
Psalm 85
A Promise of Hope and a Way Forward
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Psalm 85
● Korah - A cousin of Moses and Aaron (Ex 6:18,20-21)

– Destroyed for challenging Aaron's family as priests (Num 16:1-40)

– His sons survived (Num 26:9-11)

– They were known as those who sang praises to God (cf. I Chron 6:31-
37-39, II Chron 20:19)

– The Psalm may have been composed by them but was more likely 
sung by them as part of the temple worship
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Restored or Punished?
● The transition from a statement that God has restored the fortunes of Jacob 

to a plea for God to restore the nation seems awkward.  Soncino explains:
● "The reaction of the captives from Babylon who had come back to the 

homeland are vividly mirrored in this Psalm.  Depressed by the sense of 
desolation which confronted them and the magnitude of the task of 
reconstruction, they pray that the Divine anger which had sanctioned the 
national disaster may be wholly withdrawn so that they can look forward to 
the future with confidence.  A reply comes to their petition, a heartwarming 
assurance that all will be well."

● On the other hand, A Catholic Commentary on Holy Scripture sees it as 
prophetic, i.e., a day of restoration is promised but the current state is one 
of punishment and devastation
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Psalm 85
● v2 – Return or restore the captivity - idiomatic expression meaning 

to bring back from captivity
● v3 – Powerful word images

– Forgive - literally lifted up - cf. Ps 65:3 (JPS, NABRE)

– Pardon - literally cover - Ps 32:1

● v4 - Literally "gathered in" your wrath (Soncino supported by BDB)
● v5 - after bringing us back to the land now so desolate, please 

restore it to its former glory
● v6 - As long as the nation lay desolate, even though brought back to 

their land, it would appear that God was still disciplining them for 
their national sins
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Psalm 85
● v7 – "You" is emphatic - Soncino

– cf. Ps 51:8, 12-15

● v9 - N.B. the parallelism
– Speak peace - cf. Est 10:3 - sometimes translated "seek the welfare"
– There are two very different translations of the end of this verse:

● "to those who return with their heart unto him" (RSV, Rotherham)
● "but let them not return to folly" (NIV, NASB, JPS, Interlinear)

– I do not see any notes about it being a textual variant so I assume it is a 
translation difference

● v10 - cf. Ps 145:18(19), Rom 10:6-8, Deut 30:11-20
– N.B. the cause and effect relationship
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Psalm 85
● v11 – Variously translated, mercy or lovingkindness and faithfulness or 

truth.  Alternatives supported by BDB
– Kissed - not romantically but as in sealing an agreement – cf. Eze 34:25-27

– Soncino sees this describing cooperation between God and man, i.e., where 
human fidelity exists, it is met by God's loving kindness, and righteousness 
produces peace - cf. Is 32:17.  Christians might see this in a different light

– Note the importance of the combination, neither kindness without fidelity nor 
fidelity without kindness - cf. John 1:14, 17

– Righteousness and Peace - e.g., John 8:10-11

– If we fail to integrate lovingkindness with fidelity or peace with righteousness, 
we will be no better than the Pharisees - cf. James 3:18 and note that James 
reverses the order of Is 32:17
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Psalm 85
● v12 – Soncino again sees this as cooperation between men and God, 

i.e., when men sow fidelity in the Earth, God blesses it with 
righteousness from Heaven
– Christians would also see cooperation between Earth and Heaven but in the 

person of Jesus, fully human and fully divine who brings true righteousness to 
our humanity - Phili 3:9, Rom 8:3-4, John 1:14

● v13 - cf. Lev 26:3-4, Deut 28:1-14
– Which good is God giving to Christians - Col 3:1-2, Matt 6:24-34 (part of the 

same sermon as Matt 5:10-13)

● v14 - It is unclear from the text if it is God making a way or 
righteousness making a way to God
– We see the answer in Jesus - cf. John 14:6, Luke 1:79
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