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Psalm 81 — God’s Grieved Heart and Our Missed Opportunities 

A Psalm of Asaph. To the Chief Musician. On an instrument of Gath. 

Context: A Psalm for the Feast of Trumpets 

Psalm 81 was traditionally read during the Feast of Trumpets, the first day of the seventh month in 
the Jewish calendar—roughly early October on our calendar. It marked the beginning of Israel’s most 
sacred month, which included the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur) and the Feast of Tabernacles. 
Trumpets were blown to summon the people to a holy convocation, calling them to remember their 
covenant with God. 

This psalm opens in celebration—but quickly shifts to confrontation. It moves from rejoicing in what 
God has done to mourning over what the people refused to receive. 

Verses 1–5: A Joyful Call to Worship 

“Sing aloud to God our strength; Make a joyful shout to the God of Jacob. Raise a song and strike the 
timbrel, The pleasant harp with the lute. Blow the trumpet at the time of the New Moon, At the full 
moon, on our solemn feast day. For this is a statute for Israel, A law of the God of Jacob.” (vv. 1–4) 

This is a call to worship, not from dry tradition but from gratitude and remembrance. Music, 
instruments, and trumpets marked a joyful response to God’s past deliverance and His faithful 
covenant. 

“This He established in Joseph as a testimony, When He went throughout the land of Egypt, Where I 
heard a language I did not understand.” (v. 5) 

God's saving acts in Egypt—when He delivered Israel from slavery—are the foundation of their 
worship. He intervened when they were helpless, unfamiliar with the culture around them, and 
under oppression. 

Verses 6–7: God’s Deliverance Remembered 

“I removed his shoulder from the burden; His hands were freed from the baskets. You called in 
trouble, and I delivered you; I answered you in the secret place of thunder; I tested you at the waters 
of Meribah.” (vv. 6–7) 

God reminds them of His mercy. He broke their chains in Egypt, responded to their cries in the 
wilderness, and tested them at Meribah—where they failed to trust Him and instead grumbled 
(Exodus 17:1–7). 

Personal Application: 
How often do we forget that God has delivered us? That He lifted burdens we couldn’t carry, and met 
us when we cried out in trouble? Worship should flow from remembrance. But memory fades when 
the heart strays. 

Selah — Pause and reflect. 
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Verses 8–10: God's Plea to His People 

“Hear, O My people, and I will admonish you! O Israel, if you will listen to Me!” (v. 8) 

Now God speaks directly. The celebration stops, and the divine warning begins. 

“There shall be no foreign god among you; Nor shall you worship any foreign god. I am the Lord your 
God, Who brought you out of the land of Egypt; Open your mouth wide, and I will fill it.” (vv. 9–10) 

God doesn’t demand obedience to control us—He calls for devotion so He can bless us. He says, 
“Open your life to Me, and I will satisfy you completely.” 

Theological Reflection: 
This isn’t about determinism or earning God’s favor. God’s love is constant and uncaused by our 
goodness. But His blessings are often experienced through submission and trust. When we resist 
Him, we remove ourselves from the flow of His provision—not because He withholds love, but 
because we’ve turned away from the place where that love can be received. 

Verses 11–12: The Tragedy of Rejection 

“But My people would not heed My voice, And Israel would have none of Me. So I gave them over to 
their own stubborn heart, To walk in their own counsels.” (vv. 11–12) 

These may be the most heartbreaking lines in the psalm. God says, “They would have nothing to do 
with Me.” So He gave them what they wanted—their own way. 

Paul echoes this in Romans 1: “God gave them up…”—a chilling phrase. When we reject God's voice 
repeatedly, He may allow us to chase what we think we want, even if it ends in heartbreak. 

Personal Application: 
There is no sadder moment than when God stops striving with a heart determined to go its own way. 
When we persist in disobedience, God may let us taste the fruit of our own choices—not out of 
cruelty, but to awaken us. Have you walked down a path that once looked promising but has only 
brought pain? Perhaps God is calling you back. 

Verses 13–16: What Could Have Been 

“Oh, that My people would listen to Me, That Israel would walk in My ways! I would soon subdue their 
enemies, And turn My hand against their adversaries.” (vv. 13–14) 

God laments what He longed to do. He didn’t want to discipline them—He wanted to defend them. 
He would have silenced their enemies, secured their peace, and satisfied their souls. 

“He would have fed them also with the finest of wheat; And with honey from the rock I would have 
satisfied you.” (v. 16) 

This is God’s heart: to bless, to nourish, to satisfy. But Israel refused. 

Personal Application: 
There are blessings we miss—not because God is unwilling, but because we are unyielding. The 
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path to peace, protection, and spiritual satisfaction is still the same: hear His voice, walk in His 
ways, trust His goodness. Don’t live your life looking back at what “could have been.” Instead, begin 
again today by returning to Him. 

Conclusion: A Loving God Grieves Over Missed Blessings 

Psalm 81 is God’s lament. Not for Himself, but for His people. He grieves not because they wounded 
Him, but because they forfeited His best. 

This psalm is a mirror. It forces us to ask: 

• Am I truly listening to God? 

• Are there any “foreign gods” in my heart—things I trust, serve, or desire more than Him? 

• Am I open to all that He wants to do in my life? 

“Open your mouth wide,” He says, “and I will fill it.” (v. 10) 

That offer still stands. 


