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Psalm 88

Superscript: A Song or Psalm for the sons of Korah, to the chief Musician upon 
Mahalath Leannoth, Maschil of Heman the Ezrahite.

The Jewish translation has: A song with musical accompaniment of the sons of Korah, 
for the conductor, about the sick and afflicted one, a maskil of Heman the Ezrahite.

Rashi - The "sick and afflicted one" is Israel, sick with love and afflicted, for she is 
afflicted with the pains of the exile.

Mahalath might also denote the subject of the psalm: "sickness or disease, for 
humbling," the idea of spiritual maladies being often represented by disease.

Rashi - Heman the Ezrahite: He was one of the sons of Zerah the son of Judah, for his 
lineage is delineated in (I Chronicles 2:6): “And the sons of Zerah were Zimri, Ethan, 
Heman, Chalcol, and Darda [sic].” All five were great sages, as is said in reference to 
Solomon (I Kings 5: 11): “And he was wiser than all men, than Ethan the Ezraite, and 
Heman, and Chalcol, and Darda, the sons of Mahol,” and they established the Psalms, 
which were set down in the Book of Psalms. Therefore, they are called the sons of 
Mahol. 

Maskil: “instruction” - Wherever it says “maskil,” it was said through an interpreter. The 
prophet would set up an interpreter before him, and when he perceived a prophecy 
coming upon him, he would recite the prophecy to the interpreter, who would make it 
heard.

A flicker of hope

The only word of comfort and hope in this psalm is that he first addresses God as "O 
lord God of my salvation," and then in verse 3: "Let my prayer come before thee: incline 
thine ear unto my cry."

This bulk of the psalm reflects intense depression and affliction. 

This is the emotional desperation of Joseph cast into the pit, of Jonah in the fish's belly 
and Christ on the cross.

Psalm 88:3 -"For my soul is full of troubles: and my life draws near to the grave."

Jesus quoted this! - Matthew 26:38 - "...my soul is exceeding sorrowful, even unto 
death." 

Psalm 88:5 - "Free among the dead, like the slain that lie in the grave, whom thou 
rememberest no more: and they are cut off from thy hand."

"free" - chophshiy - free, exempt. But more probably, a cognate word that means "cut 
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off," as used for the ‘the house of separation’ in which Uzziah lived as a leper (2 
Chronicles 26:21)

Psalm 88:8 - "Thou hast put away mine acquaintance far from me; thou hast made me 
an abomination unto them: I am shut up, and I cannot come forth."

He seems to describe himself as a leper, cut off from all society and compelled to live 
alone.

In fact, his familiar friend, Judas, lifted up his heel against him, and basely betrayed him 
(Matthew 26:50).

Psalm 88:10-12 - "Wilt thou shew wonders to the dead? shall the dead arise and praise 
thee? Selah. Shall thy lovingkindness be declared in the grave? or thy faithfulness in 
destruction? Shall thy wonders be known in the dark? and thy righteousness in the land 
of forgetfulness?"

Rashi - if we die in the hands of our enemies, will we be able to recite Your praise in the 
grave?

From the natural point of view, the answer is no. None of the those things would be 
done, unless Christ became a conqueror over death and the grave, and was raised from 
the dead himself. That reflects the urgency of His cry.

The Lord does show wonders to those that are spiritually dead, dead in Adam, dead in 
law, dead in trespasses and sins, by quickening them. - Gill's Exposition

- Isaiah 53:4 - "...we did esteem him stricken (with leprosy), smitten of God, and 
afflicted."

What's the link to Leviticus 24? 

Psalm 88:15 - "I am afflicted and ready to die from my youth up: while I suffer thy 
terrors I am distracted."

"from my youth up" = noar - youth. But with a small vowel point change to na'ar it means 
beaten or shaken.

Rashi - Menachem defines רעניו  as an expression of beating, as in Exodus 14:27 - "the 
Lord stirred (na'ar) the Egyptians into the sea."

This reference to Exodus is strengthened by Psalm 88:17 - "They came round about 
me daily like water; they compassed me about together."

This is probably an image of the mortar and pestle used to grind, break down and 
combine ingredients.
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In the Leviticus 24 readings, the olive oil, the showbread loaves and the frankincense 
all must undergo a beating and grinding to be produced. The picture is of Christ on the 
cross as the Bread of Life being ground and sifted, of the frankincense being ground to 
release the pleasing aroma, and the olives beaten so the oil seeps out.

The sweet savor offering, the oil of the Holy Spirit in anointing and healing, and the 
frankincense used in the burnt offering only are possible because of the cross.

Isaiah 53:5 - "...he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our 
iniquities"

And of course, this intense psalm is a prayer, of which frankincense is a type.

"distracted" - apuwna - to set (as the sun); possibly "very much" - the meaning is 
dubious and this word is only used once.

NET reading the word as apuwga - "I am numb with pain."

The Jewish translation: "I have borne Your fear, it is well-founded."

Not revealed in this psalm is that God, who seemed to have forsaken him, answered his 
prayer by raising him from the grave:

Hebrews 5:7 - "Who in the days of his flesh, when he had offered up prayers and 
supplications with strong crying and tears unto him that was able to save him from 
death, and was heard in that he feared."

...and He then "highly exalted him, and has given him a name which is above every 
name" (Philippians 2:9).


