
 WHEN I AM AFRAID 
 PSALM 56:1-13 
 
Objective: To give us confidence to trust God when we are in fearful situations.   
 
 What are the major causes of fear for most people you know?  What causes anxiety in a 
typical family in the area in which we live?  It depends!  Do you have a job?  Do you have 
children?  How old are you?  Do you have health issues?  Do you live in a high crime area?  The 
list may not be endless, but there are many things that are capable of producing fearfulness in 
each of us.   
 Fear can be described with different terms in relation to the degree of fear that is 
experienced. It varies from “mild caution” to extreme phobia and paranoia.  Fear is related to a 
number of additional emotional conditions including worry, anxiety, terror, horror, panic, and 
dread.   
 The experience of distrust can be explained as a feeling of fear or caution, usually in 
response to an unfamiliar or potentially dangerous person or situation.  For example, one may 
distrust a stranger who acts in a way that is perceived as odd or unusual.  Likewise, we may 
distrust the safety of a rusty old bridge across a 100-foot ravine.  Distrust may serve as an early 
warning signal for situations that could lead to greater fear and danger. 
 Dealing with our fears can consume us especially when we sense an ongoing threat.  This 
is a natural reaction that is triggered by our survival instinct.  We do what we can to protect 
ourselves - get out of the way of an oncoming bus or move away from a high crime area.  
However, there are situations that come upon us and we have no place to run and no time to act 
and we find ourselves in danger.  We need to be able to deal with the feelings of fear that come 
upon us during such situations.   
 We can learn from the writings of David who found himself in danger many times.  He 
recorded his feelings and emotions and what he did in dealing with such situations in several 
Psalms.  We will examine Psalm 56 which was written in connection with the time that David 
had fled from Saul and wound up in Gath among the Philistines.  This was the hometown of 
Goliath and the people of Gath knew who David was.  Consequently, David was in much danger 
and did not have a lot of places to run for protection.   
 D. A. Carson (New Bible Commentary) points out that this psalm consists of six balanced 
sections:  Man’s hostility against David (1,2) is balanced by God’s care (9-11); the trust which 
counters fear (3, 4) is also a trust which issues in prayer (7–8); and David under oppression by 
man (5, 6) becomes David under vow to God (12, 13). 
 
HOSTILITY AND FEAR 
1 For the choir director; according to Mikhtam of David, when the Philistines seized him in Gath. Be gracious to me, 
O God, for man has trampled upon me; Fighting all day long he oppresses me. 2 My foes have trampled upon me all 
day long, For they are many who fight proudly against me.  Psalm 56:1-2 (NASB95) 
 You’ve heard of being between a rock and hard place or jumping out of the frying pan 
into the fire.  This is the kind of situation in which David found himself when Saul and his 
supporter were trying to kill him and he was attempting to hide in the country of the enemies of 
Israel.  Sometimes we find that all we have left for any hope is God’s grace and mercy.  The 
hostility that David sensed was intense.  The Hebrew word used by David for what “man” was 
doing to him has been translated as “swallow up,” “trample upon,” and “hotly pursue.”  The 
word has a sense of intense passion that was being driven by the emotion of hatred.  Not only 



were the actions against David intense in the fervor, but they were also relentless in that it was 
“all day long.”  The oppression was like a crushing weight on David that would not go away.    
 The end of verse two has been translated in two different ways.  The KJV took the 
Hebrew word that is normally translated “high” or “height” and came up with David addressing 
God.  Others believe that the word was used in reference to proud people in high positions who 
were oppressing David.     
 If you have ever been threatened by someone, then you can appreciate the kind of 
emotional turmoil David was under.  Those who have had trouble with stalkers know what it is 
like to be “pursued” by someone that could be a danger to them.   
 
TRUST COUNTERS FEARS 
3 When I am afraid, I will put my trust in You. 4 In God, whose word I praise, In God I have put my trust; I shall not 
be afraid. What can mere man do to me?  Psalm 56:3-4 (NASB95) 
 It almost seems as if David is engaged in “double talk.”  You could read these two verses 
and come up with “When I am afraid, I will not be afraid.”  Fear is an emotion or we might say a 
feeling.  It springs up involuntarily.  The question that we have to address is what is our response 
to this emotion going to be?  I think this is what David meant when he stated (in verse three) 
“when I am afraid.”  David was quick to give his response to the emotion of fear.  Notice that he 
said, “I will put my trust in You (meaning God).”  It is almost as if he had thought about such 
situations and had predetermined that “trust in God” was going to be his stance when he found 
himself in a situation that triggers a fear response.   
 We also see an implication that David was saying, I praised your word in the past and 
now it is time to actually believe in and act upon your word.  In verse four his statement changed 
from “I will” to “I have” put my trust in God.  He has gone from “good intentions” to a “real 
accomplishment” of trusting in God.  The result of that trust is that there is no place for fear to be 
in control.   
 The final thing we see in these two verses is David’s realization that God is so much 
greater than mankind that nothing could happen to him that God does not allow.  This is the 
same conclusion that Paul expressed in Romans chapter eight when he wrote, “If God be for us, 
who can be against us?”   
 
EXPRESSIONS OF MAN’S OPPRESSION  
5 All day long they distort my words; All their thoughts are against me for evil. 6 They attack, they lurk, They watch 
my steps, As they have waited to take my life.  Psalm 56:5-6 (NASB95) 
 These verses sound much like a commentary on the present political situation in our 
states and on the national level.  It seems that all sides in the political arena do this to each other.  
We might not conclude that they want to kill each other, but they certainly want to destroy the 
effectiveness of each other.  Apparently, this sort of foolishness has been going on for a long 
time.  David experienced it as we can see from this Psalm.  When Jesus was put on trial the 
witnesses against Him twisted and misinterpreted His words.  The same thing happened to Paul 
in the attacks on him from the Judaizers.   
 One of the sobering things comes out of these two verses is the total dedication that your 
enemies can have against you.  David saw the intensity of Saul’s people in their attempts to 
destroy him.  It was constant (all day long) and it was an all-out effort (all their thoughts).  Jesus 
experienced the same thing from the Pharisees and Sadducees.  They literally followed Him 
around and tried to entrap Him with trick questions.  In David’s case, there were many who were 
all too eager to report what they knew of David’s movements as he tried to escape from Saul.   



 
PRAYER OF TRUST 
7 Because of wickedness, cast them forth, In anger put down the peoples, O God! 8 You have taken account of my 
wanderings; Put my tears in Your bottle. Are they not in Your book?   Psalm 56:7-8 (NASB95) 
 Because David trusted God, he left the specifics of the disposition of those who were 
trying to harm him to God.  Various translations of the Bible have widely divergent renderings of 
the first part of verse seven.  The ideas range from statements that the wicked use iniquity to 
escape to a question of whether God would allow them to escape and even a plea to God that He 
not allow them to escape.  I find it interesting that David did not ask for skill or strength for 
himself so that he could defeat his enemies.   
 The second part of verse seven carries the idea of God getting stirred up (angry) because 
of what the nations or the people were doing in trying to kill David who had been chosen by 
God.  The action David wanted God to take against the people or the nations was to bring or cast 
them down.  If you recall in verse two, David had noted that those who fought against him were 
doing so from their lofty positions or because of their pride.  In the vernacular of today, we might 
express this same thought by saying “They need to be taken down a notch or two.”   
 Notice the contrast of what David wanted God to do for him in verse eight compared to 
what he want God to do to those who opposed him.  The main concern for David seemed to be 
that God was aware of and remembered what he was going through.  One of the ancient practices 
was to collect tears of people who were suffering and to save them as memorials of the events 
that caused the suffering.  Tear bottles have been found in tombs in Egypt, so the practice had 
been going on for thousands of years and was apparently still practiced in Israel many centuries 
after they left Egypt.   
 The idea of God making note of our suffering almost seems as if there was an idea that 
we should get credit for our suffering.  This may be similar to the Taoism idea of the yen and the 
yang that the suffering (or bad things) in life is balanced by an equal amount of enjoyment or 
good things in life.  This idea is pretty prevalent among many people today.  They will say 
something like, “Well you have to take the bad along with the good.”   
 As we look at David’s prayer regarding his enemies and himself we can see possibilities 
of “a more perfect way.”  Our lament should be, first of all, for our own sinfulness.  Even if we 
are walking in perfect communion with God, we still have occasion to cry over the lostness of 
others.  Jesus lamented over Jerusalem because they rejected the salvation God had provided for 
them.  If we are not brokenhearted over the lost world, then we do not have the “mind of Christ.”  
Just as God looks at our obedience as an indication of our love for Him, He looks at our 
lamentations as an indication of our compassion for others. 
 
GOD’S CARE 
9 Then my enemies will turn back in the day when I call; This I know, that God is for me. 10 In God, whose word I 
praise, In the LORD, whose word I praise, 11 In God I have put my trust, I shall not be afraid. What can man do to 
me?  Psalm 56:9-11 (NASB95) 
 Here we see the contrast of God’s care to man’s hostility that was expressed in verse one 
and two.  The solution to problems from the enemies of your soul lies in God’s action on your 
behalf when you call upon Him.  In verses three and four David stated that he trusted in God.  
The evidence that he really did trust in Him is found in his calling upon God.  David did not 
hesitate to call upon God because he knew that he was in God’s favor.  How could he have such 
confidence?  God had called him, anointed him, and had given him a job to do.  He knew he had 
a special relationship with God and this gave him great confidence.   



 Surely there is a lesson for us in this.  God has called us, anointed us and has a job for 
each of us to do.  We too should have bold confidence in God to be for us and we do not need to 
fear what man can do to us.   
 
VOW TO GOD 
Psalm 56:12-13 (NASB95) 
12 Your vows are binding upon me, O God; I will render thank offerings to You. 13 For You have delivered my soul 
from death, Indeed my feet from stumbling, So that I may walk before God In the light of the living. 
 Most commentaries approach verse 11 as being related to vows that we make to God 
when we are in trouble.  The implication is that we should be careful to honor such vows and that 
we are obligated to do so.  We can consider a vow as a promise and if we read verse 12 literally, 
we might think that, perhaps, David is writing about God’s vows or promises to him.  We could 
easily make the argument that God’s promises to us bind us to Him and because His promises 
are for our good, then we would certainly be thankful to Him.  Interpreting verse 12 in this 
manner puts verse 13 in the position of describing the fulfillment of the promises of God to 
David to protect him and to uphold him.   
 The results of God’s salvation are summarized in this last verse.  The first part of having 
our soul delivered from death is applicable to our present life and our eternal life.  God’s 
salvation in Jesus Christ delivers us from the law of sin and death and we are now under the law 
of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus.  This life in Christ Jesus begins with salvation and it is eternal 
and can never die.  The second part of the provision is directing our steps by the leading of the 
Holy Spirit.  In walking in this way we live in His light and not in the darkness of the world.   
 


