in whatever age and cultural moment.

The world needs to hear the psalmist’s message of wisdom and understanding (3).
The teaching purpose of the psalm solvesthe riddle of life with the reality that
death marks the reversal of all injustice (4).

For the believer, considering the day of our death helps us live better, more
focused and faithful lives.

This universal call also calls on the unbeliever to consider death. If you arean
unbeliever, if you have not professed faith in Christ, have you considered that you,
my friend, someday will die? Y ou were made for so much more than simply living
a brief life—pursuinga career, talking on the phone, creating a social media
persona, playing games, eating fast food, and hanging with friends—and
disappearing in death.




The psalmistis confronting us with the temporary nature of our life and times.

2. Consider the irrationality of fear and the futility of trusting in riches in
light of the reality of death (49:5-12).

The psalmistbegins this stanzawith a rhetorical question: Why should | fear times
of trouble (ra’ evil)? The point is he should not fear when it seems that the moral
order is overturned by the prosperity of the wicked. He identifies those who would
sinfully cheat (aqgeb, heel) himas those who trust in their wealth and boast in their
riches (6). The word cheatis used in Genesis 3:15 of the enmity between the seed
of the woman and the seed of the serpent. The seed of the serpent would bruise his
heel. There is something abouttherighteous that the wicked find morally
objectionable. The psalmistasks, Why should I fear when the wicked try to trip me
up? Thereis no need to fear when the seed of the serpentstrikes at the heels of the
righteous.

The psalmistshowsthe flaw in the point of view of those who trust in wealth and
boastin riches (6). For all that wealth can do, it will not suffice as the ransom*to
God for one’s life, so that he can live on forever and escapethegrave (7, 9). Verse
8 is parenthetical, the ransom for one’s life is costly. Jesus said it well, For what
does it profit a manto gain the whole world and forfeit his soul? Forwhatcan a
man give in return for his soul? (MKk. 8:36-37). The psalmist says, the price is high,
noone can pay it (8).

In an interview, published in the New York Times, Michael Bloomberg quipped
that his liberal philanthropy - including his latest planto drop $50million battling
the NRA on gun control - should guarantee him a seat in the afterlife.

Bloombergsaid: 'l amtelling you if thereis a God, when I get to heaven I’m not
stoppingto beinterviewed. | am headingstraightin. | haveearned my place in
heaven. It’s not even close.™ Apparently, Mayor Bloomberg has decided the price

of a soul is about $50 million.

Thosewho think, somehow, they can buy their way out of death need but
recognize all men die (10). The wise die. The fool and stupid dietoo. The wealthy
can see this is the case. And when they die, they leave all of it to others. Inan
effort to gain immortality, they named lands after themselves, butin theend, they
occupy only their graves (11).

This stanza comes downto the proverbial refrain of verse 12: Man in in his pomp
will notremain; he is like the beasts that perish. Man is like a beast in this regard,
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he dies. Man was made for so much morethan to die like a beast. A helpful
reading of verse 12 is: No better than the beast that perish is the man who has
everything except a final lodging.XiMan in all his honor and splendor cannot
remain (lun, to lodge the night). Our housesare like hotels. Thereis no permanent

dwelling in this age.

Who are the wealthy of the world who trustand boast in riches? Some peopleare
objectively wealthy. Othersare comparatively wealthy. The psalmist himself was
in the priestly tribe. He was probably not hurting financially. There were to be no
pooramongthe people of God (Deut 15:4), but the psalmist saw some who trusted
in their wealth as a sign of righteousness regardless of how they obtained it, or
what they did with it.

Perhaps, we think of the wealthy solely as the Bloombergs of the world. We break
outall AOC onthe billionaires as if there is something wrong with being wealthy.
It just might be that we are wealthy who trust in riches. You don’thaveto be
objectively wealthy to trustinriches; you just haveto be greedy, envious, and
covetous. Perhapsyou’ve thought, I just wantenough money, so | don ‘thave to
worry. How much is that? We could budget and live within our means with
thanksgiving.

55% of the global populationearns $10K or less. I lived in the poorest country in
Europe for anumber of years. Itis easy to return home and be critical of the wealth
and ease of life here, especially the wealth of the church. But I soon got used to hot
water and $6 coffees. The critical attitude came from a bad place in me. The reality
Is thereare as many problemsrelated to wealth in the 3 world as thereare in the
1stworld. If money would solve the world’s problems here and there, they would
already be fixed. Theproblem intheworld is not poverty or wealth, it is not
trusting in God through the Lord Jesus Christ.

I don’tknowofany way as a believer, whether rich of poor, to be rightly related to
wealth other than to freely give. I don’t know ofany other waynot to trustin
riches.

3. Consider the irrationality of fear in light of the economy of eternity
(49:13-20).

In this last section, the contrast is with the end of the wicked and the end of the
righteous. The psalmist described the path of those who have foolish confidence in
themselves (13, cf. 10 foolhardy). All alongwealth has not been the problem but an
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example. Wealth is not the only thing that brings unfounded self-confidence. The
problem is an attitude of self-reliance that refuses to acknowledge dependence on
God. Perhaps it’sgood looks, athletic ability, or academic achievement. The list is
endless concerning the ways humans congratulate themselves and find a posseto
help them. I"'ll let you have some of my “cool ”if you will be in my fan club. The
problem is unfounded confidence about their future anda cheering squad that eggs
themon in their boasting (13b).

Theirony is, all the while they are being shepherded by death. Here Death is
personified. Their experience is the opposite of being shepherded through the
valley of the shadow of death by the LORD (cf. Ps. 23:4). Death rounds them up
and consumesthem (14a,c).

The morning (14b) is the moment God acts for his people. It signifies the dawn of
a new age in which theuprightrule. Suddenly, there is a reversal of fortunes. The
economy is measured differently. Therighteousrule in the Kingdom.

The contrastcontinuesin verse 15. How is it that the upright cometo rule? Death
ends the tyranny and injustice of the wicked and the suffering of the upright.
Unlike the wicked shepherded by death, God ransomsthe soul of the righteous
fromthe power of death and receives them (15). Jesus is the Great Shepherd of the
sheep (Heb 13:20). The Lamb is the shepherd of the upright, and he will guide
them to springs of living water (Rev. 7:17).

No man can pay aransomfor his own soul, the price is too high (7-8). But God has
ransomed our soulsthrough the offering of his own Son: The Son of Man came not
to be served butto serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many (Mk. 10:45).

The word receive (lagach) is the same word translated took in Genesis 5:24 when
Enoch walked with God, and hewas not, for God took him, and of the translation
of Elijah (2 Kgs. 2:3,5,9,10). God redeems his people and takes them to himself.
This verse comes to its full meaning in the gospel. Jesus died and rose again, and
he will raiseall those who have faith in him. Thatfinal day resolved every
injustice and all the suffering the people of God have experienced throughthe
ages.

As | worked through this text, | received news that a friend had died. He was 55. |
went to college with him. Kevin was faithful to the end. He preached last Sunday
and went homeand died. In the early 1980s, he sat in my living room and asked,
Whatdo you think aboutelection? That question set the stage for the rest of my life
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and his. He was a faithful preacher ofthe Word of God and a scholar. He never
married, he never pastored, and he lived his whole life in a small Mississippi
community. From there, he launched Prayer Closet Ministries and impacted people
across theworld. He spent his life praying for revival, engaging in evangelism and
spiritual warfare, and promoting the healing of believers in all aspects of their
being. What can we say about Dr. Meador’s life? He was faithful to theend. A
prophetand an evangelistand a teacher lived amongus and prayed for us. God has
vindicated his life and ministry. God has redeemed his soul from the power of
Sheol and received him into glory (15).

For this reason, the people of God have no need to fear when the wicked prosper,
when they think prosperity is God’s approval of them (16). What happens when
they die and carry nothing with them (17)? How will they then argue God’s
approval oftheir lives (18)? The basis of their reference is gone and gone will be
all opportunity to know God (19).

Man in all his honorand splendor lacking understanding perishes like the beasts
(20). We could read it like this: No better that the beasts that perish is the man who
has everything except spiritual understanding. i

Theriddleis solved. The Proverbrevealed. Riches have no staying powerand
cannot help oneavoiddeath (12). Self-reliance is the fatal error of those who trust
in themselves and not God (20).

The psalmist offers wisdom and understanding as he solves theriddle of human
existence, all men die. God ransoms His own from the power of death.



iSee Psalms 84-85 and 87-89 for the further Korahite psalms.

i Other wisdom psalms include Psalms 1,19,32,34,37,73,112,119, and 128; See Futato, Interpreting the Psalms,
171-173.Scholars are by no means agreed on the number of wisdom psalms. You can hear the echo of wisdom in
many psalms.
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topic of the prosperity of the wicked while the righteous suffer oppression and injustice. The psalmist calls on us
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