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Spot the Difference
Psalm 14 and Psalm 53

• • •

N O R M  R E E D

ou know the puzzle. Two pictures side by side, and they look the

same. Same house, same tree, same man walking his dog. Then

you look properly and the dog's collar has changed colour, and there's a

window that wasn't there before, and once you've seen them you can't

unsee them.

The Bible has a pair like that.

Psalm 14 and Psalm 53 are almost the same psalm. Same opening — the

fool says in his heart, there is no God. Same look down from heaven.

Same verdict: nobody does good, not one. And the same last verse, the

same ache at the end of both: Oh, that salvation would come out of Zion!

Almost the same. Not quite.

The difference is in the middle.

Here is Psalm 14, verses 5 and 6:
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There they are, in great terror, for God is with the generation of the

righteous. You would shame the plans of the poor, but the LORD is

his refuge.

P S A L M  1 4 : 5 – 6  ( E S V )

And here is Psalm 53, verse 5:

There they are, in great terror, where there was no terror! For God

scatters the bones of him who encamps against you; you put them to

shame, for God has rejected them.

P S A L M  5 3 : 5  ( E S V )

Both start the same way. There they are, in great terror. Then they go

different places.

Psalm 14 tells you why the terror came. God is with the righteous.

Someone tried to trample the poor, and found the LORD standing in the

way, and that was the fright — running into God where you did not

expect him.

Psalm 53 does not tell you why. The terror simply arrives, out of

nothing, where there was no terror. No righteous company standing

there. No refuge for the poor. Just scattered bones and an army that ran.

Two things have gone missing. Look for them and you will not stop

seeing them: the people God is with, and the place the poor could hide.

Now go back to the ending. Both psalms finish with the same cry:
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Oh, that salvation for Israel would come out of Zion! When God

restores the fortunes of his people, let Jacob rejoice, let Israel be

glad.

P S A L M  5 3 : 6  ( E S V )

Word for word, near enough. But the two cries are not standing on the

same ground.1

In Psalm 14 you have already been told that God is with the righteous,

and that the poor have somewhere to hide. So when the cry comes, it is

asking God to finish something he has started. There is a company to

stand with while you wait. The waiting is not lonely.

In Psalm 53 all of that has been taken out. Between "nobody does good,

not one" and the scattered bones there is nothing. No company. No

refuge. No hint that anyone anywhere is standing in the right place. And

then, into that emptiness, the same cry: Oh, that salvation would come

out of Zion.

Same words. Nowhere else to look.

Here is what neither psalm does. Neither one ends on the fool.

They could have. Both of them start there — the man who says there is

no God, the whole crowd gone rotten, not one person doing good. That is

a strong opening and it would make a strong ending too. Close the door

on it. That is what people are like, and there it is.

Neither psalm ends there. Both turn, in the last verse, and look

somewhere else entirely.
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And notice where they look. Not at the people. Nobody in either psalm is

going to pull this round by trying harder — the psalms have just spent

three verses saying that nobody is in any state to try at all. The cry does

not go out sideways, to a better sort of person. It goes up, and it goes to

one place: out of Zion.

Zion is where God lives. That is the whole point of naming it. Salvation

has an address, and the address is not us.

So the last verse of both psalms is asking for something to travel. To

come out from where God is, and reach as far as where we are.

And in Psalm 53 that is a long way.

That is not a problem for him. That is what he came out to do.

1 A note on how far this goes: the two missing lines are simply there in one psalm and

not the other — anyone can check it. That the ending therefore feels more desperate in

Psalm 53 is my reading, not the psalm's own claim. It does not say so. I think it is

what the gap does, but you should weigh it.

A  N O T E  O N  T H E  W R I T I N G

These reflections did not begin with artificial intelligence. They began with years of

ministry, reading, prayer, suffering, and conversation.

During the development of this manuscript, AI became a conversation partner. It

challenged assumptions, tested arguments, suggested structures, and helped refine

expression. Many of the words that follow emerged through that dialogue.
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The experiences, convictions, interpretations, and conclusions remain my own.
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