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LOOK BACK, LISTEN AND LEARN! 

Psalm 78: 1-72 and Matthew 13: 34, 35 – Pastor Richard P. Carlson 

 

Beloved, the past holds lessons for the present. “Those who cannot remember the 

past are condemned to repeat it." Those are the words of George Santayana. The 

Lord says it the best in Psalm 78: 1-4, with the psalmist and prophet Asaph saying, 

“Give ear, O my people, to my teaching; incline your ears to the words of my 

mouth! I will open my mouth in a parable; I will utter dark sayings from of old, 

things that we have heard and known, that our fathers have told us.  We will not 

hide them from their children, but tell to the coming generation the glorious deeds 

of the LORD, and His might, and the wonders that He has done.” Psalm 78 is one of 

the 12 psalms of Asaph. It is one of 13 psalms with the title of Maskil, which 

means a psalm of instruction God’s people were to memorize, and this includes all 

the Hebrew children. It is God’s will that these lessons from the past are to be 

taught and declared to our children, our family and our church family 

continuously. God wants continuity from generation to generation—that no lapse 

occurs, but that until Jesus returns there is a smooth handoff of the history of Israel 

and of the work of God among His people from generation to generation. This 

means our task of teaching the next generation is indefinitely long—unending on 

earth, as Daniel Webster would say, in perpetuity.  

 

Notice in Psalm 78: 5-8 that perpetuity and continuity are what Asaph is all about. 

Listen. “He established a testimony in Jacob, and appointed a law in Israel, which 

He commanded our fathers to teach to their children, that the next generation might 

know them, the children yet unborn, and arise and tell them to their children, so 

that they should set their hope in God, and not forget the works of God, but keep 

his commandments; and that they should not be like their fathers, a stubborn and 

rebellious generation, a generation whose heart was not steadfast, whose spirit was 

not faithful to God.” Beloved, none of us can afford to forget the past, full as it is 

of both encouragement and warning. As we move to Psalm 78: 9, the subject under 

discussion is the Ephraimites. They are the integral subject and target and focus of 

Asaph’s history lesson. The whole purpose of Psalm 78 revolves around the 

Ephraimites, which is another way of saying the ten northern tribes of Israel. We 

find their names in verse 9-11, and in verses 67-68. These first eight verses are the 

introduction to Psalm 78. Now Asaph divides up this teaching of Psalm 78 to our 

children into seven sections or seven subjects, seven questions or seven history 

lessons we must learn from. What are these seven history lessons or questions? 

 

CHILDREN, WHAT HAPPENS WHEN GOD’S PEOPLE TURN THEIR 

BACKS ON GOD?  (I.) Listen to Asaph tell the story in Psalm 78: 9-11. “The 

Ephraimites, armed with the bow, turned back on the day of battle. They did not 
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keep God's covenant, but refused to walk according to His law. They forgot His 

works and the wonders that He had shown them.” This turning back is the very 

heart of treachery with God. This psalm is out to teach us and the psalm calls us to 

teach our children that the actions of God towards us are conditionally based on the 

conduct of each one of us. That is, the divine promises are not inalienable gifts or 

rights granted to Israel or to God’s church. Rather God’s blessings are granted to 

those who willingly obey God’s Word, His will and His promptings, to those who 

willingly cooperate with God in the moral government of His world.  

 

The sad history lesson about Ephraim or the ten northern tribes of Israel is an 

illustration of this sad and solemn truth. Ephraim, the first of the tribes, became last 

and Judah, the last, became first, according to their responses to God. Ephraim, at 

first, the possessor of the national Sanctuary of Shiloh, was where God’s 

tabernacle dwelt with the Ark of God inside. Shiloh, part of Ephraim, was the 

ruling tribe of the confederacy of ten tribes. This was the case during the whole era 

of Joshua and the Judges. Ephraim fell away from God and began worshipping the 

idols of the heathen around them. Ephraim lost sight of her mission for God, and 

she allowed the Ark of God, the Ark of the covenant, symbolic of God’s mighty 

presence, to fall into the hands of the Philistines. The result of that awful falling 

away in the days of Eli, meant that Ephraim forfeited the blessings that God 

planned to give to her, and the ten tribes were scattered all over the earth among 

the heathen. So how do we teach this lesson to our children?  

 

Let’s try for a moment. What is a Christian? Keith Green, before he died defined a 

Christian as “Somebody who is bananas for Jesus.” The apostle Paul said in I 

Corinthians 4: 10, “We are fools for Christ’s sake.” Let me define a Christian, if I 

might try. “Like a young man in love with a young woman, a Christian is flipped, 

head over heels for Jesus.” Ephraim was flipped, head over heels, but not for God, 

but for two golden calves. Let me test you and me with five penetrating questions 

that may well tell the story of who we are head over heels for, God or the god of 

this world. Here they are: Which disturbs you most, as you honestly examine your 

heart? (1) A person dying without Christ bound for hell, or a new ugly dent or 

scratch on your car? (2) Missing your devotional time or quiet time or missing the 

NBA or NFL playoffs? (3) Your tithes and offerings decreasing to God or your 

missing a promotion you wanted? (4) Missing the fellowship of believers on 

Sundays or Wednesdays or missing a fishing trip to the Gorge? and (5) 

Unconfessed sin in your own life or being served burned food for supper?  

Children, what happens when we turn our backs on God? Lesson # 2: 

 

CHILDREN, WHAT WONDERS HAS GOD DONE FOR HIS PEOPLE? (II.) 

Psalm 78: 12-16 is abundantly clear. “In the sight of their fathers He performed 
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wonders, in the land of Egypt, in the fields of Zoan. He divided the sea and let 

them pass through it, and made the waters stand like a heap. In the daytime He led 

them with a cloud, and all the night with a fiery light, He split rocks in the 

wilderness and gave them drink abundantly as from the deep. He made streams 

come out of the rock and caused waters to flow down like rivers.” So I ask us all, is 

it God who has turned His back on us, or us who have turned our backs on Him 

and His mighty wonders? Do you know the most popular form of coping with 

stress right now in America? It’s quitting. Turning back. Just like Ephraim who 

turned back on the day of battle, even many Christians in America would rather 

switch than fight the good fight of faith. If marriage gets tough, the American 

watchword is “Get out!” If school is too hard, the watchword is “Quit!” If 

problems on the job occur and we get flack, the watchword is “Don’t put up with 

it. Get a new job!” If society turns you off, the watchword is “Drop out, get high 

on drugs and forget your problems.” If the Gospel your preacher is preaching 

places too much responsibility on you, the watchword is “Seek a more seeker-

friendly Gospel, a more watered down word that doesn’t bind you to 

commitment.” In the face of God’s mighty wonders, millions of professing 

believers, turn back in the day of battle, in love with the world, like Lot’s wife, 

who turned back and became a pillar of salt. It makes me think of one of God’s 

mightiest wonders—the hymnwriter knowing how fickle all of us can be wrote, “O 

the wonder of it all, the wonder of it, just to think that God loves me, O the wonder 

of it all, the wonder of it all, just to think that God loves me.” Thirdly,  

CHILDREN, WHAT INGRATITUDE DO WE OFTEN GIVE GOD IN 

RETURN FOR HIS GOODNESS? (III.) Notice Psalm 78: 17-31. “Yet they 

sinned still more against Him, rebelling against the Most High in the desert. They 

tested God in their heart by demanding the food they craved. They spoke against 

God, saying, “Can God spread a table in the wilderness? He struck the rock so that 

water gushed out and streams overflowed. Can He also give bread or provide meat 

for His people?” Therefore, when the LORD heard, He was full of wrath; a fire was 

kindled against Jacob; His anger rose against Israel, because they did not believe in 

God and did not trust His saving power. Yet He commanded the skies above and 

opened the doors of heaven, and He rained down on them manna to eat and gave 

them the grain of heaven. Man ate of the bread of the angels; He sent them food in 

abundance. He caused the east wind to blow in the heavens, and by His power He 

rained meat on them like dust, winged birds like the sand of the seas; He let them 

fall in the midst of their camp, all around their dwellings. And they ate and were 

well filled, for He gave them what they craved. But before they had satisfied their 

craving, while the food was still in their mouths, the anger of God rose against 

them, and he killed the strongest of them and laid low the young men of Israel.” 

Despite the behavior of God’s people, He fed them both manna and quails, because 
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He heard their cries and their cravings. Psalm 106: 14, 15 explain it more. We read 

there, “But they had a wanton (meaning a lustful, covetous, undisciplined) craving 

in the wilderness, and put God to the test in the desert; He gave them what they 

asked, but send a wasting disease among them.” Beloved, sometimes it would be 

much better if some of our lustful, wanton prayers were not answered.  Fourthly, 

what are we to continually teach our children about the past? 

CHILDREN, WHAT GOOD OFTEN, IS GOD’S DISCIPLINE OF US, AND 

HOW TEMPORARY AND SUPERFICIAL IS OUR REPENTANCE? (IV.) 

Psalm 78: 32-39 tells the story: “In spite of all this, they still sinned; despite His 

wonders, they did not believe. So He made their days vanish like a breath, and 

their years in terror. When He killed them, they sought Him; they repented and 

sought God earnestly. They remembered that God was their rock, the Most High 

God their redeemer. But they flattered Him with their mouths; they lied to Him 

with their tongues. Their heart was not steadfast toward Him; they were not 

faithful to His covenant. Yet He, being compassionate, atoned for their iniquity 

and did not destroy them; He restrained His anger often and did not stir up all His 

wrath. He remembered that they were but flesh, a wind that passes and comes not 

again.” God has little doubt about what to do with us to help us seek Him again 

when we turn our backs. He takes us to the woodshed. When the people of God 

began to suffer, they sought the Lord. Yet, sadly, it was faulty repentance, because 

it was for themselves they were sorry. It was not because of their sins. Their 

repentance was shallow. They were dead wrong inside. The root of their sin was 

not repented of. When we repent, God determines the truth of our repentance by 

looking at our attitude toward Him, not primarily because of what we say with our 

lips. W. Graham Scroggie once said, “The faith of many people is from the teeth 

out.” Yet despite temporary repentance and superficial turning around, God still 

remembered His people were just flesh, made of dust. Fifthly,  

CHILDREN, WHAT DOES GOD DO FOR US DESPITE OUR FREQUENT 

REBELLION AND GRIEVINNG OF HIM AND TESTING OF HIM? (V.) It 

doesn’t add up to any kind of sense. Why doesn’t God just wipe us off His map? 

Notice Psalm 78: 40-55. “How often they rebelled against Him in the wilderness 

and grieved Him in the desert! They tested God again and again and provoked the 

Holy One of Israel. They did not remember His power, or the day when He 

redeemed them from the foe, when He performed His signs in Egypt and His 

marvels in the fields of Zoan, (the place of the ten plagues in Egypt). He turned 

their rivers to blood, so that they could not drink of their streams. He sent among 

them swarms of flies, which devoured them, and frogs, which destroyed them. He 

gave their crops to the destroying locust and the fruit of their labor to the locust. 

He destroyed their vines with hail and their sycamores with frost. He gave over 
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their cattle to the hail and their flocks to thunderbolts. He let loose on them His 

burning anger, wrath, indignation, and distress, a company of destroying angels. 

He made a path for His anger; He did not spare them from death, but gave their 

lives over to the plague. He struck down every firstborn in Egypt, the first-fruits of 

their strength in the tents of Ham. Then He led out His people like sheep and 

guided them in the wilderness like a flock. He led them in safety, so that they were 

not afraid, but the sea overwhelmed their enemies. And He brought them to His 

holy land, to the mountain which His right hand had won. He drove out nations 

before them; He apportioned them for a possession and settled the tribes of Israel 

in their tents.” Why doesn’t God just say, “Enough of you! I’m done! Why does 

His Spirit strive with us? Why does He bring us to tears and on to repentance and 

still guide us Home to Himself? Is He a glutton for punishment to put up with you 

and me? I agree with the hymnwriter, “What a mighty God we serve, what a 

mighty God we serve, angels bow before Him, heaven and earth adore Him. What 

a mighty God we serve.” I made up another verse—“How can we forget His love, 

Mighty power from up above, We grieved him in our deserts, He redeemed us by 

His mercy, What a mighty God we serve!” Sixthly,  

CHILDREN, WHAT MAKES US PROVOKE GOD TO ANGER WITH 

OUR TWISTED TREACHERY? (VI.) Psalm 78: 56-64 is clear! “Yet they 

tested and rebelled against the Most High God and did not keep his testimonies, 

but turned away and acted treacherously like their fathers; they twisted like a 

deceitful bow. For they provoked Him to anger with their high places; they moved 

Him to jealousy with their idols. When God heard, He was full of wrath, and He 

utterly rejected Israel. He forsook his dwelling at Shiloh, the tent where He dwelt 

among mankind, and delivered His power to captivity, His glory to the hand of the 

foe. He gave His people over to the sword and vented His wrath on His heritage. 

Fire devoured their young men, and their young women had no marriage song. 

Their priests fell by the sword, and their widows made no lamentation.” Back in 

verses 52-54, this maskil stretches all the way from Goshen in the land of Egypt to 

the border of the Promised Land in Moab. Verse 55 shows Israel safe in the 

Promised Land. This period of time with this history question and history lesson 

comes the period of the Judges from the death of Joshua to the making of Saul as 

Israel’s first king—From Judges 1: 1 to I Samuel 7: 17. This history of twisted 

treachery with the Lord by God’s people covers 300 more years. This twisted 

treachery is all about unfaithfulness to God, idolatry, and forsaking God as king 

and wanting their own king. These three centuries of twisted treachery brought out 

God’s furious anger/indignation. These 300 years include the capture of the ark of 

God by the Philistines, and the awful slaughter of God’s people—no more young 

men to marry young women who had no marriage song to sing. Isn’t it terrible--we 

can write our own death warrant by our twisted treachery with God? 7thly, lastly,  
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CHILDREN, WHAT WAS THE CHOICE OF GOD TO FULFILL HIS 

MESSIANIC PURPOSE THROUGH THE TRIBE OF JUDAH? (VII.) It is 

clear in Psalm 78: 65-72. Listen! “He rejected the tent of Joseph; He did not 

choose the tribe of Ephraim, but He chose the tribe of Judah, Mount Zion, which 

He loves. He built His sanctuary like the high heavens, like the earth, which He has 

founded forever. He chose David His servant and took him from the sheepfolds; 

from following the nursing ewes He brought him to shepherd Jacob His people, 

Israel His inheritance. With upright heart he – that’s David, shepherded them 

and guided them with his skillful hand.” There is no mention here of Israel’s first 

king, Saul. The people chose Saul, but God chose David and sent Samuel to anoint 

him. From shepherding a flock God called David to shepherd a kingdom. It 

reminds us of Jesus calling His disciples from catching fish to catching men. God 

is forever lifting common tasks we have and making them holy for Him. Psalm 77 

ends with Moses and Aaron leading the flock of God. Psalm 78 ends with David 

shepherding the flock of God with integrity, guiding them with skillful hands.  

When we come to the New Testament and listen to Messiah, Jesus our Savior 

teaching, we come to Matthew 13: 34 and 35. We read, “All these things Jesus said 

to the crowd in parables; indeed He said nothing to them without a parable. Then 

we read this amazing word of God’s Spirit to us from Psalm 78: 2. We read, “This 

was to fulfill what was spoken by the prophet.” What prophet? I thought Asaph 

was a singer. So was David. I didn’t know Asaph was a prophet. The Holy Spirit 

tells us Asaph was more than a singer. He like David was a singing prophet. And 

we hear the disciple Matthew say, “This was to fulfill what was spoken by the 

prophet, “I will open my mouth in parables; I will utter what has been hidden since 

the foundation of the world.” Wow! Tell it to your children, beloved. Tell them 

that out of all the falling away of Israel and Judah, God still had a plan, and He 

made a choice, and He chose a man after His own heart, David. From the seed of 

David, and back to the seed of the woman in Genesis 3:15, God had a plan—and 

that plan was Messiah, the Redeemer. Abraham knew. Moses knew. David knew. 

Asaph knew God’s choice would be a shepherd boy turned shepherd king from 

whom the Great Shepherd of the sheep would come. Do you know what Asaph 

knew? Do your children know? 

Some years ago, a teenager from a little village in Scotland left home to make his 

way in the world—to find his place in the sun. With the passing of years, he 

became a world famous Shakespearean actor. At the time of the pinnacle of his 

fame, after many years had passed, he returned to his old home town, to his family 

and friends. For that small and obscure community, it was one exciting and proud 

moment. At a celebration in his honor, someone suggested that their honored guest 

and their elderly local pastor should engage in a contest.  
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It was decided that since each of them knew the 23rd Psalm, they should each of 

them quote it. The pastor went first, quoting the psalm slowly with deep feeling. 

The people nodded their approval. Now it was the actor’s turn. With great 

expression, perfect gestures, masterful inflection, and flawless diction, the actor 

quoted the psalm as well. When he finished, there was a moment of awkward 

silence. What eloquence, what mastery of communication. Everyone knew who the 

winner was. The contest was embarrassingly one-sided. The pastor didn’t stand a 

chance. Then the actor stepped back up to the podium. With head bowed and with 

genuine humility, he announced, “Ladies and Gentlemen, I know the psalm—your 

pastor knows the Shepherd.” And Asaph would ask you? Do you know the 

Shepherd? Do your children know Him too? Amen. 

 

    

 

 


