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Theodicy and Monotheism Appearing in

Individual Lament Psalms:
Centered on Psalm 4

Il-rye Lee, Dr. theol. (Bochum University)

Lecturer at Seoul Theological University

The “Sitz im Leben” of psalm 4, an individual lament, is a
situation of dispute over the understanding of God in the
Israelite community. The enemies of the poet appearing in the
text are the “sons of men” and “many men.” Being associated
with suffering, they are disputing with the poet over their
different understandings of God. They have a type of authenticity
in that they are establishing interpersonal relationships, but
simultaneously they are using their understanding of God as a
power of confusion against the poet. For their understanding

of God, in relation to that of the poet, results in his existential
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crisis. However, in this desperate situation the poet finds a new
understanding of God, beyond the traditional one, through the
entreaty of the enemies: faith in monotheism, with the poet’s past
experience of God as a foundation (vss. 2-6). The poet’s past
experience of God in Psalm 4 is his experience of God's having
protected him in the middle of a menacing situation (vs. 2).

The poet’s experience of God is not only the overall summary
of Psalm 4 but also the key part. The reason is that the poet does
not look for a different God whenever he encounters suffering in
his life, but is constantly led to entreat his God, Yahweh, whom
he experienced in the past. The poet’'s monotheism not only
enables him to keep his faith at the peak of his suffering, but
also extends his understanding of God. In addition, through his
understanding of monotheism he gains ground for dealing with
the issue of theodicy, which inevitably looms large in the context
of suffering.

He poses theodicy as an answer in the dispute with his
enemies. Just as Yahweh his God showed ‘God’s presence’ by
saving him from his crisis in the past (vs. 2), he now confesses
his absolute faith in Yahweh who will be present soon (vss. 8-9).
The confession of faith in Yahweh who redeems those who are
in suffering is the same as the confession of faith in the God of

justice.
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