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Abstract 

Despite increasing scholarly consensus that the Psalter is a carefully organised 

collection, there remains debate concerning the message of such a collection.  This 

dissertation seeks to further refine the scholarly discussion concerning the shape of the 

Psalter, specifically by addressing the issue of its message.  The message of the Psalter 

is one of hope: the narrative impulse sustains expectations of a better future by assuring 

the Psalter’s reader that one day Zion will be glorified, enemies will be vanquished 

and the Davidic dynasty will endure with the arrival of a new Davidic king. 

 The work of two scholars in particular continue to dominate the landscape of 

Psalter studies: Gerald H. Wilson and David C. Mitchell.  In this dissertation Wilson’s 

work is developed by outlining more fully the evidence that the Psalter is a carefully 

organised collection, and arguing that this narrative trajectory may be detected across 

all five books of the Psalter.  Mitchell’s work is refined by recognising the forward-

looking impetus of the Psalter but arguing that this is best described using the category 

of utopian hope rather than eschatological expectation.  In order to advance the 

scholarly conversation, the dissertation carefully examines two key psalms in Book 

Five (110; 132) and then details the way in which these psalms contribute to the 

Psalter’s narrative impulse.  Subsequently, it is demonstrated that the Psalter maintains 

a keen interest in the Davidic dynasty, thus keeping it before the reader. 

 The reading of the Psalter advocated in this dissertation defends the claim that 

the Psalter encourages its reader to hope for a new Davidic king.  It clarifies that this 

king will usher in a kingdom of peace by vanquishing all enemies and thus rule from 

Zion transformed.  The utopian hope of the Psalter’s narrative impulse is not a return 

to what once was, but an encouragement to remain confident that YHWH will realise 

all of his promises in a new era of blessing to follow the exile. 

  



v 

 

CONTENTS  

ABBREVIATIONS ...................................................................................................... IX 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION ................................................................................. 12 

CHAPTER 2: THE STATE OF THE FIELD................................................................. 16 

Introduction ........................................................................................................ 16 

A Hiatus? ............................................................................................................ 16 

The Enlightenment Effect .................................................................................... 18 

The Book of Psalms............................................................................................. 21 

Gerald H. Wilson ............................................................................................ 23 

David C. Mitchell ............................................................................................ 28 

The State of the Field ...................................................................................... 32 

An Emerging Challenge .................................................................................. 40 

Methodological Considerations .......................................................................... 42 

Conclusion .......................................................................................................... 46 

CHAPTER 3: A NARRATIVE IMPULSE .................................................................... 47 

Introduction: A Justified Assumption? ............................................................... 47 

Book One: Establishing the Davidic Dynasty..................................................... 48 

Psalms 1–2 ...................................................................................................... 48 

King David ...................................................................................................... 52 

The Struggle Between the Righteous and the Wicked .................................... 53 

Book Two: Celebrating the Davidic Dynasty ..................................................... 58 

A Change of Author ........................................................................................ 58 

Communal Psalms ........................................................................................... 59 

David Again .................................................................................................... 59 

Concluding Zeniths ......................................................................................... 60 

Book Three: Mourning the Davidic Dynasty ...................................................... 63 

Davidic Absence ............................................................................................. 63 

Idiosyncratic Vocabulary ................................................................................ 64 

The Exile ......................................................................................................... 65 

The Hope of Psalm 89 ..................................................................................... 69 

Book Four: Surviving the Exile .......................................................................... 72 

Wilderness/Exilic Imagery .............................................................................. 73 

YHWH Remains King .................................................................................... 76 

David Again .................................................................................................... 79 



vi 

 

YHWH’s Faithfulness ..................................................................................... 81 

Book Five: The End of the Exile? ....................................................................... 85 

The Book of Praise .......................................................................................... 85 

David Again .................................................................................................... 87 

Hallelujah: Part One ........................................................................................ 88 

Psalm 119: A Crux Criticorum? ...................................................................... 89 

Songs of Ascents ............................................................................................. 91 

Hallelujah: Part Two ....................................................................................... 93 

David Again .................................................................................................... 94 

Hallelujah: Part Three ..................................................................................... 96 

Conclusion ........................................................................................................ 101 

CHAPTER 4: A UTOPIAN HOPE ............................................................................ 104 

Introduction ...................................................................................................... 104 

Utopianism and Eschatology ............................................................................ 105 

Defining Utopian Literature .......................................................................... 105 

The Future: Utopian or Eschatological? ....................................................... 107 

The Psalter and Utopia .................................................................................. 109 

The Psalter’s Language and Utopia .............................................................. 111 

Zion ................................................................................................................... 113 

Enemies ............................................................................................................. 123 

Excursus: The Praise of the Nations ............................................................. 132 

Conclusion ........................................................................................................ 136 

CHAPTER 5: PSALM 110 ....................................................................................... 140 

Introduction ...................................................................................................... 140 

Psalms 108–110: A Davidic Triad ................................................................... 141 

YHWH’s Steadfast Love............................................................................... 141 

YHWH’s Voice ............................................................................................. 143 

YHWH’s Victory .......................................................................................... 145 

Subsidiary Images ......................................................................................... 148 

Praise, Petition, and Deliverance .................................................................. 150 

Psalm 110: A Translation ................................................................................. 153 

Psalm 110: Interpretation ................................................................................. 155 

Verse 1 .......................................................................................................... 156 

Verse 2 .......................................................................................................... 159 



vii 

 

Verse 3 .......................................................................................................... 161 

Verse 4 .......................................................................................................... 163 

Verse 5 .......................................................................................................... 167 

Verse 6 .......................................................................................................... 170 

Verse 7 .......................................................................................................... 172 

Conclusion ........................................................................................................ 172 

CHAPTER 6: PSALM 132 ....................................................................................... 174 

Introduction ...................................................................................................... 174 

The Songs of Ascents......................................................................................... 175 

The Title ........................................................................................................ 175 

A Distinct Group ........................................................................................... 176 

A Coherent Theological Vision .................................................................... 179 

Psalm 132: An Exception? ............................................................................ 181 

Post-Exilic Relevance ................................................................................... 183 

Psalm 132: A Translation ................................................................................. 185 

Psalm 132: Interpretation ................................................................................. 188 

Verse 1 .......................................................................................................... 189 

Verses 2–5 ..................................................................................................... 191 

Verses 6–9 ..................................................................................................... 194 

Verse 10 ........................................................................................................ 196 

Verses 11–12 ................................................................................................. 197 

Verses 13–16 ................................................................................................. 199 

Verses 17–18 ................................................................................................. 201 

Conclusion ........................................................................................................ 205 

CHAPTER 7: PSALMS 110 AND 132 IN THE PSALTER’S NARRATIVE IMPULSE.... 206 

Introduction: The Psalter’s Purpose ................................................................ 206 

The Unifying Nature of Narrative Impulse ....................................................... 206 

Forward-Looking Impetus of Utopian Hope .................................................... 209 

Psalms 110 and 132 in the Psalter’s Narrative Impulse .................................. 215 

Conclusion ........................................................................................................ 221 

CHAPTER EIGHT: CONCLUSION .......................................................................... 223 

APPENDIX A—CORRESPONDENCES BETWEEN PSALMS 107 AND 110 ............... 229 

APPENDIX B—FUTURE-PREDICTIVE PSALMS AUTHORS ................................... 231 



viii 

 

APPENDIX C—APPLICATION OF DIVINE TITLES TO THE DAVIDIC KING IN THE 

PSALTER ............................................................................................................... 234 

BIBLIOGRAPHY .................................................................................................... 236 

 

 

 

  



ix 

 

Abbreviations 

AB  Anchor Bible 

ABD  Anchor Bible Dictionary 

AcBib  Academica Biblica 

AOTC  Abingdon Old Testament Commentaries 

ApOTC Apollos Old Testament Commentary 

AThR  Anglican Theological Review 

AUSS  Andrews University Seminary Studies 

BapTh  Baptistic Theologies 

BBB  Bonner biblische Beiträge 

BBR  Bulletin for Biblical Research 

BCOTWP Baker Commentary on the Old Testament Wisdom and Psalms 

BETL  Bibliotheca ephemeridum theologicarum lovaniensium 

Bib  Biblica 

BibInt  Biblical Interpretation 

BibJS  Biblical and Judaic Studies 

Bijdr  Bijdragen 

BJRL  Bulletin of the John Rylands University Library of Manchester 

BSac  Bibliotheca Sacra 

BT  Bible Translator 

BTB  Biblical Theology Bulletin 

BZAW  Beihefte zur Zeitschrift für die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 

CBC  Cambridge Bible Commentary 

CBQ  Catholic Biblical Quarterly 

CBR  Currents in Biblical Research 

CBSC  Cambridge Bible for Schools and Colleges 

CBW  Conversations with the Biblical World 

CC  Continental Commentaries 

Colloq  Colloquium 

Cont  Continuum 

CTM  Calwer Theologische Monographien 

DOTWPP Dictionary of the Old Testament: Wisdom, Poetry & Writings 

EBC  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary 

ECC  Eerdmans Critical Commentary 

Eur. Jud. European Judaism 

Ev  Evangel 

EvQ  Evangelical Quarterly 

FAT  Forschungen zum Alten Testament 

FOTL  Forms of the Old Testament Literature 

HBM  Hebrew Bible Monographs 

HBT  Horizons in Biblical Theology 

HSS  Harvard Semitic Studies 

HUCA  Hebrew Union College Annual 

HvTSt  Hervormde teologiese studies 

ICC  The International Critical Commentary 

IDS  In die Skriflig 

Int  Interpretation 

ITQ  Irish Theological Quarterly 

JBL  Journal of Biblical Literature 



x 

 

JBQ  Jewish Biblical Quarterly 

JBTS  Journal of Biblical and Theological Studies 

JETS  Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 

JHebScrip Journal of Hebrew Scriptures 

JNSL  Journal of Northwest Semitic Languages 

JQR  Jewish Quarterly Review 

JSNT  Journal for the Study of the New Testament 

JSOT  Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 

JSOTSup Journal for the Study of the Old Testament Supplement Series 

JSS  Journal of Semitic Studies 

KEL  Kregel Exegetical Library 

LHBOTS Library of Hebrew Bible/Old Testament Studies 

MC  Mentor Commentary 

Miss  Missionalia 

MLBS  Mercer Library of Biblical Studies 

NACSBT New American Commentary Studies in Bible and Theology 

NCB  New Century Bible 

NIB  The New Interpreter’s Bible 

NIBCOT New International Biblical Commentary on the Old Testament 

NICOT New International Commentary on the Old Testament 

NIDOTTE New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis 

NIVAC NIV Application Commentary 

NSBT  New Studies in Biblical Theology 

NTM  New Testament Monographs 

OBC  Orientalia Biblical et Christiana 

OTE  Old Testament Essays 

OTG  Old Testament Guides 

OTL  Old Testament Library 

PFES  Publications of the Finnish Exegetical Society 

PRSt  Perspectives in Religious Studies 

PTR  The Princeton Theological Review 

RB  Revue biblique 

RevScRel Revue des sciences religieuses 

SBB  Stuttgarter biblische Beiträge 

SBET  Scottish Bulletin of Evangelical Theology 

SBLDS Society of Biblical Literature Dissertation Series 

SBLAIL Society of Biblical Literature Ancient Israel and Its Literature 

SBT  Studies in Biblical Theology 

ScJT  Scandinavian Journal of Theology 

Scrip  Scriptura 

SSBT  Short Studies in Biblical Theology 

StTJ  Stellenbosch Theological Journal 

TDOT  Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament 

THOTC The Two Horizons Old Testament Commentary 

TIm  Testamentum Imperium 

TJ  Trinity Journal 

TOTC  Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries 

TTCS  Teach the Text Commentary Series 

TynBul  Tyndale Bulletin 

VT  Vetus Testamentum 



xi 

 

VTSup  Supplements to Vetus Testamentum 

WBC  Word Biblical Commentary 

WTJ  Westminster Theological Journal 

WW  Word and World 

ZAW  Zeitschrift für die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 

 

  



12 

 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

The concept of kingship is prominent within the OT.  Genesis instigates a hope for 

kingship, perhaps most notably in Jacob’s blessing on Judah (49:8–12).1  Deuteronomy 

details how a future king should ideally function (17:14–20).2  The narrator of Judges, 

in drawing the narrative to a conclusion, repeatedly testifies to the need for a king in 

Israel (17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25).3  David’s emergence is the high point in Israel’s search 

for a suitable king.  He is the king par excellence in OT thought.  However, eventually 

David falls short of the ideal for which Israel hoped (cf. 2 Sam. 11–12).  The 

subsequent prophetic critique of inadequate kings (e.g., Jer. 22:10–19; 23:1) is 

delivered in the light of the continued hope connected to kingship (cf. Isa. 9:6–7; 11:2; 

Jer. 23:5–6; Mic. 5:2–5).  Considering the disappointments of Israel’s history the hope 

attached to contemporary kings transitioned into hope for a future king.  Waltke 

observes, “Israel’s concept of kingship during the exilic and intertestamental periods 

developed into the expectation of a ‘David’ redivivus.”4  As a product of the 

exilic/post-exilic era, does the Psalter contribute to establishing this expectation?  If 

“History is the handmaid of expectation, exposing the need and creating the longing 

for the one who is yet to come,”5 does the Psalter, which spans and reflects on much 

of Israel’s history, foster hope for a future king? 

 In Psalms scholarship there is a growing consensus that the Psalter should be 

treated as a carefully organised collection—a unified entity.  As Wilson rightly 

highlights, “While each individual composition may stand on its own . . . the whole 

 
1 Sarah Dalrymple, ‘Royal Lineages: A Study of Psalm 78:59–72 in the Light of the Narrative 

Traditions’ (Ph.D. diss., Queen’s University, Belfast, 2008), 103, notes, ‘the blessing 

anticipates the Davidic dynasty.’  Likewise, T. Desmond Alexander, From Paradise to the 

Promised Land: An Introduction to the Pentateuch, Third Edition (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Academic, 2012), 143: ‘Genesis anticipates that a royal descendant from Abraham will play 

an important role in bringing divine blessing to all the nations of the earth.’ 
2 Cf. Meredith G. Kline, Treaty of the Great King: The Covenant Structure of Deuteronomy 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1963), 97: ‘If the king conformed to the spirit of the present 

provision, ruling under Yahweh and by the covenant law, he would actually enrich the Old 

Testament’s symbolic prefiguration of the messianic reign.’ 
3 Cf. Bruce K. Waltke, An Old Testament Theology: An Exegetical, Canonical, and Thematic 

Approach (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007), 613: ‘The inclusio, involving the last verse of 

the book, points to Israel’s need of a covenant-keeping king to rectify moral and political 

anarchy.’ 
4 Waltke, 870. 
5 J. Alec Motyer, ‘Old Testament History’, EBC, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1979), 

277. 
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has an integrity that cannot and must not be ignored.”6  Despite agreement that the 

Psalter has been purposefully shaped, there remains debate concerning the message 

communicated by this shape.  Any attempt to discern the message of the Psalter must 

address the content of the Psalter in its context.  Hamilton asserts, “The Psalms of the 

Hebrew Bible are not to be read as abstract poetic installments in the world’s literary 

register.  Rather, the Psalms are to be read in light of the story the Old Testament 

tells.”7  Indeed, not only should the Psalter be read in the context of the OT, but 

individual psalms must be read in the context of the Psalter.8 

 The aim of the present research is to add further nuance to the scholarly 

discussion concerning the shape of the Psalter.  Primarily, it intends to do so by 

affirming that the Psalter encourages its reader to hope for a future Davidic king.  This 

hope is most explicit in Book Five.  Additionally, in recognising that the Psalter is 

forward-looking, the present research argues that discussion of such a future hope in 

the Psalter would benefit from being reframed as utopian rather than eschatological.  

By doing so, significant topics and themes such as Zion and victory over enemies are 

drawn together with Davidic kingship.  A corollary is that the present research aligns 

a number of apparently discordant readings of the Psalter’s message into a harmonious 

symphony unified around Davidic kingship. 

 The thesis begins by reviewing the state of the field, offering a brief historical 

survey before engaging the most prominent modern contributions on the Psalter’s 

shape.  This review evinces that reading the Psalter as a carefully organised collection 

has good historical pedigree and contemporary scholarly support.  It also identifies 

Gerald H. Wilson and David C. Mitchell as key figures within scholarly discussion of 

 
6 Gerald H. Wilson, ‘Shaping the Psalter: A Consideration of Editorial Linkage in the Book of 

Psalms’, in Shape and Shaping of the Psalter, ed. J. Clinton McCann Jr, JSOTSup 159 

(Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993), 82. 
7 James M. Hamilton Jr, God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgement: A Biblical Theology 

(Wheaton: Crossway, 2010), 276. 
8 Egbert Ballhorn, ‘The Psalter as a Book: Genre as Key to Its Theology’, in The Psalter as 

Witness: Theology, Poetry, and Genre, ed. W. Dennis Tucker Jr and William H. Bellinger Jr 

(Waco: Baylor University Press, 2017): ‘The Psalter as a book, which implies a composition, 

is the primary context of the individual psalms.  The Psalter operates as a given, reliable, stable, 

and even canonical context of every single psalm.’; Gordon J. Wenham, The Psalter 

Reclaimed: Praying and Praising with the Psalms (Wheaton: Crossway, 2013), 77: ‘it is 

imperative to read one psalm in the context of the whole collection and, in particular, in 

relationship to its near neighbors.’ 
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the Psalter’s shape, and particularly the significance of its shape.  Chapter 2 ends with 

a statement of methodological considerations which govern the present research. 

 Any investigation of the Psalter’s shape must engage with the Psalter’s content.  

Therefore, chapter 3 argues that the Psalter possesses a narrative impulse that stretches 

across the five books.  This extensive chapter produces a fuller defence of the Psalter’s 

narrative impulse by collating the evidence presented elsewhere in the academic 

literature.  Chapter 4 addresses the issue of the forward-looking nature of the Psalter.  

Here it is argued that categorising the Psalter as utopian literature is preferable given 

the category more authentically explains the vision of an ideal society presented in the 

psalms.  It then traces the topics of Zion and enemies through the Psalter, concluding 

that the Psalter’s depiction of these topics points towards a biblical utopia—a 

transformed city and society operating under the perfect rule of a vice-regent as 

YHWH intended.  Chapters 3 and 4 present a strong case for treating the Psalter as a 

book that encourages its reader to hope for a future Davidic king. 

 Chapters 5 and 6 build on this conclusion by focusing on two psalms in Book 

Five: Psalms 110 and 132.  These psalms have been chosen because they emerge as 

salient psalms in Book Five.  Both psalms are climactic in their positioning, contain 

direct divine speech, address issues pertaining to Zion, defeat of enemies, and Davidic 

royalty, and are evidently future-orientated.  Moreover, most disagreement regarding 

the Psalter’s message is based on differences of opinions concerning Book Five.  

Therefore, Psalms 110 and 132 are examined in their literary context and carefully 

exegeted.   

Chapter 7 closely examines the significance of Psalms 110 and 132 for the 

narrative impulse of the Psalter.  Especially significant are the ways in which these 

psalms more sharply define the content of utopian hope, thus advancing the Psalter’s 

narrative impulse, and bringing it to its conclusion.  This chapter also demonstrates the 

way in which the present thesis has developed a more nuanced position with respect 

to the Psalter’s message: the utopian hope of an ideal Davidic king ruling over a global 

kingdom of peace from a transformed Zion. 

 Throughout Israel’s history hope swelled with each succeeding coronation that 

this was the future king anticipated by the Scriptures:  
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Israel draped the magnificent royal psalms as robes on each successive king, 

but generation after generation the shoulders of the reigning monarch proved 

too narrow and the robe slipped off to be draped on his successor.  Finally, in 

the exile, Israel was left without a king and with a wardrobe of royal robes in 

their hymnody.9 

In light of the exile, it appears conclusive that none of the forgoing kings was YHWH’s 

promised vice-regent.  The argument in the present thesis is that the editor(s) of the 

Psalter responded to such a situation by shaping an anthology that reflected Israel’s 

history.  Moreover, the order in which the psalms have been placed engenders hope 

that a successor whose shoulders would fit the robes of the royal psalms was yet to 

come—an ideal Davidic king was anticipated.10  It is the conviction of this research 

that the Psalter encourages its reader to maintain hope that YHWH would act, realising 

the utopia of a new Davidic king who will defeat all enemies and reign from a 

transformed Zion on YHWH’s behalf.

 
9 Waltke, OT Theology, 889. 
10 Waltke, 890, likewise observes that ‘in light of the exile and the loss of kingship, the editors 

coloured the entire Psalter with a messianic hue.’ 
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Chapter 2: The State of the Field 

Introduction 

The study of the Psalter as a book is now in vogue.  This can largely be traced back to 

the publication of Gerald Wilson’s The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter in 1985.1  Since 

Wilson’s contribution there has been an abundance of doctoral theses and published 

material either defending or refuting the purposeful shaping of the Psalter, and 

consequently the legitimacy of reading it as a book.  OT wisdom cautions: “there is 

nothing new under the sun” (Eccl. 1:9).  Therefore, is reading the Psalter as a book a 

new discovery or a re-discovery? 

 This chapter will suggest an answer by surveying the state of the field in four 

steps.  The first will note historical evidence that the Psalter was read as a book.  The 

second will outline the influence of modern biblical critics.  The third will assess 

Wilson and Mitchell’s efforts at reading the Psalter as a book.  The fourth will review 

the most significant contemporary contributions to this discussion.  In light of this 

survey of the state of the field, the chapter will close with a presentation of 

methodological considerations. 

A Hiatus?  

In his The Message of the Psalter Mitchell provides a lengthy and beneficial survey of 

the history of Psalms interpretation.  Regarding reading the Psalter as a book, Mitchell 

somewhat provocatively suggests that Psalms interpretation merely experienced a 

hiatus for the majority of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.2  His contention is 

that prior to the nineteenth century the purposeful redaction of the Psalter was widely 

accepted. 

 In support of his conclusion Mitchell observes that the MT, LXX, Targum, and 

Peshitta all adhere to the same ordering of the Psalms, with only slight variations in 

enumeration.  This observation is telling:  

 
1 Gerald H. Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, SBLDS 76 (Chico: Scholars Press, 

1985).  The significance of Wilson’s work will be further noted below. 
2 David C. Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter: An Eschatological Programme in the Book 

of Psalms, JSOTSup 252 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), 65.  He writes: ‘Thus a 

historical perspective at the end of the twentieth century seems to suggest that western 

scholarship from c. 1820–1970 is, in some respects, a hiatus in Psalms interpretation, during 

which scholarly opinion diverged sharply from what must be considered, historically speaking, 

the dominant views.’ 
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For later redactors might well have wished to reunite psalms that share 

common headings—the psalms of David, Asaph and Korah—and are divided 

in the MT Psalter.  Yet despite good reason to change the received sequence, 

either by altering the headings or rearranging the lyrics, they adhered to the 

MT-type sequence with all its peculiarities.  They apparently regarded this 

arrangement as more than fortuitous.3 

Furthermore, Rabbinic literature and early Christian Psalters maintain this pattern of 

the MT sequence.4  It is true that “Explicit statements regarding the significance of the 

Psalter’s arrangement are rarer in Christian than rabbinic literature.”5  Nevertheless, 

Mitchell notes many leading comments in both rabbinic and Christian literature which 

tentatively suggest an acceptance of the purposeful shaping of the Psalter, even if the 

significance of this shape had not yet been discerned.6 

 Mitchell also helpfully addresses the issue of the Qumran MSS.  The Psalms 

Scrolls discovered in the Qumran caves evidence a degree of variation from the MT 

Psalter with respect to sequence.7  Mitchell reads these variations in sequencing as 

supporting the assertion that psalters were not arbitrarily arranged during the Second 

Temple era.8   In other words, the alternative psalters present at Qumran served 

 
3 Mitchell, 18.  Emphasis added. 
4 See the extensive lists in Mitchell, 29, 33. On the debate concerning the different ordering in 

the Qumran MSS see, Leslie McFall, ‘The Evidence for a Logical Arrangement of the Psalter’, 

WTJ 62, no. 2 (2000): 224–25.  Here McFall argues that no less than half the Qumran MSS 

support the MT order. 
5 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 33. 
6 Mitchell, 28–31, 33–36. 
7 On the bearing that this may have on the shape of the Psalter see Wilson, The Editing of the 

Hebrew Psalter, 63–138; Gerald H. Wilson, ‘The Qumran Psalms Scroll (11QPsa) and the 

Canonical Psalter’, CBQ 59, no. 3 (1997): 448–64; Gerald H. Wilson, ‘A First Century CE 

Date for the Closing of the Book of Psalms’, JBQ 28, no. 2 (2000): 102–10.  I do not find 

Wilson’s argument for a first century date for closing the Psalter compelling.  Given that the 

focus of this thesis is the canonical Hebrew Psalter there will be limited engagement on this 

issue and the Qumran MSS.  However, it is addressed briefly in the methodological 

considerations at the end of this chapter. 
8 After comparing and contrasting the Psalms Scrolls found in the Qumran caves Mitchell, The 

Message of the Psalter, 24, concludes: ‘All this suggests that a number of psalm arrangements 

were in circulation at Qumran.  Moreover, some of the non-MT arrangements appear to have 

been arranged for specific purposes . . . This suggests that psalters were not arbitrarily arranged 

in second temple times, and supports the likelihood of the MT-type Psalter having been 

purposefully arranged by its own redactors.’ 
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different purposes from that preserved in the MT and maintained in  the LXX, Targum, 

and Peshitta. 

 The suggestion that the MT Psalter was read as a book finds support from 

Christian writings in the first few centuries of church history.9  Augustine wrote: “The 

arrangement of the Psalms, which seems to me to contain a secret of great mystery, 

has not yet been revealed to me.”10  The search to reveal the mystery of the Psalter’s 

structure suffered its hiatus as a result of what is known as the Enlightenment.11 

The Enlightenment Effect12   

The Enlightenment brought about a new method in biblical scholarship.  de Wette, 

writing primarily in the first half of the nineteenth century, may rightly hold the title 

of Founder of Modern Biblical Criticism.13  However, it was another German whose 

name would become synonymous with modern biblical criticism: Herman Gunkel.  

This is reflected in Howard’s remark: “Gunkel was a towering figure in Old Testament 

studies (not just the psalms) who cast his shadow over the entire century.  As the father 

of Old Testament form criticism, it was he who gave us the categories of psalms with 

which we are now so familiar.”14   

 
9 See, Mitchell, 33–36.  Just prior to submission the author became aware of, Steffen Jenkins, 

‘The Antiquity of Psalter Shape Efforts’, TynBul 71, no. 2 (2020): 161–80, who makes a 

similar point. 
10 ‘Ordo psalmorum, qui mihi magni sacramenti videtur continere secreturn, nondum mihi 

fuerit revelatus’, Augustine, Enarrationes in Psalmos 150.i (translation mine). This quote is 

from Mitchell, 14. Jamie A. Grant, The King as Exemplar: The Function of Deuteronomy’s 

Kingship Law in the Shaping of the Book of Psalms, AcBib17 (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 1, begins 

by offering a translation and noting his gratitude to Mitchell for including it in his work. 
11 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 41, writes: ‘With the intellectual revolution of the 

Enlightenment, biblical interpretation in the universities of western Europe was loosed from 

the authority of church and synagogue.  This gave rise to forms of interpretation radically 

different from all that went before, as a result of which biblical interpretation in the nineteenth 

century was divided between revisionist and conservative viewpoints.’ 
12 This section draws heavily on the literature review presented in S. D. Ellison, ‘Identifying 

the LORD’s Anointed in Selected Royal-Messianic Psalms, with Reference to Their New 

Testament Use’ (MTh diss., Queen’s University, Belfast, 2016), 10–17. 
13 The phrase is taken from the title of John W. Rogerson’s book, W. M. L. de Wette, Founder 

of Modern Biblical Criticism: An Intellectual Biography, JSOTSup 126 (Sheffield: JSOT 

Press, 1992).  In a review of the same John A. Emerton refers to de Wette as a ‘pioneering 

biblical scholar.’ See, ‘W. M. L. de Wette, Founder of Modern Biblical Criticism: An 

Intellectual Biography’, VT 45, no. 3 (1995): 418. 
14 David M. Howard Jr, ‘Recent Trends in Psalms Study’, in The Face of Old Testament 

Studies: A Survey of Contemporary Approaches, ed. David W. Baker and Bill T. Arnold 

(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1999), 330. 
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Gunkel’s initial demonstration of what he termed Gattungsgeschichte or 

Gattungsforschung15 was in his commentary on Genesis, first published in 1901.  As 

a result, “it is no exaggeration to say that there has not been an area of Old Testament 

Research in the twentieth century that has not been indebted directly or indirectly to 

Gunkel’s work.”16  The impressive work undertaken by Gunkel on the Pentateuch was 

then applied directly to the Psalms in his commentary on the same, published in 1926.  

However, the posthumously published An Introduction to the Psalms offered the most 

effective demonstration of Form Criticism.  In approaching the Psalms Gunkel 

asserted: “The division that we attempt, should not be arbitrarily instituted.  Rather, it 

should derive from the character of the material itself.  The researcher should strive 

to overhear the innate, natural division of this type of poetry.”17  This innovative 

approach to biblical studies forever changed the face of Psalms studies.  Thus, despite 

a degree of revision and augmentation, the literary categories Gunkel developed 

through his application of Form Criticism continue to provide the framework within 

which most Psalms studies takes place.18  In summary, Gunkel’s contribution remains 

“an indispensable factor in the interpretation of the Psalms.” 19  

 The Enlightenment effect continued with the work of Gunkel’s student, 

Sigmund Mowinckel.  Mowinckel’s contribution to Psalms studies was the 

reconstruction of the perceived original setting in which any particular psalm was used 

or for which it was composed.  The seed of Mowinckel’s work can be clearly observed 

in Gunkel’s assertion that identifying the life-setting (Sitz im Leben) is required in 

order to understand the Psalms.20   While obviously indebted to Gunkel’s initial work, 

 
15 This is the identification of various literary forms or genres, known as Form Criticism in the 

English-speaking world. For a sustained application of this type of biblical study see, Hermann 

Gunkel and Joachim Begrich, An Introduction to the Psalms, trans. James D. Nogalski, MLBS 

(Macon: Mercer University Press, 1998). 
16 Ernest W. Nicholson, ‘Foreword to the English Translation’, in Genesis, by Hermann 

Gunkel, trans. James D. Nogalski, MLBS (Macon: Mercer University Press, 1997), 9. 
17 Gunkel and Begrich, Introduction to Psalms, 6–7.  Emphasis original. 
18 David J. A. Clines, ‘Psalms Research since 1955: I. The Psalms and the Cult’, TynBul 18 

(1967): 104.  Cf. Howard Jr, ‘Recent Trends in Psalms Study’, 361. 
19 David J. A. Clines, ‘Psalms Research Since 1955: II. The Literary Genres’, TynBul 20 

(1969): 125.  Also see, Howard Jr, ‘Recent Trends in Psalms Study’, 330; Sigmund O. P. 

Mowinckel, ‘“Psalm Criticism between 1900 and 1935” (Ugarit and Psalm Exegesis)’, VT 5, 

no. 1 (1955): 15. 
20 Gunkel and Begrich, Introduction to Psalms, 7: ‘these witnesses arise in the real life of 

persons and have their setting therein.  In real life women sing the victory song to those 

returning, triumphant armies.  In real life some of the professional mourners strike up the 

moving dirge over the one who has passed away. . . . One can see from these examples that 
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Mowinckel by no means simply perpetuated it.  Rather, Mowinckel acknowledges his 

indebtedness to Gunkel while also exhaustively listing the weaknesses and 

shortcomings present within his work.21  The primary way in which Mowinckel 

attempted to correct his teacher’s errors was in the reconstruction of a cultic sacral Sitz 

im Leben for the Psalms, most notably a New Year’s festival during which the Israelite 

king was annually enthroned.22  Two primary factors drove this reconstruction: 1) 

Gunkel’s Form Criticism, and 2) Mowinckel’s concern for the ANE context.23  The 

seminal work in which Mowinckel’s premise is most clearly demonstrated is 

undoubtedly The Psalms in Israel’s Worship.24  At the time of writing, Clines 

accurately concluded that Mowinckel’s voice was one of those that has “tended to 

dominate the field of Psalm criticism in our period.”25 

 One significant effect of the Enlightenment was an identifiable shift from 

Psalms studies benefiting from OT studies to OT studies benefiting from Psalms 

studies.  This was in no small part attributable to Mowinckel.  Howard notes that 

“scholarly interest in the history and content of Israel’s religion was now indebted to 

Psalms studies.”26  However, this era was detrimental to reading the Psalter as a book.  

Gunkel’s contribution sought to divide the individual poetic units from their setting in 

the Psalter and examine them in isolation.  Mowinckel’s contribution sought to 

discover what lay behind the text of these individual poems.  Despite bearing fruit, 

both of these contributions caused Psalms studies to lose sight of the wood for the 

 
the genres of an ancient writing must be differentiated by the various events of life from which 

they develop.’ 
21 Sigmund O. P. Mowinckel, ‘Traditionalism and Personality in the Psalms’, HUCA 23, no. 

1 (1950): 205–31.  After noting the validity of the principles of Gunkel’s Form Criticism 

Mowinckel continues, ‘This does not mean that Gunkel in every respect has found the right 

interpretation of the Psalms; in how many important points the present writer disagrees with 

Gunkel, the reader may see in my Psalmenstudien’ (p. 205). 
22 James L. Crenshaw, ‘Foreword: The Book of Psalms and Its Interpreters’, in The Psalms in 

Israel’s Worship: Two Volumes in One, by Sigmund O. P. Mowinckel (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2004), xxvii, notes that ‘Mowinckel sees in the piety of the psalms an expression 

of temple singers who write for liturgical worship.  In other words, the praise and petition do 

not come from private experiences of the laity.  It follows that interpreters cannot use them to 

discover facts about individuals’ personal conflicts or joys.’ 
23 These factors are identified by Mowinckel himself in, ‘Psalm Criticism’, 15, 21. 
24 Sigmund O. P. Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel’s Worship: Two Volumes in One, trans. D. 

R. Ap-Thomas (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004). 
25 Clines, ‘Psalms Research I’, 104. 
26 Howard Jr, ‘Recent Trends in Psalms Study’, 331. 
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trees.27  An editorial macro-level unifying theme could not be discerned by using these 

methods alone.  

The Book of Psalms28 

The Enlightenment effect did not distract everyone from reading the Psalter as a book.  

Amidst the theories purported by the biblical critics of the enlightenment period there 

remained a few isolated voices that maintained there was an editorial macro-level 

unifying theme in the Psalter.29  For example, Hengstenberg asserted:  

There can be no doubt that collections of the Psalms of David and his singers 

were made at an early period. . . . [This] does not permit us to entertain the idea 

that single Psalms were left for centuries to fly about as scattered leaves.  But 

equally it is certain that our present collection presents no traces of being 

formed out of such early collections.  It has in no respect the character of a 

work done piecemeal, but is arranged from points of view that embrace the 

whole field.  Its author, living at a time when psalmodic poetry had already 

ceased, had the entire body of existing Psalms before him, and formed the 

collection after those points of view.30  

It is not necessary to accept all that Hengstenberg states here.  Nevertheless, there is a 

clear indication that he views the Psalter as an intentionally shaped book.  Likewise, 

Delitzsch contends, “the collection bears the impress of one ordering mind.”31    Forbes 

also contributed to these isolated voices.  Indeed, as Mitchell notes, his work 

 
27 Grant, The King as Exemplar, 21, observes that ‘form-critical preoccupation with genre—

which, without doubt, has greatly enhanced our understanding of the psalms—became so 

much the focus of scholarly activity that the ordering of the psalms and the final form of the 

book as a whole, came to be seen as somewhat irrelevant.’ 
28 Given the focus of this thesis is the shape of the Psalter, interaction with foreign language 

material will be limited. Gert T. M. Prinsloo, ‘Reading the Masoretic Psalter as a Book: 

Editorial Trends and Redactional Trajectories’, CBR 19, no. 2 (2021): 148, notes: ‘North 

American scholars tend to focus on the shape of the Psalter, and their German counterparts on 

the shaping of the book’ (cf. pp. 159, 168). 
29 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 45–47. 
30 Ernst W. Hengstenberg, Commentary on the Psalms, trans. John Thomson and Patrick 

Fairbairn, vol. 3 (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1845), xxxix. 
31 Franz Delitzsch, Psalms (Three Volumes in One), trans. Francis Bolton, Re-print, 

Commentary on the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978), 19.  Later Delitzsch 

offers this suggestion: ‘The way in which Davidic psalms are interspersed clearly sets before 

us the principle by which the arrangement according to the matter, which the collector has 

chosen, is governed.  It is the principle of homogeneousness, which is the old Semitic mode 

of arranging things’ (p. 21).  Another clear indication that he reads the Psalter as an 

intentionally shaped book. 



22 

 

“anticipates much recent scholarship.”32  Forbes did so by observing the prominence 

of the placement of royal psalms in the Psalter.33  Given the Psalter “is shown to form 

one grand organic whole”34 Forbes concluded: 

Whatever may be thought of the original purport of these Psalms when we look 

at the place which has been assigned them in the Psalter as now constituted 

(arranged certainly in its present form a considerable time before the 

Septuagint version), and to the order and connection in which they stand, it 

becomes impossible with any fairness to deny that they were intended to excite 

in the Jewish worshippers an expectation of the Messiah, and must have been 

the means for hundreds of years of preparing them for the coming of that great 

seed of David in whom all the promises made to him were to be fulfilled.35 

It is evident that some maintained that the Psalter was an intentionally shaped book, 

and with Forbes the suggestion is once more made that it looks forward to a new 

Davidic king. 

 A more widespread acceptance of reading the Psalter as a book had to await 

the (re-)emergence of canonical studies in the mid-twentieth century.  This renewed 

focus on the final form was pioneered by Brevard S. Childs and presented most 

effectively in his Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture.  He observed: “The 

significance of the final form of the biblical text is that it alone bears witness to the 

full history of revelation.  Within the Old Testament neither the process of the 

formation of the literature nor the history of its canonization is assigned an independent 

integrity.”36  In relation to the Psalter Childs’s contention was that “modern 

interpretation of the Psalter suffers from not dealing seriously with the role of the 

canon as it has shaped this religious literature.”37  However, the significance of 

Childs’s contribution to reading the Psalter as a book arose not so much from his own 

 
32 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 47. 
33 John Forbes, Studies on the Book of Psalms: The Structural Connection of the Book of 

Psalms, Both in Single Psalms and in the Psalter as an Organic Whole (Edinburgh: T. & T. 

Clark, 1888), 4. 
34 Forbes, 2. 
35 Forbes, 3–4. 
36 Brevard S. Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture (London: SCM Press, 

1979), 75–76. 
37 Childs, 511. 
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writings, but from the influence and impact he had on a student named Gerald H. 

Wilson. 

Gerald H. Wilson 

It is abundantly evident that the publication of Wilson’s influential dissertation in 1985 

was a watershed moment for Psalms studies.  This was primarily due to its presentation 

of unsurpassed evidence of editorial activity in the Psalter.  At the outset Wilson 

writes: 

As will become clear as the study progresses, I am convinced by the data that 

there are clear indications of editorial activity throughout MT 150.  These are 

not isolated examples of limited editorial concern, but are part of a broader 

editorial movement to unify the 150 pss into a coherent whole.   Further, while 

this movement is not a totally new arrangement of all 150 pss, it does move 

consistently and purposefully and so joins and arranges earlier collections, 

individual pss and later groupings, that the final product speaks the message 

intended by the final editor(s); a message which is distinct from and which 

intends to supersede that of earlier pss-collections on which it is partly based.38 

By means of surveying Sumerian Temple Hymns, Catalogues of Hymnic Incipits, and 

Qumran MSS, followed by a comparison with the MT Psalter, Wilson produces some 

convincing conclusions.  He identifies the use of doxologies and colophonic material 

“frozen” as part of the hymn as editorial techniques employed in the collections of the 

Sumerian Temple Hymns.39  The Catalogues of Hymnic Incipits appear to evidence 

genre, deity addressed, and juxtaposition as important editorial techniques.40  

However, this evidence is weakened by the incomplete nature of the Hymnic Incipits.  

Wilson warns: “For this reason it is much more difficult to determine the systematic 

purpose or plan which governs the collection, and our conclusions on the basis of the 

catalogues must necessarily remain tentative.”41  In moving to apply this evidence to 

the Hebrew Psalter Wilson notes that while these techniques are all present, none of 

them appear to serve as the primary editorial technique.42  Therefore, “One is left to 

 
38 Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 11. 
39 Wilson, 23. 
40 Wilson, 55–56. 
41 Wilson, 26–27. 
42 Wilson, 156, 161, 197. 
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look elsewhere for indications of the editorial purpose behind the MT 150 

arrangement.”43 

 Wilson concludes: “Any organizational concern or purpose of the editor(s) 

must be inferred from the tacit arrangement of the pss.”44  In this he follows the lead 

of Anton Arens by focusing attention on the Psalms present at the so-called “seams” 

of the Psalter’s five books.45  By doing so, Wilson identifies a “progression in thought 

regarding kingship and the Davidic covenant.”46  He summarises this progression by 

writing: 

So the covenant which YHWH made with David (Ps 2) and in whose promises 

David rested secure (Ps 41) is now passed on to his descendants in this series 

of petitions in behalf of “the king’s son” (Ps 72). . . . At the conclusion of the 

third book, immediately preceding the break observed separating the earlier 

and later books, the impression left is one of a covenant remembered, but a 

covenant failed.  The Davidic covenant introduced in Ps 2 has come to nothing 

and the combination of three books concludes with the anguished cry of the 

Davidic descendants [Ps. 89].47 

According to Wilson the royal psalms are not present at the so-called “seam” between 

Books Four and Five, indeed, they are less prominent in both these books.  For this 

reason, Wilson understands the Psalter’s editor(s) to be directing the reader’s attention 

away from a Davidic monarchy towards YHWH as king.  This is expressed most 

clearly in a later publication:  

Books Four and Five take a decidedly different approach to the question by 

shifting emphasis away from hope in human, Davidic kingship back to the 

premonarchic period with its (supposed) direct reliance on God’s protection 

and the individual access guaranteed by the law (Ps 90, 119).  These books 

look to the establishment of the direct divine rule which is most clearly 

 
43 Wilson, 197. 
44 Wilson, 142. 
45 Anton Arens, Die Psalmen im Gottesdienst des Altes Bundes: Eine Untersuchung zur 

Vorgeschichte des christlichen Psalmengesanges (Trier: Paulinus Verlag, 1968), 169–70.  Cf. 

Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 209. 
46 Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 209. 
47 Wilson, 211, 213. 
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expressed in the YHWH MALAK psalms, 94–99, which become the 

theological “heart” of the expanded final Psalter.48 

For any student of the Psalter, the legacy of Wilson’s work presented in his dissertation 

is obvious.  As Howard notes, “Wilson’s sketches of the Psalter’s contours are 

persuasive in the main, and they have shaped the scholarly discussion of the Psalter’s 

composition.”49 

 Wilson consequently supplemented his dissertation with a plethora of material 

which further clarified and developed his initial findings.  This began with a flurry of 

articles which detailed much of the work undertaken in the dissertation.50  From the 

1990s onwards Wilson applied himself more consistently to the interpretation of the 

data he had compiled: 

Let us begin with the fact that the Psalter does have a shape.  The one hundred 

fifty canonical psalms have come down to us in a particular arrangement that 

is traditional, if nothing else.  This arrangement can be found in the versions 

(e.g. Greek, Latin, Syriac, and Aramaic) and, with the exception of some of the 

Qumran manuscripts, dominates the Hebrew tradition as well.  So, the question 

that confronts the student of the Psalter is not whether it has a shape but what 

the indicators of shape are.  Further, one must ask what the significance of this 

shape is.51 

However, the best that Wilson could offer at this point was several apparently 

competing editorial agendas.52  This difficulty in identifying an editorial macro-level 

unifying theme was acutely evident in Wilson’s contribution to Shape and Shaping of 

 
48 Gerald H. Wilson, ‘The Use of Royal Psalms at the “seams” of the Hebrew Psalter’, JSOT 

11, no. 35 (1986): 92. 
49 Howard Jr, ‘Recent Trends in Psalms Study’, 336.  Cf. Harry P. Nasuti, ‘The Editing of the 

Psalter and the Ongoing Use of the Psalms: Gerald Wilson and the Question of Canon’, in The 

Shape and Shaping of the Book of Psalms: The Current State of Scholarship, ed. Nancy L. 

deClaissé-Walford, SBLAIL 20 (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2014), 18. 
50 Gerald H. Wilson, ‘The Qumran Psalms Manuscripts and the Consecutive Arrangement of 

Psalms in the Hebrew Psalter’, CBQ 45, no. 3 (1983): 377–88; Gerald H. Wilson, ‘Evidence 

of Editorial Division in the Hebrew Psalter’, VT 34, no. 3 (1984): 336–52; Gerald H. Wilson, 

‘The Use of “untitled” Psalms in the Hebrew Psalter’, ZAW 97, no. 3 (1985): 404–13; Wilson, 

‘Royal Psalms at the “Seams”’. 
51 Gerald H. Wilson, ‘The Shape of the Book of Psalms’, Int 46, no. 2 (1992): 129. 
52 Wilson, 136–42. 
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the Psalter.  After a warning that there are many pitfalls in this search,53 Wilson 

proposed: 

In the final analysis, the shape of the canonical Psalter preserves a tense 

dialogue (or a dialogue in tension) between the royal covenantal hopes 

associated with the first two-thirds of the Psalter and the wisdom counsel to 

trust YHWH alone associated with the final third.54  

In an attempt to resolve this tension Wilson concluded,  

it seems apparent that wisdom has had the last word . . . the Psalter counters 

continuing concern for the restoration of the Davidic dynasty and kingdom 

with the wise counsel to seek refuge in a kingdom “not of this world”—the 

eternal kingdom in which YHWH alone is king.55  

Rather than permitting the royal and wisdom emphases in the Psalter to inform one 

another Wilson persisted in reading them as competing against one another.  In 1997, 

by way of a comparison of the MT 150 with 11QPsa, Wilson offered a clearer statement 

concerning the priority of the wisdom frame over the royal frame: 

[T]he motivating vision driving the shaping process sets the Masoretic Psalter 

and the Psalms Scrolls apart.  A common hope for deliverance and restoration 

is revealed in different ways.  In the Qumran Psalms Scrolls, hopes are focused 

on the “horn” whom Yhwh will raise out of Jesse in response to his people’s 

wise and diligent obedience to Torah.  In the Masoretic Psalter, though the 

place of Torah is acknowledged (Psalms 1; 19; 119) and David is honoured, 

 
53 For example, in Gerald H. Wilson, ‘Understanding the Purposeful Arrangement of the 

Psalms in the Psalter: Pitfalls and Promises’, in Shape and Shaping of the Psalter, ed. J. C. 

McCann Jr, JSOTSup 159 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993), 43, he writes: ‘To mount a successful 

and convincing demonstration of such a purposeful arrangement is far from easy, however.  

For one reason, the psalms have too long been read as isolated, individual compositions to be 

readily absorbed into an overarching theological framework that subordinates the single 

psalms to the ends of the whole.  Another, perhaps more significant difficulty is that very few 

unambiguous signposts have been erected in this foreign territory, and the wary traveler must 

constantly be on guard against going astray by importing meaning to those few that can be 

found.’ 
54 Wilson, ‘Shaping the Psalter’, 81. 
55 Wilson, 81. 
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trust in the power of human kings and kingship is ultimately given up, and 

hopes rest solely on Yhwh, who rules forever, and who alone is able to save.56 

The primary issue with Wilson’s interpretation of the data is that he appears to 

avoid treating all the data equally.  For example, in a later article Wilson intentionally 

overlooks Davidic material in a discussion of Books Four and Five.57  Although it is a 

brief treatment of these books, Wilson manages to make mention of Moses who has 

only one psalm ascribed to him (90) and is named in four others (99:6; 103:7; 105:26; 

106:16, 23, 32).  On the other hand, David, who has seventeen psalms ascribed to him 

(101; 103; 108–110; 122; 124; 131; 133; 138–145) and is mentioned in the body of 

three (122:5; 132:10, 11, 17; 144:10), is completely ignored.  Undoubtedly Wilson 

correctly identified differing editorial techniques at work in Books One through Three 

to those in operation in Books Four and Five.58  However, the unfortunate consequence 

of this was that he mistook differing editorial techniques for differing editorial 

agendas.59  Subsequently, Davidic material is initially ignored. 

In light of some constructive critique Wilson addressed the issue of the 

presence of Davidic material in Books Four and Five in 2005.  His comments can be 

summarised as follows: first, David is only mentioned in the body of three psalms in 

Books Four and Five;60 second, these mentions fall short of assuring the return of 

Davidic kingship;61 and third, the descriptions of possible Davidic kings in Books Four 

and Five are likewise ambiguous.62  As a result, Wilson maintains his original 

conclusion: 

 
56 Wilson, ‘Qumran Psalms Scroll and the Canonical Psalter’, 464. 
57 Wilson, ‘A First Century CE Date for the Closing of the Book of Psalms’, 104–5. 
58 On this see, Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 207, 227. Also, Wilson, ‘Pitfalls 

and Promises’, 42, in which he writes: ‘As a result of my own work, I am convinced that the 

final two books of the Psalter (Psalms 90–150) have been subjected to a thoroughgoing process 

of ordering following principles of arrangement quite distinct from those observed in the first 

three books (2–89).  This suggests to me the possibility of two separate periods of editorial 

activity behind these segments.’ 
59 This is very apparent in his essay, ‘The Structure of the Psalter’, in Interpreting the Psalms: 

Issues and Approaches, ed. Philip S. Johnson and David G. Firth (Leicester: Apollos, 2005). 
60 Gerald H. Wilson, ‘King, Messiah, and the Reign of God: Revisiting the Royal Psalms and 

the Shape of the Psalter’, in The Book of Psalms: Composition and Reception, ed. Peter W. 

Flint and Patrick D. Miller, VTSup 99 (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 396. 
61 Wilson, 397.  For example, he argues that in Psalm 132 “the words stop just short of an 

unambiguous declaration of David’s kingship.” 
62 Wilson, 399.  Wilson takes the example of the command to rule in Psalm 110:2 and asserts: 

‘The activity normally envisioned by רדה is not exclusively kingly, but can be exercised by 
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The result is that as one reads through the final form of the Psalter from 

beginning to end, the figure of David, while still important, is unmistakeably 

diminished in frequency (and thus prominence) as one moves into the latter 

two books. . . . the canonical Hebrew Psalter commits itself in its final form to 

a more moderate interpretation of the role and significance of David.63 

These comments do not seem to accurately reflect the content of the Psalter.  In 

response it should be noted that David is mentioned in the body of six psalms across 

the entire Psalter, three in Books One through Three (18:51; 78:70; 89:4, 21, 36, 50) 

and three in Books Four and Five (122:5; 132:10, 11, 17; 144:10).  Thus, the two 

segments of the Psalter identified by Wilson, Books One through Three and Books 

Four and Five, possess a symmetry as opposed to a diminishing of Davidic references.  

Second, Wilson’s reading of the promises in Psalm 132 appears overly pessimistic 

given the terminology employed.  It is for this reason that Psalm 132 will be treated in 

detail later in the thesis.  Third, Wilson’s aversion to kingly descriptors in Books Four 

and Five is unconvincing when they are considered in context, and thus this thesis will 

also examine Psalm 110. 

 The following study appreciates Wilson’s ground-breaking work in 

demonstrating editorial activity in the Psalter.  Moreover, its assessment is that Wilson 

was correct in identifying a consideration of the Davidic dynasty as pivotal in shaping 

the Psalter.  However, a denial that the shape of the Psalter holds out hope for a new 

Davidic king does not fit the content of the Psalter.  Rather, as evident in the presence 

of both royal and Davidic psalms, Books Four and Five, while clearly wrestling with 

the reality of exile, maintain an interest in and anticipation of the reinstatement of the 

Davidic dynasty.  Building on Wilson’s work this research will examine the Davidic 

presence in the Psalter’s narrative impulse, with special attention given to Book Five. 

David C. Mitchell 

David C. Mitchell captures Wilson’s dilemma succinctly: “it was one thing to 

demonstrate deliberate arrangement in the Psalter, another to interpret it.”64  Moreover, 

 

decidedly subordinate characters supervising work for the sake of a superior.  The use of  רדה 

here opens a window of possible ambiguity that could stand in tension with the overtly kingly 

context established in the psalms’ opening lines.’ 
63 Wilson, 401–2. 
64 David C. Mitchell, ‘Lord, Remember David: G H Wilson and the Message of the Psalter’, 

VT 56, no. 4 (2006): 527. 
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my assessment of Wilson’s work is matched by Mitchell’s conclusion: “while in the 

first case [demonstrating deliberate arrangement] I felt Wilson’s work was masterful, 

in the second [interpreting the arrangement] I thought he was mistaken.”65  Little more 

than a decade after Wilson’s doctoral dissertation was published, Mitchell’s developed 

doctoral dissertation was published as a monograph, The Message of the Psalter: An 

Eschatological Programme in the Book of Psalms.66  Mitchell begins his monograph 

with a survey of the history of Psalms interpretation.  He argues: 

Several facts emerge from the preceding investigation.  First, the great majority 

of interpreters, historically speaking, endorse the MT-type arrangement of 

Psalms, either tacitly, by transmitting it, or explicitly, by explaining or 

defending it. . . . Secondly, the great majority of interpreters, historically 

speaking, regard the Psalms as foretelling eschatological events, interpreting 

them of Messiah, eschatological war, the ingathering of Israel, and so on.67  

As beneficial as Mitchell’s survey is, his conclusion points towards the primary 

difficulty with his work: designating the Psalter as eschatological.   

Although Wilson did a “thorough job”68 in demonstrating the deliberate 

arrangement of individual psalms within the Psalter, Mitchell challenges his reticence 

to see any eschatological impetus in the Psalter.  With respect to editorial activity 

Mitchell concludes, “its final form appears to be the result not of chance but design, 

resulting from the single redactional impulse of a literary craftsman or craftsmen.”69  

Indeed, Mitchell, like Wilson, considers the royal and Davidic material of the Psalter 

important in its shaping: 

Commentators have also noted that these psalms (royal) appear to have been 

interpreted messianically by the redactor.  For their very inclusion in the 

 
65 Mitchell, 527. 
66 There are two further works of Mitchell’s that have some bearing on this subject. First, 

Mitchell, ‘Lord, Remember David’.  This is essentially a more direct critique of Wilson’s work 

and will be referenced throughout.  Second, David C. Mitchell, The Songs of Ascents: Psalms 

120 to 134 in the Worship of Jerusalem’s Temples (Newton Mearns: Campbell Publications, 

2015).  The premise of this book does not directly impact on my thesis and it will not therefore 

be discussed in this literature review.  Nevertheless, portions of the book are helpful with 

respect to the Songs of Ascents, see the treatment of Psalm 132 in chapter 6. 
67 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 64. 
68 Mitchell, 61. 
69 Mitchell, 78. 
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Psalter, at a time when the house of David was in eclipse, suggests that the 

redactor was looking forward to its resurgence under a future Davidic king.  

And if they are to be interpreted messianically, then their prominence within 

the collection suggests that the messianic theme is central to the message of the 

Psalter.70 

Accounting for the royal and Davidic material that appears after the cataclysmic Psalm 

89 is the point at which Wilson and Mitchell diverge: “for Wilson, the Psalter is a 

historical retrospective (Books I-III) followed by an exhortation directing Israel’s 

future hope to theocracy unmediated by a Davidic king.”71  On David in Books Four 

and Five Wilson suggests that David is the model wise man.72  Mitchell’s response is 

astute: 

But this seems an insufficient explanation for the intensity of Davidic material 

in Books IV and V.  Can Psalm 110, for instance, be regarded merely as 

pointing to David as a paradigm of trust in Yhwh’s ability to protect from 

detractors? . . . it seems that, by Book V, David is unmistakeably back on the 

throne.  Psalms 110, 132, and 144 depict a Davidic king.  Moreover, if the 

house of David has come to nothing at the end of Book III, why do these later 

Davidic psalms represent him not conquered, but conquering. . . . The old 

Davidic and Zion theology is reasserted in the strongest terms (122; 125; 

128.5–6; 132.11–18).  David is rescued from the sword and sings a new song 

to God (144.9–10).  The David of Books IV and V may not be doing as badly 

as Wilson suggests.73 

Despite this remark, Mitchell’s treatment of the Davidic dynasty in the Psalter’s final 

form is disappointing.74 

 The reason for Mitchell’s disappointing treatment of the royal and Davidic 

material in the Psalter is his focus on the community’s eschatological return to 

 
70 Mitchell, 244. 
71 Mitchell, 62. 
72 Mitchell, 78–79.  Cf. Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 217–18, 221. 
73 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 79.  Cf. Mitchell, ‘Lord, Remember David’, 535–37. 
74 This is true apart from a section entitled ‘The Messiahs of the Lord’ (pp. 241–271). Indeed, 

this weakness is noted by Mitchell himself, The Message of the Psalter, 301.  It should be 

acknowledged that this is also addressed, albeit briefly, in Mitchell, ‘Lord, Remember David’. 
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Jerusalem.75  This consideration is driven first and foremost by the conviction that the 

Psalter is eschatological.76  However, it is also based on a supposed parallel between 

the Psalms of Asaph and Ascents and an eschatological programme set forth in the 

prophets.  Mitchell contends: 

Ezekiel 34–48, Zechariah 9–14 and Joel 3–4 seem to present eschatological 

programmes that are similar in their broad outlines. . . . These eschatological 

programmes comprise a sequence of gatherings to Zion.  First, scattered Israel, 

with an emphasis on the Josephites, gather from exile.  Secondly, hostile 

nations gather against them.  Thirdly, following Israel’s deliverance, they and 

the survivors of all the nations worship Yhwh at the appointed feasts in 

Jerusalem (Ezek. 45.13–46.24; Zech. 14.16–21).77 

By focusing on the Psalms of Asaph and Ascents, Mitchell concludes, “It therefore 

appears that the arrangement of these psalms in the Psalter produces a document that 

bears some similarity to the eschatological programmes in the prophets.”78 

 Mitchell helpfully challenged Wilson’s theory regarding the message 

communicated by the Psalter’s shape.  However, his alternative suggestion is 

unsatisfactory primarily in two ways.  First, it is unclear that the Psalter should be 

considered eschatological.  Individual psalms may rightly be considered 

eschatological; however, they are not pervasive enough to demand that the Psalter is 

deemed eschatological.  The most that can be said is that the Psalter is forward-looking 

in its hope, but that hope expects resolution before the end of time.  Second, Mitchell’s 

argument is too intricate and detailed given the nature of the Psalter.  Wilson observes: 

His work is ultimately unpersuasive since it (like earlier attempts to reconstruct 

an enthronement festival) is based largely on tenuous connections between 

 
75 This is evident in the focus on the Songs of Ascents. See, Mitchell, The Message of the 

Psalter, 184–85, 198. 
76 Mitchell, 82–87.  Mitchell highlights four aspects in favour of his position: first, the Psalter 

was shaped within an eschatologically conscious milieu; second, individual psalms are 

ascribed to authors who were considered future-predictive prophets; third, certain psalms are 

of a decidedly ‘ultimate’ character; fourth, the inclusion of royal psalms is intriguing given 

there was no king on the throne.  In Mitchell, ‘Lord, Remember David’, 529, he adds that an 

eschatological interpretation of the psalms was normative from biblical times through to the 

nineteenth century in both the Christian and Jewish tradition. 
77 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 151. 
78 Mitchell, 198. 
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particular psalms and a supposed eschatological program discovered in 

Zechariah 9–14.  While Mitchell’s attempt at least takes the Psalter 

arrangement seriously, it ultimately fails by seeking to say too much — or at 

least more than the psalms themselves clearly say.79 

Mitchell misses the wood for the trees.  This is evident in that he fails to place the 

Psalms of Asaph and the Songs of Ascents within the broader setting of the Psalter.  

For example, he considers the psalms of Asaph as reflecting the ingathering after the 

exile.  This, however, does not fit with their placement in Book Three prior to Psalm 

89.  Moreover, his treatment of significant themes, such as the Davidic dynasty, is 

somewhat lacking in his proposed eschatological programme.  While Wilson’s 

“David” is absent, Mitchell’s “David” is a confused presentation of a Messiah who 

comes and goes.80  The Psalter’s presentation of the Davidic dynasty is more coherent 

than this. 

 In response this thesis proposes a third way.  Like both Wilson and Mitchell, 

this thesis takes the Psalter’s arrangement seriously and, in chapter 3, defends a 

narrative impulse across the five books.  However, contrary to Wilson and in 

agreement with Mitchell (albeit treated in a more sustained manner), this thesis takes 

seriously the evident prominence of Davidic material in Books Four and Five, 

suggesting that the Davidic dynasty remains prominent and significant.  This is 

especially the case in chapters 5–7.  Additionally, contrary to both Mitchell and 

Wilson, this thesis argues that the Psalter is forward-looking yet not eschatological.  In 

what way, then, is the Psalter forward-looking?  In an attempt to answer this question 

the concept of utopian hope will be explored in chapter 4.   

The State of the Field 

Since the publication of both Wilson and Mitchell’s doctoral dissertations the interest 

in the message of the Book of Psalms has continued to grow unabated.81  It would be 

 
79 Wilson, ‘King, Messiah, and the Reign of God’, 404 n.34.  Cf. Gerald H. Wilson, ‘Psalms 

and Psalter: Paradigm for Biblical Theology’, in Biblical Theology: Retrospect and Prospect, 

ed. Scott J. Hafemann (Leicester: Apollos, 2002), 108 n.14.  It should be noted that Mitchell 

responds to this critique in, ‘Lord, Remember David’, 530–32. 
80 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 268–71. 
81 For example, David Willgren, The Formation of the ‘Book’ of Psalms: Reconsidering the 

Transmission and Canonization of Psalmody in Light of Material Culture and the Poetics of 

Anthologies, FAT 88 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2016). 
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impossible to review all contributions, and therefore those treated below have been 

chosen for either their influence on the field or due to their pertinence to this thesis. 

 Among the first to publish material along these lines was John H. Walton.  In 

1991 a brief but provocative article attempted to trace the narrative of the Historical 

Books through the 150 psalms.82  Walton’s hypothesis was that the Psalter is “a cantata 

around the theme of the Davidic covenant.”83  He concluded that his article 

demonstrated the possibility and feasibility of such an approach.84  Walton helpfully 

fleshed out the progression of thought concerning the Davidic dynasty; however, the 

issue with his approach was that he attempted to follow this flow through each psalm.  

This is not possible, rather the movement is across the five Books which permits the 

editor(s) to create a narrative impulse while respecting the original compositions and 

pre-existing collections. 

 In addition to providing several beneficial surveys of scholarship in this area, 

David M. Howard has also highlighted the significance of kingship in the Psalter.85  

Following Wilson, Howard draws particular attention to YHWH’s kingship in the 

Psalter: “The Davidic kingship is especially prominent in Books I–III; it gives way to 

an emphasis in Books IV–V on YHWH’s kingship.”86  In terms of argument Howard 

has little new to offer; he suggests that in answer to the calamity of Psalm 89 the Psalter 

offers the twin answers of trusting in the kingship of YHWH and following the path 

of wisdom.87  This is essentially a reiterating of Wilson’s argument. 

 
82 John H. Walton, ‘Psalms: A Cantata about the Davidic Covenant’, JETS 34, no. 1 (1991): 

21–31. 
83 Walton, 24. 
84 Walton, 30, writes: ‘I think that I have been able to demonstrate that the possibility exists 

that the editor of Psalms may have used the content of the psalms as a key to organize them 

into a logical framework. . . . the feasibility of such a hypothesis can, I think, be affirmed.’ 
85 For the surveys see, David M. Howard Jr, ‘Editorial Activity in the Psalter: A State-of-the-

Field Survey’, in Shape and Shaping of the Psalter, ed. J. Clinton McCann Jr, JSOTSup 159 

(Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993); Howard Jr, ‘Recent Trends in Psalms Study’; David M. 

Howard Jr, ‘The Psalms and Current Study’, in Interpreting the Psalms: Issues and 

Approaches, ed. Philip S. Johnson and David G. Firth (Leicester: Apollos, 2005). 
86 David M. Howard Jr, ‘The Case for Kingship in the Old Testament Narrative Books and the 

Psalms’, TJ 9, no. 1 (1988): 34.  For a more detailed discussion of this see, David M. Howard 

Jr, The Structure of Psalms 93–100, BibJS 5 (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1997). 
87 David M. Howard Jr, ‘A Contextual Reading of Psalms 90–94’, in Shape and Shaping of 

the Psalter, ed. J. Clinton McCann Jr, JSOTSup 159 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993), 111. 
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 J. Clinton McCann advanced the scholarly conversation by editing a collection 

of essays initially presented at Society of Biblical Literature gatherings in 1989/90.88  

In his own writings McCann has sought to move the focus in studies of the Book of 

Psalms from kingship to torah.  He argues:  

The canonical form of the Psalter reminds us that the Psalms were not 

preserved to serve as a source for reconstructing the liturgical history of ancient 

Israel and Judah, . . . Rather, the Psalms have been preserved and treasured 

because they have served to instruct the people of God.89 

There is a certain attraction to this proposal given the prominence of Psalms 1 and 119 

through positioning and length respectively.  McCann initially understands this focus 

to further support Wilson’s conclusion.90  Moreover, this approach is also adopted by 

James L. Mays.91  Nevertheless, both McCann and Mays fail to account for the 

significant amount of Davidic and royal material in the Psalter to legitimize ignoring 

kingship in the way that their approach does. 

 Nancy L. deClaissé-Walford sought to further strengthen a focus on torah with 

the publication of Reading from the Beginning.92  Here, apparently picking up on 

McCann’s example,93 deClaissé-Walford supplements Wilson’s work by primarily 

addressing the psalms at the beginning of each book.94   In some respects deClaissé-

Walford’s work in Reading from the Beginning is not immediately pertinent as she 

seeks to address the shaping process.  However, her comments regarding how the 

 
88 J. Clinton McCann Jr, ed., Shape and Shaping of the Psalter, JSOTSup 159 (Sheffield: JSOT 

Press, 1993). 
89 J. Clinton McCann Jr, A Theological Introduction to the Book of Psalms: The Psalms as 

Torah (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1993), 20–21. 
90 J. Clinton McCann Jr, ‘Books I-III and the Editorial Purpose of the Hebrew Psalter’, in 

Shape and Shaping of the Psalter, ed. J. Clinton McCann Jr, JSOTSup 159 (Sheffield: JSOT 

Press, 1993), 104–5.  Indeed, in this essay McCann argues that Books I–III already begin to 

offer the answer that Wilson suggests in present in Books IV–V. 
91 James L. Mays, ‘The Place of the Torah-Psalms in the Psalter’, JBL 106, no. 1 (1987): 3–

12; James L. Mays, The Lord Reigns: A Theological Handbook to the Psalms (Louisville: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 1994). 
92 Nancy L. deClaissé-Walford, Reading from the Beginning: The Shaping of the Hebrew 

Psalter (Macon: Mercer University Press, 1997). 
93 McCann Jr, ‘Books I–III and the Editorial Purpose of the Hebrew Psalter’, 95. 
94 deClaissé-Walford, Reading from the Beginning, 6, writes: ‘The psalms located at the 

beginning of each of the five books of the Psalter—3, 42, 73, 90, and 107—should provide 

important clues about the book’s “shaping,” the process by which the postexilic community 

formed the Psalter, and about how we should read the work.’ 
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eventual shape of the Psalter should guide its readers offers a further representation of 

Wilson’s original thesis.  Like McCann, she has also edited a series of essays 

concerning the study of the Psalter as a book.95  Undoubtedly deClaissé-Walford’s 

most significant contribution to Psalms study has been the publication of a 

commentary which gives special attention to the shape of the Psalter.96  Once again, 

however, the royal and Davidic material is simply not given the treatment it requires.97 

One of the key factors in deClaissé-Walford, Howard, McCann, and Wilson 

advocating YHWH’s kingship as preeminent is the Psalter’s interest in (some might 

say concern with) the torah.98  However, Jamie A. Grant has ably demonstrated that 

torah and Davidic kingship are not mutually exclusive.  In observing that alongside 

torah psalms (1; 19; 119) royal psalms are present (2; 18; 20–21; 118) Grant explains: 

“It is the tentative proposal of this thesis that these psalms were deliberately placed 

alongside one another in order to reflect the theology of the Kingship Law in the final 

form of the Book of Psalms.”99  He concludes: 

The picture of the king presented in Pss 2, 18, 20–21 and 118, is of an 

individual entirely dependent upon Yahweh—reliant upon him for deliverance 

and refusing to trust in alternative sources of power.  This is a central aspect of 

the theology of Deuteronomy and, more specifically, of the Kingship Law.  

Paralleled with this image of a king trusting in God is the idea of an individual 

living according to the torah.  Once again, this is an important feature of 

Deuteronomy and one which is clearly encouraged in the Law of the King.100 

Grant’s work helpfully demonstrates that any torah emphasis in the Psalter does not 

necessitate a neglect of Davidic kingship.  Rather, it is evident that it adds depth to any 

 
95 Nancy L. deClaissé-Walford, ed., The Shape and Shaping of the Book of Psalms: The 

Current State of Scholarship, SBLAIL 20 (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2014). 
96 Nancy L. deClaissé-Walford, Rolf A. Jacobson, and Beth L. Tanner, The Book of Psalms, 

NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015).  
97 This is evident in, Nancy L. deClaissé-Walford, ‘The Meta-Narrative of the Psalter’, in The 

Oxford Handbook of the Psalms, ed. William P. Brown (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2014). 
98 For example, Wilson, ‘The Structure of the Psalter’, 71, argues: ‘As an introduction to the 

whole Psalter, Ps. 1 has now been edited in relation to Ps. 2 so that together the two introduce 

the major themes of delight in torah and reliance on Yahweh.’ 
99 Grant, The King as Exemplar, 11.  “Kingship Law” is a reference to the rights and duties of 

the Israelite king as delineated in Deut. 17:14–20. 
100 Grant, 292.  “Law of the King” is another reference to Deut. 17:14–20. 
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consideration of Davidic kingship.  The vice-regency highlighted by Grant is clearly 

discernible in the Davidic material in Book Five (cf. 109–110; 122; 132; 144–145).  

Moreover, the Kingship Law paints an idyllic picture of YHWH’s vice-regent which 

is also present in the Psalter (cf. 72; 101). 

There has been an ever-increasing interest in the Davidic material in Books 

Four and Five, often in response to the key scholars noted above.101  Two scholars in 

particular have published formative monographs on the Davidic material in Book Five: 

Michael K. Snearly102 and Ian J. Vaillancourt.  Snearly’s doctoral dissertation, 

published as The Return of the King: Messianic Expectation in Book V of the Psalter, 

argues that: 

The purposeful arrangement of psalm groups in Psalms 107–150 signals a 

renewed hope in the royal/Davidic promises. . . . The trajectory of the storyline 

is consistent throughout: Yahweh is king; he has appointed an earthly vice-

regent who represents his heavenly rule on earth; the earthly vice-regent and 

his people travail against the rebellious of the earth. . . . Future hope was tied 

to David and his offspring.103 

Snearly attempts to demonstrate this trajectory by identifying significant terminology 

in Book Five.104  His contention is that canonical studies of the Psalter have promoted 

 
101 Jerome F. D. Creach, Yahweh as Refuge and the Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, JSOTSup 

217 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996); Jerome F. D. Creach, ‘The Shape of Book 

Four of the Psalter and the Shape of Second Isaiah’, JSOT 80 (1998): 63–76; Michael D. 

Goulder, The Psalms of the Return (Book V, Psalms 107–150): Studies in the Psalter, IV, 

JSOTSup 258 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998); David A. Gundersen, ‘Davidic 

Hope in Book IV of the Psalter (Psalms 90–106)’ (Ph.D. diss., The Southern Baptist 

Theological Seminary, 2015); David A. Gundersen, ‘The Future David of Psalm 101: Davidic 

Hope Sustained in Book IV of the Psalter’, JBTS 4, no. 1 (2019): 82–112; Jinkyu Kim, ‘The 

Strategic Arrangement of Royal Psalms in Books IV–V’, WTJ 70, no. 1 (2008): 143–57; 

Sampson S. Ndoga, ‘Revisiting the Theocratic Agenda of Book 4 of the Psalter for Interpretive 

Premise’, in The Shape and Shaping of the Book of Psalms: The Current State of Scholarship, 

ed. Nancy L. deClaissé-Walford, SBLAIL 20 (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2014); Erich Zenger, ‘The 

Composition and Theology of the Fifth Book of Psalms, Psalms 107–145’, JSOT 80 (1998): 

77–102. 
102 For a more succinct presentation of his conclusions see, Michael K. Snearly, ‘The Return 

of the King: Book V as a Witness to Messianic Hope in the Psalter’, in The Psalms: Language 

for All Seasons of the Soul, ed. Andrew J. Schmutzer and David M. Howard Jr (Chicago: 

Moody Press, 2013). 
103 Michael K. Snearly, The Return of the King: Messianic Expectation in Book V of the 

Psalter, LHBOTS 624 (New York: Bloomsbury, 2015), 1, 5. 
104 Snearly, 120.  The key-word criteria that controls Snearly’s study is the occurrence of a 

root in any given section of Book Five must constitute at least 50 percent of all occurrences in 
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particular trajectories on the basis of “cursory observations of the individual 

psalms.”105  In order to combat this Snearly attempts to employ 

a mixture of a computer-assisted analysis of the text and a close reading of the 

text.  It combines both Psalmenexegese and Psalterexegese into a 

hermeneutical spiral, with the results of each influencing the other.  My goal is 

not only to discern relationships among neighbouring psalms, but also to 

determine the make-up of entire groups and how these larger groups relate to 

one another.  It is a method that reveals the structure of a larger corpora at 

higher literary levels without losing sight of the smaller groups and individual 

psalms.106 

This endeavour is laudable; however, it suffers from attempting to do too much.  In 

order to effectively apply this methodology Snearly is restricted in considering the 

content of individual psalms.  For example, his discussion of Psalm 110, a pivotal 

psalm in depicting the relationship between YHWH, his vice-regent, and victory for 

their people, lacks any sustained engagement with the text of the psalm.107  

Additionally, Psalms such as 119 and 136 skew the statistics of key terms.  Statistics 

alone will not suffice.  Therefore, by engaging in two broad surveys in chapters 3 and 

4 and careful exegesis of two psalms in chapters 5 and 6, this thesis will avoid offering 

only cursory observations on individual psalms while also permitting due attention to 

be given to salient psalms in Book Five. 

Moreover, it appears that Snearly fails to appreciate fully the narrative impulse 

present in the Psalter.  He concludes: “The Psalter begins with a heavenly king who 

appoints his anointed servant over his earthly kingdom against the backdrop of unruly 

and rebellious foreign kings—and Book V concludes with these same three characters 

acting the same story on the same stage.”108  This conclusion conveys that the Psalter’s 

storyline is static in nature; despite 150 psalms and an apparent reference to the 

 
Book Five and/or 20 percent of all occurrences in the Psalter.  In the main Snearly is able to 

defend his thesis within the parameters.  However, on occasion he is forced to go beyond his 

methodology in order to defend his thesis. 
105 Snearly, 18. 
106 Snearly, 52. 
107 See the discussion on Psalms 107–118 in Snearly, 105–28.  Psalm 110 features prominently 

only on page 123. 
108 Snearly, 169. 
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cataclysmic exile, things remain the same.  To the contrary, as will be demonstrated in 

chapters 3 and 4, the Psalter possesses a narrative impulse that advances the storyline 

throughout the five books eventually arriving at a more sustained depiction of utopian 

hope in which YHWH and his vice-regent rule victoriously over all enemies for the 

good of their people.   

 Vaillancourt’s monograph, The Multifaceted Saviour of Psalms 110 and 118: 

A Canonical Exegesis, “actively seeks to move the discussion forward by reframing 

the entire debate, and introducing the notion of a multifaceted portrayal of the figure 

of salvation in book 5.”109  Regarding his methodological approach, Vaillancourt 

writes: “the following chapters will be mostly concerned with the shape of the Hebrew 

Psalter, and will reserve discussion of the shaping process of the text to a possible side-

discussion, because of the speculative nature of that discussion.”110  Likewise, the 

concern of this study is the shape of the Psalter as it stands and the exegetical and 

theological content of the psalms which constitute the Psalter. 

Vaillancourt introduces the notion of a multifaceted saviour by assessing at 

length the secondary literature, followed by a canonical reading of Psalms 110 and 

118.  While noting broad agreement on the contours of the Psalter among scholars,111 

he also identifies an impasse: the merging of Davidic and Divine thrones.112  Instead 

of advocating a Davidic interest in Book Five, Vaillancourt attempts to advance the 

discussion beyond the impasse by arguing that the royal figure of Psalm 110 is a 

cosmic priest and the royal figure of Psalm 118 is a Mosaic prophet.113  His claim is 

not that the king embodies these functions, but rather that there is an individual who is 

prophet, priest, and king.114  The basis for anticipating this multifaceted figure of 

 
109 Ian J. Vaillancourt, The Multifaceted Saviour of Psalms 110 and 118: A Canonical 

Exegesis, HBM 86 (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2019), 6–7.  Emphasis original. 
110 Vaillancourt, 80. 
111 Vaillancourt, 10 n.34. 
112 Vaillancourt, 63–73. 
113 Vaillancourt, 179–82. 
114 Vaillancourt, 182, explains, ‘In the context of the final editing of the Hebrew Psalter, when 

there was no king on the throne of David, and when the broader Old Testament canon had 

taught God’s people to hope in a coming prophet like Moses (Deut. 18.18), a royal Son of 

David (2 Sam. 7.12–16), and a prophetic word had spoken about a royal/priestly figure (Zech. 

6.9–15), it makes sense that such a multifaceted figure would be portrayed in two key Psalms 

near the end of the Psalter.’ 
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salvation is the presupposition that the Psalter is eschatological.115  Vaillancourt 

concludes: 

In the final form of the book of Psalms, this figure emerges as an eschatological 

figure of salvation who encompasses many hoped-for figures across the Old 

Testament in one person, and as the one who will bring about the full-scale 

deliverance of the people of God.116 

Vaillancourt has supplied a valuable contribution to canonical studies of the 

Psalter.  However, there are a number of weaknesses which this thesis will address.  

First, by devoting almost half of his work to reviewing secondary literature 

Vaillancourt neglects direct engagement with the Psalter in its entirety.117  Convinced 

that the impasse identified by Vaillancourt will only be overcome by returning to the 

Psalter itself, the present study has restricted discussion of secondary literature to 

permit space for engaging the content of the Psalter afresh.  Second, like Mitchell, 

Vaillancourt imbues the Psalter with a genre that its contents cannot sustain: 

eschatological.  The present study terms the forward-looking vision of the Psalter as 

utopian: YHWH’s vice-regent ruling his people in peace after the defeat of enemies.  

The Psalter consistently holds out this vision without (over-)stretching to detail the end 

of time.  Third, Vaillancourt seeks to reveal a multifaceted saviour in Book Five.  This 

is unnecessary.  The facets identified by Vaillancourt are elsewhere in the OT 

consistently connected to the king.118  Indeed, in the Psalter all these facets are 

connected to Davidic kingship.119  Therefore, the present study will focus on Davidic 

kingship in Book Five. 

 
115 As argued for explicitly in Ian J. Vaillancourt, ‘Formed in the Crucible of Messianic Angst: 

The Eschatological Shape of the Hebrew Psalter’s Final Form’, SBET 31, no. 2 (2013): 127–

44. 
116 Vaillancourt, The Multifaceted Saviour of Psalms 110 and 118, 182. 
117 Vaillancourt, 10, writes: ‘Finally, since I will focus on speaking to an impasse in the 

secondary literature, I will also need to assume to a certain degree the general points about 

books 1–4 to which most canonical interpreters agree.’  He discusses the secondary literature 

for 84 pages. 
118 See, Vaillancourt, 182.  He highlights primarily the priestly and prophetic aspects.  

However, these are linked to the king elsewhere in the OT (priestly: 2 Kings 8; 2 Chron. 5–6; 

prophetic: 2 Sam. 23:1).  Moreover, we could add the servanthood aspects of kingship (Isa. 

42:1–9; 49:1–7, which includes prophetic aspects; 50:1–11; 52:13–53:12; cf. Pss. 138–145). 
119 James L. Mays, ‘The David of the Psalms’, Int 40, no. 2 (1986): 155, observes that ‘The 

relation of the Psalms to David makes them a theological interpretation of his office, and the 
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An Emerging Challenge 

The premise of the Psalter forming a book is not universally accepted, however.  There 

are some scholars who have remained sceptical of recognising any intentional shape 

in the Psalter and so resisted embracing it, while others have actively argued against 

such a reading.  David Willgren is representative of the emerging challenge pushing 

against the growing consensus in Psalms scholarship.120  This challenge is important 

and compellingly presented in his monograph The Formation of the ‘Book’ of Psalms: 

Reconsidering the Transmission and Canonization of Psalmody in Light of Material 

Culture and the Poetics of Anthologies.   

Although Willgren’s work consistently appeals to the shaping process, which 

lies beyond the scope of this research, his conclusion regarding the final shape has a 

bearing on the field of study.  His basic argument is that it is more appropriate to 

consider the Psalter an anthology as opposed to a book.121  Arguing that canonisation 

has more to do with selection than arrangement,122 Willgren proposes that:  

the formation of the ‘Book’ of Psalms is not ultimately an issue of shaping a 

‘book’ in the way it is usually conceived, but of the creative preservation of a 

tradition.  Rather than relating the formation of the ‘Book’ of Psalms to the 

formation of other books in the Hebrew Bible, I suggest that a better analogy 

would be the formation of the Hebrew Bible itself.  In such a view, the ‘Book’ 

of Psalms would not primarily be a book of psalms, but rather a canon of 

psalms.123   

On this basis, he continues, “it seems as if the complex history of the formation of the 

‘Book’ of Psalms entails a similar complexity as to the layering of various purposes of 

organization, so that the very idea of a single (or even dominant) purpose needs to be 

 
relation of David to the Psalms makes his kingship the context in which their ultimate basis 

and purpose is clear.’ 
120 Also see, William Yarchin, ‘Were the Psalms Collections at Qumran True Psalters?’, JBL 

134, no. 4 (2015): 775–89; William Yarchin, ‘Is There An Authoritative Shape for the Hebrew 

Book of Psalms?: Profiling the Manuscripts of the Hebrew Psalter’, RB 122, no. 3 (July 2015): 

355–70. 
121 Willgren, The Formation of the ‘Book’ of Psalms, 25, defines an anthology as ‘a 

compilation of independent texts, actively selected and organized in relation to some present 

needs, inviting readers to a platform of continuous dialogue.’ 
122 Willgren, 77. 
123 Willgren, 386.  Emphasis original. 
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questioned.”124  These comments are intended to caution against reading each psalm 

in sequence like turning a page in a book and purporting to see an overarching storyline 

emerge from the document as a whole.  Nevertheless, Willgren concludes that David 

is the string that holds the flowers of the Psalms together in this anthology.125 

 As important as this challenge is, some questions remain for Willgren (among 

others) to answer if his thesis is to be considered persuasive.  For instance, does his 

comparing the formation of the Psalter to the formation of the Hebrew Bible hold for 

his thesis that the Psalter does not have an intentional shape?  Some scholars suggest 

that the OT canon possesses an intentional shape.126  Thus, it could be argued, this 

comparison weakens Willgren’s thesis as it is possible to discern both micro 

(individual books) and macro (entire Hebrew Bible) trajectories.  Even so, I suggest 

that my research demonstrates cognisance of legitimate critiques raised by this 

emerging challenge.  First, rather than seeking to discern a narrative impulse primarily 

in the sequencing of individual psalms it traces the flow from book to book within the 

Psalter.  Second, it avoids the virtually impossible task of reconstructing the formation 

of the Psalter, which Willgren himself acknowledges was “a quite complex and 

somewhat messy process.”127  Moreover, common ground is found in the centrality of 

Davidic authorship ascriptions in understanding the entire collection.128  The 

contributions to a forthcoming title from Mohr Siebeck, The Formation of the Hebrew 

Psalter, appear to affirm that while this emerging challenge highlights legitimate 

shortcomings in the study of the Psalter as a book—some of which have been identified 

above—it has not yet persuaded scholarship to abandon concerns related to the literary 

shape of the Psalter.129 

 This survey of the state of the field in Psalms scholarship, with particular 

interest in the shape of the Psalter, demonstrates that the field remains in need of 

 
124 Willgren, 388–89. 
125 Willgren, 390. 
126 Cf. Stephen G. Dempster, Dominion and Dynasty: A Theology of the Hebrew Bible, NSBT 

15 (Nottingham: Apollos, 2003).  Particularly, pp. 15–43. 
127 Willgren, The Formation of the ‘Book’ of Psalms, 132. 
128 Cf. David Willgren Davage, ‘Why Davidic Superscriptions Do Not Demarcate Earlier 

Collections of Psalms’, JBL 139, no. 1 (2020): 86. 
129 As made evident by the table of contents. See, Gianni Barbiero, Marco Pavan, and Johannes 

Schnocks, eds., The Formation of the Hebrew Psalter: The Book of Psalms Between Ancient 

Versions, Material Transmission and Canonical Exegesis, FAT 151 (Tübingen: Mohr 

Siebeck, 2021). 
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further refinement.  The work conducted thus far by scholars has been enlightening 

and beneficial.  However, as highlighted in the emerging challenge, illustrated with 

Willgren’s work, studies on the shape of the Psalter have not yet been exhausted.  

There is therefore room for this contribution to both advance and refine the discussion.  

In particular, this thesis will navigate a third way between the seminal works of Wilson 

and Mitchell. 

Methodological Considerations 

Before proceeding some methodological considerations must first be outlined.  The 

initial question any student of the Psalter must answer is: Which Psalter?  Given the 

speculative nature of the shaping process of the Psalter, and the debate regarding the 

date of the final shape, it is necessary to explicitly state the textual basis for this 

thesis.130  This study will deal with the MT 150.131  On accepting the MT 150 as an 

authoritative order of the Psalms the LXX translation appears to be an important 

witness.  Williams writes:  

The translation of the Psalter into Greek has traditionally been dated to the 

second century BCE. . . . All of the available evidence converges to support 

the idea of the unity of the translation, and to confirm the thesis that the Greek 

Psalter originated in the second century BCE.132 

 
130 The process by which the OT material was shaped has been lost. Mark S. Gignilliat, 

Reading Scripture Canonically: Theological Instincts for Old Testament Interpretation (Grand 

Rapids: Baker Academic, 2019), 58, observes: ‘Given today’s textual evidence, it seems 

Pollyannaish to hope for a clear and tidy picture of the Old Testament literary tree moving 

from its oral/literary roots to mature textual form.  The reconstruction of the biblical text’s 

literary history remains the stuff of critical inquiry nowhere near consensus.’  Referring to the 

OT in general, John H. Sailhamer, Introduction to Old Testament Theology: A Canonical 

Approach (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995), 223, writes: ‘The original texts lie buried beneath 

the present shape of the canonical text.’  This is all the more true for the Psalter. 
131 Given this decision, one must decide how the superscriptions are to be understood.  It is 

unnecessary for the present study to assert that, for example,  ְלָדִוד is an indication of actual 

authorship, although this is not beyond the realms of possibility (cf. Hab. 3:1).  Rather, the 

assumption of the present research is that the MT encourages readers to read and interpret 

psalms in connection with the individual named in the superscriptions.  Thus, the psalms 

carrying a Davidic superscription are to be viewed with a Davidic hue.  This is reflected in my 

translation of Psalm 110 in which the superscription is rendered: “A Davidic Psalm.”  The 

designation “authorship ascriptions” will be employed throughout this research as it explicitly 

ties a psalm to the individual(s) named in the superscription, which appears to be the intention 

in the MT. 
132 Tyler F. Williams, ‘Towards a Date for the Old Greek Psalter’, in Old Greek Psalter: 

Studies in Honour of Albert Pietersma, ed. R. J. V. Hiebert, C. E. Cox, and P. J. Gentry, 

JSOTSup 332 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2001), 248–49.  Cf. the conclusion of 
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With a variety of examples Williams illustrates that the Greek translation of the Psalter 

was most likely based on a settled Hebrew version.  Moreover, the presence of the 

fivefold division and the psalms titles being in place in the LXX offers further 

evidence.133  This suggestion has been challenged, especially in light of the discovery 

of alternatively ordered psalms collections at Qumran.134  However, the MSS found at 

Qumran contain a large amount of apocryphal texts.135  Moreover, there are also 

limited numbers of MSS for particular portions of the Psalter; thus making it difficult 

to formulate a comprehensive and compelling case for a Psalter in flux.136  Although 

it is difficult to be definitive, the LXX strongly suggests that the MT 150 version of 

the Psalter was that which was in circulation during the Second Temple Era.  This is 

the assumption adopted in this thesis.137 

 The second question to answer is: On what evidence do you discern the 

message of the Psalter?  I am convinced that the significance of the shape of the Psalter 

 
Stephen G. Dempster, ‘The Old Testament Canon, Josephus, and Cognitive Environment’, in 

The Enduring Authority of the Christian Scriptures, ed. D. A. Carson (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2016), 357–59.  Although based on the commentary of Josephus, he reaches a 

similar dating to Williams.  Furthermore, Roger T. Beckwith, The Old Testament Canon of 

the New Testament Church (London: SPCK, 1985), 21, notes that ‘by the late second century 

BC the translator of Ecclesiasticus, in his prologue, can refer to Greek versions of all three 

sections of the Hebrew Bible.’  Also see, Paul D. Wegner, A Student’s Guide to Textual 

Criticism of the Bible: Its History, Methods & Results (Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity Press 

Academic, 2006), 63. 
133 Roger T. Beckwith, ‘The Early History of the Psalter’, TynBul 46, no. 1 (1995): 6, 14. 
134 Wilson, ‘Qumran Psalms Scroll and the Canonical Psalter’; Wilson, ‘A First Century CE 

Date for the Closing of the Book of Psalms’; Wilson, ‘King, Messiah, and the Reign of God’, 

394 concludes: ‘the canonical Psalter arrangement did not win the day until after the middle 

of the first century CE.’ 
135 James C. VanderKam, The Dead Sea Scrolls Today (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 31, 

argues that only a quarter of MSS are biblical texts.  The significance of Qumran MSS as 

evidence for alternatively ordered Psalters is therefore debateable. 
136 Beckwith, ‘Early History of the Psalter’, 21. 
137 Cf. Adam D. Hensley, Covenant Relationships and the Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 

LHBOTS 666 (London: T. & T. Clark, 2018), 39, 41.  He offers a similar conclusion: ‘But 

unless one posits an implausibly late production of the extant LXX Psalter, the Qumran Psalms 

Hypothesis cannot account for the LXX Psalter’s macrostructural dependence on the whole 

MT.  Indeed, even the differences in psalm-divisions between MT and LXX attest the same 

sequence of psalm material, and the LXX’s explicit description of Ps 151 as “outside the 

number” (ἔξωθεν τοῦ ἀριθμοῦ) suggests that 150 is the accepted number of psalms in the 

Psalter. . . . It also seems clear that the LXX was translated at some temporal distance from 

the finalization of the MT sequence.  This makes a first-century AD date for that sequence 

most unlikely (contra. Wilson), and instead suggests that the MT 150 was finalized much 

earlier in the postexilic period.’  Likewise, Beckwith, ‘Early History of the Psalter’, 24, 

concludes that before the LXX translation ‘the Psalter had reached the form which is now 

familiar to us in the Hebrew Bible.’ 
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will only be discovered in the content of the Psalter.138  Moreover, “the canonical 

shaping of the final form leaves a hermeneutical, or interpretive, stamp both on the 

individual parts and the whole of the text in question.”139  Therefore, while attention 

must be given to the details of the text such as superscriptions, repeated themes, and 

statistical/linguistic analysis, the fullness of the Psalter’s message can only be found 

in reading the psalms themselves in the order we find them.140  This type of approach 

has often been categorised as canonical criticism, and yet an agreed definition of 

canonical criticism is difficult to source.141  For the purpose of this thesis it is sufficient 

to state that our concern is with the final form of the Psalter, and thus the literary 

context of any given psalm.142  It is for this reason that chapters 3 and 4 engage in two 

surveys across the breadth of the Psalter.143  Any examination of the Psalter as a whole 

 
138 John Barton, Reading the Old Testament: Method in Biblical Study, Second Edition 

(London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1996), 90, notes: ‘Canonical meanings are a function 

of the shape of the canon and do not depend on our being able to reconstruct the minds of the 

canonizers.’ 
139 Gignilliat, Reading Scripture Canonically, 20. 
140 Wenham, The Psalter Reclaimed, 77, highlights the importance of the ‘canonical context’ 

and concludes that ‘it is imperative to read one psalm in the context of the whole collection.’  

Cf. Barton, Reading the Old Testament, 82, 89, who writes: ‘There is something a little naive 

about thinking that we can read part of the Bible as if it existed all on its own . . . Any group 

of texts that form a canon – even in the purely literary sense of the “canon” of an author’s 

works – will be partly misunderstood if they are read as isolated units.’ 
141 For example, consider the distinction between canonical criticism and canonical approach 

as advocated by Mark G. Brett, Biblical Criticism in Crisis? The Impact of the Canonical 

Approach on Old Testament Studies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 20, 121.  

Brett claims that ‘Although many biblical scholars do not distinguish between “canonical 

criticism” and the “canonical approach”, this distinction is crucial if we are to attain any clarity 

on the issues at stake’ (p. 20).  Cf. Noble’s critique of Childs as summarised in Paul R. Noble, 

The Canonical Approach: A Critical Reconstruction of the Hermeneutics of Brevard S. Childs, 

BibInt 16 (Leiden: Brill, 1995), 1–8, eps. 7. 
142 Examining both the benefits and difficulties inherent in canonical criticism, John N. 

Oswalt, ‘Canonical Criticism: A Review from a Conservative Viewpoint’, JETS 30, no. 3 

(1987): 325, concludes: ‘In that canonical criticism calls us to interpret a book in no less than 

its literary wholeness, it is a most welcome development.  Furthermore, in that it challenges 

us to consider the significance of the way in which books and collection of books are arranged, 

it is commendable.’  Cf. Rolf Rendtorff, The Canonical Hebrew Bible: A Theology of the Old 

Testament, trans. D. E. Orton (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 2, who writes: ‘The predominant interest 

in the final shape of the texts is grounded largely in the fact that the texts in this form became 

the foundation of the faith, doctrine and life of the two biblical faith communities, the Jewish 

and the Christian.’  Also, Sailhamer, Introduction to Old Testament Theology: A Canonical 

Approach, 97–98; James A. Sanders, ‘Canonical Context and Canonical Criticism’, HBT 2 

(1980): 179. 
143 Cf. Gignilliat, Reading Scripture Canonically, 34, ‘Seeking to hear the Old Testament’s 

symphonic voice as a single and yet complex phenomenon may be the harder task.’ 
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reveals Davidic material as central.  Chapters 5–7 devote specific attention to Davidic 

material in Book Five since this is the point which most divides scholarship.144 

 Following on from the second question, it is important to discern if particular 

psalms either elucidate or are vital to any Davidic impetus in Book Five.  Psalms 110 

and 132 are prime candidates.  They are salient psalms in Book Five due to their 

Davidic connection, forward-looking nature, and placement near the beginning and 

towards the end of the fifth book.  Moreover, these psalms are dealt with inadequately 

by both Wilson (in arguing against any Davidic impetus) and Snearly (in arguing for 

a Davidic concern).145  Mitchell identifies Psalms 110 and 132 as presenting a 

conquering Davidic king, combining a strong Davidic and Zion theology.146  Given 

these two psalms are located after Books Three and Four, which reflect on the exile, 

and thus in the shadow of Psalm 89, their positivity concerning the Davidic dynasty is 

striking.  Consequently, Psalms 110 and 132 prove worthy of closer scrutiny to assess 

whether they hold out hope for a coming Davidic king.  Chapters 5 and 6 will examine 

these two psalms in detail. 

 A subsequent question that this thesis must answer is: How do we account for 

the forward-looking emphasis present within the Psalter?  It is evident that the Psalter 

is forward-looking in some capacity.  For those who have majored on this aspect of 

the Psalter this impetus has predominantly been categorised as eschatological.147  

However, on the basis of the content of the Psalter this categorisation cannot be 

 
144 This approach will also tentatively press in on the impact the Psalter in its final form would 

have on its initial recipients. If so desired, this may be termed an exercise in 

Wirkungsgeschichte, initially developed by Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. 

Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall, Second, Revised (London: Continuum Books, 

2004).  Despite the accusation of being imprecise and unscientific (and thus developed by 

Jauss to what is now known as Reception History; on this see Mark Knight, 

‘Wirkungsgeschichte, Reception History, Reception Theory’, JSNT 33, no. 2 [2010]: 137–46) 

its flexibility permits it to value both the shape of the biblical text and the historical context on 

which the text impacts.  This point is observed by David A. Holgate and Rachel Starr, SCM 

Studyguide to Biblical Hermeneutics (London: SCM Press, 2006), 85. 
145 Additionally, in a coherently argued defence of Wilson’s thesis, Gregory Goswell, ‘The 

Non-Messianic Psalter of Gerald H. Wilson’, VT 66, no. 4 (2016): 524–41, bases his argument 

on these two psalms.  In part, this thesis will offer a rebuttal of Goswell. 
146 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 79; Mitchell, ‘Lord, Remember David’, 535–37. 
147 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 82–87; Vaillancourt, ‘Formed in the Crucible of 

Messianic Angst’, 134–42; Vaillancourt, The Multifaceted Saviour of Psalms 110 and 118, 

182.  Snearly refrains from employing the term eschatological, but his reading of the Psalter 

is overtly messianic. See, Snearly, ‘The Return of the King: Book V as a Witness to Messianic 

Hope in the Psalter’; Snearly, The Return of the King. 
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supported.  It is my contention that utopian hope is a more suitable category for the 

forward-looking content of the Psalter.148  The book of Psalms fosters hope for a 

righteous kingdom, that emanates from Zion, and is ruled by YHWH’s virtuous and 

victorious Davidic vice-regent.  The Psalter depicts a society in perfect harmony 

bringing blessing to the world, in short, a biblical utopianism. 

 These methodological considerations govern this study and delineate how the 

thesis proposes a further refinement of the work of Wilson and Mitchell.  In doing so 

it offers a further contribution to the scholarly discussion.  This thesis treats the Psalter 

as it stands by examining its content.  It proceeds to isolate salient psalms within that 

content and develops an alternative category for describing the forward-looking hope 

present in the Psalter which ameliorates the label “eschatological.” 

Conclusion 

Is reading the Psalter as a book a discovery originating in the 1980s or a re-discovery?  

The above survey suggests the latter.  There is ample evidence that the shape of the 

Psalter was taken seriously prior to the Enlightenment.  However, there remained a 

failure to produce any theories regarding the significance of this shape.  In the modern 

era scholarship largely failed to appreciate the larger literary context within the Psalter.  

Nonetheless, it contributed to Psalms scholarship by focusing on a critical examination 

of the text.  Contemporary Psalms scholarship appears to have married these two 

approaches, employing a critical examination of the text in order to discern the 

significance of the Psalter’s shape.  Indeed, the most relevant contributions, reviewed 

above, have begun to demonstrate some of the key components in discerning a macro-

level editorial agenda in the Psalter.  However, there remains room for advancing the 

scholarly conversation—particularly with respect to the Davidic dynasty.  The first 

step is to set the context by outlining the Psalter’s narrative impulse.  

 
148 Similarly, Marvin A. Vincent, ‘The Shape of the Psalter: An Eschatological Dimension?’, 

in New Heaven & New Earth. Prophecy & the Millennium: Essays in Honour of Anthony 

Gelston, ed. Peter J. Harland and Robert Hayward (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 61–82, expresses 

caution regarding reading the Psalter as eschatological.  On the feasibility of utopia as a 

category for the Psalter’s forward-looking hope see, Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry 

(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1990), 130–36;  W. Dennis Tucker Jr, ‘“How Good It Is to Sing 

Praises to Our God” (Ps 147:1): The Final Hallel in Light of Utopian Literary Theory’, PRSt 

44 (2017): 225–38, and chapter 4 of this thesis. 
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Chapter 3: A Narrative Impulse 

Introduction: A Justified Assumption?  

The Psalter possesses a subtle narrative impulse.1  It is now necessary to set forth an 

argument in favour of reading the Psalter as a book with a chronology.  That is not to 

say that the individual psalms are in chronological order.2  Rather, it is to say that there 

appears to be a chronological flow across the five books.  However, the majority of 

publications on the Psalter’s structure merely assume a chronological flow to the five 

books.3  Grogan likewise observes: “It is usually assumed that the fivefold structure of 

the Psalter reflects a chronological sequence, not of the composition of the psalms but 

rather of their collection and ordering.”4  This is perhaps a consequence of Wilson’s 

influential work, especially his identification of the progression of thought concerning 

the Davidic covenant in Psalms 2, 41, 72, and 89.5  On closer inspection, it becomes 

apparent that the assumption is justified. 

The chronology that the Psalter traces is essentially a segment of the history of 

Israel as presented in the OT.  Israel’s nationhood can be traced back to at least the 

Exodus.6  Even though Israel was established as a theocracy, YHWH persistently ruled 

over his people through human individuals such as Moses, Joshua, and the Judges (see 

Deut., Josh., and Jdg.).  However, it is clear that “1 and 2 Samuel chronicle a structural 

change within Israelite society which had the profoundest political and religious 

 
1 Robert E. Wallace, ‘The Narrative Effect of Psalms 84–89’, JHebScrip 11 (2011): 4. 
2 That is the error into which some scholars have strayed. See Walton, ‘Psalms: A Cantata’. 
3 For example, this is explicitly expressed by Gundersen in an otherwise illuminating 

dissertation: ‘I have already outlined this broad progression, and my thesis will assume it while 

addressing the role Book IV plays.’ See Gundersen, ‘Davidic Hope in Book IV’, 47.  The 

outlining of this broad progression mentioned by Gundersen is minimal. 
4 Geoffrey W. Grogan, Prayer, Praise and Prophecy: A Theology of the Psalms (Ross-shire: 

Mentor, 2009), 204.  Grogan’s presentation of the structure of the Psalter in this volume is the 

closest I have discovered to a defence of a broadly chronological progression.  After 

completing this chapter I became aware of Michael Barber, Singing in the Reign: The Psalms 

and the Liturgy of God’s Kingdom (Steubenville: Emmaus Road Publishing, 2001).  Barber 

highlights some of the points I have made in relation to the chronology of the Psalter. 
5 Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 209; Wilson, ‘Royal Psalms at the “Seams”’, 88; 

Wilson, ‘Qumran Psalms Scroll and the Canonical Psalter’, 452; Wilson, ‘Shaping the Psalter’, 

80–81. 
6 See Eugene H. Merrill, Kingdom of Priests: A History of Old Testament History, Second 

Edition (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 73–74.  He writes: ‘The exodus is the most 

significant historical and theological event of the Old Testament because it marks God’s 

mightiest act on behalf of his people, one that brought them from slavery to freedom, from 

fragmentation to solidarity, from a people of promise (the Hebrews) to a nation of fulfilment 

(Israel).’ 
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consequences.”7  It is from the instigation of human kingship onward that the Psalter 

tracks the rise and fall of the Davidic dynasty (recorded in the books of Samuel, Kings, 

and Chronicles).  The apparent failure of the Davidic dynasty coincides with the hugely 

traumatic event of the early sixth century BCE—the exile—through which much of 

the city was destroyed and many of the people deported.  Following the disappearance 

of the Davidic dynasty and the exile, the Psalter mirrors the hope offered to the post-

exilic community by the Prophets; namely, a new Davidic king ruling from Zion (Isa. 

9:6–7; 11; Jer. 23:5–6; 30:9; 33:14–18; Ezek. 34:22–24; 37:22–25; Hos. 3:4–5; Amos 

9:11; Zech. 12:7–13:1).8 

This chapter will provide evidence in defence of a chronological flow to the 

five books.  More accurately, it will be argued that Book One is intimately connected 

with King David and the establishing of his kingdom in the face of opposition; Book 

Two moves towards a celebration of David’s dynasty as Israel’s cultus is established 

in Jerusalem and the throne passes from David to his son Solomon; Book Three reflects 

on the desperate circumstances of exile with the destruction of the temple and the 

apparent abrogation of the Davidic covenant; Book Four fosters hope for the exiled 

community as it reasserts that YHWH remains enthroned and hints that a new Davidic 

king will embody YHWH’s continued reign; Book Five erupts with praise in the 

certain anticipation of a restored community, worshipping YHWH, under a victorious 

Davidic king ruling from Zion.  Therefore, this chapter will argue that the Psalter 

possesses a subtle narrative impulse which is broadly chronological, tracing Israel’s 

history from the early monarchy to the post-exilic period. 

Book One: Establishing the Davidic Dynasty 

Psalms 1–2 

Modern scholarship strongly affirms that Psalms 1–2 form a two-part introduction to 

the Psalter.9  Although this position has widespread support it is not universally 

 
7 Robert P. Gordon, 1 & 2 Samuel, OTG (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), 9. 
8 For a helpful primer on the issues in discerning a history of Israel and an attempt at 

documenting a history of Israel see Iain Provan, V. Philips Long, and Tremper Longman III, 

A Biblical History of Israel (London: Westminster John Knox Press, 2003). 
9 Bernhard W. Anderson, Out of the Depths: The Psalms Speak for Us Today (Louisville: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 2000), 205; Pierre Auffret, The Literary Structure of Psalm 2, 

trans. David J. A. Clines, JSOTSup 3 (Sheffield: JSOT, 1977); Kit Barker, ‘Psalms of the 

Powerless: A Theological Interpretation of Imprecation’, in Stirred by a Noble Theme: The 

Book of Psalms in the Life of the Church, ed. Andrew G. Shead (Nottingham: Apollos, 2013), 

214; William H. Bellinger Jr, Psalms: Reading and Studying the Book of Praises (Peabody: 
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accepted.10  Primarily, commentators argue that either the content11 or the form12 of 

the two psalms is too diverse for them to constitute a literary unit of any description.  

Thus, some conclude, any perceived connection is “purely accidental.”13  For example, 

Gillingham highlights that the first word of Psalm 1 begins with  א and the closing word 

begins with ת.  Therefore, she suggests that Psalm 1 is a self-contained unit.14  Indeed, 

Wilson concedes that Psalm 2 possibly only introduces Book One.15  Moreover, 

Willgren argues that reading Psalms 1–2 as a gateway into the Psalter is restricted 

exclusively to modern scholarship.16  These objections, among others, have led 

Whybray to conclude: “In view of these differences of opinion it is probably unwise 

to use the hypothesis of the unity of Psalm 1 + 2 as a basis for an understanding of the 

composition of the Psalter.”17  While I do not wish to argue that Psalms 1–2 form a 

literary unit, I do believe that the following evidence outweighs the above concerns on 

viewing Psalms 1–2 as a two-part introduction to the Psalter. 

 There are at least four strands of evidence which support reading these two 

psalms as an introduction to the Psalter.  First, and contrary to Willgren, there is ample 

 
Hendrickson, 1990), 8; Charles A. Briggs, Psalms, vol. 1, ICC (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 

1960), 11; Craig C. Broyles, Psalms, NIBCOT (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1999), 44; Robert L. 

Cole, ‘An Integrated Reading of Psalms 1 and 2’, JSOT 26, no. 4 (2002): 76; Robert L. Cole, 

Psalms 1–2: Gateway to the Psalter, HBM 37 (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2013); 

deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 65; Jamie A. Grant, ‘The Psalms and the 

King’, in Interpreting the Psalms: Issues and Approaches, ed. Philip S. Johnson and David G. 

Firth (Leicester: Apollos, 2005), 108; Howard Jr, ‘Psalms and Current Study’, 26; Mays, The 

Lord Reigns, 101; Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 73–74, 245; W. Dennis Tucker Jr, 

‘Book of Psalms 1’, in Dictionary of the Old Testament: Wisdom, Poetry and Writings, ed. 

Tremper Longman III and Peter Enns (Nottingham: Inter-Varsity Press, 2008), 589; John H. 

Walton and Andrew E. Hill, Old Testament Today: A Journey from Ancient Context to 

Contemporary Relevance (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2013), 369. 
10 See especially John T. Willis, ‘Psalm 1: An Entity’, ZAW 91, no. 3 (1979): 381–401.  It 

must be acknowledged that Willis’s primary concern is to argue that Psalm 1 is a psalm in its 

own right.  He does not necessarily deny that Psalm 1 may work in conjunction with Psalm 2 

as an introduction to the Psalter. Also see Norman Whybray, Reading the Psalms as a Book, 

JSOTSup 222 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996), 81. 
11 Hans-Joachim Kraus, Psalms 1–59, trans. Hilton C. Oswald, CC (Minneapolis: Fortress 

Press, 1993), 114. 
12 John H. Eaton, The Psalms: A Historical and Spiritual Commentary with an Introduction 

and a New Translation (London: T. & T. Clark, 2003), 61. 
13 Arnold A. Anderson, Psalms, vol. 1, NCB (London: Oliphants, 1972), 63. 
14 Susan E. Gillingham, ‘An Introduction to Reception History with Particular Reference to 

Psalm 1’, RevScRel 85, no. 4 (2011): 576 n.6. 
15 Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 173. 
16 Willgren, The Formation of the ‘Book’ of Psalms, 170–71. 
17 Whybray, Reading the Psalms, 81. 



50 

 

evidence of ancient commentators giving attention to the relationship between Psalms 

1 and 2.  Waltke and Houston identify Clement of Alexandria (CE 150–215), Justin 

Martyr (CE 100–165), Origen of Alexandria (CE 185–254), and Tertullian (CE 160–

220) as favouring the unity of Psalms 1–2.18  In addition Gillingham includes Eusebius 

of Caesarea (CE 263–339), Diodore of Tarsus (d. CE 390), Hilary of Poitiers (CE 310–

368) and Jerome (CE 347–420) as interested in the close literary relationship between 

the two psalms.19  Although some of the comments are somewhat inconclusive, 

Gillingham concludes that on the whole they suggest the ancient commentators are 

“positive about the close relationship between these two psalms.”20  Therefore, it 

would appear that Willgren has overstated his case. 

Second, there are noteworthy lexical links between Psalms 1 and 2.21  Most 

notable is the inclusio (2:12 ;1:1) אשר.  Both psalms have something to say about the 

one who is ‘blessed’.  Additionally, both psalms open (1:2; 2:1) with the image of 

meditation/plotting, using the same root הגה.  On this occasion, a comparison is drawn 

between the righteous who meditates on torah and the wicked who plot against YHWH 

and his anointed.  The conclusion of these opening psalms affirms the destruction 

   .of the wicked (1:6; 2:12) (דרך) of the way (אבד)

Third, on a textual level, Psalms 1–2 lack superscriptions, thus setting them 

apart from the rest of Book One.22  Cole observes that even early translations of the 

MT Psalter maintain this distinction: 

As noted by Mitchell, in the entire LXX Psalter only these two initial psalms 

lack titles.23  Given the LXX’s propensity to add superscriptions there would 

 
18 Bruce K. Waltke and James M. Houston, The Psalms as Christian Worship: A Historical 

Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 145. 
19 Susan E. Gillingham, A Journey of Two Psalms: The Reception of Psalms 1 and 2 in Jewish 

and Christian Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 38–61, 295. 
20 Gillingham, 295. 
21 The best treatment of this issue to date is still that of Robert L. Cole. See Cole, ‘An 

Integrated Reading of Psalms 1 and 2’; Robert L. Cole, ‘Psalms 1 and 2: The Psalter’s 

Introduction’, in The Psalms: Language for All Seasons of the Soul, ed. Andrew J. Schmutzer 

and David M. Howard Jr (Chicago: Moody Press, 2013); Cole, Psalms 1–2. 
22 Psalms 10 and 33 also lack a superscription, but they are intimately connected with the 

preceding Davidic psalms.  See below for more detail. 
23 Cole includes the following reference here: Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 17–18, 

73. 
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have apparently been no good reason not to append the same to the first two 

psalms.  Their absence would appear to indicate recognition of their mutual 

prefatory function.24 

Moreover, early references in both Jewish and Christian literature referring to Psalm 

2 as the first psalm pose the possibility that Psalms 1–2 were once a single literary 

unit.25  It must, however, be stated that the literary unity of Psalms 1–2 is no longer a 

convincing argument in light of Willis’s insightful article, ‘Psalm 1: An Entity’.  

Nonetheless, this textual data further underscores the close correlation between Psalms 

1 and 2.   

Fourth, there are clear thematic links between the two psalms.  McCann asserts 

“Psalm 2 portrays in corporate terms what Psalm 1 depicts in individual terms”.26  

Furthermore, in Deuteronomy 17:14–20 the king is exhorted to be intimately 

acquainted with torah.  It is arguable that Psalms 1–2 echo this exhortation with a torah 

emphasis in Psalm 1 and a focus on kingship in Psalm 2.27  This thematic 

correspondence is further strengthened by noting the juxtaposition of torah/kingship 

psalms at 18–21 and 118–119.  It is likely that there is an even stronger thematic 

connection between the two psalms.  In light of the close connection between Psalm 1 

and both Deuteronomy 17:14–20 and Joshua 1:8, Cole argues: 

Psalm 1 is not extolling gnomically the virtues of torah meditation but rather 

the virtues of the unique and militarily successful איש who practices it. . . . this 

man of Psalm 1 is an entirely unique Israelite, flawless in all aspects. . . . Ps. 

1.2 intimates a ruler, and Psalm 2 will make that association explicit. . . . 

Consequently, Psalm 1 speaks of a future conquering king using Joshua as a 

pattern and, as such, is as ‘royal’ a psalm as the following Psalm 2.  Its affixing 

 
24 Cole, Psalms 1–2, 2. 
25 William H. Brownlee, ‘Psalms 1–2 as a Coronation Liturgy’, Bib 52, no. 3 (1971): 321–22; 

Peter C. Craigie, Psalms 1–50, WBC 19 (Waco: Word Books, 1983), 59–60. 
26 J. Clinton McCann Jr, ‘The Book of Psalms: Introduction, Commentary and Reflections’, 

NIB, vol. IV (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996), 689. 
27 Patrick D. Miller, ‘The Beginning of the Psalter’, in Shape and Shaping of the Psalter, ed. 

J. Clinton McCann Jr, JSOTSup 159 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993), 91; Snearly, The Return 

of the King, 88; Grant, The King as Exemplar. 
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to, and close integration with, Psalm 2 simply confirms further that a king is in 

view.28 

In sum, the evidence certainly supports reading Psalms 1–2 as a two-part 

introduction to the Psalter.29  They assure the reader that the king who adheres to the 

torah of YHWH will certainly enjoy victory and a blessed life.  Thus, as Grant correctly 

remarks: “The best conclusion seems to be that these psalms were deliberately placed 

alongside one another because of their lexical, thematic and theological similarity as 

the dual introduction to the Psalter.”30 

King David 

Beyond the two-part introduction, the Psalter’s narrative impulse begins.  In Psalm 2 

YHWH declares that he has set his king in Zion (v. 6), from Psalm 3 onwards the 

reader is introduced to that king.  Virtually every psalm of Book One is ascribed to 

David, Israel’s beloved king.  The statistics concerning Davidic authorship ascriptions 

in Book One are remarkable.31  There are only four exceptions (Pss. 1; 2; 10; 33), but 

these are easily accounted for.  As has been noted above, Psalms 1–2 are widely 

accepted as a two-part introduction to the Psalter.  Therefore, by lacking authorship 

ascriptions, these psalms are intended to stand apart from the rest of Book One.  Psalms 

10 and 33 are intimately connected to the preceding psalms which carry Davidic 

superscriptions.  With respect to Psalm 10, despite some difficulties, it appears that it 

is the second half of an extended alphabetic acrostic poem that began with Psalm 9.32  

 
28 Cole, Psalms 1–2, 51–52, 55, 59, 63. Auffret, Literary Structure, 34, writes: ‘The 

relationship of the two psalms thus appears to be closer than simple recurrences of vocabulary 

or allusions to themes would permit one to imagine.  The righteous and the anointed one 

experience very similar trials and opposition, but the covenant of God is promised to them, 

and therewith success and prosperity, as contrasted with their adversaries who, if they persist 

in their opposition, can only run headlong to destruction.’  Cf. Wenham, The Psalter 

Reclaimed, 64. 
29 Even those who find the evidence ultimately unconvincing concede that it remains highly 

suggestive. Cf. Willgren, The Formation of the ‘Book’ of Psalms, 158–59. 
30 Grant, The King as Exemplar, 64. 
31 On ascriptions as a suggestion of authorship see R. Dean Anderson Jr, ‘The Division and 

Order of the Psalms’, WTJ 56, no. 2 (1994): 226–27; Derek Kidner, Psalms 1–72, Reprint, 

TOTC 15 (Nottingham: Inter-Varsity Press Academic, 2008), 48–49; Tremper Longman III 

and Raymond B. Dillard, An Introduction to the Old Testament, Second Edition (Nottingham: 

Inter-Varsity Press, 2007), 242–43; Willem A. VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, EBC, ed. Tremper 

Longman III and David E. Garland, Revised, vol. 5 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008), 46; 

Wenham, The Psalter Reclaimed, 68–71.  Also see Habakkuk 3:1. 
32 Robert Gordis, ‘Psalm 9–10: A Textual and Exegetical Study’, JQR 48, no. 2 (1957): 104–

22. 
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Indeed, in the LXX Psalms 9 and 10 appear as one psalm.33  Although Psalm 33 is an 

independent psalm, it is intimately connected with the preceding psalm.  This is 

evident in the repetition of רנן ,צדיק, and ישר in the final verse of Psalm 32 and the 

opening verse of Psalm 33.34  Moreover, Psalm 33 appears to be a response to Psalm 

32.35  Thus, as we have stated, virtually every psalm in the Psalter’s first book is 

ascribed to David.  This is remarkable and makes it immediately evident that this 

opening book is firmly connected to Israel’s beloved king; it is the book of David.  As 

Miller states:  

The superscriptions of Book I, however, go on to make this direction quite 

explicit.  There, and only there, are all the psalms placed on the lips of David.  

The reader who encounters them now in this collection reads from Psalm 3 on 

as though one were hearing the voice of the ruler.36   

The reader is therefore invited to hear and interpret the psalms of Book One in relation 

to David, the king.37 

The Struggle Between the Righteous and the Wicked 

The impression created by the authorship ascriptions is reinforced by the content of 

the psalms of Book One.  Book One develops the programmatic division of the 

righteous and the wicked introduced in the two-part introduction.  Psalm 1 presents a 

generic picture of the wicked and the righteous, Psalm 2 presents a specific example 

by naming the wicked as the nations and the righteous as YHWH’s anointed king.  The 

assertion that this programmatic division of the wicked and the righteous is central in 

Book One is supported by the book’s terminology.  Almost half of all the references 

 
33 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 129.  Here it is argued that Psalms 9 and 

10 form one psalm for no less than five reasons: 1) Together they comprise an extended 

alphabetic acrostic, 2) Psalm 10’s lack of superscription is conspicuous in Book One, 3) A 

variety of MSS (Hebrew, Greek and Latin) treat the psalms as one unit, 4) Idiosyncratic 

vocabulary and themes tie the two psalms together, and 5) The occurrence of selah at the end 

of Psalm 9 is a liturgical direction that normally only occurs in the middle of a psalm, never at 

the end. 
34 In fact, there are eight Hebrew MSS which document Psalms 32 and 33 as one psalm. See 

Craigie, Psalms 1–50, 19:270. 
35 These arguments are found in Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 174–76. 
36 Miller, ‘Beginning of the Psalter’, 88.  Emphasis added. 
37 J. Clinton McCann Jr, ‘The Shape and Shaping of the Psalter: The Psalms in Their Literary 

Context’, in The Oxford Handbook of the Psalms, ed. William P. Brown (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2014), 353. 
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to either the wicked or the righteous in the Psalter occur in Book One.38  The scale of 

the opposition faced by YHWH’s anointed is impressed upon the reader with the use 

of vocabulary that focuses on the theme of conflict between the wicked and the 

righteous.  The occurrence of root איב alone is prolific in Book One.39  There are 

several other roots which possess some overlap in meaning, those noted here have no 

less than 25% of all occurrences in the Psalter in Book One: 42,רע/ רעע 41,און 40,צרר/צר 

  46.רשע Additionally, there is the frequent repetition of the root  45.רדּך and 44,עני 43,ענו

Evidently, as the vocabulary reflects,47 the king is battling for his kingdom in the face 

of fierce opposition.  Moreover, while the vocabulary statistics would not permit the 

 
38 Miller, ‘Beginning of the Psalter’, 85. 
39 Just over 39% of occurrences in the Psalter are found in Book One: 3:8; 6:11; 7:6; 8:3; 9:4, 

7; 13:3, 5; 17:9; 18:1, 4, 18, 38, 41, 49; 21:9; 25:2, 19; 27:2, 6; 30:2; 31:9, 16; 35:19; 37:20; 

38:20; 41:3, 6, 12 (Book One has 29 occurrences; Books Two–Five have 45 occurrences).  

ESV translates this as enemy/ies or foe/s. 
40 Almost 26% of occurrences in the Psalter are found in Book One: 3:2; 4:2; 6:8; 7:5, 7; 8:3; 

10:5; 13:5, 14; 18:7; 23:5; 27:2, 12; 31:10, 12; 32:7 (Book One: 15 occurrences; Books Two–
Five: 43 occurrences).  ESV translates as adversary, foe, distress or trouble. 
41 Just over 32% of occurrences in the Psalter are found in Book One: 5:6; 6:9; 7:15; 10:7; 

14:4; 28:3; 36:4, 5, 13; 41:7 (Book One: 10 occurrences; Books Two–Five: 21 occurrences).  

ESV translates as evil, evildoers, iniquity, trouble or workers of evil. 
42 45% of occurrences in the Psalter are found in Book One: 2:9; 5:5; 7:5, 10; 10:6, 15; 15:4 

22:17; 23:4; 26:5; 27:2; 28:3, 4; 34:14, 15, 17; 36:5; 37:1, 8, 9, 19, 27; 41:6 (Book One: 23 

occurrences; Books Two–Five: 28 occurrences).  ESV translates as adversity, break, evil, 

evildoers or hurt. 
43 Just over 69% of occurrences in the Psalter are found in Book One: 9:13, 19; 10:12, 17; 

22:27; 25:9*2; 34:3; 37:11 (Book One: 9 occurrences; Book Two: 4 occurrences).  ESV 

translates as afflicted, humble, meek or poor. 
44 Just over 46% of occurrences in the Psalter are found in Book One: 9:13, 14, 19; 10:2, 9*2, 

12; 12:6; 14:6; 18:28; 22:25; 25:16, 18; 31:8; 34:7; 35:10*2; 37:14; 40:18 (Book One: 19 

occurrences; Books Two–Five: 22 occurrences).  ESV translates as afflicted, affliction, 

humble or poor. 
45 45% of occurrences in the Psalter are found in Book One: 7:2, 6; 18:38; 23:6; 31:16; 34:15; 

35:3, 6; 38:21 (Book One: 9 occurrences; Books Two–Five: 11 occurrences).  ESV translates 

as pursue(s/ers/ed) or persecutors.  In Psalm 23 it is translated as follow, possessing a positive 

connotation. 
46 Almost 49% of occurrences in the Psalter are found in Books One: 1:1, 4, 5, 6; 3:8; 5:5; 

7:10; 9:6, 17, 18; 10:2, 3, 4, 13, 15*2; 11:2, 5, 6; 12:9; 17:9, 13; 18:22; 26:5; 28:3; 31:18; 

32:10; 34:22; 36:2, 12; 37:10, 12, 14, 16, 17, 20, 21, 28, 32, 33, 34, 35, 38, 40; 39:2 (Book 

One: 45 occurrences; Books Two–Five: 47 occurrences).  ESV consistently translates this as 

wicked, wickedly or wickedness. 
47 There are a number of other roots which occur only once or twice but are translated with 

similar meaning to those already mentioned: ררש  (enemies in 5:9; 27:11), מצקה (distresses in 

 affliction in) ענּוח ,(avenger in 8:3) נקם ,(pursue in 10:2) ּדלק ,(distresses in 39:3) ּכאב  ,(25:17

 .(afflicted in 35:13) ענה and ,(affliction/s in 34:20, 22) רעה ,(22:25
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claim that this is unique to Book One, it is certainly most prominent there.  The note 

of fierce opposition rings out in the introduction to the Psalter, and reverberates 

throughout Book One.  In the opening psalm of Book One (Ps. 3), however, the 

opposition is depicted with an uncomfortable familiarity in an episode from David’s 

life.48  Thus, as VanGemeren notes: 

[T]he reader moves from an orderly world, represented by Psalms 1 and 2, to 

a world full of disorientation . . . The Psalter opens with the expectations of the 

vindication and protection of the righteous (1:6; 2:12), the judgement of the 

wicked (1:5–6), and the success of the messianic agent (2:9–12a).  But in 

Psalms 3–7 [and beyond] the messianic agent is beset by problems and 

surrounded by enemies, encounters ferocious opposition, and experiences 

God’s distance.49 

YHWH, however, knows the way of the righteous (1:6) and this is the king’s 

testimony in the face of opposition throughout Book One.  The vocabulary associated 

with David, by way of authorship ascriptions, also reflects his testimony of 

deliverance.  Despite the opposition, David testifies to the reality and the promise of 

YHWH’s deliverance.  The roots 51,נצל 50,חלץ and 52,פלט occur regularly either 

pleading for or testifying to deliverance.  The same is true as the king pleads for 

YHWH’s salvation53 and then testifies that it has arrived or will arrive.54  

 
48 It is noteworthy in Book One that Psalms 3, 7, 18, 30 and 34 possess superscriptions that 

place these psalms in the lifetime of David. For a good background on the historical notes in 

psalm titles see Brevard S. Childs, ‘Psalm Titles and Midrashic Exegesis’, JSS 16, no. 2 

(1971): 137–50; Kidner, Psalms 1–72, 58–61; Elieser Slomovic, ‘Toward an Understanding 

of the Formation of Historical Titles in the Book of Psalms’, ZAW 91, no. 3 (1979): 350–80.  

Since the historical notes are predominant in Book Two additional comment will be 

forthcoming in the discussion of Book Two. 
49 VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 99–100. 
50 6:5; 18:20; 34:8.  ESV translates as deliver/s or rescued.  The root also occurs in 7:5, and is 

translated with a negative connotation as plundered. 
51 7:2, 3; 18:1, 18, 49; 22:9, 21; 25:20; 31:3, 16; 33:16, 19; 34:5, 18, 20; 35:10; 39:9; 40:13.  

ESV translates as rescue/d or deliver/ed/ing. 
52 17:13; 18:3, 44, 49; 22: 5, 9; 31:2; 32:7; 37:40*2; 40:18.  ESV translates as rescued or 

deliver/er/ed/ance. 
53 The references in this footnote, and the next, note the occurrence of both ישע and 3:7 .ישּועה; 

6:4; 7:1; 12:1; 14:7; 20:9; 22:1, 21; 28:9; 31:2, 16.  
54 3:8; 7:10; 9:14; 13:5; 17:7; 18:2, 3, 27, 35, 46, 50; 20:5, 6; 21:1, 5; 24:5; 25:5; 27:1, 9; 28:8; 

34: 6, 18; 35:3, 9; 36:6; 37:40.  The root תשּועה also appears in 37:39; 38:22; 40:10, 16 

declaring YHWH’s salvation.  
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Consequently, because YHWH has answered (ענה)55 the king’s petitions, David 

expresses his trust (מּבטח/זכר/ּבטח)56 in YHWH.  In light of answered prayer, resulting 

in deliverance, we read consistently of YHWH’s faithfulness (אמּונה/אמת)57 and 

steadfast love (חסד).58  Hence, Grogan’s conclusion is apt:  

It is, however, particularly the theme of the king under attack and turning to 

God for refuge and deliverance that quite dominates this book.  It seems at 

times to be almost continuous from [Psalm] 3 (indeed also from 2) onwards.”59 

The testimony of deliverance present throughout Book One results in some 

expectations being formed at the outset of the Psalter.  Although the vocabulary noted 

above does not occur with the same frequency in all of the psalms in Book One,60  they 

are replete with the psalmist facing opposition, seeking aid from YHWH, and praising 

YHWH for deliverance.  This gives rise to two broad expectations.61  The first 

expectation is that YHWH will watch over the righteous, as promised in Psalm 1.  This 

expectation is formed as David repeats the promise that he who rejects evil and trusts 

in YHWH is blessed (31:20; 32:2; 34:9; 40:5).  The second expectation is that YHWH 

will uphold his king, enthroned in Zion, as promised in Psalm 2.  This is perhaps most 

prominently set forth in Psalms 20 and 21.  Here David asserts with certainty that 

YHWH saves his anointed (20:8–10), through the steadfast love of YHWH the king 

will remained unmoved (21:8) and their enemies will be destroyed (21:9–13).  Thus, 

 
55 3:4; 17:6; 20:1, 6, 9; 34:4; 38:15.    
56 4:5; 9:10; 13:5; 20:7; 21:7; 22:4, 5, 9; 25:2; 26:1; 28:7; 31:6, 14; 32:10; 33:21; 37:3, 5; 40:3, 

4.    
57 19:10; 25:5, 10; 26:3; 30:10; 31:6; 33:4; 36:6; 37:3; 40:11, 12. 
58 5:8; 6:5; 13:6; 17:7; 18:26, 51; 21:8; 23:6; 25:6, 7, 10; 26:3; 31:8, 17, 22; 32:10; 33:5, 18, 

22; 36:6, 8, 11; 40:11, 12. 
59 Grogan, Prayer, Praise & Prophecy, 194. 
60 The most prominent example is perhaps Psalm 8, although it does note opposition to YHWH 

(v. 2). 
61 These expectations are also observed by Grogan, Prayer, Praise & Prophecy, 193, 196. 
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the king’s testimony is that YHWH saves his anointed, answering him with salvation 

(20:7).62  In other words, happy are all who take refuge in YHWH (2:12).63 

 In concluding the discussion of Book One it must be acknowledged: 

The book itself shows little evidence of deliberate internal ordered placement.  

Just over half the psalms could be characterized as pleas to God for deliverance, 

but these are not set apart as a special group.  Superscript phrases do not 

indicate any separate groups of psalms either.  Occasionally, elements in 

common between adjoining psalms can be noted which may have been a factor 

in their placement together, but this phenomenon is by no means great or 

consistent.64 

Nevertheless, this observation is not detrimental to a chronological narrative impulse 

across the five books of the Psalter.  Rather, as the Psalter opens it points the reader to 

the theme of righteous YHWH-ordained kingship.  The clear emphasis of Book One 

is that YHWH’s anointed, David, can rest assured in YHWH’s aid in the face of 

numerous enemies.  The result of this aid will be the setting of the king on the holy 

hill, Zion, as is promised at the outset (Ps. 2:6).  By the end of the book David confesses 

this is the case, acknowledging he has been set in YHWH’s presence (Ps. 41:13).  Book 

One is intimately connected to King David and the establishing of his kingdom in the 

face of opposition.  In other words, it is possible to read Book One as the poetic 

companion to the establishing of the Davidic dynasty. 

 
62 It is intriguing to note that on the basis of the opening of Psalm 1, and seven further 

beatitudes (1:1–2; 2:12; 32:1, 2; 33:12; 34:10; 40:6; 41:3) throughout Book One, McCann 

suggests that the Psalter is beginning to point the way to human happiness. McCann’s 

suggestion may account for the apparent tension present in Book One. J. Clinton McCann Jr, 

‘The Shape of Book I of the Psalter and the Shape of Human Happiness’, in The Book of 

Psalms: Composition and Reception, ed. Peter W. Flint and Patrick D. Miller, VTSup 99 

(Leiden: Brill, 2005).  See especially p. 343. 
63 It should be noted that there is some ambiguity in 2:12. See Allen P. Ross, A Commentary 

on the Psalms (1–41), vol. 1, KEL (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2011), 213.  He states: ‘Based on 

its usage the reference here is probably to trusting in the LORD, although it could be 

interpreted to mean taking refuge in the LORD’s chosen king.  Either way the meaning would 

ultimately be submitting to God.’  Cf. Creach, Yahweh as Refuge, 75. 
64 Anderson Jr, ‘Division and Order’, 232. 
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Book Two: Celebrating the Davidic Dynasty 

A Change of Author 

In Book Two the most noticeable change is that of authorship ascriptions.  David is 

immediately less prominent, being ascribed only 18 out of the 31 psalms (51–65, 68–

70).  Interestingly, the gap is filled primarily by Levitical authors.  The Korahites 

author Psalms 42–49,65 and Asaph authors Psalm 50.  Therefore, Book Two opens 

with the words of the religious leaders as opposed to the words of the royal leader.  

Can it be argued that this advances the Psalter’s narrative impulse? 

 Book Two moves towards a celebration of David’s dynasty as Israel’s cultus 

is established in Jerusalem and the throne passes from David to his son Solomon.  It 

was under the reign of kings David and Solomon that Israel’s cultus enjoyed its fullest 

and most faithful expression.  This appears to be reflected by the Korahite psalms 

opening Book Two.  First Chronicles 25, which records David’s organising the 

musicians for temple worship, names Levitical authors who appear in psalm 

superscriptions (Asaph, Heman, and Jeduthun).66  While the Korahites are not 

mentioned 1 Chronicles 25, it is clear that they served as temple singers during the 

reigns of both David and Solomon.67  It is suggested that this organisation of personnel 

is related to the centralisation of worship in Jerusalem.68  Here at the beginning of 

Book Two, then, the reader is reminded of the intrinsic link between the Psalter and 

the cultus in ancient Israel.69  Thus, Book One closes with the king in YHWH’s 

presence (41:13) and Book Two opens with Israel in YHWH’s presence (42:5; 43:3–

4).70 

 
65 Psalm 43 does not possess a superscription. However, it is closely connected to the 

preceding psalm. See Luis Alonso Schökel, ‘The Poetic Structure of Psalm 42-43’, JSOT 1, 

no. 1 (1976): 4–21; John Goldingay, Psalms 42–89, vol. 2, BCOTWP (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Academic, 2007), 21–22; VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 380. 
66 Grogan, Prayer, Praise & Prophecy, 202. 
67 deClaissé-Walford, ‘Meta-Narrative of the Psalter’, 369; VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 63 (cf. 1 

Chron. 6:1, 22). 
68 Frederick J. Mabie, ‘1 and 2 Chronicles’, EBC, ed. Tremper Longman III and David E. 

Garland, Revised, vol. 4 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010), 139. 
69 Nancy L. deClaissé-Walford, ‘Anzu Revisited: The Scribal Shaping of the Hebrew Psalter’, 

WW 15, no. 3 (1995): 360. 
70 See comments by Goldingay, Psalms, 2007, 2:25, 32. 
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Communal Psalms 

Furthermore, in the opening series of psalms in Book Two we come across the first 

communal psalm.  In Psalm 44 the Sons of Korah are giving voice to the nation.  This 

psalm confirms that the laments of Book One find counterparts in Book Two.  Given 

the language of Psalm 44, it appears to reference defeat in battle (vv. 10–12, 20).71  It 

would not be unknown for kings loyal to YHWH to experience defeat in battle from 

time to time.72  Nevertheless, given YHWH’s previous action on behalf of his people 

(vv. 2–4) confidence is expressed which gives rise to the trust and plea for deliverance 

present in the psalm (vv. 24–27).  “Theologically, their song appeals to God’s 

character,”73 and so there is a note of triumphant hope with the final word of the psalm, 

 There is an implicit trust in YHWH’s covenantal love.  This trust appears to be  74.חסד

rewarded in the following psalms.  Goulder writes: “Psalms 45–49 are all psalms 

concerned with Israel’s victory in war, and 46 and 48 have especially in mind the 

Völkersturm, the attack of the nations on God’s city, which he repels (46:7; 48:5–9).”75  

Moreover, Psalms 46 and 48 explicitly call for praise for YHWH because of his 

subjugation of enemy nations (46: 7–12; 47; 48:2, 5–9).  Thus, even within the 

Korahite collection at the beginning of Book Two there is a movement from lament to 

praise.  The communal aspect of this movement is noteworthy. 

David Again 

The Davidic voice is also present in Book Two.  Fourteen of the psalms ascribed to 

David may be considered laments.76  Indeed, the vocabulary so prominent in Book 

One is present in the Davidic psalms of Book Two: 80,און  79,צרר/צר 78,רשע 77,איב and 

 
71 Craigie, Psalms 1–50, 19:332; VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 394. 
72 Note the strong claim of innocence proffered in verses 18–22. 
73 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 415. 
74 Indeed, if this psalm was performed as part of a cultic ritual, as argued by Michael D. 

Goulder, ‘The Social Setting of Book II of the Psalter’, in The Book of Psalms: Composition 

and Reception, ed. Peter W. Flint and Patrick D. Miller, VTSup 99 (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 351–

352, there is further evidence of the nation being gathered with centralised worship. 
75 Goulder, 355. 
76 Ibid., 396.  Psalm 60, ascribed to David, is the only other communal lament in Book Two. 
77 54:9; 55:4, 13; 56:10; 59:2; 61:4; 64:2; 68:2, 22, 24; 69:5, 19. 
78 55:4; 58:4, 11; 68:3. 
79 59:17; 60:13, 14; 69:18, 20.  
80 53:5; 55:4, 11; 56:8; 59:3, 6: 64:3. 
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 87,אמח  86,ישּועה  85 ,ישע 84,ענה 83,נצל 82,ּבטח :Yet, the note of hope is also echoed  81.ענו

and 88.חסד  Therefore, the Davidic psalms in Book Two testify to ongoing struggles; 

but they do so with the quiet confidence that is present throughout Book One.  The 

king will indeed be set on the throne in Zion by YHWH.  Moreover, there are 

suggestive connections between the Davidic psalms of Book Two and 

Thronnachfolgegeschichte Davids.89  Although this theory is debated, the 

correspondence between the boundaries of the so-called “Succession Narrative” and 

the Davidic psalms in Book Two is intriguing.  The supposed “Succession Narrative” 

begins in 2 Samuel 11 with the affair with Bathsheba and murder of Uriah (cf. Ps. 51) 

and ends with the abdication of David in favour of his son Solomon in 1 Kings 1 (cf. 

Ps. 72).90  Whether or not one accepts the theory of a so-called “Succession Narrative”, 

the wider point is that the material of Books One and Two lines up with the material 

found in the books of Samuel and Kings.  Thus, by the end of Book Two it is not 

simply the king who will be set on the throne in Zion by YHWH, but the king’s 

descendants.  The dynasty is being established.  

Concluding Zeniths 

Book Two enjoys a celebratory conclusion with both a Levitical and a royal zenith in 

the closing series of psalms.  First, despite the plethora of difficulties surrounding the 

psalm and its interpretation, there is evidence that Psalm 68 serves as a Levitical zenith 

 
81 69:30. 
82 52:9, 10; 55:24; 56:5, 12; 62:9, 11. 
83 51:16; 54:9; 56:14; 59:2, 3; 69:15*2; 70:2. 
84 55:3, 20; 60:7*2; 65:6; 69:14, 17, 18. 
85 51:14; 54:3; 55:17; 57:4; 59:3; 60:7; 62:8; 65:6; 69:2, 14, 36. 
86 53:7; 62:2, 3, 7; 68:20; 69:30; 70:5. 
87 51:8; 54:7; 57:4, 11; 61:8; 69:14. 
88 51:3; 52:3, 10; 57:4, 11; 59:11*2, 17, 18; 61:8; 62:13; 63:4; 69:14, 17. 
89 For a recent contribution, largely in favour of the ‘Succession Narrative’ see Joseph 

Blenkinsopp, ‘Another Contribution to the Succession Narrative Debate (2 Samuel 11–20; 1 

Kings 1–2)’, JSOT 38, no. 1 (2013): 35–58. For a robust challenge to Blenkinsopp see John 

Van Seters, ‘A Revival of the Succession Narrative and the Case against It’, JSOT 39, no. 1 

(2014): 3–14. 
90 See Goulder, ‘The Social Setting of Book II’, 360.  It is also noteworthy that the majority 

of extended historical titles concerning David occur between Psalms 51 and 72 (8 of 13), 

although it must be conceded that they often reference narrative beyond the boundaries of the 

‘Succession Narrative’.  The picture may be further complicated if one saw a correspondence 

in Book One with the so-called ‘Succession Narrative’, with Ps. 3 mirroring 2 Sam. 13–19 and 

Ps. 22 appearing in 2 Sam. 22.  I do not find this correspondence convincing as it shrinks the 

boundaries of the narrative and does not account for all the Davidic psalms in Book One. 
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in Book Two.91  It is evidently a hymn of triumph, recounting victory throughout 

Israel’s history.  Kidner labels it “one of the most boisterous and exhilarating [psalms] 

in the Psalter.”92  The first hint that there is a Levitical atmosphere to Psalm 68 is in 

the opening phrase of the poem proper.  It firmly recalls Moses’s prayer for the Ark of 

the Covenant as it went ahead of the people in Numbers 10:35: 

יָך נ   יָך ִמפ  ֶ֖ א  נְּ ש  ָ֥סּו מְּ נ  י  יָך וְּ ב ֶ֔ יְּ צּוֻ֙ א   פ ֻ֙ י  ה וְּ הו ָ֗ ה יְּ ָ֣  קּומ 

(Arise, O LORD, and let your enemies be scattered, and let those who hate you flee 

before you, Num. 10:35 ESV) 

יוי     נ   יו ִמפ  א ָ֗ נְּ ש  ּוסּו מְִּֽ֜ נָ֥ י  יו וְּ ָ֑ ב  ּוצּו אֹויְּ פָ֣ ֹלִהים י  ּום א ֱ֭  קָ֣

(God shall arise, his enemies shall be scattered; and those who hate him shall flee 

before him! Ps. 68:1 ESV) 

The similarities are hardly coincidental.93  Therefore, it would appear that the Ark of 

the Covenant should be at the forefront of the reader’s mind.  Additionally, there is the 

clear progression of movement from Sinai (vv. 9, 18), via a sizeable and vocal 

procession (vv. 25–28) to the temple in Jerusalem (v. 30).94  YHWH’s presence, as 

represented in the Ark of the Covenant, is manifest in the nation’s capital.   

The Levitical zenith is matched by a royal zenith in the final psalm of Book 

Two (Ps. 72).  This is fitting given the Ark of the Covenant (YHWH’s footstool) has 

made the journey to where David’s throne is situated.95  Goulder carefully identifies 

echoes of the narrative of Solomon’s reign with Psalm 72.96  Solomon’s wisdom, as 

evidenced in the verdict concerning the two women and the child (1 Kings 3), can be 

observed in vv. 1–6 (see especially v. 4).  The peace and plentiful harvest enjoyed 

under Solomon’s reign (1 Kings 4) is discernible in vv. 8–11, 16–17.  Foreign 

dignitaries brought tribute to Solomon, perhaps most famously the Queen of Sheba (1 

Kings 10); this is explicitly mentioned in vv. 10, 15.  “The psalm presents the job 

 
91 See Tate’s insightful introduction to the psalm in Marvin E. Tate, Psalms 51–100, vol. 20, 

WBC (Dallas: Word Books, 1990), 170–75. 
92 Kidner, Psalms 1–72, 256. 
93 Kidner, 256; VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 514.  Psalm 67 also opens with an echo of Moses’s 

words in the Aaronic blessing (Num. 6:24–26). 
94 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 542; Goulder, ‘The Social Setting of 

Book II’, 362. 
95 O. Palmer Robertson, The Flow of the Psalms: Discovering Their Structure and Theology 

(Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2015), 89–90. 
96 The following echoes are stated in Goulder, ‘The Social Setting of Book II’, 359–60. 
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description of the king in hymnic form. . . . [Moreover], this psalm’s view of kingship 

is highly idealized.”97  Indeed, it may be too highly idealised, as the biblical narratives 

make it clear that neither David or Solomon, nor their descendants, ever attained this 

standard (1–2 Kings).  The dominion spoken about in verses 8–11 was never enjoyed 

by an Israelite king.  Furthermore, convergence of divine kingship and human kingship 

is present in Psalm 72.  The psalm begins with the plea that God would give the king 

his justice (v. 1), and ends with praise for the universal kingship of YHWH presumably 

achieved through the Davidic king (v. 17; cf. v. 19).98  This is a celebration of the 

Davidic dynasty. 

Furthermore, Psalm 72 seems to be a point of transition.  The author of Psalm 

71 is an aged man (v. 18) whom God has not forsaken.  Thus, Psalm 72 could be 

viewed as an exalted prayer for the aged king’s descendants.99  Wilson writes: 

The connection of the two great Davidic kings . . . makes it tempting to view 

this collection (2–72) as a celebration of YHWH’s faithfulness to the covenant 

which found its fullest expression during the united monarchy under these two 

kings.100 

David very clearly takes a back seat, however, as the reader is informed that the prayers 

of David, the son of Jesse, are ended (72:20).101  This editorial marker “implies that 

the editors who shaped the book of Psalms understood this as the point of transition 

from one monarch to the other.”102  The Davidic dynasty has been established, the 

nation’s cultus is operating in Jerusalem, and so the aged king abdicates his throne and 

prays for his son’s reign.  

 
97 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 573. 
98 VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 548. 
99 On reading Psalm 71 as Davidic see Wilson, ‘Use of “Untitled” Psalms’, 408.  If this is the 

case, Psalm 72 is a fitting prayer after the testimony of Psalm 71. 
100 Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 208. 
101 This need not clash with the authorship ascription of Psalm 72 to Solomon.  It is possible 

that a Solomonic psalm simply enforces the transition to a new generation.  However, could it 

also be possible that Solomon wrote this psalm in light of David’s final prayer for him?  

Compare 72:6–7 and 2 Samuel 23:3–4. 
102 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 573. For a variety of views on how to 

treat the presence of 72:20 see Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 66–69; David Willgren, 

‘Psalm 72:20: A Frozen Colophon?’, JBL 135, no. 1 (2016): 49–60; Wilson, The Editing of 

the Hebrew Psalter, 208. 
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In sum, Book Two concludes at the pinnacle of the Israelite monarchy, during 

the golden era enjoyed under David and Solomon.  The voices of the Levitical authors 

and the arrival of the Ark of the Covenant in Jerusalem in Psalm 68 testify to the 

Israelite worship being centralised in Jerusalem.  Indeed, there is an echo of the so-

called “Succession Narrative” as Psalms 51 and 72 bracket the Davidic series of 

psalms.  Book Two has pushed the narrative towards a celebration of David’s dynasty 

as Israel’s cultus is established in Jerusalem and the throne passes from David to his 

son Solomon.  Beyond David and Solomon, however, the Historical Books, by and 

large, paint a bleak picture of the kings of Israel and this is reflected in Book Three. 

Book Three: Mourning the Davidic Dynasty 

Davidic Absence 

The tone of Book Three is dramatically different from that towards the end of Book 

Two.  As opposed to recounting YHWH’s rescuing the king from enemies (as observed 

in Book One) or a celebration of the Levitical and royal aspects of Israel’s culture (as 

noted in Book Two), the psalms of Book Three turn their attention to the issue of 

theodicy.  This is most apparent in the opening and closing psalms of the book (73; 

89) as both pose difficult questions to YHWH in light of current circumstances.  Book 

Three is reflective of a particularly troublesome period of Israel’s history.  Surely, this 

is none other than the exile.103  Book Three reflects on the desperate circumstances of 

exile with the destruction of the temple and the apparent abrogation of the Davidic 

covenant.  It is at this point, in its absence, that the Davidic dynasty is mourned. 

 Authorship ascriptions support the suggestion that Book Three in some way 

reflects on the exile and the absence of Davidic kingship.  David has been the dominant 

voice in the Psalter thus far, and yet in Book Three he is ascribed a solitary psalm (86).  

In his place stand the Levitical authors, who first appeared at the beginning of Book 

Two, but now dominate Book Three.  All of Asaph’s psalms, but one (Ps. 50), appear 

at the beginning of Book Three (73–83).   Mitchell notes, “The simplest interpretation 

of the לאסף heading connects these psalms with the biblical figure Asaph and his 

descendants. . . . He was one of three heads of levitical families appointed by king 

 
103 For a similar suggestion see Grogan, Prayer, Praise & Prophecy, 209. Also see McCann 

Jr, Psalms as Torah, 142–43.  He acknowledges that the exile is ‘the experience of which the 

communal laments in Book III almost certainly reflect.’ 



64 

 

David.”104  Therefore, Asaph is a significant voice at this point in the Psalter.  He is 

supported by other Levitical voices: the sons of Korah (84–85, 87–88), and the 

Ezrahites, Heman (88) and Ethan (89).105  This is appropriate in reflecting the exile, 

for just as a consequence of the exile was the disposing of the king, so in Book Three 

the king’s voice is noticeably absent.  Moreover, the reader of the Psalter is struck by 

the acute emotion of despair voiced by the Levitical authors—likewise appropriate in 

reflecting the exile. 

Idiosyncratic Vocabulary 

In our discussion of Books One and Two we observed, among other data, repeated 

vocabulary.  However, with respect to Book Three our concern is idiosyncratic 

vocabulary.  Cole closes his lengthy study of Book Three with a brief appendix on dis 

legomena.106  These, he argues, support Book Three’s integrity as a unit within the 

Psalter.107  They include: ל(מש)ו(אות( (74:3 ;73:18 – ruins), 73:3) הוללים  .  .  .  רשעים; 

75:5 – arrogant/wicked ones),108 קומה אלהים (82:8 ;74:22 – the plea ‘arise God’),  תאנף 

(79:5; 85:6 – be angry),109 89:41 ;80:13) פרצת  גדריה/פרצת  כל־גדרתיו – break through 

wall), and איתן (89:1 ;74:15 – permanence).110  While these dis legomena may well 

support an argument for viewing Book Three as a unit, I would tentatively suggest that 

they also speak to a watershed moment.  Surely a landmark event, such as the exile, 

 
104 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 91. Also see deClaissé-Walford, Reading from the 

Beginning, 73; Susan E. Gillingham, ‘The Levites and the Editorial Composition of the 

Psalms’, in The Oxford Handbook of the Psalms (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 

204, (cf. 1 Chronicles 25:1–2, 6; 2 Chronicles 5:12; Ezra 3:10–11; Nehemiah 12:46). 
105 Although there may be some debate about the exact identity of these individuals, and their 

origin, all agree that they are of Levitical descent. For a range of views see, Martin J. Buss, 

‘The Psalms of Asaph and Korah’, JBL 82, no. 4 (1963): 382–92; Michael D. Goulder, The 

Psalms of the Sons of Korah, JSOTSup 20 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1983); 

Kidner, Psalms 1–72, 49–50; Harry P. Nasuti, Tradition History and the Psalms of Asaph, 

SBLDS 88 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988); VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 63–64. 
106 These he defines as ‘twice-only occurrences of specific forms in a specified corpus of 

texts.’ See Robert L. Cole, The Shape and Message of Book III (Psalms 73–89), JSOTSup 307 

(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000), 236. 
107 Cole, 236, 239. 
108 Cole notes that while רׁשעים is common in the Psalter, it is the combination that is unique. 

See Cole, 236 n.2. 
109 Cole notes that this verb form is found four times in the Psalter (2:12; 60:3 being the other 

two), however, only here does it occur in the second person masculine singular imperfect. See 

Cole, 238. 
110 The intention is obviously to draw a comparison with the apparent transitory nature of 

Jerusalem. 
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would be identified by idiosyncratic vocabulary.111  Moreover, the vocabulary is fitting 

for describing the exile.  It is at least feasible that the reader of the Psalter could equate 

the idiosyncratic vocabulary of Book Three with the climactic event of exile. 

The Exile 

The wider content of the psalms in Book Three further support the suggestion that it 

is the exile which is in view.  Initially, this is observable in the fate of Zion and the 

temple.  Meditations on the city of Zion are scattered throughout Book Three.112  

Namely, there is the assertion that Zion is loved by YHWH (87:1–3, 5), and is the 

place he has chosen to dwell (76:3; 78:68; 84:8).113  Therefore, Asaph is perplexed by 

the ruin of YHWH’s chosen city (74:1–2; 79:1, 3).  This despair arises not only from 

the ruin of the city, but also the temple.  The two cannot be separated.114  From the 

outset of Book Three the temple is important.  Psalm 73, wrestling with the issue of 

theodicy, records that once the psalmist entered the “sanctuary of God” (73:17 –  אל־

 hope began to manifest itself.  The pedagogical Psalm 78 comes to a close (מקדש־אל

with YHWH himself building his sanctuary (v. 69).  With mention of its height and 

permanency it seems “the emphasis lies on the impressiveness of Yhwh’s building.”115   

Strikingly, however, both Psalms 73 and 78 are followed by the only other 

psalms to make explicit reference to the temple in Book Three (74; 79).  Moreover, 

these psalms graphically describe the destruction and defilement of the temple (74: 3–

8; 79:1).  Psalm 74:3–8 depicts the enemy as “ferocious in its attempt to destroy every 

vestige of Israel’s institutions,”116 while Psalm 79:1 makes it clear that what has 

 
111 See Frederick E. Greenspahn, ‘The Number and Distribution of Hapax Legomena in 

Biblical Hebrew’, VT 30, no. 1 (1980): 8–19.  After concluding that hapax legomena are not a 

random occurrence in the Hebrew Bible, Greenspahn suggests: ‘Those words which do occur 

only once seem to do so because they are less mundane, reflecting a more specialized subject 

matter within their context.’ (p. 16).  It would seem logical to conclude that the same may also 

be true for dis legomena. 
 3 ,79:1 ,(שלם) occurs in 74:2; 76:2; 78:68; 84:5, 7; 87:2, 5.  It is also referenced in 76:2 צּיֹון 112

 .(עיר האלהים) and 87:3 ,(יסודה ) 87:1 ,(ירושלם)
113 For more on Zion as YHWH’s dwelling place see Wallace I. Wolverton, ‘Meaning of Zion 

in the Psalms’, AThR 47, no. 1 (1965): 16–33, particularly, p. 30. 
114 Tate, Psalms 51–100, 20:300; VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 931–35. 
115 Goldingay, Psalms, 2007, 2:513. 
116 VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 570. 
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happened is not merely a tragedy, but sacrilege.117  Indeed, due to the placement of 

these psalms, and some linguistic similarities, it has been argued that the temple is 

already in ruins when spoken of in Psalm 73:17–18.118  Cole proceeds to connect the 

destruction of the temple in Psalm 74 explicitly with the wickedness of Israel.119  While 

it is notoriously difficult to tie poetry to historical events, since poetry tends to suggest 

whereas prose tends to declare,120 the plight of the temple in Book Three can easily be 

understood in light of the exile.  As Wallace observes, 

The reader has found in Book III a holy mountain in perpetual ruins (74:3), 

God’s enduring חסד in question (77:9); a destroyed Jerusalem (79:1); and no 

mention of God’s king or anointed from Ps 73 through Ps 83.  Book III is 

clearly an ‘exile’ book.121 

The psalms of Book Three clearly reflect the desperate circumstances of exile with the 

destruction of the temple and the apparent abrogation of the Davidic covenant. 

Further evidence for this reading of Book Three is provided by the repeated 

mention of YHWH’s judgement.  While it is asserted that Israel’s enemies and their 

gods will face judgement (75:3, 9; 76:8–10; 78:44–55; 82), it is more frequently Israel 

who are facing YHWH’s judgement in Book Three (73:16–17, 27; 74; 78:31, 59–64; 

79:5; 80:5–7, 13–14; 81:9–17; 85:5–6; 89:39–52).122  It is consistently the chosen 

people of YHWH who are facing conflict, punishment, and judgement at the hand of 

YHWH.  Moreover, that this should be read in light of the exile is reinforced by the 

communal nature of the psalms in Book Three.123  Most communal laments are present 

here.124  Thus, writing only of Asaph’s psalms, but in a manner which applies to Book 

 
117 Derek Kidner, Psalms 73–150, Reprint, TOTC 16 (Nottingham: Inter-Varsity Press 

Academic, 2008), 317. 
118 Cole, Shape and Message of Book III, 22–23. 
119 Cole, 36, writes: ‘the destruction and perplexity described in detail by the first strophe of 

Psalm 74 explain the consequences of the wickedness embraced by the same nation in the 

previous 73.’ 
120 This phrase is borrowed from Wolverton, ‘Zion in the Psalms’, 16. 
121 Wallace, ‘Narrative Effect’, 6.  I can only assume that by ‘no mention of God’s king or 

anointed from Ps 73 through Ps 83’ Wallace is meaning use of מלך or מׁשיח as David appears 

in 78:50. 
122 Psalms 77 and 83 are clearly psalms of judgement.  It is debated, however, whether it is 

the nations or Israel who are facing judgement.  
123 deClaissé-Walford, ‘Meta-Narrative of the Psalter’, 371. 
124 McCann Jr, ‘Psalms in Their Literary Context’, 355. 
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Three at large, Goulder notes: “Virtually the whole collection is marked by a sense of 

dire crisis: the community is on the verge of the unthinkable.”125  It is not difficult to 

appreciate the manner in which the psalms of Book Three reflect the turmoil of the 

process of exile.  Indeed, this is all the more apparent in light of the pleas for restoration 

scattered throughout these communal laments.  In Psalm 79:8–9 Asaph pleads for 

God’s grace in forgiving sin and delivering the people.  This is mirrored in 85:5 with 

the prayer “Restore us again, O God of our salvation, and put away your indignation 

toward us!”  Between these two psalms the refrain “Restore us” (root: שוב) appears 

three times in Psalm 80 alone (vv. 4, 8, 20).126   Taking his lead from John Calvin, 

Goldingay suggests that “the prayer refers to the restoration of the nation’s fortunes, 

not its spiritual or inner renewal.”127  This seems appropriate given the context of 

Psalms 78 and 79, and the widespread acceptance that Psalm 80 is referencing physical 

destruction.128 

Also highly suggestive that Book Three reflects on the exile is the apparent 

oscillation between hope and lament.129  In arguing that Book Three has been 

decisively shaped by the experience of exile and dispersion, McCann observes: 

It is important to notice that except for Psalms 79 and 80, the community 

laments in Book III do not occur consecutively.  Instead they are interspersed 

with psalms which grasp for threads of hope amid the experience of exile and 

dispersion by celebrating God as judge of all the earth or by celebrating God’s 

past deeds on Israel’s behalf despite Israel’s faithlessness.  Psalm 73, with its 

movement from lament to hope, sets the tone for the whole of Book III.130 

 
125 Michael D. Goulder, ‘Asaph’s History of Israel (Elohist Press, Bethel, 725 BCE)’, JSOT 

20, no. 65 (1995): 74. 
126 There is an additional variation of the refrain in verse 14. 
127 Goldingay, Psalms, 2007, 2:536. 
128 Cole, Shape and Message of Book III, 88–95; Kidner, Psalms 73–150, 318–19; 

VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 611–12. 
129 Hamilton Jr, God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgement, 285, observes: ‘The 

juxtaposition of psalms of hope (e.g., Psalm 73) with psalms that seem to speak in the present 

tense of the destruction of the temple (Psalms 74 and 79) draws readers into Israel’s inexorable 

march toward exile.’ 
130 McCann Jr, ‘Books I-III and the Editorial Purpose of the Hebrew Psalter’, 96–97. Also see 

William C. Pohl, ‘A Messianic Reading of Psalm 89: A Canonical and Intertextual Study’, 

JETS 58, no. 3 (2015): 510. 
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The below table helpfully depicts this oscillation.131 

Lament 73:1–13 Prosperity of the wicked. 

Hope 73:18–28 God will judge the wicked, but will guide and protect 

the righteous. 

Lament 74 Destruction of Jerusalem and rejection of Israel. 

Hope 75 God will judge the wicked (see vv. 3, 9, 11). 

Hope 76 God will judge the princes and kings (see vv. 10, 13). 

Lament 77:1–11 The apparent disappearance of God’s steadfast love (see 

vv. 7–9) 

Hope 77:12–21 God has led Israel in the past. 

Hope 78 God’s deeds on Israel’s behalf despite Israel’s 

faithlessness (see vv. 10, 17, 32, 40, 56).  Note the 

shepherd imagery in the final verse of both Psalm 77 

and 78, and the brief rehearsal of Davidic/Zion theology 

in 78:67–72.  

Lament 79 The temple defiled and Jerusalem in ruins. 

Lament 80 Note the pleas for restoration (see vv. 4, 8, 20). 

Hope  81 Summons to praise and recall past deliverance despite 

Israel’s past faithlessness. 

Hope  82 God has the power to judge all the nations. 

Lament 83 Israel’s enemies triumph (vv. 2–9) and thus the pleas for 

God’s intervention. 

Hope  84 A song of Zion. 

Lament 85:1–8 Plea for restoration. 

Hope 85:9–14 Assurance of salvation. 

Lament 86 David’s prayer in the face of enemies who seek his life 

(see v. 14). 

Hope 87 A song of Zion. 

Lament 88 A complete absence of God. 

Hope 89:1–38 A rehearsal of all elements of the traditional 

Davidic/Zion theology. 

 
131 The table is adapted from McCann Jr, ‘Books I–III and the Editorial Purpose of the Hebrew 

Psalter’, 97. 
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Lament 89:39–52 Rejection, defeat, destruction, and plea for restoration. 

 

The table helpfully illustrates an oscillation between lament and hope.  Moreover, this 

undulation fits well within the context of exile as the people painfully lamented their 

present experience while also being reminded of YHWH’s faithfulness in the past and 

hoping for that same faithfulness in the not-too-distant future.  Wallace explains:  

These laments provide a canonical context in which to read the psalms of Book 

III.  The psalmists attempt to make sense of God from the context of exile.  

Within that context, the hymns of celebration found in Pss 84–89 become 

ironic expressions of a grieving Israel desperately holding on to what brought 

hope in the past.132 

However, Wallace proceeds to mistakenly argue that Jerusalem, temple, and king no 

longer possess future hope for the readers of the Psalter.  In contrast to Wallace, it is 

clear that hope is present throughout Book Three.  Hope is expressed in correlation to 

the key elements of Israelite heritage—Jerusalem, temple and king.  This is reaffirmed 

by how Book Three concludes. 

The Hope of Psalm 89 

At first glance, Book Three’s conclusion does not appear to encourage hope.  

Gundersen notes, “Psalm 88 is infamous for its hopeless lament, Psalm 89 for its 

covenantal catastrophe.  The fate of the individual (88) and community (89:51) are 

bound in the juxtaposition of these two psalms.”133  Book Three closes with what are 

understood to be the darkest psalms of the Psalter, for both are prayers for help that 

end without resolution.134  While Psalm 88 is clearly an individual lament, Psalm 89 

has long been understood to be “the most interesting and important of the royal 

psalms.”135  Psalm 89’s length, content, and placement in the Psalter make it difficult 

to dismiss this claim.  With respect to length, only two other psalms exceed Psalm 89 

(78; 119).  Furthermore, its import is particularly observable in the content which 

mourns the demise of the Davidic dynasty.  John Eaton terms Psalm 89 as “explicitly 

 
132 Wallace, ‘Narrative Effect’, 3. 
133 Gundersen, ‘Davidic Hope in Book IV’, 60. 
134 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 668. 
135 James M. Ward, ‘Literary Form and Liturgical Background of Psalm 89’, VT 11, no. 3 

(1961): 321. 
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royal” and written in “the grandest royal style.”136  This is reinforced by the repetition 

of YHWH’s covenant with David first expressed in 2 Samuel 7.  However, shockingly, 

the psalm then records that YHWH has cast off, rejected, become wrathful against, 

renounced the covenant with, and defiled the crown of his king (see especially vv. 39–

40).  This content is especially striking given the prominence of King David in Books 

One and Two, the idyllic vision of Psalm 72, and the elaborated, expanded, and 

escalated rehearsal of Nathan’s oracle within Psalm 89 itself (cf. 2 Sam. 7; cf. 89:20–

38).137  Mitchell summarises Psalm 89’s significance: 

It opens with a declaration of Yhwh’s covenant faithfulness (יהוה  . . . (חסדי 

Then comes the crux of the psalm, to which the extended rehearsal of Yhwh’s 

faithfulness, sovereignty and power has been leading.  The dynasty, which the 

eternal, almighty, faithful God swore to preserve forever, has come to an end.  

God himself has rejected David and the covenant; he has destroyed David’s 

city, exalted his foes, degraded his royal line and cut off the days of his youth, 

that is, prematurely terminated either David’s line or its representative, or both 

(vv. 39–45 [38–45]).138 

The importance of Psalm 89 to the larger structure of the Psalter is widely 

acknowledged.139  Howard argues, “In terms of the larger contours of the Psalter, the 

juncture between Psalms 89 and 90 forms a significant turning point.”140  More 

specifically, “The exile is in full form: king fallen, people afflicted, enemies taunting, 

and covenant shattered. . . . Full restoration will require that God redeem and re-

 
136 John H. Eaton, Kingship and the Psalms (London: SCM Press, 1976), 56; Moreover, in 

addition to Psalm 18, Psalm 89 is the only psalm to explicitly mention kingship, the anointed 

one, and David by name. See C. Hassell Bullock, Encountering the Book of Psalms: A Literary 

and Theological Introduction (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2001), 179. 
137 Knut M. Heim, ‘The (God-)Forsaken King of Psalm 89: A Historical and Intertextual 

Enquiry’, in King and Messiah in Israel and the Ancient Near East: Proceedings of the Oxford 

Old Testament Seminar, ed. John Day, JSOTSup 270 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 

1998), 299–306; Alexander F. Kirkpatrick, The Book of Psalms, CBSC (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1902), 530. 
138 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 253–54. 
139 Anderson, Out of the Depths, 208; deClaissé-Walford, Reading from the Beginning, 78–

80; Grogan, Prayer, Praise & Prophecy, 217; Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 88; Pohl, 

‘A Messianic Reading of Psalm 89’, 507; Snearly, The Return of the King, 99; Wilson, The 

Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 164–66, 212–15. 
140 Howard Jr, ‘A Contextual Reading of Psalms 90–94’, 110. 
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establish both the Israelite nation and a Davidic ruler.”141  Consequently, the case for 

a narrative impulse in the Psalter is gaining credence.  Thus far the Psalter has reflected 

the promise, rise, and fall of the Davidic dynasty as recorded in the Historical Books.  

This is apparent in the “seam” Psalms (2; 41; 72; 89), but also in the psalms that 

constitute the body of the books.   

In light of the desperate description of the status of the Davidic covenant, Psalm 

89, and Book Three as a unit, in its literary context is linked to the exile.142  Thus, 

Heim concludes that Psalm 89 “is a prayerful response to the historical disaster of the 

exile.”143  Or, at the very least, is read as such.  Consequently, it would seem justifiable 

to conclude that Book Three reflects the desperate circumstances of exile with the 

destruction of the temple and the apparent abrogation of the Davidic covenant.  The 

contents of the book reflect the steps that brought the nation of Israel to the point at 

which YHWH cast off and rejected the Davidic dynasty.  Moreover, Psalm 89 fits well 

with the tone of Book Three as a whole.  Pohl asserts: 

Psalm 89 is the perfect conclusion to Book III.  Psalm 73 opens Book III by 

showing a trajectory that begins with lament over the disorientating current 

reality and moves to God; Psalm 89 begins with God and concludes with angst 

over the disorientating current reality—a kind of large scale inclusio for Book 

III.144 

Indeed, by the end of Book Three the reader is all too aware of the desperate 

circumstances that stand behind the book: 

Though Ps 84 celebrates the Temple, the reader knows it is gone.  Though Ps 

85 looks forward to a restored land, the canonical context . . . reminds the reader 

that it is desolate and in need of restoring.  David’s appearance in Book III and 

confession of Yahweh’s abundant חסד is an indication questions remain about 

 
141 Gundersen, ‘Davidic Hope in Book IV’, 73, 74. 
142 Anderson Jr, ‘Division and Order’, 237. Also consult Grogan, Prayer, Praise & Prophecy, 

209; Wallace, ‘Narrative Effect’, 13; Wilson, ‘Royal Psalms at the “Seams”’, 90–91. 
143 Heim, ‘The (God-)Forsaken King’, 298. 
144 Pohl, ‘A Messianic Reading of Psalm 89’, 515. 
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the Davidic monarchy—questions that are made explicit at the end of Book 

III.145 

Noteworthy, however, is the lack of resolution at the conclusion of Psalm 89 and 

consequently Book Three.  Surely this encourages the reader to consider possible 

sources of resolution.  It is in this sense, argues Heim, “the psalm is open-ended, 

looking forward to the Lord’s action in defiant hope that the divine promise as 

expressed in Nathan’s oracle is still valid.”146  Book Four asserts that YHWH is active, 

and in doing so advances the narrative impulse. 

Book Four: Surviving the Exile 

Curiously, Book Four opens with the Psalter’s only psalm of Moses.  Therefore, Book 

Four might appear to predate not only the exile, but also the monarchy.  This does not 

have to be the case.  There is significant import in this voice from the past for the 

present, as McCann explains: “The editorial effect is to portray Moses praying again 

for the people in the critical situation of exile.  Bereft of land and temple, the people 

have a perpetual ‘dwelling place’ in God, according to Moses.”147  It would appear 

that the reader of the Psalter finds a voice from the past offering hope and help for the 

scattered nation in the present.  Book Four fosters hope for the exiled community as it 

reasserts that YHWH remains enthroned.  As Gillingham notes, “whereas Book III 

bears witness to the downfall of the king, Psalms 90–106 seem to reflect on what 

follows chronologically in Israel’s history: the consequent experience of the exile.”148  

Thus, Book Four, as a resource for surviving exile, advances the Psalter’s narrative 

impulse. 

 Dating the compilation of the Psalter remains generally elusive.  Some argue 

that Books Four and Five were compiled at a significantly later date than Books One–

 
145 Wallace, ‘Narrative Effect’, 10. 
146 Heim, ‘The (God-)Forsaken King’, 303.  Emphasis original. Also see Walter C. Kaiser Jr, 

‘The Message of Book III: Psalms 73–89’, BSac 174, no. 694 (2017): 140; Wilson, ‘Royal 

Psalms at the “Seams”’, 91. 
147 McCann Jr, ‘Psalms in Their Literary Context’, 357. Interestingly, there appears to be a 

joint concern in Psalms 89 and 90 with the themes of transience and permanence. See 

Gundersen, ‘Davidic Hope in Book IV’, 62, 75–78. 
148 Susan E. Gillingham, ‘Psalms 90–106: Book Four and the Covenant with David’, Eur. Jud. 

48, no. 2 (2015): 87. 
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Three.149  This view is encouraged by the sharp distinction drawn between the first 

three Books and the final two by way of authorship ascriptions.  Of the first 89 psalms 

83 carry authorship ascriptions (93%), of the final 61 only 19 carry authorship 

ascriptions (31%).150  The majority of the authorship ascriptions in Psalms 90–150 are 

found in Book Five.  Book Four names only Moses (90) and David (101; 103).151 

Wilderness/Exilic Imagery     

Further strengthening the suggestion that Book Four is a resource for surviving exile 

is the fact that it “opens with a cry to God about a situation that feels as if it will never 

resolve itself.  In that, it reflects a historical reality of the exile”.152  Moses is ascribed 

authorship of Psalm 90, and this is fitting as its language is reminiscent of 

Deuteronomy.  Only in Psalm 90’s superscription and Deuteronomy 33 (v. 1) is Moses 

designated a man of God (איש אלהים).153  Furthermore, Mitchell notes a trio of terms 

that occur only in Psalm 90 and Deuteronomy: מעון (v. 1; Deut. 33:27), ימות (v. 15; 

Deut. 32:7) and שבע (v. 14; Deut. 33:23).154  He proceeds to write, “The 

appropriateness of the imagery and language of Psalm 90 to the desert wanderings has 

been recognized by commentators to such an extent that some have argued its Mosaic 

authorship.”155  Thus, the careful reader of the Psalter is aware that Moses was the one 

who led the nation through ‘exile’ before, and so he points the way again in Psalm 

90.156  Moreover, Moses’s prophetic intercessory prayers on behalf of Israel had been 

 
149 Anderson Jr, ‘Division and Order’, 224–25, 239; deClaissé-Walford, ‘Anzu Revisited’; 

Grogan, Prayer, Praise & Prophecy, 229; Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 213, 

214. 
150 See the discussion on this feature in Vaillancourt, ‘Formed in the Crucible of Messianic 

Angst’, 132. 
151 Furthermore, Creach provides possible evidence in defence of an exilic date for Book Four. 

In an intriguing article, he identifies many convincing connections between the structure of 

Book Four and the exilic passages of Isaiah 40–55. His conclusion is that the editor(s) of the 

Psalter based the structure of Book Four on Second Isaiah (p. 74). In other words, Book Four 

took shape during the exile. While not unassailable, it is certainly worthy of consideration. See 

Creach, ‘Shape of Book Four’. 
152 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 690. 
153 deClaissé-Walford, Reading from the Beginning, 84. 
154 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 276. 
155 Mitchell, 277. 
156 This is not necessarily a claim to Mosaic authorship.  Rather, it simply highlights the 

appropriateness of the authorship ascription. 
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answered by YHWH;157 surely this prayer will likewise be answered.158  Psalm 90 

draws attention to YHWH’s eternality (vv. 1–6), notes mankind’s iniquity and 

consequent fleeting lifespan (vv. 7–10) as a result of YHWH’s anger and wrath (vv. 7, 

9, 11).159  The connection between iniquity and wrath is especially telling, for in the 

OT “God’s wrath is something that operates in particular contexts for particular 

reasons.”160  Thus, Clifford highlights that the “past tenses of vv. 7–10 . . . describe a 

specific event rather than a general condition.”161  Indeed, the mention of 70 years (v. 

10) is a fitting allusion to the exile in the readers mind.162  Yet, in this voice of Moses 

there is the “reminder that YHWH’s covenantal activity extends back not merely to 

David, but as far back as Moses.”163  The Davidic king is deposed, but YHWH remains 

enthroned.164 

Looking further ahead, subtle verbal and conceptual links hold Psalms 90–92 

together: מעון (‘dwelling place’ – 90:1; 91:9), חלף/פרח (‘sprout’ – 90:6; 92:8), מחׂש  .  

פ על  .  .  (‘make glad . . . your deeds’ – 90:15-16; 92:5), and  עליון (‘Most High’ – 91:1, 

9; 92:2).165  In transitioning to Psalm 91, the wilderness/exile atmosphere continues 

with the imagery of a long journey and there remain linguistic parallels with 

Deuteronomy.166  Therefore, it is “a psalm for danger: for times of exposure and 

 
157 For example, see the narrative of Exodus 32–34. 
158 Gundersen, ‘Davidic Hope in Book IV’, 100. 
159 In a thought-provoking essay Clifford argues that the concept of numbering days is 

connected to periods of affliction, as opposed to mankind’s mortality. I am yet to be fully 

convinced of this argument, however, if he is correct this only further strengthens my 

argument. See Richard J. Clifford, ‘Psalm 90: Wisdom Meditation or Communal Lament?’, in 

The Book of Psalms: Composition and Reception, ed. Peter W. Flint and Patrick D. Miller, 

VTSup 99 (Leiden: Brill, 2005). 
160 John Goldingay, Psalms 90–150, vol. 3, BCOTWP (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 

2008), 30. 
161 Clifford, ‘Psalm 90’, 199–200. 
162 See Clifford, 200; Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:30 (cf. Jer. 25:11–12; Zech. 1:12). 
163 Howard Jr, ‘A Contextual Reading of Psalms 90–94’, 110. Moses is an important figure 

not just at the beginning of Book Four, but also toward the end (99:6; 103:7; 105:26; 106:16, 

23, 32). In fact, he is only mentioned once in the Psalter beyond the boundaries of Book Four 

(77:21). See deClaissé-Walford, Reading from the Beginning, 85–86; Krista Mournet, ‘Moses 

and the Psalms: The Significance of Psalms 90 and 106 within Book IV of the Masoretic 

Psalter’, CBW 31 (2011): 66–79. 
164 This is not to denigrate the Davidic covenant as there are suggestive allusions to it. In 

particular see comments in Gundersen, ‘Davidic Hope in Book IV’, 104, 115. 
165 Consult VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 696. 
166 It is important to note that these links are less impressive than those in Psalm 90. See 

Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:40; Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 277–78. 
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encirclement or challenging the power of evil.”167  This would certainly speak to an 

exilic mindset.  This conclusion is supported by the demonological emphasis of the 

psalm.168  Mitchell argues: 

Psalm 91 should therefore be regarded as promising protection from demons 

and monsters.  It would therefore be most necessary if one were in the vicinity 

of demons.  This is where it connects with the preceding psalm, for Semitic 

thought regards the lifeless desert as the demons’ chief abode. . . . Psalm 91 

shares the wilderness atmosphere of its predecessor and could likewise have 

been designed by the redactor to represent the latter-day exile.169 

It seems more than plausible that, for the nation of Israel in exile, Moses begins to 

point the way in Psalm 90 with a community lament and Psalm 91 then promises 

protection from the gods/demons of the foreign nations amongst whom they now 

live.170   

 Psalm 92 obviously operates in a transitional capacity within Book Four.171  As 

noted above, there are verbal and conceptual links to the preceding psalms.  There is 

also an anticipation of the YHWH Malak psalms which follow.  This is identified 

primarily by the victorious tone of the psalm.172  Praise is given to YHWH (vv. 2–5), 

due to the doom and destruction of the evildoer (vv. 6–10), and thus the outlook for 

the righteous is positive (vv. 11–16).  Psalm 92 declares the divine justice which was 

sought in Book Three.173  It is evident that “Psalm 92 is a prayer of thanksgiving that 

focuses on God’s vanquishing of enemies and on God’s provision of a safe place for 

God’s people to worship.  It continues the theme of recovery after great national 

 
167 Kidner, Psalms 73–150, 363. 
168 See especially Craig A. Evans, ‘Jesus and Evil Spirits in the Light of Psalm 91’, BapTh 1, 

no. 2 (2009): 43–58; Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 278–80. On the wilderness as the 

dwelling places of demons see Michael J. Gruenthaner, ‘The Demonology of the Old 

Testament’, CBQ 6, no. 1 (1944): 24, 26; Dale B. Martin, ‘When Did Angels Become 

Demons?’, JBL 129, no. 4 (2010): 659, 675. For an alternative view on demons in the Hebrew 

Bible see Anne Marie Kitz, ‘Demons in the Hebrew Bible and the Ancient Near East’, JBL 

135, no. 3 (2016): 447–64. 
169 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 280, 281. 
170 A similar scenario is envisaged by Gillingham with respect to Psalm 96. See Gillingham, 

‘Psalms 90–106’, 92. 
171 Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 216. 
172 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 282. 
173 Nava Cohen, ‘Psalm 92: Structure and Meaning’, ZAW 125, no. 4 (2013): 593–606. 
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losses.”174  The reader can join in this prayer of thanksgiving and praise in light of the 

assurances of the two preceding psalms.175  Moreover, given the chronological 

narrative developing across the three books thus far, it is suggestive to read of an 

exalted horn, anointed with oil, and the righteous being planted in the house/courts of 

YHWH (vv. 11, 14).  Although ambiguous in this context,176 elsewhere in Scripture 

horn and anointing with oil are closely connected with kingship in Israel.177  Thus, 

Tate cautions “V11 probably does not refer to some sort of anointing ceremony (such 

as that of a king) . . . but the uncertain nature of 11b makes it unwise to exclude the 

possibility completely.”178  Given Psalm 92:11 is often cross-referenced to royal 

psalms,179 Grogan concludes: “God exalting his horn, . . . recalls the two kings, divine 

and human, of Psalm 2.”180  Furthermore, the house/courts of YHWH, while 

referencing YHWH’s presence and protection,181 surely bring to mind the earthly 

abode of YHWH: the destroyed Temple of Book Three.182 

YHWH Remains King 

Book Four fosters hope for the exiled community by asserting YHWH remains 

enthroned; moreover, it hints at a new Davidic king to embody YHWH’s continued 

reign.  The connection to exile is apparent in the wilderness themes of Psalms 90–92.  

The hope is evident in promises of YHWH’s presence (90), protection (91), and 

victory (92).  In sum, it seems fair to conclude: “The Moses-wilderness themes in these 

psalms suggests very strongly that the collection reflects the ‘wilderness’ of the exile 

and post-exilic periods.”183  There is also a strong element of hope in this opening trio 

of psalms in Book Four.  As they draw to a close Psalm 92, 

 
174 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 702. 
175 Howard Jr, ‘A Contextual Reading of Psalms 90–94’, 112. 
176 Indeed, there is debate about the translation. See Thijs Booij, ‘The Hebrew Text of Psalm 

92:11’, VT 38, no. 2 (1988): 210–14. 
177 Notably this is the case with Psalm 89. See Gundersen, ‘Davidic Hope in Book IV’, 133–

34, 139–40. 
178 Tate, Psalms 51–100, 20:467. 
179 Arnold A. Anderson, Psalms, vol. 2, NCB (London: Oliphants, 1972), 549; Goldingay, 

Psalms, 2008, 3:59; Artur Weiser, The Psalms, trans. Herbert Hartwell, OTL (London: SCM 

Press, 1962), 616. 
180 Geoffrey W. Grogan, Psalms, THOTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 161–62. 
181 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:60; Richard D. Patterson, ‘Psalm 92:12–15: The Flourishing 

of the Righteous’, BSac 166, no. 663 (2009): 283–84. 
182 Cohen, ‘Psalm 92’, 596, 598. 
183 Tate, Psalms 51–100, 20:530. 
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presents a sketch of a restored man with an exalted horn and anointed head 

planted and flourishing along with the rest of the righteous in God’s ‘house’ 

and ‘courts’—i.e., a Davidic king with a righteous community in a restored 

temple in a restored land.184   

This subtle Davidic impulse in the opening trio of psalms in Book Four is present in 

the YHWH Malak psalms which follow.     

 Psalms 93–100 are frequently treated as a distinct subsection of Book Four.185  

Unlike earlier books the grouping of Psalms 93–100 is not due to authorship 

ascriptions; rather they are grouped together due to their theme—the kingship of 

YHWH.186  In addition to themes of creative power187 (93:1, 3–4; 94:9; 95:4–6; 96:5; 

97:1–4), sovereignty188 (93:2; 95:3; 96:7–9; 97:3, 7–9; 99:1–3), justice189 (94:1–2; 

96:10, 13; 97:8; 98:9; 99:1–5), and defence of the righteous and lowly190 (94:3–7, 14–

23; 95:7; 97:10–11), YHWH’s kingship is also declared by the repeated phrase   יהוה

 It is clear, even from the most cursory of readings, that  .(99:1 ;97:1 ;96:10 ;93:1) מלך

“God’s kingship is the focus, and this would fit well with any period of imperial 

 
184 Gundersen, ‘Davidic Hope in Book IV’, 142–43.  Gundersen asserts that the image created 

in this opening trio of psalms is suggestive and evocative, not declarative and emphatic (126 

n.127). 
185 It should be noted that while Ps. 94 is conspicuous among the other psalms in this group, 

“its plea for God to judge the world invokes a well-known function of the great king-God. By 

asking for God to intervene in the world and judge the situation, Psalm 94 requests and even 

demands what the other psalms praise about God—that God is judge (Psalm 96) and a God-

King who listens to and acts on behalf of God’s people (Psalm 99).” deClaissé-Walford, 

Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 687.  Also see 709–710. 
186 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, 686. 
187 J. J. M. Roberts, ‘The Enthronement of Yhwh and David: The Abiding Theological 

Significance of the Kingship Language of the Psalms’, CBQ 64, no. 4 (2002): 679: ‘The 

Psalms root Yahweh’s kingship in creation, that is, in Yahweh’s victory over the powers of 

chaos and in his establishment of a stable world order based on mastery over chaos.’ 
188 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:105: ‘In the sovereign’s courts, then, the subjects prostrate 

themselves before the emperor in his majesty; in this case, it is a holy majesty, God’s majesty.’ 
189 Roberts, ‘The Enthronement of Yhwh and David’, 680: ‘The framework that supports and 

upholds this secure world and God’s throne against the ever-present threat of a return to chaos 

is צדק ומׁשפט, “righteousness and justice” (Ps 97:2).’ 
190 Jerome F. D. Creach, ‘The Destiny of the Righteous and the Theology of the Psalms’, in 

Soundings in the Theology of the Psalms: Perspectives and Methods in Contemporary 

Scholarship, ed. Rolf A. Jacobson (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2011), 58–59.  Writing of 

Psalm 5, but then applying it to the YHWH Malak psalms, Creach states: ‘the psalmist invokes 

God’s kingship as part of a plea for deliverance from the wicked.  The psalmist calls on God 

with confidence that God’s just rule does not permit wickedness to prevail (v. 5) and that the 

Lord, as a beneficent monarch, spreads protection over the righteous (vv. 12–13).’ 
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domination of Israel/Judah and/or when there is no longer a definitive physical space 

where all of God’s people reside.”191  Thus, the heart of Book Four seems to be 

addressing the issue of exile.  Moreover, although there is a progression from the 

wilderness themes present in Psalms 90–92, connections remain.  In particular, both 

Psalms 96 and 98 open with the call שדירו ליהוה שיר חש  (‘sing to YHWH a new song’).  

The phrase שירו ליהוה is prominent at the beginning of both Moses’s and Miriam’s 

songs recorded in Exodus 15 (vv. 1, 21), thus bringing to mind again Israel’s 

wilderness wanderings.192  Indeed, the newness of this song to be sung is reinforced 

by the presence of Psalm 95 which makes explicit reference to the wilderness 

wanderings (vv. 7–8).  Mitchell’s comment on Psalm 95 is highly suggestive: 

The Psalmist’s purpose in this reminiscence is to warn contemporary listeners 

against the error of their ancestors.  For today they confront the same 

temptation as came to their ancestors, that is, to harden their hearts on hearing 

God’s voice (v. 8).  The Psalmist warns against this, lest the same fate befall 

them as befell their ancestors. . . . This psalm therefore regards its hearers, 

whatever their actual circumstances, as being like the Exodus generation, 

wandering in the desert and potentially in danger of rejecting God and being 

rejected by him.193 

Mitchell proceeds, therefore, to remark that in Psalm 96 “a new song is to be sung, 

suggesting a new order of redemption, comparable with the redemption from Egypt, 

but greater.”194  Book Four appears to parallel Israel’s wilderness wanderings and the 

exile.  Even the title יהוה מלך occurs in the Song of Moses (Exod. 15:18).195  This 

reading of Book Four is further supported by the earliest interpretations.  For example, 

the LXX has added to Psalm 96’s superscription: “When the house was built after the 

 
191 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 687. Also see Erhard S. Gerstenberger, 

‘“World Dominion” in Yahweh Kingship Psalms: Down to the Roots of Globalizing Concepts 

and Strategies’, HBT 23, no. 2 (2001): especially pp. 197, 208.  
192 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 288. 
193 Mitchell, 287.  Emphasis original. 
194 Mitchell, 288. 
195 Mitchell, 284. 
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exile.  A Song of David.”196  Book Four is fostering hope for the exiled community by 

reasserting that YHWH remains enthroned. 

 The careful reader would not only connect the YHWH Malak psalms to the 

wilderness, but also to the Davidic monarchy.  The phrase מלך  occurs in 1 יהוה 

Chronicles 16 (v. 31) which records a psalm (vv. 8–36) constructed from Psalms 

105:1–15; 96:1–13; 106:1, 47–48.197  It follows the successful move of the Ark of the 

Covenant to Jerusalem.  Robertson claims that this event was as significant as the 

Exodus and wilderness wanderings, for it was from this point onwards that YHWH’s 

throne was effectively joined to David’s.198  In fact, Psalm 96 appears in 1 Chronicles 

immediately before Nathan’s oracle is rehearsed (chap. 17) and the promise that 

YHWH would build his house through the Davidic son.  It must be conceded that this 

is a subtle link, but given that the Psalter and Chronicles were likely compiled during 

the same era it is suggestive.199  Not only is there perhaps an understated allusion to 

the Davidic monarchy in the YHWH Malak psalms, but Zion is explicitly mentioned 

(97:8; 99:2).  The mention of this city draws together the threads of the Davidic 

monarchy, the Promised Land, and the presence of YHWH.  Roberts observes, “Within 

the OT itself, the tradition of God’s choice of Jerusalem, like the parallel tradition of 

God’s choice of David, continued to give hope to the people for a new future with God 

beyond the troubled present.”200  There is a hint that a new Davidic king will embody 

YHWH’s continued reign. 

David Again 

A subtle Davidic presence in the YHWH Malak psalms is strengthened by the 

appearance of Davidic authorship ascriptions in two of the following psalms (101; 

 
196 See VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 722. 
197 It should not be overlooked that all of these psalms are to be found in Book Four of the 

Psalter.  Therefore, it must be acknowledged that Book Four is not anti-Davidic as some have 

claimed.  Additionally, this offers implicit support for an exilic setting for the arrangement and 

thus undoubtedly the message of Book Four. 
198 Robertson, Flow of the Psalms, 154–55. Also see Roberts, ‘The Enthronement of Yhwh 

and David’, 682–84 for an argument in favour of reading divine and human kingship together. 
199 For further comments on the exilic/post-exilic message of these passages see Trent C. 

Butler, ‘Forgotten Passage from a Forgotten Era (1 Chr 16:8–36)’, VT 28, no. 2 (1978): 

especially pp. 143–145. 
200 Roberts, ‘The Enthronement of Yhwh and David’, 686. Also see Gillingham, ‘Psalms 90–

106’, 94; VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 408–9. The nation’s future is intimately connected to the 

future of the king. See Gundersen, ‘Davidic Hope in Book IV’, 87–88. 
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103).  Psalm 101 is ascribed to David and is widely accepted as royal.201  It is evidently 

concerned with the character of the king.202  Kenik summarises the psalm:  

There is no question that the psalm was the king's statement before Yahweh 

about fidelity to his kingly obligations.  The substance of the affirmations 

pertains to certain specific norms that focus upon the effectiveness of his reign.  

The king, on a specific occasion, declared what he will do during his reign, 

what he will reject, and what must be the attitude of his community.  The most 

obvious situation for such a bold affirmation was surely that event at which the 

king assumed his position as ruler of the people of Yahweh when he declared 

his integrity before Yahweh as one faithful in his loyalty and obedience.203  

After Moses’s aid to survive exilic wanderings, and the reaffirmation that YHWH still 

reigns, we find a royal Davidic speaker promising a righteous rule.  

In reply to the rhetorical question in Psalm 94:16 about who will oppose the 

wicked and the evildoers, Psalm 101 offers an emphatic answer.  [YHWH’s] 

earthly representative will do it!  In this way, [YHWH] himself will wipe them 

out through his anointed . . . As the first Davidic psalm in Book IV, Psalm 101 

represents a ‘new beginning’ after the ‘Yahweh is king Psalms’ 93–100 

(Hossfeld & Zenger 2011:16), looking forward to the establishment of 

Yahweh’s kingdom on earth.204 

This “royal psalm has an important canonical role within Book IV of the Psalter . . . It 

serves to appeal for the restoration of the Davidic dynasty by reference to God’s self-

imposed obligations [vv. 1–2].”205   

 
201 Leslie C. Allen, Psalms 101–150, Revised, vol. 21, WBC (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 

2002), 3; Eaton, Kingship and the Psalms, 122–23; Grogan, Psalms, 170; Gunkel and Begrich, 

Introduction to Psalms, 99; Helen A. Kenik, ‘Code of Conduct for a King: Psalm 101’, JBL 

95, no. 3 (1976): 391–403; Weiser, Psalms, 648–50. 
202 It is worth noting that Michael L. Barré, ‘The Shifting Focus of Psalm 101’, in The Book 

of Psalms: Composition and Reception, ed. Peter W. Flint and Patrick D. Miller, VTSup 99 

(Leiden: Brill, 2005) has argued that Psalm 101 is actually concerned with the king addressing 

his courtiers as opposed to YHWH.  That being said, even if this interpretation was adopted it 

would not cause any problems for my argument.  The important aspect of Psalm 101 is that it 

is a royal psalm ascribed to David in the exilic Book Four. 
203 Kenik, ‘Code of Conduct for a King’, 395. 
204 Phil J. Botha, ‘Psalm 101: A Supplication for the Restoration of Society in the Late Post-

Exilic Age’, HvTSt 72, no. 4 (2016): 7–8. 
205 Allen, Psalms 101–150, 2002, 21:12. 
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Moreover, not only is there the reappearance of a just, human monarch, but in 

Psalm 102 there an expectant assertion that YHWH will have regard, rebuild, and 

dwell in Zion (vv. 14–22).  McCann captures the significance: 

Assuming the placement is not simply haphazard, one can respond that in its 

current literary setting, the royal complaint in Psalm 101 is a response to the 

destruction of the monarchy, . . . The voice of an imagined king says, in effect 

“I shall do everything right,” implying that the monarchy should be restored; 

the question in v. 2 thus asks when will this restoration occur.  The cogency of 

this approach is strengthened by the juxtaposition of Psalm 101 with 102, 

which, while it starts out as an individual prayer (perhaps still to be heard as 

the voice of a king?), suddenly in v. 12 becomes an expression of hope for the 

restoration of Zion, the seat of the monarchy (cf. 101:2 with 102:13), as well 

as an expression of hope for the return of the exiles (vv. 18–22).  Thus Psalms 

101–102 together address three key elements of the crisis of exile—loss of 

monarchy, Zion/Temple, and land.206 

The consequence, it seems, is an exuberant psalm of praise.  In Psalm 103, ascribed to 

David, YHWH is praised for his forgiveness (vv. 3–5), righteousness (v. 6), and mercy 

(vv. 8–13).  It is his חסד, however, that features repeatedly as a cause for praise (vv. 

4, 8, 11, 17).  In the shadow of the YHWH Malak psalms the reader of the Psalter reads 

of a just human king, a renewed Zion, and YHWH’s חסד.  Gillingham acknowledges, 

“we might perceive a more idealized view of David as a coming figure”.207  Book Four 

fosters hope for the exiled community as it reasserts that YHWH remains enthroned 

and hints at a new Davidic king who will embody YHWH’s reign. 

YHWH’s Faithfulness 

The element of hope subtly developed throughout Book Four culminates in the final 

trio of psalms (104–106).  These psalms all encourage their reader to remember 

YHWH’s faithfulness throughout the course of Israel’s history.  In fact, this call to 

remember YHWH’s faithfulness begins with the creative power of YHWH (104), and 

his consequent faithfulness throughout creation’s history.  The Psalmist reflects on the 

 
206 McCann Jr, ‘Psalms’, 1081. 
207 Gillingham, ‘Psalms 90–106’, 94. 



82 

 

fact that YHWH has made all that there is (v. 24), his creation in turn looks to him for 

sustenance (v. 27), and thus he should be praised (v. 33).  The universal faithfulness 

championed in this psalm is observed by Goldingay: 

It does not mention Israel, the covenant, or Zion.  Yhwh, Israel’s God, is the 

one who acts here (the name comes ten times; the ordinary word “God” comes 

on its own only once).  But that makes it more noteworthy that here the world’s 

creation by Yhwh stands on its own ground, separate from the theme of Yhwh’s 

involvement in salvation.  The psalm is totally concerned with Yhwh’s 

relationship to the world as creator, in two interwoven aspects, Yhwh’s original 

activity in bringing the world into being, and Yhwh’s ongoing activity in 

making the world work.208 

Worldwide concern, however, diminishes as focus turns to the nation of Israel in Psalm 

105: “the hymnic celebration of the history of redemption from Israel’s sojourn in 

Egypt to the conquest is the theme of this psalm.”209  The psalm, after an opening 

section of praise (vv. 1–5), surveys redemptive history from the Abrahamic covenant 

(v. 8), to Jacob’s arrival in Egypt (v. 23), to the rise of Moses (v. 26), to the Exodus 

(vv. 37–38), and finally entering Canaan (v. 44).  Within each section the emphasis is 

the faithfulness of YHWH.210  This is stated explicitly in verses 7–11: 

He is the LORD our God; 

    his judgements are in all the earth. 

He remembers his covenant forever, 

    the word that he commanded, for a thousand generations, 

the covenant that he made with Abraham, 

    his sworn promise to Isaac, 

which he confirmed to Jacob as a statute, 

    to Israel as an everlasting covenant, 

saying, “To you I will give the land of Canaan 

    as your portion for an inheritance.” 

 
208 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:181. 
209 VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 771. 
210 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 782; VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 771. 
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Noteworthy in Psalm 105 is the absence of any mention of Israel’s sin.  Rather the 

focus is solely on YHWH and his faithfulness, as exemplified in redemptive history.  

This is balanced in Psalm 106.  YHWH’s faithfulness remains the primary subject, but 

here it is despite the sinful rebellion of his people.211  Repeatedly, YHWH’s good and 

mighty acts are contrasted with Israel’s blatant rebellion.212  Israel rebelled at the Red 

Sea (v. 7), in the wilderness (v. 14), at Sinai (v. 19), on the cusp of the Promised Land 

(v. 24), and in the Promised Land (v. 34); and yet YHWH remembered his covenant, 

relenting from disaster because of his חסד.  Psalms 105 and 106, as a pair, demonstrate 

YHWH’s faithfulness in the face of Israel’s faithlessness.213  Thus, in the final psalms 

of Book Four the reader is encouraged to remember YHWH’s faithfulness throughout 

the course of Israel’s history, indeed creation’s history.214  However, Book Four 

concludes with the nation still in exile, as Psalm 106 ends with the simple petition that 

YHWH would gather his people from the nations (v. 47). 

 Regarding Book Four, the reader of the Psalter is reminded that: 

Support of the Davidic dynasty was a promised function of the very same 

sovereign God praised in many of Book 4’s psalms, so that such psalms could 

provide a spiritual context in which hope for a restoration of that dynasty could 

grow. . . . This book, therefore, is a great faith-building book, and the faith it 

builds is in God himself.  Almost all of its psalms point to the greatness and 

sovereignty of Israel’s God.215  

Our somewhat lengthy survey of Book Four has observed a respected voice from 

Israel’s past (90), promise of divine protection (91), and praise of YHWH’s certain 

victory (92).  These opening psalms are bolstered by the YHWH Malak psalms (93–

 
211 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 796. 
212 VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 780. 
213 Kidner, Psalms 73–150, 407. 
214 Wilson has proffered a convincing argument that the themes of creation and redemption in 

these closing psalms further underline YHWH’s kingship presented in Psalms 93–100. 

However, as she argues, this does not necessitate the eradication of human kingship as we 

have noted elsewhere. See Lindsay Wilson, ‘On Psalms 103–106 as a Closure to Book IV of 

the Psalter’, in The Composition of the Book of Psalms, ed. Erich Zenger, BETL, CCXXXVIII 

(Leuven: Uitgeverij Peeters, 2010). 
215 Grogan, Prayer, Praise & Prophecy, 224. 
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100) which escalated the praise of YHWH and reinforced his kingship.216  Hope for 

the Davidic monarchy in Zion is implicitly fostered by this assertion of YHWH’s 

kingship.  It is explicitly fostered by a just Davidic ruler (101), hope of a renewed Zion 

(102), praise for YHWH’s (103) חסד, and finally a firm reminder of YHWH’s 

faithfulness (104–106).  The Psalter’s narrative is not advanced in Book Four through 

authorship ascriptions, historic notes, or vocabulary.  Rather, the chronology is 

advanced by the message which emanates from its psalms.  The message of Book Four 

is that YHWH remains enthroned even after the devastation of the exile: “Israel has 

failed, but God is constant.”217  This, as the psalms of Book Four make clear, fosters 

hope for the future.  Gundersen concludes: 

If the Psalter is to maintain a cohesive trajectory, the Davidic covenant cannot 

be left in the grave of Psalm 89.  Instead we should expect that the appearance 

of Moses and the reign of Yahweh in Psalms 90–106 will somehow support 

the royal covenant that has set the tone for the Psalter thus far.  Abandoning 

that covenant for the remainder of the Psalter would undercut the hope it aims 

to promote and dilute the doxology it aims to provoke. 

Book IV does broaden Israel’s narrow monarchic hopes into a vast theocratic 

vision of Yahweh’s universal reign (Pss 93–100), a theocratic vision 

necessitated by her kingless exile (Ps 89:38–51).  But Book IV also 

reconstructs Israel’s shattered hopes into an eschatological mosaic portraying 

a just Davidide preparing to rule a restored nation from a rebuilt Zion (Pss 101–

103).  Therefore these seventeen psalms maintain and advance the loose 

narrative trajectory already set in place in Books I–III.218 

 
216 Tucker Jr, ‘Book of Psalms’, 491.  He writes: ‘The kingship of Yahweh may be considered 

the “root metaphor” of the entire Psalter.’  Cf. VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 119. 
217 VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 688. 
218 Gundersen, ‘Davidic Hope in Book IV’, 246.  Emphasis added.  A similar sentiment is 

shared by Snearly, ‘The Return of the King: Book V as a Witness to Messianic Hope in the 

Psalter’, 212.  He writes: ‘Book IV, then, highlights the sovereign reign of Yahweh, which 

should not be read as a rejection of the human, Davidic line, but rather as consistent with the 

program introduced at the beginning of the Psalter (see Psalm 2 where Yahweh and his king 

reign together—Yahweh appoints the king and the king represents Yahweh’s rule).’ 
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Book Four fosters hope for the exiled community as it reasserts that YHWH remains 

enthroned while hinting towards a new Davidic king who will embody YHWH’s reign.  

In advancing this narrative trajectory Book Five directs the reader’s mind to the future. 

Book Five: The End of the Exile? 

The Book of Praise 

The boundary between Books Four and Five is clearly softer than other boundaries.219  

Nevertheless, as Book Five opens it appears to bring the exile to an end, or, at the very 

least, offers tangible hope that it will end imminently.  The thanksgiving offered in 

Psalm 107:1–3 should be read in light of the petition of Psalm 106:47.  Moreover, 

“whereas the people’s sin becomes the dominant theme in Psalm 106, the people’s 

thanks becomes the dominant theme in Psalm 107 (see vv. 8, 15, 21, 33).  This shift 

suggests that the editors of the Psalter were envisioning a restoration that they perhaps 

viewed as already in progress.”220  Book Five erupts with praise in the certain 

anticipation of a restored community, worshipping YHWH, under a victorious Davidic 

king, ruling from Zion.221  The Psalter’s narrative impulse continues to advance as the 

reader is encouraged to look beyond the exile. 

 Book Five has proportionately more praise than lament.  The identification of 

this broad movement from lament to praise across the Psalter is often credited to 

Brueggemann222 and Westermann.223  Their observation is undeniable.  The reader 

cannot ignore the richer vocabulary of praise, gratitude, and blessing in the final book 

of the Psalter.224  Indeed, the fifth book has a distinctly hymn-like character, which is 

easily identifiable by the vocabulary.225  First, there is the almost exclusive use of הללו־

 
219 Anderson Jr, ‘Division and Order’, 240; Goulder, Psalms of the Return, 14–16; Grogan, 

Prayer, Praise & Prophecy, 230; Snearly, The Return of the King, 105–9. 
220 McCann Jr, ‘Psalms in Their Literary Context’, 359. 
221 Kim, ‘The Strategic Arrangement of Royal Psalms in Books IV–V’, 143.  Kim’s critique 

that modern Psalms scholarship has relied too heavily on Wilson’s work is astute. 
222 Walter Brueggemann, ‘Psalms and the Life of Faith: A Suggested Typology of Function’, 

JSOT 5, no. 17 (1980): 3–32; Walter Brueggemann, ‘Bounded by Obedience and Praise: The 

Psalms as Canon’, JSOT 16, no. 50 (1991): 63–92. 
223 Claus Westermann, Handbook to the Old Testament, trans. R. H. Boyd (London: SPCK, 

1969), 213–14; Claus Westermann, Praise and Lament in the Psalms, trans. K. R. Crim and 

R. N. Soulen (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1981). 
224 McFall, ‘Logical Arrangement of the Psalter’, 244. 
225 Zenger, ‘Composition and Theology of the Fifth Book’, 77–82.  The following data is 

loosely based on Zenger’s presentation. 
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 Praise Yah, adopted into English as hallelujah and translated as ‘Praise the) יה

LORD’).226  Outside of Book Five it occurs only in the closing three psalms of Book 

Four (104:35; 105:45; 106:48), within Book Five it is pervasive (111:1; 112:1; 113:1, 

9; 115:18; 116:19; 117:[1], 2; 135:1, 3, 21; 146:1, 10; 147:1, 20; 148:1, [7], 14; 149:1, 

9; 150:1, 6).227  Second, Book Five is replete with vocabulary of jubilant praise.  The 

root הלל occurs by itself in addition to the הללו־יה construction.228  A cry of 

thanksgiving (ידה) rings out in many of the psalms.229  Additionally, תהלה (praise/song 

of praise)230 and זמר (to make music)231 fill out the jubilant praise of Book Five.  Third, 

there is a clear festive tone which is acknowledged by deClaissé-Walford: 

In the center of Book V, with psalms of David forming an inclusion around 

them, are psalms used in the various celebrations and commemorations in 

Jewish life: Psalms 113–118, the Egyptian Hallel, recited during Passover; 

Psalm 119, a wisdom acrostic about Torah piety, recited during the Feast of 

Pentecost; and Psalms 120–134, the Songs of Ascents, recited during the Feast 

of Booths (Sukkoth).  In the story of the Psalter, then, David who led the people 

in festival celebrations in the past (e.g. 2 Samuel 6; 1 Chronicles 15, 25), once 

again leads the people in praise to the God who created, sustained and guided 

them through their history.232 

Given all that we have observed in the previous four books, it is difficult to envisage 

this tone being present in Book Five without the certain belief of a bright future beyond 

exile of a restored community, worshipping YHWH, under a victorious Davidic king, 

ruling from Zion. 

 
226 For a brief but helpful introduction see O. Palmer Robertson, ‘The Strategic Placement of 

the “Hallelu-Yah” Psalms Within the Psalter’, JETS 58, no. 2 (2015): 265–68. 
227 117:1 and 148:7 have slightly different constructions, אח־יהוה  but are likewise ,הללו 

translated as ‘Praise the LORD’. 
228 107:32; 109:30; 133:1, 3; 119:64, 175; 135:1; 145:2, 3; 146:1, 2; 147:12; 148:1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 

7, 13; 149:3; 150:1, 2, 3, 4, 5. 
229 107:1, 8, 15, 21, 31; 108:1; 109:30; 111:1; 118:1, 19, 21, 28, 29; 119:7, 62;122:4; 136:1, 

2, 3, 26; 138:1, 2, 4; 139:14; 140:13; 142:7; 145:10. 
230 109:1; 111:10; 119:171; 145:1, 21; 147:1; 148:14; 149:1. 
231 108:2, 3; 135:3; 138:1; 144:9; 146:2; 147:1, 7; 149:3. 
232 deClaissé-Walford, ‘Meta-Narrative of the Psalter’, 373. Also see Zenger, ‘Composition 

and Theology of the Fifth Book’, 100. 
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 While Psalm 107 clearly begins a new book, there are intimate connections 

with the preceding psalms.  This is perhaps most noticeable in the refrain: “Let them 

thank the LORD for his steadfast love, for his wondrous works for the children of 

man!” (vv. 8, 15, 21, 31).  Psalms 105–106 record exactly this for the reader.  Within 

Psalm 107 the refrain is the response to YHWH’s deliverance.  As Goldingay notes, 

in Psalm 107 “people find themselves in trouble, cry out to Yhwh, find themselves 

delivered, and are challenged to make their confession of all that.”233  Given the 

narrative impulse of the Psalter it is logical to deduce that this deliverance is from 

exile.234  Moreover, this declaration provides a further answer to the question of 89:50: 

“Lord, where is your steadfast love of old, which by your faithfulness you swore to 

David?”235  Psalm 107 answers: it is being enacted now. 

David Again 

Psalm 108 is the first of fourteen psalms to be ascribed to David in Book Five.  

Although not absent, references to David have been sparse since Book Two (Pss. 78; 

86; 89; 101; 103).  Nevertheless, David is ascribed authorship of three psalms near the 

beginning (108–110), four throughout (122, 124, 131, 133), and eight which close 

Book Five (138–145).  While not dominant, there is a pulsing Davidic influence in this 

final book.  Psalm 108 may take the form of a lament, but it is connected to the themes 

of Psalms 105–107 with the mention of two word pairs: peoples (עם) and nations 

) and faithfulness (חסד) in verse 4, and steadfast love (לא)ו(ם) תאמ ) in verse 5.  Despite 

the positive note at the outset, victory over enemies is still desired since it appears that 

God has rejected his people (v. 12).  Hence, it is possible that this psalm recognises 

the incompleteness of the post-exilic restoration.236  This is reinforced by the vitriolic 

imprecatory Psalm 109.  It is clear that David faces vicious enemies (vv. 2–5) and 

therefore he cries out for God’s vengeance (vv. 6–31).  Although ascribed to David, 

the content is fitting for an early post-exilic setting as “the imprecatory psalms focus 

on the reality of evil and the hope of restoration.”237  The answer to the pleas for victory 

over enemies (108–109) arrives in the next psalm (110).  It is true that “Psalm 110 is 

 
233 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:246. 
234 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 809. 
235 McCann Jr, ‘Psalms’, 1117. 
236 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:264. 
237 VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 954. 
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one of the most difficult of the psalms to interpret.”238  Primarily, this is due to the 

plethora of textual variants, especially in verse 3.  Nevertheless, while details may be 

debated, the overarching message is clearly one of triumphant victory.  YHWH speaks 

(110:1), promising defeat of enemies (v. 1), rule over a willing people (vv. 2–3), 

unchanging promises (v. 4), and final victory (vv. 5–7).239  McCann writes: 

That Psalm 110 did survive suggests that it was understood as articulating hope 

for the future—perhaps hope for a literal restoration of the monarchy . . . In 

any case, Psalm 110 would have been understood as an affirmation of the trust 

that God continues to manifest God’s reign in some concrete way among God’s 

people.240 

Perhaps the fact that it is ascribed to David suggests that the concrete manifestation of 

God’s reign may still be through a Davidide.  Thus, the opening four psalms of Book 

Five would serve as a great encouragement for the post-exilic community, especially 

given the pronounced gap between promise and reality.241 

Hallelujah: Part One 

After reading of YHWH’s faithfulness (107), Davidic cries for help (108–109), and a 

depiction of the mighty deliverance promised by YHWH (110), the reader should not 

be surprised by a flurry of praise (111–118).  Kim observes, “it is not a peculiar 

phenomenon that Ps 110 is followed by a group of doxological psalms.”242  This group 

of doxological psalms begins with two acrostic psalms (111–112) that “work together 

as a celebration of God’s mighty deeds on behalf of the people and instruction for the 

proper response by the people.”243  The response is further elaborated in Psalms 113–

118 which have long been categorised as the Egyptian Hallel Psalms, understood as 

celebrating YHWH’s deliverance and salvation of Israel from Egypt.  Indeed, they 

continue to be sung at Passover celebration.  While the exodus is explicitly mentioned 

only once (114:1), all of the psalms have exodus themes.  Psalm 113 speaks of raising 

the downtrodden (vv. 7–9); Psalm 115 contrasts YHWH with the powerless gods of 

 
238 William P. Brown, ‘A Royal Performance: Critical Notes on Psalm 110:3ag-b’, JBL 117, 

no. 1 (1998): 93. 
239 Also see comments by Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 258–67. 
240 McCann Jr, ‘Psalms’, 1129. 
241 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:292. 
242 Kim, ‘The Strategic Arrangement of Royal Psalms in Books IV–V’, 155. 
243 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 843. 
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the nations and notes that YHWH has “remembered” his people (vv. 2–8, 12); Psalm 

116 notes YHWH’s answer to the psalmist’s plea for deliverance (vv. 4–7); Psalm 117 

speaks briefly of YHWH’s steadfast love and faithfulness; Psalm 118 confesses 

YHWH’s aid has won salvation (vv. 10–16).  The climax of this mini-series is the 

praise of YHWH from the house of YHWH (118:26).  Zenger observes, “The 

composition 113–118 is dominated by the theology of the Exodus with Psalm 118 

focusing on the sanctuary on Zion as goal of the Exodus.”244  However, given the 

narrative impulse of the Psalter and that these psalms portray Israel as seeking 

deliverance from foreign lands in order to return to YHWH’s dwelling place, the return 

from exile is an equally fitting theme.  Snearly suggests that: 

These psalms portray Yahweh not only as a God who is loyal to his covenant, 

but as a God who is eternally loyal to his covenant.  Yahweh’s love, manifest 

in his loyalty, is a love that lasts. . . . in this group, not only is Yahweh’s  חסד 

affirmed to be עולם, but David becomes a prominent figure again.  Even the 

placement of the Davidic psalms (at the beginning of the group) implies that 

they are meant to influence that which follows.245 

Book Five erupts with praise in the certain anticipation of a restored community, 

worshipping YHWH, under a victorious Davidic king, ruling from Zion. 

Psalm 119: A Crux Criticorum? 

Following this opening segment of Book Five there is the so-called crux criticorum 

within the macrostructure of Book Five: Psalm 119.246  The size of Psalm 119 is 

remarkable.  No other psalm comes close to the same length.  Moreover, it is a literary 

masterpiece, repeatedly reiterating the pre-eminence of torah by way of an acrostic.  

Following the Davidic psalms, both seeking (108–109) and promising (110) 

deliverance, Psalm 119 could be read as an expansion of the Davidic voice in Psalm 

101: 

It appears, then, that the ‘I’ of Psalm 119 is portrayed in ways consistent with 

the ideal ruler described in Psalm 1. . . . The ‘I’ of Psalm 119 is also doing what 

 
244 Zenger, ‘Composition and Theology of the Fifth Book’, 91–92. 
245 Snearly, The Return of the King, 126–27. 
246 Snearly, 133. 
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the king of Deut. 17:14–20 is called to do. . . . Psalm 119 depicts an individual 

who is doing what the ideal ruler [Ps. 101] is called to do.247 

Therefore, after the petition, salvation, and praise of Psalms 108–118, there is the 

commitment to once again be devoted to YHWH’s torah (119).  Thus calling into 

question the designation crux criticorum.   

Furthermore, Grant’s highly suggestive study posits the theory that the pairing of 

royal and torah psalms throughout the Psalter (1–2, 18–19, 118–119) influences how 

the reader would have read the Psalter.  In a footnote Grant offers the following as 

evidence for reading Psalm 118 as royal: 

1) The apparent setting of this particular deliverance is military conflict.248 

2) The speaker refuses to place his trust in princes (v. 9).  Only the king would 

have an opportunity to do so.249 

3) The image of being surrounded by nations (vv. 10–12) often speaks of a king 

going to war, leading his people into battle against them. 

4) The representative nature of the speaker in the psalm, in particular leading the 

people into temple worship (vv. 19–27), suggests that the speaker is the king. 

5) The formula used in verse 26, “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the 

Lord”, is often associated with kingship in the OT (Eaton is cited in defence of 

this assertion).250 

Hence, in Psalm 118, “The king is giving testimony to the goodness of Yahweh in 

providing salvation.”251  Interestingly, Grant then argues that the “three areas explicitly 

prohibited as sources of trust for the Israelite king are all explicitly addressed in the 

text of Psalm 119.”252  Grant concludes: 

The editorial placement of royal psalms alongside torah psalms seems to be an 

attempt to bring the theology of the Kingship Law to the forefront of the 

 
247 Snearly, 138–39. 
248 This view is also suggested by Mitchell Dahood, Psalms III 101–150, vol. 3, AB (New 

York: Doubleday, 1965), 155–58. 
249 This is strongly hinted at by Kidner, Psalms 73–150, 448. 
250 Grant, The King as Exemplar, 127–28 n.11. Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:354 likewise 

suggests that the speaker is the king.  Also see Kenneth E. Guenter, ‘“Blessed Is He Who 

Comes”: Psalm 118 and Jesus’s Triumphal Entry’, BSac 173, no. 692 (2016): 425–47. 
251 Grant, The King as Exemplar, 129. 
252 Grant, 162. 
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Psalter’s call to piety and its eschatological expectation of a renewed Davidic 

kingship. . . . The message of the canonical Psalter seems to be that a restored, 

Davidic king is to be expected.  This is emphasised by the placement of royal 

psalms at key points throughout the book.  The linking of kingship and torah 

psalms in Pss 1–2; 18–21; and 118–119, adds nuance to this sense of royal 

expectation, however.  Namely, the king who is to come shall not be a king in 

the mould of the often bitter and disappointing experience of the DtrH, instead 

he shall be a king who functions as an exemplar of piety before Yahweh in 

accordance with the Deuteronomic Law of the King.253 

Psalm 119 is not a difficulty in Book Five’s macrostructure.  Rather, it simply adds 

further nuance to the expectation of a Davidic king.  There is a growing hope for a 

righteous Davidic king who will reign as YHWH’s vice-regent.  Moreover, in light of 

Psalms 1 and 101, Psalm 119’s focus on torah is not an explicitly new development 

but a continued nuance. 

Songs of Ascents 

Psalm 119 is juxtaposed with the Songs of Ascents (120–134).  Fifteen psalms carry 

this heading (שיר ל/המעלית), all of which occur sequentially here.  Therefore, it has 

been understood that the Songs of Ascents have long stood as a unified collection 

which has been subsumed into the Psalter in its final shape.254  In many ways, this 

collection resumes the praise that reverberated throughout Psalms 111–118.  The 

vocabulary may be different, but YHWH continues to be credited for bringing 

deliverance (121:1–2; 123:1; 124:6; 125:1; 126:2–3; 134:1).  Moreover, as Mitchell 

highlights, there is a clear cultic and sacerdotal ethos in these psalms indicating an 

intimate connection between the lyrics and temple worship.255  This would be fitting 

for poems traditionally recited on pilgrimage to YHWH’s dwelling place, Zion.256 

Notably, within this collection there is a distinctly royal emphasis.  David’s 

voice is heard both near the beginning (122, 124) and near the end (131, 133).  The 

 
253 Grant, 188, 190.  Emphasis added. 
254 For a brief but thorough introduction consult Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 108–

14. 
255 Mitchell, 109. 
256 Mitchell, 114.  Here Mitchell claims that both early rabbinic and Christian traditions affirm 

the use of Songs of Ascents in temple worship and the Feast of Sukkoth. Also see Zenger, 

‘Composition and Theology of the Fifth Book’. 
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focus of the Davidic psalms in this section is the house of YHWH (122), the salvation 

of YHWH (124), trusting YHWH (131), and unity among YHWH’s people (133).  The 

central psalm is then ascribed to Solomon (127); here Solomon asserts that any attempt 

to build a house (בית) is futile apart from YHWH’s working.  The house being 

referenced in 127:1 may well be the temple, especially since the city (presumably 

Jerusalem) is also mentioned.  However, the term (בית) permits a wide-range of 

meanings including family/dynasty.257  This is telling given the content of verses 3–5.  

Therefore, in the central psalm it is possible that the land, temple, and Davidic dynasty 

are drawn together once more.  Indeed, the close connection between Zion and the 

king emerges strongly throughout the Songs of Ascents.258  In particular, Psalm 132: 

“The length, subject matter, and location within the Songs of Ascents suggest a special 

function for Psalm 132.”259  It seems clear that this important psalm in the Songs of 

Ascents is also an important psalm in Book Five, for it appears to be a prayer for 

Davidic successors based on YHWH’s commitment to this dynasty.260  Hence, in a 

post-exilic setting, a series of psalms sung on pilgrimage to Jerusalem, possess a 

heavily Davidic influence.     

Furthermore, throughout the Songs of Ascents there is no request for divine 

action against oppressors, implying that although severe oppression has taken place, it 

is now over.261  Mitchell’s suggests: 

[T]he ma‘alot heading would connect the Ascents with the eschatological 

events of Zechariah.  The mere predominance of the verb עלה in both texts, 17 

times in the Ascents,262 and five times in 4 verses in Zech. 14.16–19, would 

encourage comparisons between them, and the Sukkoth associations of both 

texts would confirm the connections. . . . [Isaiah 2:1–5 and Micah 2:13; 4:1–5] 

 
257 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 918; Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:500; 

Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 120–21. 
258 Zenger, ‘Composition and Theology of the Fifth Book’, 92. 
259 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 933. 
260 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:542, 544. 
261 See Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 119–20. 
262 It occurs once in each superscription and additionally in 122:4 and 132:3. 
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together with Zechariah 14, would seem to indicate that the verb  עלה came to 

be associated with an anticipated eschatological ascent to worship on Zion.263 

In Book Five the reader finds a very different tone from the first four books.  Book 

Five is infused with the Davidic dynasty and an apparently rebuilt Zion and temple.  

This can easily be understood as a celebration of returning to the land and an 

expression of certain anticipation of a Davidic king ruling from Zion.  The narrative 

impulse of the Psalter is climaxing. 

Hallelujah: Part Two 

A pair of praise psalms further reinforce this impression.  The beginning of Psalm 135 

shares some words and phrases with the Songs of Ascents, and so fittingly follows 

them.  In particular, note ‘the name of the LORD’ (יהוה  ,(v. 1; 122:4; 124:8 ,שם 

‘servants of the LORD’ (עבדי יהוה, v. 1; 134:1), and the use of ‘good’ and ‘pleasant’ 

 ,vv. 1) הללו־יה  264  Moreover, in addition to the presence of.(v. 3; 133:1 ,נעים and טוב)

21), Psalm 135 also possesses similar themes to Psalm 115.265  Thus, just as the 

Egyptian Hallel (113–118) follows a Davidic trio of psalms, what is known as the 

Great Hallel (135–136) follows the Davidic emphasis in the Songs of Ascents.  Psalm 

135 claims YHWH’s pre-eminence over other gods (vv. 5–7, 15–18) and victory over 

foreign nations (vv. 8–12) as reasons to praise him.  Psalm 136 claims YHWH’s 

creative power (vv. 4–9), deliverance of Israel from Egypt (vv. 10–16), victory over 

foreign kings (vv. 17–22), and care for Israel (vv. 23–25) as reasons to praise him.  

These reasons are fitting in a post-exilic context, and in light of the royal/Davidic 

emphases of the Songs of Ascents.   

 The celebration of the steadfast love of YHWH is brought to an abrupt end by 

the painful question of Psalm 137:4, “How shall we sing the LORD’s song in a foreign 

land?”266  Although many scholars devote attention to the mention of Babylon, nature 

of imprecation, and the subsequent heavy lament present in the otherwise hymnic 

 
263 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 116–17. 
264 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 943. 
265 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, 943.  Note the correlation of 135:6 with 115:3, 

135:15–18 with 115:4–8, and 135:19–20 with 115:9–10. 
266 It should be noted that Psalm 137 obviously provides a terminus a quo for the Psalter in its 

final form sometime in the exile. See Anderson Jr, ‘Division and Order’, 240. 
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Book Five, it is important to note a more positive focus in this psalm, namely, Zion 

(vv. 1, 2; Jerusalem in vv. 5, 6, 7).267  The psalm does prove difficult if one attempts 

to construct a neat storyline running from one psalm to the next.  That, however, has 

not been the aim of this chapter. Rather, there is a positive atmosphere that emerges 

more generally from Book Five as a whole.  Nevertheless, it could equally function as 

“a song of revenge sung on behalf of the victims of Babylon’s destruction.”268  Either 

way, the answer to the poignant question of Psalm 137:4 is found in the return of 

David’s voice. 

David Again 

The final series of Davidic psalms (138–145) is a self-contained unit.  This is evident 

in that the boundary psalms share no less than thirteen terms and verbal roots.269  

Additionally, there are a number of internal features which demonstrate the series’ 

cohesion: 

a) לדוד superscription is significant as Psalms 138–145 is the longest series of 

consecutive psalms possessing this superscription outside Books One and 

Two.270 

b) This series of Davidic psalms is further distinguished by the presence of סלה 

throughout this section.  It occurs nowhere else in Books Four and Five. 

c) There are a variety of key-word links, the most prominent being the repetition 

of four roots connected with the trapping of birds: מוקש ,יקש ,פח and חשר. 

 
267 See Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:601–2. 
268 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 956. 
269 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, 958.  They are  ידה (give thanks, 138:1, 2, 4; 

 אמת  ,(steadfast love, 138:2, 8; 145:8, 10, 13, 17) חסד ,(name, 138:2; 145:1, 2, 21) ׁשם  ,(145:10

(be faithful, 138:2; 145:13, 18), גדל (be great, 138:2, 5; 145:3, 6, 8), קרא (cry out, 138:3; 

 ;exalt, 138:6) רום ,(glory, 138:5; 145:5, 11, 12) כב)ו(ד ,(hear, 138:4; 145:19) ׁשמע ,(145:18

 ;deliver, 138:7) יׁשע ,(for all time, 138:8; 1451, 21) ע)ו(לם ,(hand, 138:7, 8; 145:16) יד  ,(145:1

145:19), and מעׁשה (make, do, 138:8; 145:4, 9, 10, 13, 17). Also see Snearly, The Return of the 

King, 159; Frank-Lothar Hossfeld and Erich Zenger, A Commentary on Psalms 51–100, trans. 

Linda M. Maloney, vol. 2, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005), 532. 
270 Here Snearly relies on Egbert Ballhorn, Zum Telos des Psalters: der Textzusammenhang 

des Vierten und Fünften Psalmenbuches (Ps 90–150), vol. 138, BBB (Berlin: Philo, 2004), 

264. 
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d) It is also asserted that “the vocabulary found in Psalm 138 reappears in the 

other psalms, seemingly asserting a lexical influence over the whole group and 

introducing the key themes that run throughout.”271 

Book Five, then, closes with this self-contained unit of Davidic Psalms.   

Furthermore, Psalms 138–145 contain many echoes of the earlier portions of 

the Psalter.  They are particularly reminiscent of Books One and Two, and form the 

second of only two groups bounded by authorship ascriptions in Book Five (108–110 

and 138–145).  It is, however, more than simply the Davidic authorship ascriptions 

which bring to mind Books One and Two.  While the Psalter is moving towards praise, 

it does so with one final burst of lament.272  Through David, the reader is encouraged 

to acknowledge YHWH (138–139), plead for deliverance from enemies (140–143), 

and finally lift one’s voice in praise for YHWH’s rescue, protection, and salvation 

(144–145).  In these psalms there is the return of the extensive use of the first-person 

and the recurring of lexeme connected to lamentation which have not occurred to any 

significant degree until this Davidic series.273  This can be paired with the explicit 

presence of enemies and trouble, further displaying the connections to earlier books of 

the Psalter.274  Intriguingly, the promise that Book Five closes with is the promise that 

was offered in the very first Psalm: the righteous will be preserved by YHWH, while 

the wicked will certainly perish (1:6; 145:20).   

There is a continued focus on the Davidic dynasty in Psalms 138–145.  YHWH 

has not abandoned David’s descendants, nor his promises to David concerning his 

descendants.  This is what David himself alludes to in Psalm 143.  This psalm is the 

culmination of the laments from 140–142, but is unique in that the plea offered is based 

to some degree on the individual’s status as the servant of YHWH (vv. 2, 12).275  This 

is the plea of a king,276 and to some degree reflects the co-regency introduced in Psalm 

 
271 The above points are taken from Snearly, The Return of the King, 155–60. The quote is 

from p. 157 and relies heavily on the insightful work of Christoph Buysch, Der letzte 

Davidpsalter: Interpretation, Komposition und Funktion der Psalmengruppe Ps 138–145, vol. 

63, SBB (Stuttgart: Katholisches Bibelwerk, 2009), 62. 
272 VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 955. 
273 Snearly, The Return of the King, 161–62.  The lexeme include  סלה ,חמ ס ,ׁשאול ,רׁשח ,רע 

and רעה. 
274 Grogan, Prayer, Praise & Prophecy, 236. 
275 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 980. 
276 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:672. 
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2 and powerfully portrayed anew in Psalm 110.277  The image created in Psalm 143 is 

that of YHWH and his king against their enemies.  As the reader progresses to Psalm 

144 this royal Davidic atmosphere is reinforced with a psalm that draws heavily on the 

language of Psalm 18.278  More than simply drawing on this language, however, the 

“psalm of triumph [18] is quoted now more as a stimulus to prayer”.279  Therefore, the 

hymnic Book Five contains a prayer for YHWH’s help in gaining victory for his 

servant, the Davidic king.280  This is a prayer of confidence inspired by the faithfulness 

of YHWH.  There is a certain expectation that this prayer will be answered, especially 

in light of YHWH’s חסד and תאמ  (138:2, 8; 143:1, 8, 12; 144:2; 145:8, 13).  Therefore, 

psalms of prayer give way to a psalm of praise (145).  These closing psalms cap the 

Davidic influence in Book Five, which is remarkable given that the Psalter is a post-

exilic, post-monarchical compilation.  Book Five erupts with praise in the certain 

anticipation of a restored community, worshipping YHWH, under a victorious Davidic 

king, ruling from Zion. 

Hallelujah: Part Three 

The Psalter concludes with persistent, escalated praise (146–150).  Given the 

distinctive nature of the final five psalms, they should be understood as concluding the 

Psalter not merely Book Five.  The distinctiveness of these closing psalms is difficult 

to ignore.  For example, Willgren, who is sceptical of pressing the canonical shape of 

the Psalter too far, writes: 

[T]he fact that the psalms all share Hallelujah frameworks is probably 

significant, as is the recurrent use of the root הלל . . . Furthermore, their specific 

use of Hallelujah which is shared with only a handful of other psalms in the 

‘Book’ of Psalms probably resulted in them being understood as similar kinds 

of compositions, . . . Their overall doxological tone would, then, render 

plausible that they were intended as an extended, concluding doxology in the 

MT ‘Book’ of Psalms.281 

 
277 Grant, ‘The Psalms and the King’, 117. 
278 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 984. 
279 Kidner, Psalms 73–150, 513. 
280 Grant, ‘The Psalms and the King’, 109. 
281 Willgren, The Formation of the ‘Book’ of Psalms, 278. 
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The concluding nature of these psalms is widely accepted by modern scholarship.282 

 At least six strands of evidence stand in favour of reading Psalms 146–150 as 

a conclusion to the Psalter.  First, it is the only sequence of psalms to both begin and 

end with the exhortation 283.הללו־יה  The exhortation occurs twelve times in only five 

psalms (146:1, 10; 147:1, 20; 148:1, 14; 149:1, 9; 150:1, 6).  It has been argued that 

this term is either a liturgical direction, or a literary designation, given that it primarily 

occurs in the initial or final position in a composition.284  On closer inspection, 

however, it appears that it is evidently an exclamation.  This is so for two reasons: first, 

it is consistently used as an absolute, and only ever opens or closes a psalm (except for 

135:3).  Second, the LXX does not translate הללו־יה but rather transliterates it (except 

for 135:3, where it is translated as αἱνειτε).285  It therefore seems that the term is 

distinguished from other terms deriving from the הלל root, not in a liturgical or literary 

manner, however, but in an exclamatory manner.  Thus, serving a concluding 

function.286 

 Second, Book Five possesses a concluding doxology in 145:21.287  Although 

different from the other four doxologies (41:14; 72:19–20; 89:53; 106:48), there is a 

strong enough correlation with them to warrant it being considered a doxology for 

Book Five.  As Miller highlights, all of the doxologies are concerned with blessing, 

praise, and an eternal time frame.288  All of these elements are present in 145:21.   

 
282 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 996; Grogan, Prayer, Praise & 

Prophecy, 239–41; John S. Kselman, ‘Psalm 146 in Its Context’, CBQ 50, no. 4 (1988): 587–

99; Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 74, 302; Robertson, Flow of the Psalms, 229–31; 

Donatella Scaiola, ‘The End of the Psalter’, in The Composition of the Book of Psalms, ed. 

Erich Zenger, BETL, CCXXXVIII (Leuven: Uitgeverij Peeters, 2010), 701–10; VanGemeren, 

‘Psalms’, 36; Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 225–26. 
283 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 74. 
284 Leslie C. Allen, ‘ הלל’, in NIDOTTE, ed. Willem A. VanGemeren, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1997), 1036. 
285 Mark D. Futato, ‘Hymns’, in Dictionary of the Old Testament: Wisdom, Poetry and 

Writings, ed. Tremper Longman III and Peter Enns (Nottingham: Inter-Varsity Press, 2008), 

301. 
286 Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 187. Also see Robertson, ‘Strategic Placement 

of “Hallelu-Yah” Psalms’. 
287 Kselman, ‘Psalm 146’; Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 189, 193–94. 
288 Patrick D. Miller, ‘The End of the Psalter: A Response to Erich Zenger’, JSOT 23, no. 80 

(1998): 106. 
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 Third, there are evident thematic links flowing throughout Psalms 146–150.  

Most obviously is the hymnic theme of praising YHWH, which is intrinsic to each of 

the psalms.289  Kselman also identifies the fact that the motifs of praise for YHWH as 

creator and king, David and Zion are “announced” in Psalm 146, “developed” in 

Psalms 147–149, and “capped” in Psalm 150.290  He adds: “There is an alternating 

sequence that moves from David’s and Jerusalem’s praise (Psalms 146–147) to the 

praise of all creation (Psalm 148), and again from David’s and Israel’s praise (Psalm 

149) to the praise of all that have breath (Psalm 150).”291  

Fourth, and connected to the thematic development noted above, there is a 

movement from the individual (146:1–2) to the communal par excellence (150:6).  Is 

it possible that King David himself leads this exclamatory praise as Psalm 146 begins 

with the first-person “I”?  This eventually gives way to everything that has breath 

praising YHWH (150:6).  There is a clear progression from individual to corporate 

participation, notably something that is observable across the Psalter.   

Fifth, there are five psalms in this sequence which correlates with the number 

of books in the Psalter.292 

Sixth, there appears to be a clear mirroring of themes from the introduction in 

Psalms 146–150.  Just as the wicked perish while the righteous are protected in Psalm 

1:5–6, so too in Psalm 146:8–9.  Psalm 2 warns the peoples, kings, and judges of the 

earth (vv. 1, 2, 10), Psalm 148 commands those very same people to praise YHWH 

(vv. 7, 11).  In Psalm 149 praise is understood as a weapon to bind (7–8) those who 

sought to break bonds in Psalm 2 (v. 3).293 Indeed, there are a number of parallels 

between the two-part introduction of Psalms 1–2 and the five-part conclusion of 

Psalms 146–150.  The table below sets out the most prominent correlations:294 

אל־  146:3 תשועה  לו  שאין  בבן־אדם 

בנדיבים תבטחו   

2:1–3 The negative portrayal of 

earthly rulers 

 
289 Scaiola, ‘The End of the Psalter’, 704; Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 193. 
290 Kselman, ‘Psalm 146’, 598. Also see Scaiola, ‘The End of the Psalter’, 706–7. 
291 Kselman, ‘Psalm 146’, 598. 
292 See Grogan, Prayer, Praise & Prophecy, 240. 
293 Cole, Psalms 1–2, 82. 
294 The table is adapted from Snearly, The Return of the King, 179–80.  The formatting errors 

in Snearly’s table have been corrected. 
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 ;1:6 ביום ההוא אבדו עשתנתיו  146:4

2:12 

Perishing in judgement:   ותאבדו

 דרך, ודרך רשעים תאבד 

 The plots and schemes of 3–2:1 ביום ההוא אבדו עשתנתיו  146:4

earthly rulers will perish 

 ;1:1 אשרי 146:5

2:12 

 אשרי

כי־ :YHWH and the righteous 1:6 יהוה אהב צדיקים  146:8

 יודע יהוה דרך צדיקים

 ודרך רשעים תאבד 1:6 ודרך רשעים יעות  146:9

יהוה לעולם ציון לדר ודרימלך  146:10  ואני נסכתי מלכי על־ציון הר־קדשי  2:6 

על־ :The wicked will not stand 6–1:4 משפיל רשעים עדי־ארץ  147:6

 כן לא יקמו רשעים במשפט 

את־ :YHWH desires fear 2:11 רוצה יהוה את־יראיו 147:11 עבדו 

 יהוה ביראה

:Return to Zion 2:6 הללי אלהיך ציון 147:12 על־ציון הר־קדשי     

ומשפטיו  147:19 חקיו  ליעקב  דברו  מגיד 

  לישראל 

1:5; 

2:7 

Judgements and YHWH’s 

speech:  במשפט, אספרה אל חק

 יהוה 

 Israel is distinct from the 8 ,2:1 לא עשה כן לכל־גוי  147:20

nations:   ואתנה גוים,  רגשו  למה 

 גוים נחלתך 

 YHWH’s faithfulness to 2:7 חק־נתן ולא יעבור  148:6

decrees: אספרה אל חק יהוה 

וכל־שפטי   148:11 וכל־לאמים  מלכי־ארץ 

 ארץ

2:1–2, 

10 

Identical phrasing:  ,ולאמים

 מלכי־ארץ, שפטי־ארץ 
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וחטאים בעדת   :Thematic parallel 1:5 תהלתו בקהל חסידים  149:1

 צדיקים

ואני נסכתי מלכי  :Zion and King 2:6 בני־ציון יגילו במלכם 149:2

 על־ציון הר־קדשי

וגילו   :Response of rejoicing 2:11 בני־ציון יגילו במלכם 149:2

 ברעדה 

 (גוים) Judgement of the nations 8 ,2:1 לעשות נקמה בגקים 149:7

 Judgement of the peoples 2:1 תוכחת בלאמים 149:7

 (לאמים)

את־  :Binding of kings 3–2:2 לאסר מלכיהם בזקים  149:8 ננתקה 

  .   מוסרותימו ונשליכה ממנו עבתימו

מלכי־ארץ  . .  

 as the implement of (ברזל) Iron 2:9 ונכבדיהם בכבלי ברזל  149:8

judgement 

במשפטעל־כן לא־יקמו רשעים  1:5 לעשות בהם משפט כתוב  149:9  

 

As the table evidences, Psalms 1–2 and 146–150 are certainly a fitting introduction 

and conclusion to the Psalter.  Given that Psalms 146–150 are the only sequence of 

hallelujah psalms in the Psalter; Psalm 145:21 serves as a doxology to Book Five; 

there are clear thematic links developed throughout Psalm 146–150; there is a 

movement from individual to communal; there are five psalms to match five books; 

and there is an evident mirroring of the introduction, it is reasonable to conclude that 

Psalms 146–150 function as a conclusion to the Psalter. 

Despite this mirroring of themes, the Psalter does not simply end where it 

begins.  There has been a clear progression.  Tucker suggestively claims that utopian 

literary theory may offer a beneficial way to categorise the Psalter’s conclusion.  He 

explains that in utopian literary theory, “utopias are necessary because the present 
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moment is deficient and lacking.”295  The OT certainly makes it clear that the post-

exilic community were far from content with their present circumstances.296  Tucker 

defines utopia in writing:  

[U]topianism is not rooted in some form of escapism or denial of reality, but 

instead, utopian thought emerges from reality with the primary goal of 

informing, reforming, modifying and shaping the discourse of the community 

in the construal of an alternative reality different from the one presently 

perceived.297 

Although stated in a different manner, Vaillancourt argues along similar lines: 

If the final shape of the Hebrew Psalter was formed in the crucible of messianic 

angst, at a time when Israel had been repeatedly disappointed in its wait for a 

king like David, and so began to look for the king to come and fulfil the 

eschatological hopes of God’s people, this ethos was infused into the 

arrangement of the book itself.298 

Thus, Tucker is justified in concluding that “perhaps the Final Hallel is better 

understood as a series of memorable vignettes that point to a better reality.”299  After 

all, Psalm 150 invites everything that has breath to praise YHWH.  The enemies of 

Book One have been vanquished, the Levitical authors of Book Two are no longer 

lamenting, and the destruction of Book Three has been rectified; in Book Four YHWH 

emerges as the sovereign king overall and in Book Five the Davidic voice returns, foes 

are overcome, and the city of Zion is populated once more.  Therefore, it would seem 

that the language of the Psalter’s conclusion has progressed beyond mere adoration to 

expectation of a utopian future.300 

Conclusion 

The above reading of the Psalter demonstrates a quite obvious narrative impulse from 

King David to the exile to post-exilic hope.  The data of the Psalter supports this oft 

assumed narrative impulse.  Book One is intimately connected with King David and 

 
295 Tucker Jr, ‘Final Hallel in Light of Utopian Literary Theory’, 226. 
296 Cf. Ezra 3:12; Haggai 2:3. 
297 Tucker Jr, ‘Final Hallel in Light of Utopian Literary Theory’, 227.  Emphasis original. 
298 Vaillancourt, ‘Formed in the Crucible of Messianic Angst’, 129. 
299 Tucker Jr, ‘Final Hallel in Light of Utopian Literary Theory’, 234. 
300 Tucker Jr, 237. 



102 

 

the establishing of his kingdom in the face of opposition; Book Two moves towards a 

celebration of David’s dynasty as Israel’s cultus is established in Jerusalem and the 

throne passes from David to his son Solomon; Book Three reflects on the desperate 

circumstances of exile with the destruction of the temple and the apparent abrogation 

of the Davidic covenant; Book Four fosters hope for the exiled community as it 

reasserts that YHWH remains enthroned and hints at a new Davidic king who will 

embody YHWH’s reign; Book Five erupts with praise in the certain anticipation of a 

restored community, worshipping YHWH, under a victorious Davidic king, ruling 

from Zion. 

McConville likewise identifies a broad, overarching progression through the 

books of the Psalter.  He concludes, “On the basis of a progression such as this in the 

way in which the psalms are structured, we can think of them as a Book which can be 

read, with a ‘message’ emerging from the turning pages.”301  Moreover, Longman and 

Dillard, who are hesitant to acknowledge any overall formal structure, do note 

“intentional movements” within the Psalter.302  The thesis defended in this chapter is 

that the progression/movement throughout the Psalter mirrors the history of Israel as 

presented in the OT.303  The message of this narrative impulse is a continued hope in 

YHWH’s faithfulness to Israel through the Davidic dynasty.  Snearly, while failing to 

pick up on the progression throughout the Psalter, effectively identifies the characters 

in the book: 

Instead of reading one message in Books I–III and then another in Books IV–

V, the correspondences reveal a unity to the message of the book.  David/the 

king is a prominent figure in the beginning of the Psalms; he is a prominent 

figure in the end.  He needs deliverance from enemies in the beginning of the 

Psalter; he needs deliverance from enemies in the end.  He laments in the first 

person in the beginning of the Psalms; he does the same in the end. . . . The 

Psalter begins with a heavenly king who appoints his anointed servant over his 

earthly kingdom against the backdrop of unruly and rebellious foreign kings—

 
301 J. Gordon McConville, ‘The Psalms: Introduction and Theology’, Ev 11 (1993): 47. 
302 Longman III and Dillard, Introduction to the Old Testament, 255. 
303 Whether this chronological movement is fivefold as presented above, or threefold (Books 

One and Two concerning the monarchy, Book Three the exile and Books Four and Five hope 

and return) is something of a moot point.  In either case the progression is clearly 

chronological. 
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and Book V concludes with these same three characters acting the same story 

on the same stage.304  

The Psalter encourages its readers to hold out hope for the reinstatement of a victorious 

Davidic king.  The most pressing issue at this point is categorising this hope, and that 

is the focus of the next chapter.  

  

 
304 Snearly, The Return of the King, 163–64, 169. Also see Grogan, Prayer, Praise & 

Prophecy, 180.  He writes: “far from Books 4 and 5 encouraging the reader to look away from 

the Davidic dynasty and to look instead to God as king, a major point of the whole Psalter is 

to see the fulfilment of the dynastic promise in a Messianic King of the future as deeply 

assuring evidence that God keeps his word.”   
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Chapter 4: A Utopian Hope 

Introduction 

It has been observed that the Psalter possesses a narrative impulse which reflects 

Israel’s history and depicts future hope.  History and future are not mutually distinct 

concepts in the Psalter, however.  As Hamilton argues, “The biblical authors do not 

idly retell stories from Israel’s past.  When the psalmists rehearse what God has done 

for them in the past, they do so to shape the expectation that God will act the same way 

in the future.”1  History and future are interdependent in the Psalter.  Therefore, out of 

Israel’s history there is a projection forward of an ideal; a biblical utopianism.2  The 

psalmists serve as artists creating an “impressionistic storyline”3 that portrays an 

idealised future.   

In the previous chapter reference was made to Tucker’s examination of the 

hallelujah conclusion (Pss. 146–150) in light of utopian literary theory.  Building on 

Tucker’s argument, the present chapter contends that the Psalter is fertile ground in 

which utopian hope is nurtured.  It is first necessary to defend the use of the concept 

of utopia to denote future hope, over and against eschatology.  Utopian hope is then 

observed in two prominent subjects in the Psalter: Zion and victory over enemies.  

Finally, it is argued that this reading of the Psalter fits the generally agreed period of 

redaction.  The aim is to demonstrate that underlying the evident narrative impulse is 

a subtle development of utopian hope that further enriches our understanding of the 

Psalter’s shape. 

 
1 James M. Hamilton Jr, With the Clouds of Heaven: The Book of Daniel in Biblical Theology, 

NSBT 32 (Nottingham: Apollos, 2014), 227.  Also see Reinhart Koselleck, The Practice of 

Conceptual History: Timing History, Spacing Concepts, trans. Todd S. Presner (Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 2002), 137.  He claims, ‘ideas about the future rest upon a structural 

repeatability derived from the past.’  Similarly, Westermann, Praise and Lament, 246. 
2 Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry, 130. Also see similar comments on the blending of past 

and future in prophetic utopian texts in Ehud Ben Zvi, ‘Utopias, Multiple Utopias, and Why 

Utopias at All?  The Social Roles of Utopian Visions in Prophetic Books within Their 

Historical Context’, in Utopi and Dystopia in Prophetic Literature, ed. Ehud Ben Zvi, PFES 

92 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2006), 64–65, 70. 
3 The phrase is borrowed from Hamilton Jr, With the Clouds of Heaven, 228. 
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Utopianism and Eschatology 

Defining Utopian Literature 

Thomas More’s Utopia, first published in 1516, is the example par excellence of 

utopian literature.4  Despite some debate concerning the meaning of the term “utopia,” 

it is generally acknowledged that it denotes an idealised place.  The discrepancy occurs 

as the term “utopia” could be derived from either the positive εὐτόπια (good place) or 

the negative οὐτόπια (no place).5  It is quite possible that there is a purposeful 

ambiguity here, however.  Utopia closes with the character More’s observation: “I 

readily confess that in the Utopian commonwealth are very many features which in 

our societies I would wish rather than expect to see.”6  Hence, “‘utopia’ could be 

labeled as an idealized place that does not exist—at least as of yet.”7  Before 

proceeding it is necessary to having a working definition in mind: utopian literature is 

a 

discursive type of construct, which may manifest itself or be embedded in 

different literary genres . . . imagined circumstances whose main attributes is 

[sic] that they fulfill the horizon of the best imaginable state of affairs within a 

particular community or sets of communities and, as a result, are perceived by 

them as unrealizable within their usual course of events.8  

This working definition makes it clear that characteristics demarcate utopian literature, 

not genre.  Thus, utopian literature may be present in various literary genres.9  Perhaps 

 
4 Tucker Jr, ‘Final Hallel in Light of Utopian Literary Theory’, 226. On ‘utopian literature’ 

being a fair designation for ancient texts see Steven J. Schweitzer, Reading Utopia in 

Chronicles, LHBOTS 442 (London: T. & T. Clark, 2007), 26–27. 
5 See Clarence H. Miller, ‘Introduction’, in Utopia (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), 

viii; Schweitzer, Reading Utopia in Chronicles, 15; Tucker Jr, ‘Final Hallel in Light of 

Utopian Literary Theory’, 226. 
6 Thomas More, Utopia, trans. Clarence H. Miller (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), 

135. Others also see an ambiguity in the term ‘utopia’. For example, John J. Collins, ‘Models 

of Utopia in the Biblical Tradition’, in A Wise and Discerning Mind: Essays in Honour of 

Burke O. Long, ed. Saul M. Olyan and Robert C. Culley (Providence: Brown Judaic Studies, 

2000), 52. 
7 Tucker Jr, ‘Final Hallel in Light of Utopian Literary Theory’, 226. Also see Steven J. 

Schweitzer, ‘Utopia and Utopian Literary Theory: Some Preliminary Observations’, in Utopia 

and Dystopia in Prophetic Literature, ed. Ehud Ben Zvi, PFES 92 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck 

& Ruprecht, 2006), 14; and Schweitzer, Reading Utopia in Chronicles, 15.  In both places 

Schweitzer writes: ‘its spatial existence is constantly a point of tension in a utopian text.  

Utopia exists in space, if only in the ideological space of the text.’ 
8 Ben Zvi, ‘Utopias, Multiple Utopias, and Why Utopias at All?’, 55–56. 
9 Schweitzer, ‘Utopia and Utopian Literary Theory’, 13–14. 
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the primary feature of utopian literature is the way in which it describes the alternative, 

hoped-for society.10  Schweitzer writes: 

[T]he essential characteristic of utopian literature is not its temporal placement, 

but rather the depiction of the society it aims to portray.  In fact, the 

organization and qualities of the society depicted are the one commonality 

between all works considered to be utopian in nature.  Whatever else utopian 

literature may be, it must describe a “good” (or better) society than that of the 

author’s present.11 

Does the Psalter possess the essential characteristic of describing a better 

society?  As the prominent subjects of Zion and victory over enemies are treated 

below, it must be with the aim of observing whether the psalmists are portraying a 

better society than they presently inhabit.  Utopian literature employs the creative 

ability of various literary genres to generate visions of an idealised place, which in turn 

critiques the contemporary setting.12  Therefore, as Schweitzer argues, 

Utopias depict the world “as it should be” not “why it is the way it is.”  In other 

words, utopias are not works of legitimation (providing a grounding for the 

present reality), but works of innovation (suggesting a reality that could be, if 

its parameters were accepted).  This reassessment of utopian literature 

produces a significant by-product: the utopian construct does not necessarily 

reflect the historical situation of the author, that is, the author does not 

legitimize his present, but criticizes it by depicting the literary reality in terms 

not to be found in the author’s society. . . . The utopian text does not reflect 

historical reality, but future possibility.13 

 
10 See Schweitzer, 22. 
11 Schweitzer, Reading Utopia in Chronicles, 16.  For example, see More, Utopia, 130.  There 

Raphael Hythloday reports, ‘For what greater wealth can there be than to be completely spared 

any anxiety and to live with a joyful and tranquil form of mind, with no worries about making 

a living, not vexed by a wife’s complaints and demands, not fearing a son will end up in 

poverty, not concerned about a daughter’s dowry, but secure about the livelihood and 

happiness of himself and his own, his wife, children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren, 

great-great-grandchildren, and however long a line of descendants noblemen presume they 

will have.’ 
12 Schweitzer, Reading Utopia in Chronicles, 18.  In this context Schweitzer draws a 

distinction between legitimation and innovation.  Cf. Tucker Jr, ‘Final Hallel in Light of 

Utopian Literary Theory’, 226. 
13 Schweitzer, ‘Utopia and Utopian Literary Theory’, 19.  Emphasis original. 
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By nature, these idealised depictions, which by implication critique the present, are 

often displaced to the future.14  This accounts for the future orientation initially 

observed in the previous chapter and to be more fully explored below. 

The Future: Utopian or Eschatological? 

Temporal placement is not a distinguishing mark of utopian literature.  It is clear that 

a utopia may be presented as past, present or future.15  Schweitzer, observing that 

More’s Utopia existed in the present, writes: “That utopia does not have to be a future 

place, but can exist in the present (just as More’s island of Utopia does) eliminates an 

automatic equivalence between eschatology and utopia.  Something or some place can 

be utopian without being eschatological.”16  It may just so happen that much of the 

utopian literature in the OT is future orientated, but it is not a pre-requisite to the label 

of utopian literature.17  Thus, it is not legitimate to immediately equate utopianism and 

eschatology.  This is important given that the Psalter contains much historical material 

in addition to future-orientated material.18  Yet, as noted above, history and future are 

not mutually exclusive in biblical literature, rather, they are interdependent.  Therefore, 

although it will be argued that the Psalter presents utopian hope over and against 

eschatological hope, it will become clear that this better reality is yet to come.   

Moreover, the distinction between utopian and eschatological hope is 

beneficial not only to Psalms studies in particular, but also to OT studies in general.  

Van der Ploeg is representative of scholarship in questioning the presence of an 

 
14 Tucker Jr, ‘Final Hallel in Light of Utopian Literary Theory’, 226, 228; Moshe Weinfeld, 

‘Zion and Jerusalem as Religious and Political Capital: Ideology and Utopia’, in The Poet and 

the Historian: Essays in Literary and Historical Biblical Criticism, ed. Richard E. Friedman, 

HSS 26 (Chico: Scholars Press, 1983), 104. Also see Schweitzer, ‘Utopia and Utopian Literary 

Theory’, 15.  After noting the various temporal locations that a utopia may occupy Schweitzer 

acknowledges, ‘many of the constructions of society in utopian and dystopian terms that 

appear in the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament are in fact eschatological or future-

orientated.’ 
15 See Lauren Chomyn, ‘Dwelling Brothers, Oozing Oil, and Descending Dew: Reading Psalm 

133 through the Lens of Yehudite Social Memory’, ScJT 26, no. 2 (2012): 221.  She argues 

that Psalm 133 presents Israel’s history as a past utopia. On the other hand, Ben Zvi suggests 

that even past utopias are employed to foster hope for the future. See Ben Zvi, ‘Utopias, 

Multiple Utopias, and Why Utopias at All?’, 59 n.5. 
16 Schweitzer, Reading Utopia in Chronicles, 15–16. 
17 See the helpful comments, based on Schweitzer’s argument, in Tucker Jr, ‘Final Hallel in 

Light of Utopian Literary Theory’, 228–29. 
18 The presence of this historical material appears to be one of the main factors in restraining 

Wilson from accepting an eschatological or future-orientated impetus in the Psalter. 
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eschatology in the OT.19  He contends that the term eschatology must mean “the 

knowledge of the end.”20  Therefore, due to the specificity required, he suggests that it 

is erroneous to speak of an OT eschatology.  To simply speak of the OT possessing 

vague hopes for the future, however, is not sufficient.  As Gowan observes, the OT 

promises must be distinguished from commonplace hope of societal improvement.  

They point to a future with significant discontinuities from the present.21  Indeed, the 

promises of the OT “speak of circumstances that scarcely could be expected to arrive 

as the result of normal, or even extraordinary, human progress” 22 and so to distinguish 

them from “ordinary hopes” the term eschatological is often used.  This understanding 

is shared by others.  For example, Heim writes: 

It is now generally recognized that the Old Testament does not contain a 

developed ‘Doctrine of the Last Things’.  Nevertheless, it contains traditions 

which envisage radical future developments that constitute a significant break 

with contemporary realities, that could therefore be called ‘eschatological’.23 

More, this seismic change, which could not be affected by humanity, must then be the 

work of a deity.  Thus, the OT believer possessed a significant future-orientated hope 

that expected YHWH’s intervention in human history.24   

While it may be justified to term this future intervention as eschatological, is it 

necessary?  Although in biblical literature there are certainly discontinuities between 

present circumstances and the hoped-for future, there are also significant 

continuities.25  Utopian literature is sensitive to this.  Ben Zvi, writing of the prophetic 

corpus, observes: 

 
19 See Johannes P. M. Van der Ploeg, ‘Eschatology in the Old Testament’, in The Witness of 

Tradition: Papers Read at the Joint British-Dutch Old Testament Conference, Woudschoten, 

Netherlands, 1970 (Leiden: Brill, 1972), 89–99. 
20 Van der Ploeg, 89. 
21 Donald E. Gowan, Eschatology in the Old Testament, Second Edition (Edinburgh: T. & T. 

Clark, 2000), 1. Also see Stephen L. Cook, ‘Apocalypticism and the Psalter’, ZAW 104, no. 1 

(1992): 83. He defines eschatology as a ‘radical disjunction with history.’ It is also worthwhile 

consulting John J. Collins, ‘Introduction: Towards the Morphology of a Genre’, Semeia 14 

(1979): 1–20.  Here Collins is careful to draw a distinction between the genres of apocalyptic 

and eschatological. 
22 Gowan, Eschatology in the OT, 1–2. 
23 Heim, ‘The (God-)Forsaken King’, 303. 
24 Anthony A. Hoekema, The Bible and the Future (Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 1994), 12. 
25 For example, see Thomas R. Schreiner, The King in His Beauty: A Biblical Theology of the 

Old and New Testaments (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013), 634.  In concluding his 
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To be sure, the utopias evoked by prophetic books reflect deep communal 

yearnings in a very dreamy way, but they do so, within their original setting, 

to be considered not a (simple) dream, but an alternative and truer reality . . . It 

is precisely this mixing of past and future, both of which are known to YHWH 

and to the readers of the prophetic books that enhances the persuasive appeal 

of the utopian images . . . Thus at some level, the utopian future already 

“exists.”26 

Israel’s utopian hope was not for an alternative reality, but a renewed version of the 

past.27   

Thus, an idealised future that improves upon the past and can only be brought 

about by divine intervention does not necessarily need to be eschatological.  Rather, 

“the transition from the present to the future requires the intervention of the divine.  

Utopia will only be actualized if God initiates the process.”28  This is a characteristic 

of utopian literature throughout the OT.29  Therefore, it is suggested that the OT’s 

future-orientated hope is perhaps better categorised as utopian than eschatological. 

The Psalter and Utopia 

The OT’s future-orientated hope is also present in the Psalter.  In an article surveying 

important contributions by several scholars on the shape of the Psalter, Crutchfield 

concludes that there is an evident eschatological trajectory present.30  This is 

 
biblical theology, Schreiner highlights that Israel hoped for a renewed Jerusalem, a renewed 

Temple and a renewed Davidic dynasty. 
26 Ben Zvi, ‘Utopias, Multiple Utopias, and Why Utopias at All?’, 64.  Emphasis original. 
27 See Chomyn, ‘Dwelling Brothers, Oozing Oil, and Descending Dew’, 226.  She argues that 

Psalm 133 presents Israel’s future as a restoration or fulfilment of Israel’s past. 
28 Steven J. Schweitzer, ‘Visions of the Future as Critique of the Present: Utopian and 

Dystopian Images of the Future in Second Zechariah’, in Utopia and Dystopia in Prophetic 

Literature, ed. Ehud Ben Zvi, PFES 92 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2006), 255.  

Also see p. 264. 
29 See Tucker Jr, ‘Final Hallel in Light of Utopian Literary Theory’, 229.  He writes: ‘The 

utopias presented, especially in the prophetic corpus, suggest that Yahweh has already 

determined the future. While human agency remains important in these texts, it is the power 

of God that determines the future.’ Cf. Collins, ‘Models of Utopia’, 53–54. 
30 John C. Crutchfield, ‘The Redactional Agenda of the Book of Psalms’, HUCA 74 (2003): 

47. Also Leslie C. Allen, Word Biblical Themes: Psalms (Waco: Word Books, 1987), 111.  He 

writes: “The Psalter has its own brand of eschatological hope in the sense of expecting an 

epoch-making divine intervention which would inaugurate the fulfilment of Israel’s earthly 

destiny.”  Again, note the continuity in Allen’s quote despite his use of the term 

‘eschatological’. 
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elaborated by Vincent who, after noting Brueggemann’s widely observed trajectories 

of obedience to praise and orientation-disorientation-reorientation, writes: 

The progression can be seen in eschatological terms also (albeit less 

convincingly).  The Psalter begins with the responsibilities now to show 

obedience to God, coupled with the promise that one day there will be a reward 

for this, and that God and his ‘son’ will reign over the earth.  We then move 

through a series of laments/crisis psalms which reflect the trials of faith and the 

harsh experience of life as it is now.  But as we continue the vision of the whole 

world praising God in the eschaton grows stronger.31 

Vincent remains cautious with this reading of the Psalter, but he acknowledges that its 

overarching trajectory permits a future-orientated shape.  In the Psalter, therefore, the 

reader finds an expectation of radical future action on the part of YHWH that brings 

to fruition a better society than the contemporary situation.  Moreover, this fits with 

the narrative impulse of the Psalter identified in the previous chapter.  The atmosphere 

of the Psalter is forward-looking, and, in particular, expectant of YHWH’s intervention 

to change current circumstances.  Some seek to conclude that “This future is not really 

distinct from the eschaton, or the eschatological.”32  However, it was not until the late 

Second Temple period that there was a marked development in eschatological 

thought.33  Hence, even though Van der Ploeg’s definition of eschatology is overly 

restrictive, his call for more careful use of terms in theological discourse must be 

heeded.  Therefore, it is proposed that utopian hope is a more profitable and authentic 

category through which to view the vision of the future generated in the Psalter.  

 The future orientation of the Psalter has been highlighted by various authors.  

However, many of them consider it to be simply a feature of Books Four and Five 

alone.  For example, Smith notes that there is a temporal shift in perspective in Books 

 
31 Vincent, ‘Shape of the Psalter’, 71.  Emphasis original. 
32 Roland E. Murphy, ‘History, Eschatology, and the Old Testament’, Cont 7, no. 4 (1970): 

591. 
33 For instance, see the intriguing essays by Flusser. Particularly, David Flusser, Judaism of 

the Second Temple Period: Qumran and Apocalypticism, trans. Azzan Yadin, vol. 1 (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 207–13, and, David Flusser, Judaism of the Second Temple Period: 

The Jewish Sages and Their Literature, trans. Azzan Yadin, vol. 2 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

2009), 35–39. 
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Four and Five as the reader’s attention is directed toward the future.34  Zenger goes as 

far as to say that, due to its focus on the future, “The fifth book of psalms stands apart 

from the four preceding books by reason of its distinctive linguistic and theological 

profile.”35  These authors correctly identify some of the distinguishing marks of Books 

Four and Five, but they are overzealous in their application of them.  Undoubtedly 

Book Five is distinctive, but it is intimately connected to Book Four and, in turn, both 

books are connected in a myriad of ways to Books One to Three.36  To date, Mitchell’s 

The Message of the Psalter is one of the few studies that argues that the Book of Psalms 

is future-orientated in its entirety.37  The remainder of this chapter argues that “hope 

was kept alive through the psalms”38 as the Psalter cast a vision of the future and 

passionately yearned for its arrival.39  As discussed above, eschatology does not seem 

to be the most natural category in which to frame this future hope.  Rather, the Psalter 

appears to describe a transformed society from the one that its original readers 

experience.  It describes a society which is rightly ordered, a society which is utopian.  

The future orientation of the Psalter is a utopian hope.  

The Psalter’s Language and Utopia 

Before proceeding, it is beneficial to briefly note that the Psalter employs language of 

a decidedly exalted nature.  Reading the Psalter as utopian literature would account for 

the presence of highly exalted language throughout the Book of Psalms.40  This will 

be illustrated in more detail below by tracing the prominent subjects of Zion and 

victory over enemies.  At this juncture though, it should be noted that Hebrew poetry 

offers a literary vehicle through which it is possible to express a “distinctive, 

 
34 Mark S. Smith, ‘The Theology of the Redaction of the Psalter: Some Observations’, ZAW 

104, no. 3 (1992): 410. 
35 Zenger, ‘Composition and Theology of the Fifth Book’, 77. 
36 For more on the flow of the books see the previous chapter. 
37 Others would include Cole, Psalms 1–2; Snearly, The Return of the King. On a slightly 

different note is the intriguing study by Raymond J. Tournay, Seeing and Hearing God with 

the Psalms: The Prophetic Liturgy of the Second Temple in Jerusalem, trans. J. Edward 

Crowley, JSOTSup 118 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1991).  His premise is that the 

Psalter contains prophetic literature in addition to the other genres identified by Gunkel and 

other form critics. 
38 VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 682. See Ben Zvi, ‘Utopias, Multiple Utopias, and Why Utopias at 

All?’, 57.  He writes: ‘Utopian images provided those who read and entertained them with 

hope’. 
39 Childs, IOTS, 518. 
40 See the discussion in Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 85–86.  Here Mitchell argues 

that the exalted language of some psalms evidences an eschatological orientation.  This may 

be so, but, as should be clear from the discussion thus far, it is not necessarily so. 
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sometimes radically new, sense of time, space, history, creation, and the character of 

individual destiny.”41  Mitchell summarises some of the Psalter’s exalted language: 

Certain psalms seems [sic] to be of an intrinsically ‘ultimate’ character, that is, 

they describe a person or event in such glowing terms that the language far 

exceeds the reality of any historical king or battle.  For instance, Psalms 2, 72 

and 110 anticipate worldwide conquest by Israel’s king.  Psalms 21, 45, and 

110 describe his invincibility in battle.  Psalms 21 and 72 accord him endless 

life.  Psalm 47 envisages the homage of the world’s rulers in Jerusalem.  Psalm 

98 celebrates God’s coming judgement and Israel’s vindication.  Psalms 82 and 

83 describe the judgement of the tutelary deities of the nations and their 

corresponding peoples, followed by ultimate war and the inauguration of God’s 

malkut.42 

Mitchell’s summary exhibits the fact that the language of an ultimate nature, present 

in the Psalter, generates a vision of a transformed reality.  Similar language is present 

in the prophetic presentations of a biblical utopia.  For example, Zechariah describes 

an expansive utopian kingdom which surpasses reality (9:10; 14:9) and speaks of 

YHWH as king over the entire world, as evidenced by the nations’ submission to his 

rule and authority.43  Likewise, the Psalter speaks of an Israelite king whose reign 

exceeds anything in Israel’s history (or indeed in the contemporary situation in which 

the Psalter was compiled; see 2:8–9; 72:8–11; 110:1).  It presents YHWH as enjoying 

worldwide praise and adoration, something the exile appears to be explicit evidence 

against (66:1–4; 67:4–6; 96:1; 98:1–3; 148:11–13).  The exalted language present 

within the Psalter demonstrates that it can be read as utopian literature. 

This is particularly apparent as the psalmists refer to the hoped-for future.  Vos 

observes this feature of Hebrew poetry, albeit while employing the term 

eschatological.  He writes:   

 
41 Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry, 114. One example would be the brevity of Hebrew poetry. 

See Ben Zvi, ‘Utopias, Multiple Utopias, and Why Utopias at All?’, 78.  Here he notes that 

utopian circumstances tend to be conveyed in short, poignant passages.  Again this is a feature 

of More’s Utopia. See Miller, ‘Introduction’, xiv, xix.  Here Miller highlights Raphael 

Hythloday’s use of short, simple sentences in his description of Utopia. 
42 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 85. 
43 See the discussion of Zechariah in Schweitzer, ‘Visions of the Future as Critique of the 

Present’, 259–60. 
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The truly eschatological expectation contemplates the fulfilment of all the 

promises of God.  It has too large a sweep to be simply coordinated with any 

single good turn in the fortunes of Israel. . . . the coming state of affairs bears 

the stamp of unchangeableness, everlastingness: it is no longer, like the present, 

subject to the vicissitudes of history.44 

In other words, psalms are not mere idealistic poems full of hyperbole, but “texts that 

possess the capacity to construct worlds, especially worlds different than what the 

psalmist is currently experiencing.”45  The lofty language of the Psalter generates a 

vision of a transformed future, one brought about by YHWH and in which YHWH’s 

righteousness will be established over all of creation.46  Indeed, the characteristic of 

the future described by this lofty language is a rightly ordered society, the world as it 

should be; a utopia.47  Hebrew poetry “propels history to the better,”48 and in this way 

the Psalter’s language constructs a “biblical utopianism.”49 

Zion 

The Psalter is concerned with Zion, and this concern exhibits the utopian hope present 

in the Book of Psalms.  According to the OT, utopia is located in Zion.50  Therefore, it 

is unsurprising to find that Zion is a principal subject in the Psalter.  Additionally, not 

only is Zion prominent in the Psalter, but from the outset Zion is tied intimately to the 

primary focus of this research, Davidic kingship.51  Zion’s relationship with Davidic 

 
44 Geerhardus Vos, ‘Eschatology of the Psalter’, PTR 18 (1920): 9. This is also a feature of 

More’s Utopia. Raphael Hythloday asserts that the Utopians have ‘followed ethical principles 

which enabled them to lay the foundations of a commonwealth that is not only most happy but 

also, so far as human prescience can forsee, likely to last forever.’ See More, Utopia, 133. 

Also, Collins, ‘Models of Utopia’, 66–67.  He writes: ‘The ideal Jerusalem, like Paradise, was 

immune to the vicissitudes of history.’ 
45 Tucker Jr, ‘Final Hallel in Light of Utopian Literary Theory’, 231. 
46 VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 119–20. 
47 See comments to a similar effect in deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 662; 

McCann Jr, Psalms as Torah, 45. 
48 Erhard S. Gerstenberger, ‘The Dynamic of Praise in the Ancient Near East, or Poetry and 

Politics’, in The Shape and Shaping of the Book of Psalms: The Current State of Scholarship, 

ed. Nancy L. deClaissé-Walford, SBLAIL 20 (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2014), 37. 
49 Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry, 130. 
50 This is particularly apparent in Isaiah, see 2:2–4; 4:5; 12:1–6; 28:16–17; 30:19; 33:5, 20; 

35:10; 37:32; 51:3, 11; 61:3.  Also note 2 Kgs. 19:30–31 (referencing Isaiah’s prophecy, Isa. 

37:31–32); Jer. 31:6, 12; Obad. 17–21; Mic. 4:1–13; Zep. 3:14–20; Zech. 1:17; 2:10; 8:3; 9:9. 
51 A brief, but helpful, introduction to Zion, taking into consideration the royal aspect, is W. 

Harold Mare, ‘Zion’, ABD, ed. David N. Freedman, vol. 6 (New York: Doubleday, 1992). For 

a wider survey see Weinfeld, ‘Zion and Jerusalem’.  I do not agree with a number of 
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kingship is most obvious at the outset of the Psalter.  In Psalm 2:6 YHWH declares 

that he has set his king in Zion.  Alexander notes, “A strong bond is forged in the Old 

Testament between the divine king and the earthly king, underscoring the significance 

of Jerusalem as a royal city.”52  In Zion the royal promises of YHWH will be fulfilled 

in his anointed king.53  It is these motifs, Zion and Davidic kingship, that serve as the 

matrix through which assurance is provided for the reader of the Psalter.54  While 

Psalm 1 fails to mention Zion as explicitly as Psalm 2 does, it may not be absent 

altogether.  There are two possible Zion allusions in Psalm 1: First, although the 

concept conveyed with the use of “ ה  is almost certainly the wider meaning (v. 2) ”ּתֹור 

of instruction in this context, this general instruction contained the more narrowly 

defined Torah.55  Elsewhere in the OT this teaching is located in Zion (cf. Isa. 2:3; 

Mic. 4:2).56  Second, the imagery of a tree planted by water may serve either as a 

metaphor for the righteous person in the temple or YHWH in the temple (cf. Ps. 52:8; 

92:12; Jer. 17:5–8; Ezek. 41:18).57  In addition to these two possible allusions, Cole 

claims that the simile of Psalm 1 is a portrait of the ultimate temple and has an evident 

 
Weinfeld’s conclusions, but he helpfully depicts the intimate relationship between kingship 

and Zion. 
52 T. Desmond Alexander, The City of God and the Goal of Creation, SSBT (Wheaton: 

Crossway, 2018), 67. Note that Jerusalem is often considered synonymous with Zion. See 

Sheri L. Klouda, ‘Zion’, DOTWPP, ed. Tremper Longman III and Peter Enns (Nottingham: 

Inter-Varsity Press, 2008), 936, and, J. Gordon McConville, ‘Jerusalem in the Old Testament’, 

in Jerusalem: Past and Present in the Purposes of God, ed. Peter W. L. Walker (Cambridge: 

Tyndale Press, 1992), 25 n.8. 
53 See similar comments, concerning the Songs of Ascents, by Snearly, The Return of the King, 

154. 
54 E. Otto, ‘ִצּיֹון’, TDOT, vol. XII (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 351.  Otto makes this 

observation with Psalms 45–48 in particular in view. 
55 See the discussion in John Goldingay, Psalms 1–41, vol. 1, BCOTWP (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Academic, 2006), 80–81. 
56 Mark J. Whiting, ‘Psalms 1 and 2 as a Hermeneutical Lens for Reading the Psalter’, EvQ 

85, no. 3 (2013): 258. Whiting also notes that the torah psalms (1, 19, 119) are positioned 

beside psalms concerned with Zion (2, 18, 118, 120–134). This is clearly influenced by Grant, 

The King as Exemplar. Also see Susan E. Gillingham, ‘The Zion Tradition and the Editing of 

the Hebrew Psalter’, in Temple and Worship in Biblical Israel, ed. John Day, LHBOTS 422 

(London: T. & T. Clark, 2005), 332; Arvid S. Kapelrud, ‘Eschatology in the Book of Micah’, 

VT 11, no. 4 (1961): 396; William G. Braude, trans., The Midrash on Psalms (The First of Two 

Volumes), Yale Judaica Series, XIII (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976), 185–86. 
57 Whiting, ‘Psalms 1 and 2 as a Hermeneutical Lens’, 258. Again, this is based on the prior 

work of others. Most notably Jerome F. D. Creach, ‘Like a Tree Planted by the Temple Stream: 

The Portrait of the Righteous in Psalm 1:3’, CBQ 61, no. 1 (1999): 34–46. Also see deClaissé-

Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 64, and, Gillingham, ‘The Zion Tradition and the 

Editing of the Hebrew Psalter’, 333. 
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sanctuarial tone.58  Thus, Zion features in the two-part introduction to the Psalter.  It 

continues to be prominent throughout all five books and appears again in the 

conclusion (149:2).  Zion is a significant subject.59 

 The place name ִצּיֹון occurs in each of the five books of the Psalter.60  In Book 

One it occurs on five occasions,61 conveying that YHWH has set his king on Zion, 

YHWH himself reigns from Zion, and salvation comes from there.  Book Two 

possesses eight occurrences of ִצּיֹון and speaks of Jerusalem/City of God on a further 

four occasions.62  Psalm 48 stands out in Book Two as a psalm of praise and adoration 

concerning Zion, and throughout Book Two the references are predominantly positive 

in praising or declaring the uniqueness of Zion.  Book Three features the name ִצּיֹון 

seven times and Jerusalem twice.63  The first instance is a pleading prayer for YHWH 

to remember Zion, before the glories of Zion are remembered amidst the communal 

laments.  It is striking that Psalm 79 records that Jerusalem lies in ruins and is defiled 

with unburied bodies.  Noteworthy, however, is the final reference which looks 

forward to YHWH establishing Zion again.64  The fourth book of the Psalter features 

the term ִצּיֹון five times and one occurrence of city of YHWH.65  Here the focus is very 

much on Zion’s relationship with YHWH, although YHWH’s Davidic king is not 

altogether absent (Ps. 101).  The highest concentration of occurrences of ִצּיֹון is found 

in Book Five.  It is explicitly mentioned fourteen times,66 with Jerusalem being named 

 
58 See Cole, ‘Psalms 1 and 2’, 190. 
59 John W. Olley, ‘Psalms: A Songbook for Post-Christendom’, Colloq 47, no. 1 (2015): 68. 
60 After completing this paragraph I came across Gillingham, ‘The Zion Tradition and the 

Editing of the Hebrew Psalter’.  She offers a similar survey but notes many more subtle 

references to Zion throughout the Psalter.  It is unnecessary to repeat her work here, but the 

reader is encouraged to consult pages 313–317 of Gillingham’s essay. 
61 2:6; 9:12, 15; 14:7; 20:3. 
62 48:3, 12, 13; 50:2; 51:20; 53:7; 65:1; 69:36.  Jerusalem is mentioned in 68:30 and the city 

of God in 46:5; 48:1, 9. 
63 74:2; 76:3; 78:68; 84:6, 8; 87:2, 5.  Jerusalem occurs in 79:1, 3.  There is also reference to 

the city founded by God in 87:1. 
64 See Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2005, 2:382.  They contend that Psalm 87 could be taken 

as ‘an eschatological-utopian project’.  Also see the essay by Erich Zenger, ‘Zion as Mother 

of the Nations in Psalm 87’, in The God of Israel and the Nations: Studies in Isaiah and the 

Psalms, ed. Norbert Lohfink and Erich Zenger, trans. Everett R. Kalin (Collegeville: The 

Liturgical Press, 2000). 
65 97:8; 99:2; 102:14, 17, 22.  City of YHWH is found in 101:8. 
66 110:2; 125:1; 126:1; 128:5; 129:5; 132:13; 133:3; 134:3; 137:1, 3; 146:10; 147:12; 149:2. 
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a further ten times.67  The frequency is evidently due to the presence of the Songs of 

Ascents.  However, the terminology does not simply occur more frequently, there is 

also a climax to the language.  In Book Five Zion provides salvation as YHWH’s 

mighty sceptre is sent forth from there to gain victory (Ps. 110:2), it provides blessing 

as YHWH blesses from Zion (Pss. 128:5; 134:3), it provides security as YHWH 

establishes it forever (Pss. 125:1; 126:1; 146:10), and finally Zion’s enemies are 

defeated (Pss. 110:2; 129:5).  Therefore, by Book Five  ִצּיֹון is once more a place of 

blessing, the location of the Psalter’s utopia. 

 Even from this brief survey, it is abundantly clear that Zion is a significant 

location in the Psalter.  First and foremost, Zion is significant because, out of love 

alone, God chose it (Pss. 78:68; 87:2; 132:13).68  Therefore, as Creach observes, 

“God’s choice of Zion established it as the central place on earth.”69  Moreover, 

YHWH also dwelt in Zion (Pss. 9:12; 50:2; 74:2; 76:3; 84:8; 99:2; 132:13; 135:21).  

YHWH’s dwelling in Zion is its defining idea, its foundational truth.70  YHWH’s 

presence is made manifest by the physical temple.  Hence, Zion becomes the locale 

for the meeting point between heaven and earth, the spiritual realm and the physical 

realm.71  In other words, Zion is a  

sign that beneath and beyond the pain and the chaos of the realm we call 

history, there is another realm, upheld by the indefectible promise of God.  

 
67 116:19; 122:2, 3, 6; 125:2; 128:5; 137:5, 6, 7; 147:2. 
68 See VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 654.  He writes: ‘The special quality of Jerusalem did not reside 

in her natural holiness but in the love of God.’ 
69 Jerome F. D. Creach, The Destiny of the Righteous in the Psalms (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 

2008), 121.  See Psalm 78:68. 
70 See Lois K. Fuller Dow, Images of Zion: Biblical Antecedents for the New Jerusalem, NTM 

26 (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2010), 78.  She contends that YHWH’s dwelling in 

Zion is the defining idea, since it is from this that all other ideas about Zion flow.  Also see 

Klouda, ‘Zion’, 936; McConville, ‘Jerusalem in the OT’, 27.  See especially 9:12; 46:5; 50:2; 

65:1; 68:30; 76:3; 78:68; 84:8; 99:2; 128:5; 132:13; 134:3. 
71 This concept is alluded to in Wolverton, ‘Zion in the Psalms’, 33.  He writes: ‘Our psalmists 

seem rather to think of the events as taking place in the supernatural realm of which those 

which happen in the world, and especially in the cult, are somehow a reflection.  Zion was the 

locale, they believed, where this wondrous interplay was enacted.’  That this was the case with 

the Tabernacle, see Alexander, Paradise to the Promised Land, 224–36.  It is logical that the 

temple in Zion continued this meeting place between the spiritual and the physical, the divine 

and the human. 
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Dynasty and Temple, the house of David and the house of God, function within 

the order of history, but are rooted in that other order of things.72 

At certain junctures the Psalter presents Zion as a place of tranquillity.  This 

symbolically assures the reader that despite current circumstances (the order of 

history), YHWH, in his sovereignty, is accomplishing his indefectible promises (the 

order of other things).  Psalm 46 presents this worldview with clarity.  The whole earth 

may be moving (46:2–3), but YHWH dwells in Zion and so it will not be moved (v. 

5).  Creach observes that this is also exemplified in Psalm 73: “The point is that the 

worship on the holy mountain gives the righteous a view of the world as it will be—

indeed, as it is in God’s plan and in God’s future.”73  In the midst of the chaos of this 

present world, the reader is reminded of One who stands behind it and will correct it.  

YHWH has chosen Zion to be his dwelling place, and so it stands as a sign that the 

chaos of this present world will be transformed into the serenity of YHWH’s ordered 

society. 

 Second, the foundational truth of YHWH dwelling in Zion means Zion is 

immovable and will abide forever (Pss. 48:9; 125:1).  The Psalter assures its reader 

that YHWH is the God above all gods (82).74  Therefore, it follows that no other place 

of worship can outshine Zion (50:2), and no other god’s worshippers can harm Zion 

(101:8; 129:5).  As Klouda notes: “All opposing forces are rendered impotent against 

the city defended by Yahweh, establishing God’s reputation among the potentates of 

enemy nations as ‘one to be feared’.”75  Zion’s power and security are further 

exemplified as it is from the sanctuary in Zion that YHWH comes to his people’s aid 

(20:3; 110:2).  Promised salvation is provided by YHWH and comes concretely from 

Zion.76  Again Psalm 46 serves as an example of this.  The psalm begins with a 

 
72 Jon D. Levenson, Sinai and Zion: An Entry into the Jewish Bible (New York: Harper One, 

1985), 101. 
73 Creach, The Destiny of the Righteous, 112. 
74 See the brief but helpful comments in Creach, 118–19.  He concludes, ‘God’s rule over 

other deities means, in part, that they have no power over God’s people.’  Also see, J. Clinton 

McCann Jr, ‘The Single Most Important Text in the Entire Bible: Toward a Theology of the 

Psalms’, in Soundings in the Theology of the Psalms: Perspectives and Methods in 

Contemporary Scholarship, ed. Rolf A. Jacobson (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2011). 
75 Klouda, ‘Zion’, 937. 
76 See the conclusions in the helpful study by Ben C. Ollenburger, Zion, The City of the Great 

King: A Theological Symbol of the Jerusalem Cult, JSOTSup 41 (Sheffield: Sheffield 

Academic Press, 1987), especially 91, 140-144.  Ultimately Ollenburger pushes his 

conclusions too far as his claim for YHWH’s exclusive prerogative as the ‘Great King’ side-
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statement of confidence (v.1); this confidence is founded on YHWH’s presence in 

Zion (vv. 4–5).  The danger is introduced in verses 2–3 and reiterated in verse 6, as the 

psalmist warns of nations raging and kingdoms tottering.  However, YHWH speaks 

and then ultimate victory follows (vv. 6b–11).  Interestingly, this song of confidence 

is found before the desolation of Jerusalem lamented in Book Three.  This creates an 

almost unbearable tension between the theology of Psalm 46 and the chaos of human 

history (see Ps. 89).   YHWH’s repulsion of Zion’s enemies is a powerful Jewish 

eschatological image in which final victory encourages present confidence.77  Once 

more the Psalter’s reader is made aware of another order of things.  They are assured 

that YHWH rules over all other powers, despite present circumstances suggesting 

otherwise.  This gives shape to the life and faith of the Psalter’s reader.78  In other 

words, the Psalter’s assertion that Zion is immovable and will abide forever plants a 

seed of hope that the current chaos will give way to a future utopia.79 

 Third, Psalm 132 adds a further dimension to Zion’s future, namely the crucial 

role of the Davidic dynasty.80  The Davidic king is vital to Zion’s future.  As noted 

above, Psalm 2 establishes the link between YHWH, Zion, and the Davidic king at the 

outset of the Psalter.  Although it is true that prominence is given to YHWH’s kingship 

at certain junctures in the Psalter (most notably Pss. 93–100), Snearly correctly points 

out: “It is significant that the thrones—that is, dwelling places—of the heavenly ruler 

and the earthly ruler are coterminous: they both reign from Zion.”81  Thus, the presence 

of YHWH and the permanence of Zion are in some way related to the Davidic dynasty.  

Psalm 78 establishes that Zion and the Davidic dynasty are linked by way of their 

election by YHWH (vv. 68, 70).82  This pairing of royal and Jerusalem ideology is 

 
lines the role of the Davidic king to too pronounced a degree.  It seems to me that the OT’s 

presentation of YHWH’s exclusive prerogative permits a subsidiary prerogative for the 

Davidic king. 
77 Leslie J. Hoppe, The Holy City: Jerusalem in the Theology of the Old Testament 

(Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 2000), 28; Otto, ‘360 ,’ִצּיֹון. 
78 Creach, The Destiny of the Righteous, 115. 
79 W. Dennis Tucker Jr, Constructing and Deconstructing Power in Psalms 107–150, SBLAIL 

19 (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2014), 156. 
80 See Allen, Psalms, 113.  Allen argues that above and beyond glorifying Zion, Psalm 132 

also stresses the centrality of the Davidic monarchy to Zion’s future. 
81 Snearly, The Return of the King, 153. Cf. Alexander, The City of God, 80; Fuller Dow, 

Images of Zion, 78; Hoppe, The Holy City, 24. 
82 Alexander, The City of God, 68; Creach, The Destiny of the Righteous, 121; Gillingham, 

‘The Zion Tradition and the Editing of the Hebrew Psalter’, 324. 
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explicit in Psalm 132.83  In the second half of this psalm (vv. 11–18) we read YHWH’s 

decrees concerning both the Davidic dynasty and Zion.  The divine warrant for the 

Davidic dynasty to rule from Zion becomes Israel’s hope.  Zion will be the place from 

which YHWH’s anointed will perform YHWH’s will.84  Ollenburger writes: 

In association with Zion the fundamental role of the king is that of executor of 

Yahweh’s rule, expressed most prominently by the terms  משפט and צקדה [sic].  

As the executor of Yahweh’s rule the king is his servant and has responsibility 

for the ‘exercise of justice’ and the ‘ordering of society.’85 

This is the declaration of the king in Psalm 101.86  In the Psalter, Zion symbolizes 

YHWH’s ordered reign.  As Psalm 101 suggests, this will be accomplished through 

the Davidic king.  The beauty, order, and justice proceeding from Zion under the 

leadership of the king will make YHWH’s reign known.87  Satterthwaite claims the 

explicit linking of Zion and the Davidic dynasty in Psalm 132 makes the Davidic reign 

from Zion the goal of the collection.88  He continues: 

Among all the voices heard in the Songs of Ascents, here YHWH’s voice is for 

the first time heard.  The effect is that many of the petitions which have been 

made up to this point now find their definitive answer in a reaffirmation of 

YHWH’s choice of Zion and of David’s royal line.89 

 
83 Gowan, Eschatology in the OT, 6; Klouda, ‘Zion’, 939. 
84 Klouda, ‘Zion’, 937. 
85 Ollenburger, Zion, 59.  צקדה should be צדקה. 
86 In Psalm 101 David sings of justice (v. 1), ponders the blameless way and so walks with 

integrity (v. 2), and resolves to eradicate the wicked (vv. 3–5, 7–8). 
87 Creach, The Destiny of the Righteous, 115–16.  It is worthwhile highlighting again that an 

ordered society is the defining feature of utopia. 
88 The term ‘collection’, as Satterthwaite uses it, refers to the Songs of Ascents.  However, as 

I have been arguing, I think the Davidic king is the culmination of the entire collection, i.e. the 

Psalter.  Zion, though important, plays a supporting role to the centrality of the king. 
89 Philip E. Satterthwaite, ‘Zion in the Songs of Ascents’, in Zion, City of Our God, ed. Richard 

S. Hess and Gordon J. Wenham (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 126. On the close 

relationship of Royal and Zion theology also see comments by Dirk J. Human, ‘From Exile to 

Zion: Ethical Perspectives from the Sîrē Hamaʻalôt Psalm 127’, in The Composition of the 

Book of Psalms, ed. Erich Zenger, BETL, CCXXXVIII (Leuven: Uitgeverij Peeters, 2010), 

529. 
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Yet, this intimate connection means that the fortunes of Zion rise and fall with the 

fortunes of the Davidic king.90  As Israel’s history demonstrates, the exile is a stain on 

the image of Zion presented in the Psalter. 

 This must mean that there is a future element to all that is said about Zion in 

the Psalter.  As noted above Psalm 46’s vision of Zion and the historical reality alluded 

to throughout Book Three, and Psalm 89 in particular, creates an almost unbearable 

tension.  However, as has been argued throughout this chapter, could it be that these 

idealised portrayals are shaping a utopian hope?91  As Snearly observes: 

Zion re-emerges as a key theme in Book V because, based on the editorial 

arrangement of the Psalter, it suggests that Yahweh has not abandoned Zion.  

Moreover, the close relationship between the king and Zion introduced in 

Psalms 1–2 also resurfaces in this section [the Songs of Ascents].  Not only are 

there five royal superscriptions in this group (David: Psalms 122, 124, 131, and 

133; Solomon: Psalm127), but Psalm 132 explicitly connects David and Zion, 

suggesting that Yahweh has not abandoned Zion or his king.92 

Some scholars have claimed that the idealised image of Zion presented in the Psalter 

is royal propaganda.  Just as a supposed Deuteronomistic Historian centralised the 

traditions of kingship and Zion, so the idealised vision of Zion in the Psalter may have 

been constructed to further legitimise a human dynasty reigning in Jerusalem.93  

 
90 Levenson, Sinai and Zion, 97; McConville, ‘Jerusalem in the OT’, 31. 
91 See Collins, ‘Models of Utopia’, 54–63.  On the whole Collins’s essay is in agreement with 

the argument I am proposing here.  There are, however, two significant weaknesses in 

Collins’s argument: 1) He persistently mixes his terminology between apocalyptic, 

eschatological, and utopian.  This is unhelpful at best, and confusing at worst.  2) There is 

almost a complete neglect of the royal aspect of Zion. 
92 Snearly, The Return of the King, 153. Also see McConville, ‘Jerusalem in the OT’, 32 nn.16, 

17.  He suggests that the Psalter may possess an eschatological character/note by uniting Zion 

and Davidic kingship.  The Psalter, being compiled at a time when both Zion and Davidic 

kingship were not what YHWH had promised, persists in presenting an idealised picture of 

both.  By way of this discrepancy hope is being fostered for the future. 
93 Creach, The Destiny of the Righteous, 120. For a more detailed discussion of the debate 

begin with John H. Hayes, ‘Tradition of Zion’s Inviolability’, JBL 82, no. 4 (1963): 419–26; 

Ronald E. Clements, ‘Deuteronomy and the Jerusalem Cult Tradition’, VT 15, no. 3 (1965): 

300–312; J. J. M. Roberts, ‘Davidic Origin of the Zion Tradition’, JBL 92, no. 3 (1973): 329–

44. 
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However, it would seem that Gowan is closer to the mark with the argument that Zion 

is an “eschatological symbol.”94  He argues: 

Instead of repudiating Zion theology, exilic Judaism had corrected it, had 

eschatologized it, had found a way to take account of judgement and to express 

their hope for a divinely accomplished future that would take all that they had 

once believed to be present-tense truth about Jerusalem and make that, and 

more, come true in the days to come.95 

Throughout the Psalter, Zion is glorified as something more than simply the centralised 

place of worship that legitimises the Davidic king.  It possesses qualities that 

distinguish it from every other locale on earth.96  Most notably, YHWH has chosen it, 

dwells there, and protects it.  The Psalter’s description of this locale summarises all 

that Israel hoped for: a rightly ordered society—utopia.97  However, historical realities 

mean that the Psalter’s view of Zion must be displaced to the future, for it is not yet a 

reality for its readers.98  Thus, the Psalter’s presentation of Zion becomes the promises 

of YHWH projecting a new and glorious era in which Zion will be all that it should 

be.99 

 Despite the reality of the exile, then, Zion (like kingship) does not disappear 

from Jewish thinking.100  Given YHWH and Zion share a special relationship, YHWH 

cannot permanently reject Zion.  They must have a future, one that Zion’s sin cannot 

sabotage.101  Hope of divine activity in the future will transform the contemporary 

reality.  Just as the prophets speak of a new and glorified Zion, so too does the 

 
94 Gowan, Eschatology in the OT, 5. 
95 Gowan, 9–10. 
96 Gowan, 7; Christl M. Maier, ‘Psalm 87 as a Reappraisal of the Zion Tradition and Its 

Reception in Galatians 4:26’, CBQ 69, no. 3 (2007): 477; Philip Sumpter, ‘The Coherence of 

Psalms 15–24’, Bib 94, no. 2 (2013): 198. 
97 See the list of prophetic texts where Zion is central to the transformation of society listed in 

Gowan, Eschatology in the OT, 10. 
98 Otto, ‘360 ,’ִצּיֹון; Fuller Dow, Images of Zion, 79.  She writes: ‘Even after the disaster of 587 

BCE, psalm writers expect God to restore and defend his city (Ps. 69.35; 102.13, 16) and 

rejoice when he does (Ps. 126.1; 147.2).’ 
99 VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 408–9. 
100 See the comments by Gowan, Eschatology in the OT, 16–17, and the literature cited there. 
101 Fuller Dow, Images of Zion, 82. 
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Psalter.102  This is most explicit in the Songs of Ascents.  By addressing the issue of 

the restoration of Zion, this collection assures the reader that “Zion remains the focus 

of YHWH’s purposes for the future.”103  Further evidence for the Psalter’s portrayal 

of Zion as nurturing future hope is present in the gathering of the nations to worship 

YHWH in Zion.  This universalism is distinctively Israelite in the ANE.104  Zion is the 

location of the idealised, future kingdom that the Psalter promises and for which the 

Second Temple reader hopes.  In the hallelujah conclusion YHWH’s eternal reign 

from Zion is praised by everything that has breath (146:10; 149:2; 150).105 

 It seems reasonable to conclude that a Second Temple period reader would 

draw comfort from the Psalter’s portrayal of Zion.106  In the Psalter, Zion’s privileged 

position is rehearsed, its bewildering destruction lamented, and its glorious future 

prayed for and celebrated.  In this way, “Zion theology correlates in a magnificent 

vision of what God has done, does, and will do.”107  There is clearly a vision presented 

in the Psalter that is not realised in the contemporary setting.  Therefore, “The 

Psalmists pray and expect that as history unfolds God will restore Zion and fulfill the 

vision of Zion as God’s secure dwelling place forever.”108  This anticipated restoration 

is due to Zion’s special relationship with YHWH,109 but that is not the only important 

relationship.  Alexander states, “David and Mount Zion are intimately connected in 

God’s purposes.  In God’s plan, the establishment of the ultimate holy city will involve 

the Davidic dynasty.”110  Before exploring this connection more fully, however, there 

is another subject to be considered: the defeat of enemies. 

 
102 Fuller Dow, 76–77. Cf. Alexander, The City of God, 97–98, 138–39; Gillingham, ‘The 

Zion Tradition and the Editing of the Hebrew Psalter’, 311; Otto, ‘361 ,’ִצּיֹון; McConville, 

‘Jerusalem in the OT’. 
103 See Satterthwaite, ‘Zion in the Songs of Ascents’, 107, 122.  The quotation is from p. 127.  

Also see Gillingham, ‘The Zion Tradition and the Editing of the Hebrew Psalter’, 317–22. 
104 Collins, ‘Models of Utopia’, 59; Hoppe, The Holy City, 35–37.  For further comment on 

this element of the Psalter see excursus below on the praise of the nations. 
105 Klouda, ‘Zion’, 939, 940. Furthermore, see Gillingham, ‘The Zion Tradition and the 

Editing of the Hebrew Psalter’, 333, on the eschatological ideal of Zion in Psalms 146–150. 
106 Creach, The Destiny of the Righteous, 125; Tucker S. Ferda, ‘Matthew’s Titulus and Psalm 

2’s King on Mount Zion’, JBL 133, no. 3 (2014): 566–68; Fuller Dow, Images of Zion, 79; 

Whiting, ‘Psalms 1 and 2 as a Hermeneutical Lens’, 257. 
107 VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 410. 
108 Fuller Dow, Images of Zion, 82. 
109 Fuller Dow, 110. 
110 Alexander, The City of God, 75. 
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Enemies 

The Psalter hopes for the victorious rule of the Davidic dynasty from Zion (Pss. 110; 

132).  This is evident in that the vision of Zion observed above is only accomplished 

in the defeat of enemies.  There will be no enemies in Zion, for YHWH, through the 

Davidic king, will have vanquished them all.  Kingship, Zion, and the defeat of 

enemies are three threads which are intimately connected in the Psalter.  Miller writes, 

“God’s kingship, human kingship, security against chaos, and refuge are all aspects of 

the multivalent and redefinable meaning of the Zion sign.”111  Moreover, Wittman 

observes that the defeat of enemies is an important element in the Psalter’s message: 

“The explicit polemic against foreign nations in the Psalter, however, is sufficiently 

frequent and consistent to warrant viewing it as being a significant concern in the 

editorial shaping of the collection.”112  The concept of enemies and their certain defeat 

has already been mentioned, but it is now necessary to connect the theme to the 

expected future divine intervention.  Indeed, the defeat of enemies is a feature of 

utopian hope.  In More’s Utopia, Raphael Hythloday speaks of the Utopians 

“snatching certain and undoubted victory from their enemies’ hand, the conquered turn 

the tables and conquered the conquerors.”113  The certain defeat of enemies would 

most certainly have been a message of hope to the Psalter’s initial readers. 

 The Psalter immediately establishes a conflict in the opening two psalms.114  

As Brennan observes: 

 
111 Robert D. Miller II, ‘The Origin of the Zion Hymns’, in The Composition of the Book of 

Psalms, ed. Erich Zenger, BETL, CCXXXVIII (Leuven: Uitgeverij Peeters, 2010), 673. 
112 Derek E. Wittman, ‘Let Us Cast Off Their Ropes From Us: The Editorial Significance of 

the Portrayal of Foreign Nations in Psalms 2 and 149’, in The Shape and Shaping of the Book 

of Psalms: The Current State of Scholarship, ed. Nancy L. deClaissé-Walford, SBLAIL 20 

(Atlanta: SBL Press, 2014), 56.  Also Matitiahu Tsevat, A Study of the Language of the Biblical 

Psalms, JBL Monograph 9 (Philadelphia: Society of Biblical Literature, 1955), 44–45.  He 

writes: ‘So prevalent is the subject of evil (fear, prayer for help and vengeance, and the like) 

in the Psalms that a special vocabulary, peculiar to the Psalms, has been developed for it.’  For 

more on the vocabulary see, Stanley N. Rosenbaum, ‘The Concept of “Antagonist” in Hebrew 

Psalmography: A Semantic Field Study’ (Ph.D. diss., University of Brandeis, 1974). 
113 More, Utopia, 113. Also see Schweitzer, ‘Visions of the Future as Critique of the Present’, 

251–57.  Intriguingly, he notes that the defeat of enemies in Zechariah’s utopian vision is 

accomplished by three parties: YHWH, the people, and an enigmatic human leader, sometimes 

entitled ‘king’ (especially pp. 251–252). 
114 Indeed, throughout Book One the struggle with the enemy is prominent.  See the treatment 

of Book One in the previous chapter. 



124 

 

At the very beginning of the Psalter the protagonists are introduced and the 

reader is invited to choose sides.  On the one hand are “the just”, whose lives 

and activities are shaped by Yahweh’s Torah, whose way is known to him, who 

are led by his anointed king, and whose happy lot is proclaimed in 1:1 and 2:12.  

On the other hand are “the wicked”, “the sinners”, “the scorners” who, like the 

just, will appear under a variety of names throughout the rest of the book.  The 

thoughts of the wicked are only for freeing themselves from Yahweh’s rule, 

and so they are given warning (1:6; 2:11–12) of the doom which their chosen 

path is leading them.  Thus, even at this early stage, the reader is left in no 

doubt about the outcome of the struggle which is about to be portrayed.115 

It should be noted that the Psalter’s introduction addresses both the individual’s battle 

with the enemy (Ps. 1) and the corporate or national battle with many enemies (Ps. 

2).116  The battle against both individual and corporate enemies is exemplified in Psalm 

3.117  The psalm is ascribed to David and placed during his personal confrontation with 

his son Absalom (2 Sam. 15:1–19:43), yet mentions a plurality of enemies 

 
115 Joseph P. Brennan, ‘Psalms 1–8: Some Hidden Harmonies’, BTB 10, no. 1 (1980): 25–26.  

Although Brennan does not explicitly mention it, he clearly alludes to the fact that the variety 

of names attributed to ‘enemies’ in the Psalter gives them a certain anonymity. This is 

significant. Dhanaraj observes that ‘The pss speak about the enemies in general terms and thus 

provide no concrete internal evidences whatsoever as to the identity of the enemies . . . This 

means that the understanding of the enemies can no longer depend on their identification nor 

on any psychological implications involved but on their theological significance to the faith of 

the psalmists.’ See Dharmakkan Dhanaraj, Theological Significance of the Motif of Enemies 

in Selected Psalms of Individual Lament, OBC 4 (Glückstadt: Verlag J. J. Augustin, 1992), 

18–19, 273–74.  For an alternative view see Harris Birkeland, The Evildoers in the Book of 

Psalms, Avhandlinger Utgitt Av Det Norske Videnskaps-Akademi I Oslo 2 (Uppsala: 

Almqvist & Wiksells, 1955), 17–31.  Birkeland argues that, rather than being composed in a 

generic manner for the benefit of every reader, the failure to explicitly identify enemies in the 

Psalter is a result of Hebrew social and poetic patterns. 
116 It is worthwhile noting that enemies appear in individual laments, communal laments and 

royal songs. This correlates well with individual facing enemies, the nation facing enemies, 

and YHWH’s salvation often coming through his vice-regent, the Davidic king. See Erhard S. 

Gerstenberger, ‘Enemies and Evildoers in the Psalms: A Challenge to Christian Preaching’, 

HBT 4, no. 2 (1982): 64–66; John W. Rogerson, ‘The Enemy in the Old Testament’, in 

Understanding Poets and Prophets: Essays in Honour of George Wishart Anderson, ed. A. 

Graeme Auld, JSOTSup 152 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993). 
117 Another striking example is Psalm 59. In verses 6–9 the Psalmist reminds his readers of 

YHWH’s defeat of the nations, and yet in verses 1–2, 11 it is very much the personal enemy 

of the psalmist in view. Dhanaraj, Theological Significance of the Motif of Enemies, 199, 

writes, ‘The conclusion of the theological logic is: Yahweh, who through his might delivers 

and protects Israel acting against gôyim can and must act in the same way at the level of 

experience of the Petitioner delivering him from his enemies.’ 
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throughout.118  Despite the presence of both personal and national enemies in Psalm 3, 

David is assured of victory (vv. 4–5, 8–9).119  Although many enemies are present 

throughout the opening psalms of the Psalter,120 there is the repeated affirmation of 

victory over them (e.g. 3:8–9; 4:1; 5:5–7; 6:10–11; 7:1, 7–8).  The certainty with which 

the Psalter opens, concerning the wicked person’s defeat and the righteous person’s 

future hope, is strongly eschatological.121  Indeed, Psalm 5 has been termed a song of 

eschatological hope:  

[T]his psalm bears witness to the Bible’s eschatological hope in God’s justice. 

. . . the psalm is aware that there are forces in the world that are opposed to 

God’s way. . . . [Thus] the psalmist waits for the consummation of God’s 

peaceable kingdom. . . . The psalmist knows whose will shall be done and 

awaits the coming of that kingdom.122 

Furthermore, it is possible to interpret Psalm 8, which may at first glance appear out 

of place, as a “brief outburst of jubilation, introduced at this point by the compilers of 

the collection as an anticipation of the distant triumph.”123  There is a movement from 

the ordered world of Psalms 1–2, to the disordered world of Psalms 3–7, to the relief 

 
118 The psalm begins with the threefold repetition of the root רב (many, much; vv. 2–3) and 

ends with the mention of many thousands (v. 7) and all enemies (v. 8). Also note that these 

enemies are not foreign nations, but rebels within Israel. For a brief survey of the most 

important contributions to scholarship noting that not all enemies in the Psalter are foreign 

nations see Wittman, ‘Let Us Cast Off Their Ropes From Us’, 53–57.  Wittman’s conclusion 

is a direct challenge to the work of Birkeland. In particular see Evildoers in the Psalms, 11–

17, 33–40.  Birkeland is undoubtedly correct that the majority of references to enemies in the 

Psalter are Gentiles, but he proceeds to push his work to untenable conclusions regarding the 

presence of Israelite enemies in the Book of Psalms.  For example, see the work of Rosenbaum, 

‘“Antagonist” in Hebrew Psalmography’.  Especially pp. 76–78, 107.  Semantically and 

contextually, it is evident that Israelites are indeed enemies at certain junctures in the Psalter.  

Rosenbaum identifies that the antagonists’ actions ‘generally, though not always, take the form 

of transgression effected by verbal means, e.g., deceitfulness, slander, lying.  Considering the 

social and possibly legal contexts in which such action would take place, poʿalei ʾaven seem 

necessarily to be Israelite malefactors whose transgressions are motivated by a desire for 

personal gain at the expense of other Israelites’ (p. 49). 
119 It should not be overlooked that there is a Zion connection with Psalm 3.  It is from the 

holy mountain that YHWH’s answer comes in response to the psalmist’s cry (v. 5). 
120 Brennan, ‘Psalms 1–8’, 27. 
121 Cole, ‘Psalms 1 and 2’, 190–91; VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 83; Whiting, ‘Psalms 1 and 2 as 

a Hermeneutical Lens’, 255. 
122 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 100. 
123 Brennan, ‘Psalms 1–8’, 28. 



126 

 

of the reordering recounted in Psalm 8.124  Even so, this conflict, established in the 

two-part introduction and vividly illustrated in Book One, continues throughout the 

Psalter. 

  While it remains primarily an individual enemy in the individual laments of 

David throughout Book One, Book Two introduces communal laments in the face of 

national enemies (Pss. 44; 60).125  In some instances, conflict with and victory over 

national enemies is depicted in a climactic manner and may be termed 

völkersturm/völkerkampf mythus.  This is summarised by Gowan: 

This is the threatened attack on Jerusalem by a coalition of nations, alluded to 

several times in the Psalter (Pss. 2:1–3; 33:10; 46:6–10; 48:4–6; 76).  The 

apparent fact that this theme does not represent anything that had actually 

happened in Israel’s history, but was a universalization of its recurring 

problems with enemy nations and a localization of the theme at one place—

Jerusalem—probably made it especially useful for eschatological 

development.126 

 
124 VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 99.  This is an expression in miniature of Brueggemann’s 

suggestion that the Psalter, as a whole, moves from orientation, to disorientation, to 

reorientation.  See Brueggemann, ‘Psalms and the Life of Faith’.  Furthermore, see remarks 

on Psalm 8 in Rosenbaum, ‘“Antagonist” in Hebrew Psalmography’, 87–88.  He begins by 

quoting Nahum Sarna (Understanding Genesis): ‘“A strong streak of optimism has displaced 

the acute awareness of insecurity.  The all-pervasive pagan consciousness of human impotence 

has given way to a profound sense of the significance of man and the powers he can employ.”  

If we then translate the verse as: “From the mouths of infants and sucklings you have founded 

strength to refute your foes, to put an end to the enemy and avenger.”  What the Psalmist here 

proposes is that the utterances of babies, whether or not we understand them as “naive piety” 

or babbling, are more powerful in God’s sight than the “roarings” or “shoutings” of his 

(foreign) detractors, and native Israelite malefactors put together.’ 
125 Robertson, Flow of the Psalms, 87, writes: ‘The enemy introduced in this second book of 

the psalms is not an individual adversary but a national foe.’  Although there is a distinction 

between individual and communal laments, David’s enemies are YHWH’s enemies, and 

subsequently Israel’s enemies. Creach, The Destiny of the Righteous, 91, notes ‘The enemies 

of the anointed are also the enemies of God.’  Moreover, Creach identifies similarities in the 

laments of Psalms 3 and 42–43 (pp. 62–63).  Also see George W. Anderson, ‘Enemies and 

Evildoers in the Book of Psalms’, BJRL 48 (1965): 19. Birkeland, Evildoers in the Psalms, 46, 

suggests, ‘Just because the Book of Psalms is a book belonging to society the enemies 

appearing in this book are those of the society, not of the individual.  The individuals, of 

course, had their enemies among their countrymen.  Such private enemies do not seem to be 

mentioned in the Book of Psalms.’  Once more Birkeland overstates his case, but the 

suggestion remains true for the communal laments of Books Two and Three at least. 
126 Gowan, Eschatology in the OT, 45. On the defeat of foreign nations serving as an 

eschatological image see Kapelrud, ‘Eschatology in the Book of Micah’, 396. 
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As argued above, what some scholars term “eschatological” may be better understood 

as a utopian hope.  Psalm 46 serves as an example; the imagery of mountains trembling 

and falling into the sea (vv. 3–4) and the raging of the nations and kingdoms (v. 7) are 

images of cosmic chaos.127  This chaos presents a dystopian setting which precedes 

YHWH’s action to realise utopian hope.128  There is no doubt about YHWH’s 

intervention.  Writing of Psalm 46, Birkeland observes that “Yahweh has performed 

his royal activity in destroying Israel’s enemies, stopping the war they started.”129  

Zenger observes this particularly in the psalms of Korah.  He notes the presence of 

concepts such as chaos-cosmos, city of God, assault by nations, and God as rescuer in 

these psalms.130  However, victory is assured in the face of both individual and national 

enemies in the first two books of the Psalter.  This is reflected in Psalm 72:8–11: 

  May he [the Davidic king] have dominion from sea to sea, 

and from the River to the ends of the earth! 

May desert tribes bow down before him, 

and his enemies lick the dust! 

May the kings of Tarshish and of the coastlands 

render him tribute; 

may the kings of Sheba and Seba  

bring gifts! 

May all kings fall down before him, 

all nations serve him! 

The völkersturm/völkerkampf mythus continues in Book Three (see Ps. 83), but 

is then attached to a historical antecedent, the exile (Pss. 74:3–8; 79:1–4).131  Psalm 89 

 
127 See Sidney Kelly, ‘Psalm 46: A Study in Imagery’, JBL 89, no. 3 (1970): 305–12. 
128 See Schweitzer, ‘Visions of the Future as Critique of the Present’, 253.  Writing of 

Zechariah, Schweitzer notes, ‘The scenario presented in chapter 14 intensifies the dystopian 

nature of the more immediate future before the advent of the final utopian conclusion for God’s 

people.’  It appears that Books Two and Three serve a similar purpose in the narrative impulse 

of the Psalter, as exemplified in Psalms 46, 48, and 89 (to name a few). Also see Gerstenberger, 

‘Enemies and Evildoers in the Psalms’, 65.  He writes: ‘It is noteworthy, though, that national 

laments much more than individual complaints accuse Yahweh himself directly as being 

chiefly responsible for the defeat and misery of his people . . . [Thus] He is to intervene and 

destroy the authors of their suffering.’  This acknowledges that YHWH is the one who must 

act to end dystopia and usher in utopia. 
129 Birkeland, Evildoers in the Psalms, 88. 
130 Zenger, ‘Zion as Mother of the Nations’, 140. 
131 See comments in Olley, ‘Psalms’, 71.  Cf. the treatment of Book Three in chapter 3. 
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concludes the bleak Book Three.  Zion lies in ruins and the Davidic dynasty has 

vanished.  This is the “dystopian period in which Israel is again engaged in violent 

conflict, warfare against its foes, and even partial or temporary defeat.”132  However, 

after mourning these facts, Psalm 89 ends without resolution.  This feature, argues 

Heim, means “the psalm is open-ended, looking forward to the Lord’s action in defiant 

hope that the divine promise as expressed in Nathan’s oracle is still valid.”133  For 

those reading the Psalter it was clear that there was “a disjunction between what God 

desires and had promised and what was being experienced.”134  Psalm 89, among 

others, gives voice to this disjunction but does not seek to resolve it.  Consequently, it 

is noteworthy that this open-ended psalm is followed in short succession by the 

YHWH Malak psalms.  In light of the desperate circumstances conveyed in Book 

Three and unresolved by Psalm 89, Book Four speaks: 

The expression מלך  can be read as an affirmation of the validity of יהוה 

eschatological hope.  Indeed, to assert that “The Lord is king” and that one’s 

enemies will perish and one day be no more (as does 92:10–13, for example) 

implies a divine intervention that may well be eschatological.135 

In the imagery of Book Four YHWH is no longer the divine warrior, but rather the just 

judge.136  Even so, it remains clear that enemies will be defeated.  YHWH’s kingship 

requires his intervention to establish his worldwide dominion and kingdom.137  

Following the dystopian period of exile, YHWH ushers in utopia. 

 
132 Schweitzer, ‘Visions of the Future as Critique of the Present’, 255–56.  Again, writing of 

Zechariah, but clearly referencing the exile. 
133 Heim, ‘The (God-)Forsaken King’, 303.  Emphasis original.  Cf. Childs, IOTS, 518. 
134 Olley, ‘Psalms’, 71. 
135 Vincent, ‘Shape of the Psalter’, 62.  Emphasis original. Olley, ‘Psalms’, 71, writes: ‘The 

overarching eschatological hope and affirmation of Yhwh as King informed the cries of honest 

lament and complaint.’  Additionally, Rosenbaum, ‘“Antagonist” in Hebrew Psalmography’, 

38, argues that stylistic issues have been subdued in favour of theological considerations 

concerning YHWH’s defeat of enemies. Cook, ‘Apocalypticism and the Psalter’, 94–95, goes 

further by arguing that Psalm 97 is the product of a proto-apocalyptic worldview. 
136 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 687; Gowan, Eschatology in the OT, 

45; Patrick D. Miller, ‘“Enthroned on the Praises of Israel”: The Praise of God in Old 

Testament Theology’, Int 39, no. 1 (1985): 17. 
137 Birkeland, Evildoers in the Psalms, 74–75: ‘The kingdom of Yahweh means rule over the 

whole world . . . But if he is to do so, he must first of all exterminate all evildoers who are 

acting contrary to recognized norms and tyrannizing the whole world.’ 
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YHWH will not abolish enemies and usher in utopia alone, however.  Books 

One and Two both end “with a hopeful portrayal of the king as the defender of the 

righteous.”138  The same is true of Book Four (Ps. 101),139 and so alongside YHWH’s 

kingship “the [Davidic] king remains a tangible sign of hope for the righteous.  Their 

[righteous Israel] destiny is to be realized in the context of his reign as he establishes 

an administration that reflects the justice of God (Ps. 101).”140  This justice is 

exemplified in Psalm 101 by the destruction of the enemy of righteousness (v. 5).  

Psalm 110, however, is perhaps the most explicit example of this joint venture against 

the enemy.  From beginning to end it asserts that enemies will be utterly routed by 

both YHWH and king.141  In Psalm 110,  

the enemies have been in active opposition to the Messiah, meeting him on the 

field of battle in intense warfare.  Thus, the picture given in the psalm indicates 

that the enemy is antagonistic to all that Zion and hence the rule of God, stands 

for.  There is no middle ground.  The images are strong but decisive.  The 

enemies appear as conquered unjust aggressors in the military action.142 

In sum, “The focus of Psalm 110 is on the utter defeat of the enemies by means of 

Yahweh’s throne partner, which results in his world-wide universal rule.”143  Indeed, 

Book Five is a jubilant book and the comprehensiveness of victory over enemies is 

graphically portrayed in Psalm 118:10–12.  In YHWH’s name, the psalmist 

disarticulates his enemies.144  Therefore, there is no enemy, power or nation which will 

 
138 Creach, The Destiny of the Righteous, 64.  Psalm 41, attributed to David, ends with a plea 

that YHWH would raise up the psalmist to triumph over his enemies.  Psalm 72 contains the 

prayer that the king might have victory over his enemies (vv. 8–11). 
139 Creach, 78.  It is acknowledged that Psalm 101 does not end Book Four.  Yet, it does begin 

the conclusion to Book Four which focuses on YHWH’s faithfulness.  This, I would argue, is 

suggestive. 
140 Creach, 79.  Again, Creach writes: ‘In the Psalms the king is often the one through whom 

God works to protect the righteous from their enemies’, 87. 
141 Cook, ‘Apocalypticism and the Psalter’, 90; Aran J. E. Persaud, ‘Yahweh’s “lord” and 

Unrestrained Evil: An Exegesis of Psalm 110’, IDS 49, no. 1 (2015): 250; W. Dennis Tucker 

Jr, ‘Empires and Enemies in Book V of the Psalter’, in The Composition of the Book of Psalms, 

ed. Erich Zenger, BETL, CCXXXVIII (Leuven: Uitgeverij Peeters, 2010), 730. 
142 Persaud, ‘Yahweh’s “lord” and Unrestrained Evil’, 250. 
143 Persaud, 250. 
144 Consult Joel M. LeMon, ‘Cutting the Enemy to Pieces: Ps 118,10–12 and the Iconography 

of Disarticulation’, ZAW 126, no. 1 (2014): 59–75.  See especially p. 73. 
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be victorious over YHWH and his people.145  It becomes apparent, then, that the 

“psalmists are constantly looking ahead to God’s future actions”146 in defeating all 

their enemies.147  For the Second Temple period reader, this offers a utopian hope, 

albeit displaced to the future.148  

Throughout the Psalter, the Davidic king has functioned as tangible evidence 

of YHWH’s protective power.149  This was evident in the individual laments of Book 

One, the communal laments of Books Two and Three, and finally in the notes of hope 

sounded in Books Four and Five.  Although this assurance is offered to the reader, it 

does not equate with the immediate cessation of enemy attacks.  The final Davidic 

collection, which closes Book Five, witnesses to the fact that there are still battles to 

be fought and victories to be won.150  Nonetheless, “Book 5 begins and ends with 

promises that God will make the righteous flourish and will bring the wicked to an 

end.  And, at the beginning and end of Book 5, David appears again as the 

representative of the righteous.”151  It will be a long and arduous road to victory, but 

the elimination of enemies has been visualised.152  Consequently, the hallelujah 

 
145 For particular attention to this theme in Book Five see Tucker Jr, ‘Empires and Enemies’; 

Tucker Jr, Constructing and Deconstructing Power; W. Dennis Tucker Jr, ‘The Role of the 

Foe in Book 5: Reflections on the Final Composition of the Psalter’, in The Shape and Shaping 

of the Book of Psalms: The Current State of Scholarship, ed. Nancy L. deClaissé-Walford, 

SBLAIL 20 (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2014). 
146 Crutchfield, ‘Redactional Agenda’, 28–29. 
147 Birkeland, Evildoers in the Psalms, 66, 75: ‘So it appears that Israel’s vital self-

consciousness has filled its Book of Psalms with lamentations over the Gentiles.  These 

lamentations signify its spiritual force, for they are not merely lamentations.  They are prayers 

founded in the belief that Yahweh will restore its people . . . Psalms of lamentation are 

ultimately prayers to God to realize his kingdom.’ 
148 Consider Birkeland, 92: ‘The present superiority or even rule of evildoers must come to an 

end.  Eschatology was the answer to that prayer.  In the psalms it does not occur.  They only 

contain its basis.  Eschatology was created by the prophets . . . In fact, the belief in Yahweh as 

the king, not only of Israel, but of the whole world, was from the outset to a high degree 

eschatological.  In every situation of national misfortune it was faith which made Yahweh the 

universal king.  It was believed that he would interfere . . . The faith that he would appear, 

however, remained.’  This approach fits well within the rubric of utopian hope being presented 

in this chapter.  The Psalter’s utopian hope formed the basis of the development of a more 

exact eschatology in the late Second Temple period. 
149 Creach, The Destiny of the Righteous, 93. 
150 Joseph P. Brennan, ‘Some Hidden Harmonies of the Fifth Book of Psalms’, in Essays in 

Honor of Joseph P. Brennan by Members of the Faculty, Saint Bernard’s Seminary Rochester, 

New York, ed. Robert F. McNamara (Rochester: St Bernard’s Seminary, 1976), 143. 
151 Creach, The Destiny of the Righteous, 80.  See Psalms 108–110 and 145:19–20. 
152 See Dhanaraj, Theological Significance of the Motif of Enemies, 223, who makes this 

observation in light of Psalm 140.  David visualises the defeat of his enemies by YHWH in 

verses 10–12 and then they are completely absent in verses 13–14. 
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conclusion offers praise based on the belief that YHWH will right the wrongs one day, 

and so “the final word of praise looks toward the future.”153 

 Observing the certainty of victory over enemies, Mitchell offers the very 

specific conclusion that the Psalter is a handbook for the eschatological wars of the 

Lord.154  There is certainly some warrant to this suggestion.  However, the specificity 

of Mitchell’s conclusion is one of the primary weaknesses of his work.  It is perhaps 

more profitable to conclude with Brennan that: “The Psalter comes to be seen as a 

magnificent dramatic struggle between two ways—that of Yahweh, his anointed king, 

and the company of the just, and that of the wicked, the sinners, the evil-doers.”155  

Yet, it is not simply a battle between the righteous and the wicked which is envisaged 

throughout the Psalter—the outcome is certain.  YHWH, his anointed, and their people 

will be victorious over the enemies that they face.156  This is summarised by 

Alexander: 

Opposition to God and his anointed one permeates the Psalter.  Yet, within its 

final structure, there is a distinctive movement that affirms God’s ultimate 

victory over all opponents.  Whereas Psalm 2 highlights the rebellious spirit of 

the kings and rulers of the earth as they seek autonomy from God, by the end 

of the Psalter they are portrayed as being bound and punished as they come 

under God’s judgement.157 

The image of subjugating, dominating, and subsequently vanquishing enemies in the 

Psalter is part of the typical idealised, utopian vision in Jewish eschatology.158  

 
153 Creach, The Destiny of the Righteous, 82.  Also see Brennan, ‘Psalms 1–8’, 26.  Brennan 

correctly identifies Psalm 149’s development of concepts and themes from Psalm 2.  However, 

he incorrectly terms Psalm 149 the goal to be reached.  Rather, it seems that Psalms 146–150 

point beyond themselves to the utopian future envisaged throughout the Psalter.  See Tucker 

Jr, ‘Final Hallel in Light of Utopian Literary Theory’. 
154 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 87. 
155 Brennan, ‘Psalms 1–8’, 29. 
156 Geerhardus Vos, The Eschatology of the Old Testament, ed. James T. Dennison Jr 

(Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2001), 143. 
157 Alexander, The City of God, 82.  Alexander goes on to quote Psalm 149 as evidence of 

YHWH’s victory over his enemies.  Also see, Wittman, ‘Let Us Cast Off Their Ropes From 

Us’.  Wittman highlights the prominence of Psalms 2 and 149 and their influence on how 

enemies are understood in the Psalter.  For example, he claims that the ‘denunciation of foreign 

kings frames the Psalter’s rhetoric of kingship as, above all, a rejection of foreign rule, thus 

serving the anti-imperial purpose’ (pp. 62–63). 
158 See similar comments in Weinfeld, ‘Zion and Jerusalem’, 100–101.  Furthermore, that this 

theme feeds a utopian hope is strengthened by the observation that all but one psalm of lament 
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Therefore, the Psalter fosters explicit hope for the defeat of enemies by way of the 

victorious rule of the Davidic dynasty from Zion. 

Excursus: The Praise of the Nations 

“Significantly, in a universal perspective, the supreme heavenly deity does insist on 

eulogies from the whole of creation.”159  Psalm 148 offers a prime example; there is a 

movement from heavenly beings praising YHWH (vv. 1–2), to the created order 

praising his name (vv. 3–10),160 finally to all kings and peoples of the nations praising 

the exalted name (vv. 11–13).  Therefore, there is not simply a subjugation of enemies 

in the Psalter, but also an assimilation of enemies if they submit to the rule and reign 

of YHWH and his anointed.161  In a handful of references both nations and peoples162 

are invited to praise YHWH, the God of Israel.     

 To illustrate the point, we may observe a trio of Psalms in Book Two.  

Although Psalm 65 does not use the terminology of nations/peoples and praising 

together, it mentions all flesh coming (v. 3; אּו ב   ר י  ָ֥ ש  ל־ב   to YHWH in Zion and the (ּכ 

God of salvation being the hope of all the ends of the earth (v. 6; ץ ר  ִֽ֜ י־א ָ֗ וֵׁ צְּ ל־ק   Psalm  .(ּכ 

66 follows, which begins with a call for all of the earth (v. 1; ץ ר  א   ל־ה   to shout for joy (  ּכ 

to God.  It continues to call the peoples (עם) to bless God and let his praise (תהלה) be 

 
expresses some form of hope or trust in YHWH (the exception is Ps. 88). The abrupt move 

from sorrow to joy, lamentation to praise, may unnerve some scholars. This does not need to 

be the case, however. If the Psalter fosters utopian hope, the outbursts of hope, trust, and praise 

in psalms of lament are merely the certainty of future deliverance. Indeed, this certainty is 

implied by the fact that the psalmists turned to YHWH in their distress in the first place. See 

Dhanaraj, Theological Significance of the Motif of Enemies, 175–76. 
159 Gerstenberger, ‘Dynamic of Praise’, 33. 
160 On creation praising its Creator, see Miller, ‘“Enthroned on the Praises of Israel”’, 14. 
161 See the discussion in Derek E. Wittman, ‘The Kingship of Yahweh and the Politics of 

Poverty and Oppression in the Hebrew Psalter’ (Ph.D. diss., Baylor University, 2010), 101–2; 

Patrick D. Miller, ‘Deuteronomy and Psalms: Evoking a Biblical Conversation’, JBL 118, no. 

1 (1999): 16.  On submission to YHWH’s anointed see Psalm 45:18.  Furthermore, that the 

submission of nations to YHWH’s anointed leads to the praise of the nations is connected to a 

wider biblical theme. As Alexander notes, ‘Genesis anticipates that a royal descendant of 

Abraham will play an important role in bringing divine blessing to all nations of the earth.’ 

This divine blessing will thus result in the praise of YHWH by the nations. See Alexander, 

Paradise to the Promised Land, 143, 152–54.  The quote is from p. 143. 
162 There is an unfortunate lack of consistency in the translation of these terms.  For example, 

the ESV translates both גוי and עם as both nations or peoples.  Additionally, in Psalm 117 

“peoples” is a translation of האמ . 
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heard.  This inclusion of the nations reaches a pinnacle in the “missionary”163 Psalm 

67 with the repeated refrain “Let the peoples (עם) praise ( ידה) you, O God; let all the 

peoples (עם) praise ( ידה) you!” (vv. 4, 6).  Indeed, the pinnacle of Psalm 67 is the 

prayer: “Let the nations (ם)(לא)ו be glad (שמח) and sing (רנן) for joy” (v.5).164  In 

addition to explicitly expressing this desire for the nations to praise YHWH, this trio 

of psalms lie within the boundaries of the so-called Elohistic Psalter (42–83).  This is 

especially noteworthy with respect to Psalm 67, as there is a clear allusion to the 

Aaronic blessing of Numbers 6:24–26 in verse 2, except יהוה is replaced by   ֹלִהיםא .  Is 

it possible that this change could serve to universalise the blessings of Israel’s God to 

all nations? 

 Given the narrative impulse outlined in the previous chapter, it may be 

understandable to find these generous psalms in Book Two of the Psalter, when Israel 

and the Davidic dynasty are securely established.  Remarkably, however, we find 

similar sentiments in Book Three.  Given Book Three reflects on the exile this is 

striking.  Despite the nations pillaging and destroying Jerusalem, the psalmist 

maintains a note of hope for those nations.  Moreover, in Psalm 87 “the rescue of Zion 

is no longer in view, but rather the rescue of the nations through Zion/out of Zion.”165  

Thus, Wittman’s comment that the “psalmist indeed seems to have a rather charitable 

disposition toward the nations”166 appears to be an understatement.  The psalm 

possesses a scandalous hope for both Israel and the nations.  The scandal of the psalm 

is that the nations may be considered as born in Zion, and thus members of YHWH’s 

covenant community.167  Zenger observes that “from the seat of power YHWH, the 

 
163 VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 509. Further, see the treatment of Psalm 67 in Christopher J. H. 

Wright, The Mission of God: Unlocking the Bible’s Grand Narrative (Nottingham: Inter-

Varsity Press, 2006), 475–78.  On the theme of OT praise paving the way for missionary 

endeavour see Miller, ‘“Enthroned on the Praises of Israel”’, 9. 
164 On reading Psalm 67 as a prayer see Goldingay, Psalms, 2007, 2:299. 
165 Zenger, ‘Zion as Mother of the Nations’, 144. 
166 Wittman, ‘Kingship of Yahweh’, 100. 
167 Goldingay, Psalms, 2007, 2:632, 637, writes: ‘It is simultaneously one of the most 

particularist and one of the most universalist psalms.  It enthuses about Zion more dramatically 

than any other psalm, yet this celebration focuses on the fact that Zion belongs not just to Israel 

but also to the world. . . . [Verse 4] does make a novel, pointed, and vivid statement in 

describing the nations as in effect people born in Jerusalem.  That may make them full 

members of the “family” as happens when someone is adopted, or they may have the status of 
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king of the world, takes the nations into YHWH’s realm in a legal and binding way 

and obligates them from that time on to follow the laws of this realm.”168  These are 

not merely foreign nations, however; they are the historical, neighbouring, and bitter 

enemies of Israel.169 

 Book Four carries a similar impetus.  Zenger offers this argument and 

exemplifies it by interpreting Psalms 96 and 98 together.  He suggests it becomes clear 

they are concerned about the nations being summoned to Zion to acknowledge 

YHWH’s universal rule and justice.170  Zenger continues: 

Both psalms [96, 98], in dependence on the book of Isaiah, explicitly and in 

similar language establish how the nations come to this understanding. . . . The 

renewed turning of YHWH to Israel after and in the midst of judgement has 

revealed the depth dimension of YHWH’s reign: YHWH is not interested in 

annihilation and death but in deliverance and life.  Therefore the nations should 

and can acknowledge YHWH’s reign and submit to it.  If this happens the 

world will at the same time be wonderfully transformed.171 

He views Book Four as presenting the reign of YHWH as a lure for the nations which 

draws them to Zion where they are permitted to live next to, and with, God’s chosen 

people.  Moreover, the Mosaic and Davidic superscriptions in Book Four give this 

message authority, legitimising the new world being sketched in Book Four.172   

All these psalms are matched in Book Five by the shortest of all psalms, Psalm 

117.  This tiny psalm has an enormous reach as it depicts the diversity of YHWH’s 

subjects.173  It commands all nations (גוים) and all peoples (אמים) to praise (הלל) and 

extol (שבח) YHWH (v. 1).  Although it primarily serves the parallelism of verse one, 

 
servants born in a household who are thus members of it while still distinguishable from the 

family in the narrow sense.’ 
168 Zenger, ‘Zion as Mother of the Nations’, 145. 
169 Wright, The Mission of God, 491.  Notably, the Egyptians, Philistines, and Babylonians.  

Similar sentiments are expressed by Zenger, ‘Zion as Mother of the Nations’, 135, 147–56. 
170 Erich Zenger, ‘The God of Israel’s Reign over the World (Psalms 90–106)’, in The God of 

Israel and the Nations: Studies in Isaiah and the Psalms, ed. Norbert Lohfink and Erich 

Zenger, trans. Everett R. Kalin (Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 2000), 172. 
171 Zenger, 173.  Emphasis original. 
172 These sentences are a truncated version of Zenger’s conclusion. See Zenger, 190. 
173 Kidner, Psalms 73–150, 446. Also see Jannie du Preez, ‘The Missionary Significance of 

Psalm 117 in the Book of Psalms and in the New Testament’, Miss 27, no. 3 (1999): 369–76. 
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undoubtedly the repetition of “all” must accentuate the fact that no group will be 

excluded from the invitation to praise YHWH.174  Moreover, it is enthusiastic praise 

that is envisaged here, not begrudging or forced praise.175 

Some scholars have attempted to offer a reading of the Psalter that portrays the 

nations’ praise of YHWH as more pervasive than generally accepted.  Wright, for 

example, observes the image of all peoples clapping their hands in praise of YHWH 

(47:2) and argues that: 

With these words [ף ָ֑ עּו־כ  ִּתקְּ ִמים  ע  ֱ֭ ל־ה   some psalm writer in ancient Israel ,[ּכ  

invited the nations to join in applause to YHWH, God of Israel.  Clapping 

hands is fairly universally a collective sign of approval.  Those who are 

clapping acknowledge something that had brought them pleasure or benefit.  It 

speaks of appreciation and gratitude.  It is a form of physical and audible 

thanksgiving that supplements or replaces words. . . . The nations can be 

summoned to applaud YHWH because ultimately even the historical defeat of 

the Canaanites by Israel will be seen to be part of a history for which all 

humanity will have ample cause to praise God.176 

Added to the image of clapping hands could be the concept of a new song.177  Writing 

of Psalms 96 and 98 Wright claims, “What makes it new is where it is sung (in all the 

earth) and who is going to be doing the singing (all peoples).  What was an old song 

for Israel becomes a new song as it is taken up by new singers in ever expanding circles 

to the ends of the earth.”178  However, as noted above, all of these references amount 

to only a handful.  Therefore, as Wittman concludes, “the balance of the evidence 

demonstrates that the psalmists are not positively disposed toward foreign nations and 

generally portray them in an unfavourable light.”179   

 
174 du Preez, ‘Missionary Significance of Psalm 117’, 374. 
175 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:351. 
176 Wright, The Mission of God, 474–75. Also see Gerstenberger, ‘Dynamic of Praise’, 33.  It 

is not merely the nations, but also the primeval forces who applaud YHWH.  Gerstenberger 

writes: ‘Especially the primeval forces, overcome by the creator, have to extol the victorious 

God by clapping their hands.’  He references Psalms 93:3–4 and 98:8, and makes a comment 

similar to Wright on the nature of applause. 
177 See Psalms 33:3; 40:4; 96:1; 98:1; 144:9; 149:1.  It would seem that only Psalms 96 and 

98 directly suggest the inclusion of the nations in this new song. 
178 Wright, The Mission of God, 480.  Emphasis original. 
179 Wittman, ‘Kingship of Yahweh’, 102. 
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In either scenario, whether enemies/nations are defeated by YHWH or 

assimilated into his people, the outcome is the same: they become subjects of YHWH 

and his anointed.  For the initial reader of the Psalter the non-Israelite population could 

not be ignored as they were responsible for the current predicament.180  The Psalter’s 

depiction of triumphant victory over rebellious enemies, or the willing submission of 

some nations to YHWH and his anointed, boldly proclaims that YHWH is the power 

over all evil.181  This must have fostered hope for a transformed future; better, a utopian 

future. 

Conclusion 

From the outset the Psalter sustains a future-orientated atmosphere, which is 

introduced in its two-part introduction (Pss. 1–2) with the image of YHWH’s 

victorious king enthroned in Zion over and against the judgement and destruction of 

the wicked.  Beyond this introduction there are two strands of further evidence: the 

Psalter’s portrayal of a restored Zion and the ultimate defeat of enemies by YHWH.  

The Psalter encourages its reader with the hope of a restored Zion, and explains that 

restoration is intimately connected with the defeat of enemies.  Weighing the evidence, 

it is justifiable to conclude that the Psalter possesses a utopian hope.  In an era when 

hostile nations had removed Israel’s king, desecrated her temple, and appeared 

victorious, the portrayal of a restored Zion, free of enemies, would have been 

meaningful.182  The Psalter expects substantial future divine intervention which 

restores the nation’s fortunes by manifesting YHWH’s promises. 

 As reflected throughout the rest of the OT, “Israel lived under the shadow of 

the promises, looking forward in hope to fulfilment.”183  It is no different in the Psalter.  

Although it must be acknowledged that the degree of utopian hope varies from poem 

 
180 Cf. Gowan, Eschatology in the OT, 42. 
181 See comments to a similar effect in Dhanaraj, Theological Significance of the Motif of 

Enemies, 75, 283.  Dhanaraj’s study is of a different nature to this research, however, his 

conclusion with respect to enemies in the Psalter is the same—they will ultimately be defeated. 
182 For instance, Berquist argues ‘Yehud’s priestly songs would thus have immense 

applicability to real-life situations among the colonial populace. Within the songs are traces of 

the Persian Empire’s domination of individual lives. When the people felt loss, there were 

lament psalms with which to bemoan their lack and to find words of encouragement that would 

bring them back to Yahweh . . . For many of the inhabitants of Yehud, the psalms may have 

been the most important and vital place where life and religion came together.’ See Jon L. 

Berquist, Judaism in Persia’s Shadow: A Social and Historical Approach (Eugene: Wipf and 

Stock, 2003), 193.  Cf. Vos, ‘Eschatology of the Psalter’, 3. 
183 Murphy, ‘History, Eschatology, and the Old Testament’, 593. 
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to poem, the Psalter in its final form encourages the reader to read each individual 

poem in light of the others.184  Therefore, “Taken as a whole, Psalms provides 

expressions of hope, an alternative interpretation of what is happening in the world.”185  

As Vaillancourt observes: 

The shape of the Hebrew Psalter is forward-looking; and not defeatist.  The 

editors experienced an angst for YHWH to work, but they were not worried 

about whether he would be faithful, and faithful through the very channel he 

had promised to use, namely, the Davidic king.186 

Utopian hope is not merely relegated to a future reality.  It is part of the present 

yearning and expectation for the reader.187  In this way, the Psalter enables its reader 

to see each individual poem in the context of the whole and thus move the reader from 

the present to the future.188 

The argument thus far fits well with the assertion that Psalter’s final form was 

settled in the Second Temple era.  On the assumption that Psalm 137 serves as a 

terminus a quo, the compiling of the Psalter must be understood as a long process.189  

Nonetheless, it was during the Second Temple period that the Psalter as we know it 

was finally produced.190  Subsequently, Rydelnik argues, “If indeed the Psalms were 

a postexilic redaction, as seems likely, it is most probable that the theme [of the Psalter] 

looks forward to the restoration of the Davidic dynasty in fulfilment of the Davidic 

 
184 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 104. 
185 Olley, ‘Psalms’, 69. 
186 Vaillancourt, ‘Formed in the Crucible of Messianic Angst’, 137. Along similar lines see 

Michael Rydelnik, The Messianic Hope: Is the Hebrew Bible Really Messianic?, NACSBT 9 

(Nashville: B&H, 2010), 77.  He writes: ‘By recognizing the Psalms as a coherent collection 

of the postexilic period, the message of the entire book, not just individual songs, should be 

read as referring to the king, namely, the Messiah.’ 
187 J. Nathan Clayton, ‘An Examination of Holy Space in Psalm 73: Is Wisdom’s Path Infused 

with an Eschatologically Oriented Hope?’, TJ 27, no. 1 (2006): 122. 
188 Olley, ‘Psalms’, 72. 
189 Willgren, The Formation of the ‘Book’ of Psalms, 119.  In this context ‘compiling’ is the 

correct terminology.  Willgren is referring to the earlier collections of Psalms existing as a 

‘Psalter’ before later collections of psalms were added to form the enlarged document now 

regarded as the Psalter.  It could equally be argued that the composition of the Psalter was a 

long process if the authorship ascriptions are given any credence, thus stretching from Moses 

until after the exile. 
190 Goldingay, Psalms, 2007, 2:35. 
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covenant.”191  This is a justifiable conclusion given the milieu of this era.192  The 

Second Temple period has been termed “the crucible of messianic angst” by 

Vaillancourt: 

If the final shape of the Hebrew Psalter was formed in the crucible of Messianic 

angst, at a time when Israel had been repeatedly disappointed in its wait for a 

king like David, and so began to look ahead for the king to come and fulfil the 

eschatological hopes of God’s people, this ethos was infused into the 

arrangement of the book itself.193 

If so, could the Psalter be concerned specifically with the appearance of a new Davidic 

king, given it is largely concerned with the figure of David?194 

 Significantly, Gillingham notes that “Christians were not the initiators of such 

a Messianic orientation: it was a tradition which they popularized, but had inherited 

from Jewish midrashic practices before them.”195  Whybray acknowledges, “Such a 

messianic interpretation would be a natural one to be adopted by a post-exilic people 

whose only present king was a foreign ruler.”196  However, Whybray proceeds to  

tentatively conclude: “The most that can be said is that the hope of the restoration of 

the monarchy under a royal figure was alive for some during the post-exilic period and 

that some expression was given to this in the Psalms.”197  More positively, Mitchell 

asserts: 

 
191 Rydelnik, The Messianic Hope, 76. 
192 Herbert W. Bateman IV, ‘Psalm 45:6–7 and Its Christological Contributions to Hebrews’, 

TJ 22, no. 1 (2001): 4. 
193 Vaillancourt, ‘Formed in the Crucible of Messianic Angst’, 129.  Emphasis original.  Also, 

pp. 140–141. 
194 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 83; Tournay, Seeing and Hearing God, 231. 
195 Susan E. Gillingham, ‘The Messiah in the Psalms: A Question of Reception History and 

the Psalter’, in King and Messiah in Israel and the Ancient Near East: Proceedings of the 

Oxford Old Testament Seminar, ed. John Day, JSOTSup 270 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 

Press, 1998), 229, also p. 237.  A similar thought process is discernible in J. J. M. Roberts, 

‘The Old Testament’s Contribution to Messianic Expectations’, in The Messiah: 

Developments in Earliest Judaism and Christianity, ed. James H. Charlesworth (Minneapolis: 

Fortress Press, 1992) especially pp. 42–45; Paul D. Hanson, ‘Messiahs and Messianic Figures 

in Proto-Apocalypticism’, in The Messiah: Developments in Earliest Judaism and 

Christianity, ed. James H. Charlesworth (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992); Vos, 

Eschatology of the Old Testament, 132, likewise observes: “In that period [post-exilic] there 

was no longer any king, and we would of necessity be driven into the eschatological sphere if 

a king or anointed one were mentioned.” 
196 Whybray, Reading the Psalms, 90. 
197 Whybray, 99. 
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[The Psalter] originated within an eschatologically conscious milieu.  The 

period of its redaction was apparently some time between the end of the 

Babylonian exile, as the post-exilic psalms attest, and the translation of the 

LXX.  Biblical literature written during this period, when Israel was in 

subjection and the bet-David in decline, tends to look for a sudden dramatic 

divine intervention in history that will restore the nation’s fortunes.198 

It has been acknowledged above that the OT does not have a technical eschatology.  

Yet, there is warrant in viewing the Psalter as an important contribution to the future-

orientated vision of the OT as it became more cohesive.199  If the Psalter depicts a 

utopian future in which the destruction of Zion and the victory of enemies is reversed, 

is it possible that the removal of the Davidic king may likewise be reversed?  The rest 

of this research will examine two psalms in depth to explore whether it is fair to suggest 

that the Davidic king features in the utopian hope of the Psalter to the same extent as 

the restoration of Zion and the ultimate defeat of enemies.    

  

 
198 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 82. 
199 See John Sailhamer, ‘The Messiah and the Hebrew Bible’, JETS 44, no. 1 (2001): 5–23.  

He argues that ‘The OT messianic vision is a fragmented vision that becomes increasingly 

more cohesive as one moves towards the final stages of the formation of the Hebrew Bible’, 

p. 14. 
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Chapter 5: Psalm 110 

Introduction 

The previous two chapters conducted two extensive surveys which demonstrated, 

across the entirety of the Psalter, a broadly chronological narrative impulse (Chapter 

3) and a forward-looking utopian hope (Chapter 4).  Together these two surveys 

support the assertion of this thesis: The Psalter holds out hope for the rule of a new 

Davidic king.  Moreover, they add detail by displaying that this rule will be from Zion, 

and by this rule, YHWH’s enemies will be vanquished.   

This and the next chapter will examine selected psalms in Book Five.  The task 

is to evidence that reading individual psalms, in light of the entirety of the Psalter, 

encourages the reader to hope for a new Davidic king.  As observed in chapter 2, there 

is a general consensus concerning the narrative impulse of Books One through Three.  

Indeed, there is a growing consensus regarding Book Four.  For this reason, attention 

will be focused on Book Five.  If the controlling themes of the Davidic dynasty and 

kingship are evident in Book Five, the narrative impulse of Books One to Four will be 

brought to a climax. 

In this chapter Psalm 110 will be examined.  The reason for choosing it is 

threefold: first, it is the climactic psalm of the initial grouping of Davidic psalms in 

Book Five (108–110); second, it is distinctive, containing both an oracle and oath of 

YHWH; third, it is perhaps the most debated psalm in discussions concerning the 

Psalter’s presentation of a future Davidic king.  Further, in Psalm 110 there is a 

convergence of the subjects of Davidic kingship, Zion, and ultimate victory over 

enemies, all of which have proved fundamental in discerning a macro-level editorial 

agenda.  If it can be demonstrated that Psalm 110 advances the Psalter’s narrative 

impulse, the assertion that the Psalter holds out hope for a new Davidic king will find 

further support. 

This chapter will proceed by examining the unity and significance of the 

Davidic triad (Pss. 108–110) that greets the reader after Book Five’s introduction (Ps. 

107).1  Subsequent to arguing that Psalm 110 is the apex of this triad, a translation of 

the psalm will be provided.  In light of the translation, an interpretation of the psalm 

will follow.  This interpretation will evidence that Psalm 110 encourages its reader to 

 
1 On the correspondences between Psalms 107 and 110 consult Appendix A. 
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hope for a utopian future manifested by the rule of a new Davidic king—thus, 

advancing the narrative impulse of the Psalter. 

Psalms 108–110: A Davidic Triad 

Psalms 108–110 constitute the first Davidic collection since Book Two.2  In the MT 

each psalm possesses the superscript ִוד ד   Both  4.ִמזְּ מֹור and is designated with the title 3,לְּ

these features identify Psalms 108–110 as a unity, and also create a disjunction with 

the surrounding psalms in both Books Four and Five.5  The unity and significance of 

this collection, however, is evidenced by more than simply each individual psalm’s 

title.   

YHWH’s Steadfast Love 

For the reader of the Psalter, the question lingering since Psalm 89 has been “Where 

is YHWH’s ד ס   The groundwork for answering this question has been laid in Book  ”?ח 

Four with a focus on YHWH’s kingship (Pss. 93–100) and faithfulness (Pss. 104–106), 

and a brief appearance of David (Pss. 101; 103).  Beginning with Psalm 107 Book Five 

answers emphatically: YHWH’s steadfast love is being enacted now.  This is 

demonstrated in the praise for YHWH’s ד ס   expressed in the gathering of his people ,ח 

from exile (v. 1).  Moreover, this praise is repeated after each episode of deliverance 

recorded throughout the psalm (vv. 8, 15, 21, 31, 43).  Although Psalms 108–110 are 

distinguished from the surrounding psalms by means of their superscripts and titles, 

they also fit the literary context of the opening of Book Five given their focus on 

 
2 David has not been absent altogether, appearing in Psalms 78:70; 86:1; 89:4, 21, 36, 50; 

101:1 and 103:1. 
3 On the ascriptions as a suggestion of authorship see Anderson Jr, ‘Division and Order’, 226–

27; Kidner, Psalms 1–72, 48–49; Longman III and Dillard, Introduction to the Old Testament, 

242–2430; VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 46; Bruce K. Waltke and Michael P. O’Connor, An 

Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 206.  Cf. 

Habakkuk 3:1. In the end, ְלָדִוד as an indication of Davidic authorship will remain disputed. 

The point being made here is simply that the MT Psalter encourages its readers to read and 

interpret these psalms in connection with King David. See McCann Jr, ‘Psalms in Their 

Literary Context’, 353; Vaillancourt, The Multifaceted Saviour of Psalms 110 and 118, 93–

94. 
4 This has been identified by Wilson. Writing of author attributions and genre designations, he 

argues, ‘The widespread and consistent nature of this phenomenon militates against any 

chance distribution of the pss and supports the idea of purposeful, editorial activity behind the 

organization process.’ See The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 167. 
5 Wilson, ‘Evidence of Editorial Division’, 348. Also see the careful analysis of superscripts 

in, Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, especially, p. 166. 
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YHWH’s ד ס   YHWH’s steadfast love remains a unifying and significant theme for  .ח 

Psalms 108–110.6 

 Psalm 108 opens by praising YHWH (vv. 1–5) on the basis of his steadfast 

love (ד ס    .The imprecation of Psalm 109 is driven by the steadfast love of YHWH  .(ח 

This is particularly apparent in the fourfold use of the term ד ס    .(vv. 12, 16, 21, 26) ח 

The first two occurrences have a human referent, and are often translated with a 

different term in English translations, such as “kindness”.  This, however, obscures the 

repetition which demonstrates the centrality of steadfast love to this imprecation.7  The 

term ד ס   does not occur in Psalm 110.  Nevertheless, Psalm 110 contains the theme ח 

of YHWH’s steadfast love as YHWH defeats enemies, extends the royal rule, swears 

an unbreakable oath, and enables victory.8 

 The unifying role that the theme of YHWH’s steadfast love plays in this 

Davidic triad has been masked, as observed above, by distinguishing too sharply 

YHWH’s ד ס  ד and humanity’s ח  ס    :in Psalm 109.  Brueggemann identifies this ח 

It is therefore odd and misleading, that in this Psalm the word is helpfully 

translated “steadfast love” in vv. 21, 26 (in the RSV) when referring to God, 

but in vv. 12, 16 when the same word refers to human interaction, it is weakly 

rendered (in the RSV) “kindness.”  The argument of the Psalm, I submit, 

depends on being able to recognize that it is the same word in all uses, however 

it is translated and whether it refers to human action or the action of God.9 

 
6 Miller, ‘The End of the Psalter’, 103. 
7 Walter Brueggemann, ‘Psalm 109: Three Times “Steadfast Love”’, WW 5, no. 2 (1985): 144–

54. 
8 See Snearly, The Return of the King, 122, who observes, ‘It should be noted that חסד does 

not occur in this psalm, yet the theme can still be discerned because of the emphasis on 

deliverance from enemies, which is a sign of Yahweh’s חסד (cf. Ps. 109.26–27).’  Cf. 

Katharine D. Sakenfeld, The Meaning of Hesed in the Hebrew Bible: A New Inquiry, Reprint 

(Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2002), 218, ‘ḥesed in the psalms as elsewhere is predominantly 

associated with deliverance rather than any special blessing.  God’s faithfulness (to his people 

or to the individual suppliant) always is understood as the background of this deliverance, 

which is the concrete expression of and testimony to his faithfulness.  Within this broad 

category of ḥesed as faithful deliverance the narrower nuancings of power to deliver (strength) 

and willingness to deliver can be discerned.’ 
9 Brueggemann, ‘Psalm 109’, 149. 
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In this way, argues Brueggemann, “the Psalm is in one sense a reflection on the 

cruciality of ḥesed in the ordering of human life.”10  The correct ordering of human 

life, according to ד ס   involves both YHWH and his viceregent.11  The flow through ,ח 

this Davidic triad in Book Five is thus: YHWH is praised for his ד ס   in Psalm 108; in ח 

Psalm 109 the enemy is cursed for his lack of ד ס   while YHWH is petitioned to ,ח 

display his; Psalm 110 is an expression of the certainty that YHWH and a new Davidic 

king will exercise ד ס   together.  The significance of this unified triad is that the ח 

lingering question of Psalm 89 has been answered.  Psalms 108–110 testify that 

YHWH’s steadfast love has not vanished but will be manifested by YHWH through a 

Davidic ruler.12 

YHWH’s Voice 

The unity and significance of this triad is further highlighted by the fact that YHWH’s 

voice is heard in two of these three psalms (108:8–10; 110:1, 4).13  Direct speech from 

YHWH is recorded in only 18 psalms.14  Thus, while direct speech from YHWH is not 

absent in the Psalter, it is certainly not pervasive.  This should cause the reader to note 

the instances when direct speech from YHWH is recorded.  Also noteworthy is the fact 

 
10 Brueggemann, 149.  Emphasis original. 
11 Similarly, although overlooking the role of a new Davidic king, see deClaissé-Walford, 

Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 833, who suggest ‘When the Israelites returned from exile in 

Babylon in 538 B.C.E., they encountered many adversaries and obstacles in their attempts to 

rebuild their lives and their community of faith.  The prophetic and priestly voices reminded 

them that they must uphold and honor the covenant relationship (hesed) that God had 

established with their ancestors. . . . Thus the psalmist calls upon God to remember God’s 

hesed and help the psalmist against the adversary—according to God’s hesed.’ 
12 Snearly, The Return of the King, 122: ‘Psalm 110 affirms the place of the Davidic ruler, 

testifying that Yahweh’s covenant loyalty—manifest in deliverance—is not forsaken.’ 
13 In Psalms 108 and 110 YHWH’s words appear to parallel each other both in the promise 

they make and also the context in which they occur. The promise in Psalm 108 is connected 

with holiness (ֹקֶדׁש; v. 8). This theme is also present in 110:3 by way of describing the Davidic 

royal figure’s willing army. In both psalms YHWH appears to be acting (and presumably 

speaking) from Zion. Cf. Zenger, ‘Composition and Theology of the Fifth Book’, 90, ‘The 

oracles of both psalms are spoken in the sanctuary where YHWH is portrayed as sitting on his 

throne.’ 
14 2:6, 7–9; 12:6; 35:3; 46:11; 50:5, 7–15, 16–23; 60:8–10; 68:23–24; 75:3–6, 11; 81:7–17; 

82:2–4; 89:3–4, 20–38; 90:3; 91:14–16; 95:10–11; 105:11, 15; 108:8–10; 110:1, 4; 132:11–

12, 14–18. For a full discussion see, Rolf A. Jacobson, ‘Many Are Saying’: The Function of 

Direct Discourse in the Hebrew Psalter, LHBOTS 397 (London: T. & T. Clark, 2004), 82–

129. 
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that only the boundary of Books Three and Four (Pss. 89, 90, 91) possesses a higher 

concentration of direct speech from YHWH than this Davidic triad. 

 Despite the absence of technical terminology, Psalm 108:8–10 records what is 

generally accepted as an oracle.15  Given that Psalm 108 has a distichic form, YHWH’s 

words are obvious, appearing in a tristichic form.16  Moreover, the verbal clauses in 

vv. 8, 10 imply that the noun clauses of v. 9 have a future reference.17  Following the 

narrative impulse of the Psalter outlined above in chapter three, the reader is 

encouraged to read the oracle of Psalm 108 as a promise of the utopian goal of the 

return from exile.  In this way, YHWH’s direct speech becomes “a display of the future 

or new political rule by the divine king YHWH . . . [In vv. 11–14 t]he Davidic king 

and his people, who received the oracle, would like to contribute to the transformation 

of the status quo to utopia.”18  

The oracle, then, is not primarily a “map” referring to the boundaries of a 

restored community, but instead an affirmation that hostile forces can and will 

be overcome by the Divine Warrior with the goal of a new political order.19 

 Psalm 108:8–10 is a rehearsal of an existing oracle.  This suggestion is 

supported by the fact that Psalm 108 consists of an amalgamation of Psalms 57:8–12 

and 60:7–14.  The reiteration of YHWH’s direct speech in a new setting suggests the 

appropriation of a previous oracle in application to new circumstances.20  Botha 

considers it a “citation of an oracle telling of YHWH’s future military triumph.”21  

After quoting YHWH’s words back to him in Psalm 108, David speaks in Psalm 109 

 
15 Phil J. Botha, ‘Psalm 108 and the Quest for Closure to the Exile’, OTE 23, no. 3 (2010): 

578; deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 823; Lodewyk Sutton and Dirk J. 

Human, ‘“Off with Their Heads!”: The Imagery of the Head in the Trilogy of Psalms 108–110 

(Part 2)’, StTJ 3, no. 1 (2017): 415; VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 478. 
16 Botha, ‘Psalm 108’, 581. 
17 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:268. 
18 Sutton and Human, ‘“Off with Their Heads!” 2’, 416. 
19 Tucker Jr, ‘The Role of the Foe in Book 5’, 184. Cf. Zenger, ‘Composition and Theology 

of the Fifth Book’, 90, who suggests that Psalm 108 “was placed before 109 and 110 as a kind 

of overture.  With its quotation of 57.8–12 and 60.7 [sic], Psalm 108 expresses the theme of 

the entire composition: the salvation of Israel as proof before all nations of the ḥesed and the 

ʿemet of YHWH and hence the revelation of YHWH’s universal reign.” 
20 For example, see the treatment of Psalm 108 in deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, 

Psalms, 821, where previous commentators are implicitly criticized for merely referring the 

reader back to the expositions of Psalms 57 and 60.  Rather, a new composition in a new 

literary setting deserves a new treatment. 
21 Botha, ‘Psalm 108’, 578. 
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to YHWH, longing for YHWH to speak back (109:1).22  The unity and significance of 

this Davidic triad is further evident in the presence of YHWH’s voice in two of these 

three psalms.  First, a rehearsal of YHWH’s previous oracle (Ps. 108).  In the apparent 

absence of this promise being kept the psalmist petitions YHWH for confirmation (Ps. 

109).  In response, Psalm 110 records a fresh revelation from YHWH that confirms 

the utopian triumph promised in 108:8–10.  YHWH’s voice is thus remembered, 

desired, and heard; Psalm 89 is not the final word. 

YHWH’s Victory 

Intimately connected to YHWH’s steadfast love and voice is YHWH’s victory.  This 

has been alluded to already by noting that YHWH’s ד ס   contains the concept of ח 

deliverance, and that YHWH’s voice has promised, and continues to promise, triumph.  

Psalms 108–110 are unified by this theme of victory.  On their return from exile 

YHWH’s people are encouraged with the certainty of a utopian Davidic rule of peace 

that radiates from Zion.  The hope is a utopian future, nevertheless the imagery used 

to convey that hope is militaristic.   

Sutton and Human argue that militaristic imagery is primarily apparent in the 

use of the imagery of the head.  They contend, “In the end the head becomes a powerful 

war metaphor that fuse Psalms 108–110 into a coherent trilogy.”23  After surveying 

the metaphor of the head, primarily in ANE iconography, and applying a socio-

scientific analysis of the same in Psalms 108–110, Sutton and Human suggest that this 

Davidic triad reflects war and honour contexts in which head imagery is developed 

throughout.24  To begin, Psalm 108 is a confident declaration of war.25  This confidence 

 
22 See Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:277, who writes, ‘The suppliant is thus not silent, and longs 

to hear Yhwh not being silent.’ Alternatively, although less convincing, Psalm 109 may be a 

prophetic utterance against evil and therefore be YHWH’s voice through David building on 

the preceding oracle in 108. For this suggestion see, Martin J. Ward, ‘Psalm 109: David’s 

Poem of Vengeance’, AUSS 18, no. 2 (1980): 163–68. 
23 Sutton and Human, ‘“Off with Their Heads!” 2’, 424.  Cf. Snearly, The Return of the King, 

118, who considers the use of רֹאׁש in Psalms 108–110 a concatenation. 
24 See Lodewyk Sutton and Dirk J. Human, ‘“Off with Their Heads!”: The Imagery of the 

Head in the Trilogy of Psalms 108–110 (Part 1)’, StTJ 3, no. 1 (2017): 391–410. 
25 Cf. Sutton and Human, ‘“Off with Their Heads!” 2’, 422: ‘Stanza I of Psalm 108 becomes 

a declaration of confidence that in war God will help and therefore the poet praises YHWH 

(Botha 2010:585).  This declaration is not only a declaration of confidence, but it also becomes 

a declaration of war, as Israel is now confident that they will be victorious in war; this is 

confirmed in stanzas II and III, when YHWH comes to announce a military victory over the 

enemies of Israel and this forms the core of Psalm 108.’ 
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is short-lived, however, as in Psalm 109 a desperate plea is uttered in the face of 

derision and scorn.  Although there appears to be an absence of militaristic imagery, 

the enemy of the psalmist employs his tongue as a weapon.26  Rather than YHWH’s 

protected head, David mentions the enemies’ wagging head in Psalm 109.  Thus, 

Sutton and Human posit, 

The king is in trouble, the battle situation is dire.  His (the nation’s) honour is 

at stake.  The metaphor of the “shaking heads” shows that if the king does not 

receive help and assistance, he is going to lose his honour; therefore the central 

plea is for YHWH’s help and assistance in war.  Only YHWH can restore 

honour to the king and win the battle.27  

The arrival of YHWH’s help is unequivocal, given Psalm 110.  In verse 1, “The 

trampled heads and bodies of the defeated enemies are now a footstool for the king; 

this is a sign of honour for the king but shame, humiliation and dishonour for the 

enemies.”28  Moreover, it is reiterated that heads are shattered (v. 6) before the victor’s 

head is lifted in triumph.29 

The head imagery in Psalms 108–110 cannot bear all the weight that Sutton 

and Human place on it.  Nevertheless, the imagery of this Davidic triad is militaristic 

at points.  This is evident in that YHWH is described in battle attire, his head is 

protected and in his hand he holds the royal sceptre (108:9).30  The focus, however, is 

on victory and triumph, offering assurance of a utopian future.  First, it is noteworthy 

that the composition of Psalm 108 picks up Psalms 57 and 60 at the point that they 

turn to praise and confidence in YHWH.31  “Consequently, Ps 108:8–10 no longer 

resides in a bed of complaint, but is given the character of a hopeful prophecy about 

 
26 See Sutton and Human, ‘“Off with Their Heads!” 1’, 399 n.13, who argue, ‘In Ps 109:2 the 

mouth and tongue convey a military image of destruction.  The mouth and tongue are used to 

destroy the image of the person praying the psalm.  Thus the mouth and tongue become 

metaphors for war.’ 
27 Sutton and Human, ‘“Off with Their Heads!” 2’, 423. 
28 Sutton and Human, 420. 
29 Sutton and Human, 421. 
30 Kidner, Psalms 1–72, 235, notes that YHWH’s helmet and sceptre are ‘the chief agents of 

defence and rule’. VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 478, prefers the designation force and dominion. 

Tucker Jr, ‘The Role of the Foe in Book 5’, 184, also notes this imagery as a metaphor for 

victory.  Further support for the militaristic context of Psalm 108 is present in the use of the 

term ‘help’ (ֶעְזָרת) in v. 13. This term predominantly occurs in reference to YHWH’s help in 

militaristic situations. See deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 825. 
31 The point is made by Kidner, Psalms 73–150, 421. 
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the future triumph of YHWH over the enemies of his people.”32   Indeed, writing of 

Psalm 60, Bellinger observes that “God proclaims that he will be victorious . . . the 

oracle offers hope of victory for Yahweh’s people . . . Hence the psalm ends on a note 

of confidence and certainty in the hope of God’s future victory.”33  After being 

removed from its original “bed of complaint,” this is undoubtedly emphasised all the 

more.34  Second, Psalm 109 ends with praise and gratitude to YHWH for his salvation 

(vv. 30–31).  In light of the content of Psalm 109, this outburst of praise is quite 

remarkable.  It must be predicated on the assurance that YHWH has heard and will 

answer the imprecation of David.  More, within this triad, Psalm 109 introduces the 

Davidic agent’s cooperation with YHWH in affirming the utopian future promised: 

This context presents a particular image of the king as it presents a royal 

theology that provides future hope for Israel in difficult times.  The king who 

is the rescuer becomes the victim of violence and injustice and must be rescued 

from his enemies and accusers, hence the petition to YHWH.  Psalm 109 in the 

trilogy of Psalms 108–110 must not only be understood as for a particular 

individual or with a particular individual historical event, but as an expression 

of the future hope of post-exilic Israel, which is drenched with the royal 

theology of a new David (similar to Ps 108 and Ps 110).  This expression of 

the future hope becomes the Sitz im Leben of this psalm.35 

The pinnacle of this future hope is Psalm 110 as David’s lord, empowered by YHWH, 

accomplishes the victory over enemies necessary to usher in the hoped-for utopian 

future.  Tucker notes, “In short, Ps 110 concludes the first collection in book 5 with 

 
32 Botha, ‘Psalm 108’, 585. 
33 William H. Bellinger Jr, Psalmody and Prophecy, JSOTSup 27 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 

1984), 74–75. 
34 See Bellinger Jr, 76, who observes, "This phenomenon is perhaps seen even more clearly in 

the setting in which Ps. 60 occurs again in the Psalter, Ps. 108.  Here a vow and hymn of praise 

and thanksgiving from Ps. 57 are attached as an introduction to Ps. 60.7ff.  The result is that 

the psalm moves from that kind of hymnic mood into the petition of Ps. 60 and follows that 

psalm to its conclusion. This arrangement does provide a more positive tone for the psalm 

which has apparently been reapplied here to a different situation." Likewise, Brennan, ‘Hidden 

Harmonies in the Fifth Book’, 154 n.10, notes, ‘A comparison of 108 with 57 and 60 will show 

how 108 has adapted this common material to a new situation, with a strong and distinctive 

note of serenity and confidence.’ 
35 Sutton and Human, ‘“Off with Their Heads!” 2’, 417–18. 
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the claim that YHWH will thwart the oppressive nations that threaten the people of 

God.”36 

 Psalms 108–110 may be punctuated with a militaristic atmosphere, but they are 

unified by the theme of YHWH’s victory.  The progression through the triad is appeal 

for YHWH’s military rescue (108), assaults of and by the enemy (109), and finally 

fulfilment of the appeal (110).37  This development corresponds with both YHWH’s 

steadfast love and YHWH’s voice outlined above.  The significance of the theme of 

YHWH’s victory in the triad is that on their return from exile YHWH’s people are 

encouraged with the certainty of a utopian Davidic rule of peace that radiates from 

Zion.   

Subsidiary Images 

There remain two subsidiary images in Psalms 108–110 that possibly offer further 

evidence for the unity of this triad.  Namely, the dawn (108:3; 110:3) and the right 

hand (108:7; 109:6, 31; 110:1, 5); yet their significance is limited. 

 In 108:3 David declares that he will awake the dawn (ר ח   This is unusual as  .(ש 

dawn often awakens people.38  This unusual action on the part of David may be 

explained by the new era/salvific connotations attached to dawn imagery.39  The 

imagery of the dawn is matched by a possible hapax legomenon which is almost 

universally translated as dawn (ר ח   in Psalm 110:3.  Could it be that the royal figure (ִמשְּ

of Psalm 110 ushers in this new era of YHWH’s salvation and deliverance by defeating 

enemies with a youthful and vigorous army from the womb of the dawn? 

 There is a curious concentration of ִמין  in Psalms 108–110.  In (right hand) י 

108:7, David petitions YHWH to provide salvation with his right hand.  In 109:6 David 

refers to his enemies, and in his imprecation against them he asks that someone may 

stand at his enemy’s right hand to accuse him of his wickedness.  David ends his 

 
36 Tucker Jr, ‘The Role of the Foe in Book 5’, 185. Cf. Zenger, ‘Composition and Theology 

of the Fifth Book’, 90, who includes the Davidic agent: ‘Psalm 110 then responds to the lament 

of Psalm 109 with its two divine oracles which announce an eschatological judgement over 

the enemies “on the day of wrath” and proclaim that YHWH and the Davidic king enthroned 

at his right hand will take over the reign of the world.’ 
37 Sutton and Human, ‘“Off with Their Heads!” 2’, 422. 
38 See comments to this effect in Botha, ‘Psalm 108’, 586; Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:265. 
39 Botha, ‘Psalm 108’, 591; VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 464. 
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imprecatory prayer with praise of YHWH, who stands at the right hand of the needy 

one (presumably himself).40  It is possible that these references to the right hand reach 

their apex in Psalm 110.  First, YHWH invites David’s lord to sit at his right hand (v. 

1).41  This lord, then, is sent forth in 110:2–3 to defeat enemies—is this an expression 

of the salvation from YHWH’s right hand requested in 108:7?  Second, most 

commentators argue that YHWH takes his place at the right hand of the royal figure 

in 110:5.  Is this an elaboration on 109:31?  Alternatively, and perhaps more likely, as 

argued below, Psalm 110:5 may be a further expression of salvation coming from 

YHWH’s right hand. 

It is difficult to overlook this concentration of ִמין  in Psalms 108–110.42  Botha י 

notes, “The right hand is associated with acts of saving at the exodus and during holy 

war, it is also the most important component of the hands-feet domain of human life, 

symbolising purposeful activity.”43  Thus, ִמין  imagery possibly contributes to the י 

request for ד ס  ד  and victory in Psalms 108–109, and the expression of YHWH’s ח  ס   ח 

and victory in Psalm 110.   

The concept of Leitwörter, however, remains unconvincing as a methodology 

for discerning significance in the particular order of the psalms.  It must be 

acknowledged, therefore, that the significance of these subsidiary images in this 

Davidic triad is limited at best.  Nonetheless, is it possible that they evidence the unity 

of Psalms 108–110?  The dawn imagery occurs in the opening (108:3) and closing 

(110:3) psalms of this triad.  Due to the infrequency of this image elsewhere in the 

Psalter this may suggest a unity.44  The imagery of the right hand is referenced five 

times in these three psalms (108:7; 109:6, 31; 110:1, 5).  These are the first references 

in Book Five, and the next reference is not until Psalm 118:15.45  Although far from 

 
40 Miller, ‘The End of the Psalter’, 104; VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 812, writes: ‘The Lord stands 

“at the right hand of the needy one” (v. 31; cf. vv. 16, 22) as his protector, not his accuser (cf. 

v. 6).  He protects and delivers his children from wicked adversaries (cf. vv. 21, 26).’ 
41 See, McCann Jr, ‘Psalms’, 1130.  He notes the juxtaposition of ָיִמין in 109:31 and 110:1. 
42 Snearly, The Return of the King, 118, labels it a ‘concatenation within Psalms 108–110’. 
43 Botha, ‘Psalm 108’, 581. 
44 Dawn imagery is conveyed with the use of ר  .in 22:1; 57:9; 139:9 ש  ח 

45 There are 42 occurrences of ִמין  in the Psalter, five of which occur in this Davidic triad י 

(108–110).  The other occurrences are 16:8, 11; 17:7; 18:36; 20:7; 21:9; 26:10; 44:4; 45:5, 10; 

48:11; 60:7; 63:9; 73:23; 74:11; 77:11; 78:54; 80:16, 18; 89:13, 14, 26, 43; 91:7; 98:1; 118:15, 
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conclusive, the subsidiary images of dawn and right hand may further underline the 

unity of Psalms 108–110. 

Praise, Petition, and Deliverance 

After surveying the themes of YHWH’s steadfast love, voice, and victory in Psalms 

108–110, the subsidiary images of the dawn and right hand possibly offer added 

evidence for the unity of this Davidic triad.  The significance of this Davidic triad is 

the praise-petition-deliverance progression.  In answer to the lingering question of 

Psalm 89, the Psalter reasserts YHWH’s kingship (Book Four) and, with the first 

collection of Book Five (108–110), continues to foster hope for Davidic kingship. 

There is a distinct progression through Psalms 108–110.46  Psalms 108 and 109 

both exhibit elements of praise and petition.  Psalm 108 exhibits proportionally more 

praise,47 beginning with praise for YHWH based on his steadfast love and faithfulness 

(108:1–5).  David’s confession in Psalm 108 is that YHWH’s steadfast love and 

 
16; 121:5; 137:5; 138:7; 139:10; 142:5; 144:8*2, 11*2.  The only clusters that come close to 

the concentration found in Psalms 108–110 are Psalms 16–18, 89 and 144.  This would further 

support the claim that ִמין  .evidences unity in this triad י 
46 Others have attempted, unsuccessfully, to identify a similar progression at this point in the 

Psalter. For example, Miller, ‘The End of the Psalter’, 104, suggests that the movement is 

petition (109), deliverance (110), and praise (111).  This is problematic for two reasons; first, 

it divorces the Davidic 108 from the other two Davidic psalms and, second, it divorces Psalm 

111 from its counterpart 112, and the Egyptian Hallel.  The boundaries of petition, deliverance, 

and praise are widened by Barry C. Davis, ‘Is Psalm 110 a Messianic Psalm?’, BSac 157, no. 

626 (2000): 168, suggesting a movement of petition (107–109), deliverance (110), and praise 

(111–113).  There are two issues with this; first, Psalm 107 is too tightly connected to the 

Davidic triad, and, second, Psalm 113 is inexplicably divorced from the Egyptian Hallel.  

Davis is followed by Rydelnik, The Messianic Hope, 170–71.  As will transpire below, it is 

possible to see the components of praise, petition, and deliverance within the Davidic triad.  

This honours the integrity of the first Davidic collection of Book Five, acknowledges the key 

elements in Psalms 108–110, and appreciates the close ties to Psalms 107 and 111–118. 
47 Interestingly  ָאִׁשיָרה appears repeatedly in songs celebrating salvation (Exod. 15:1; Jdg. 5:3; 

Pss. 13:6; 27:6; 57:8; 101:1; 104:33; 144:9; the exceptions are Ps. 89:2; Isa. 5:1). Goldingay, 

Psalms, 2008, 3:265, notes that ‘Classically, “I will sing” opens Moses’s Song at the Red Sea 

(Exod. 15:1)’.  Additionally, deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 824, observe 

that Moab, Edom, and Philistia are mentioned in both Exodus 15 and Psalm 108.  Furthermore, 

both Exodus 15 and Psalm 108 reflect similar moments in Israel’s history. T. Desmond 

Alexander, Exodus, ApOTC 2 (London: Apollos, 2017), 297, 307, writes ‘By being both 

retrospective and prospective the song underlines that the defeat of the Egyptians is not an end 

in itself, but merely the first stage in a process that will climax with the Israelites living in 

close proximity to YHWH within the land of Canaan. . . . The release of the Israelites is but 

an initial stage in a project that will eventually result in the establishment of a new society, 

where God and his people will live in harmony.’  Similarly, Psalm 108, within its literary 

context in the Psalter, follows a new ‘Red Sea’ event, the return from exile, and points forward 

to a new ‘Promised Land’, the utopian society in which YHWH, the Davidic ruler, and the 

people will dwell in harmony. 
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victory will be evidenced by the keeping of his word.48  Thus, David appeals for the 

promised victory by way of petition (v. 7).49  Psalm 109, on the other hand, exhibits 

proportionally more petition.  In dire circumstances David curses his enemies for their 

lack of steadfast love and petitions YHWH to display his.  The desire in Psalm 109 is 

that YHWH would demonstrate his steadfast love by ending his silence (v. 1); thus, 

David devotes himself to prayer (v. 4).  Petition only gives way to praise in the final 

lines of the psalm, as a resolute David waits expectantly for YHWH’s answer (vv. 30–

31).  According to Psalm 108, and particularly YHWH’s oracle (vv. 8–10), the world 

should be ordered in submission to YHWH’s rule as expressed through Davidic 

kingship.  This is not the situation that the Psalter’s reader observes.  Thus, Psalm 109 

provides words of petition.50  Psalm 109 articulates the reader’s despair at the world 

he observes, in addition to shaping a prayer for YHWH’s intervention.  Pressure is 

building in these two psalms, as expectation and experience collide. 

 This collision gives way to a new revelation from YHWH in Psalm 110 (vv. 1, 

4).  The themes of praise and petition, flowing through Psalms 108 and 109, culminate 

in the deliverance that is both promised and described in Psalm 110.  Within the 

Davidic triad Psalm 110 presents the manifestation of Psalm 108’s oracle and Psalm 

109’s petition: a royal/Davidic ruler who will defeat enemy kings, thus establishing 

utopia in Zion.  In this deliverance YHWH’s steadfast love is expressed by means of 

an agent, a royal/Davidic ruler.  This deliverance is declared by YHWH’s own voice, 

as an oracle expresses the certainty of victory (v. 1) for the king-priest (by YHWH’s 

oath; cf. v. 4).  The mixture of praise and petition in the absence of utopia threaded 

throughout Psalms 108–109 arrives at a climax with Psalm 110.51 

 
48 For similar sentiments see Snearly, The Return of the King, 121; Zenger, ‘Composition and 

Theology of the Fifth Book’, 90. 
49 This petition is important as it foreshadows the petition of Psalm 109. Apparently 

inadvertently commenting in line with the progression being identified here VanGemeren, 

‘Psalms’, 477–78, writes: ‘The petitioner asks for nothing less than divine intervention in 

avenging the enemy and vindicating the godly.  The ground of the petition is God’s promise 

to his people.’ 
50 Psalm 109 is an elaboration of the desire for YHWH to prove himself, originally present in 

108:7. See, Snearly, The Return of the King, 121. 
51 Somewhat over-exuberantly, Robertson, Flow of the Psalms, 190, claims that ‘Each of these 

three psalms goes beyond the level of redemptive revelation found in the previous Davidic 

psalms.’  Although this is clearly not the case for Psalms 108–109, it is arguable for Psalm 

110. Despite inserting the terminology of ‘Messiah’, Rydelnik, The Messianic Hope, 170, is 

more accurate in writing: ‘The point of Psalm 110’s location in the Psalter is that Israel is to 

find the answer to their pleas for deliverance from oppression in the future Messiah and is to 
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 The significance of this Davidic triad is that each psalm influences how the 

reader reads the following psalm.52  This begins with Psalm 108 which reflects 

circumstances in which “people are aware there are divine promises (specifically 

concerning their possession of the land and their relationship with the surrounding 

peoples) that stand over their life yet are not fulfilled at present.”53  Thus, Psalm 109 

petitions YHWH to make these divine promises reality, demonstrating his faithfulness 

to his word and steadfast love for his people.  The remarkable answer is YHWH’s 

oracle in Psalm 110: 

Psalm 110 seems to respond to this lament when it so powerfully emphasizes 

that YHWH has not retracted his oath to “David” and does not regret it, but on 

the contrary will affirm and fulfil it through the election of a “new” David.54 

Psalms 108–110 appear to offer an appropriate message to a post-exilic reader of the 

Psalter.55  Divine promises remain, despite the dire circumstances, and these promises 

will be realised in and through the Davidic royal figure of Psalm 110.  It is necessary 

to consider Psalm 110 in detail to assess whether or not its content fits the narrative 

 
offer praise to God for the messianic redemption He provides.’  For a more restrained view cf. 

Brennan, ‘Hidden Harmonies in the Fifth Book’, 131, who suggests, ‘The most plausible 

explanation seems to be that this ancient and obscure text was incorporated into Book V in 

order to keep alive the post-exilic community’s faith in Yahweh’s promises. . . . Hence, Psalm 

110 . . . now embodies the faith of the post-exilic community that the promises made to David 

are not void, but only waiting their fulfillment.’ 
52 This is in distinction to Mitchell’s suggestion that one’s understanding of Psalm 110 should 

influence the interpretation of the preceding psalms. See, The Message of the Psalter, 266–67.  

Rather, Psalms 108–109 aid the reader in interpreting Psalm 110.  On the other hand, Wilson 

simply denies any progression. See, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 221, where he asserts, 

‘it is difficult to trace any clear strategy of editorial juxtaposition threading its way through 

the individual pss’. 
53 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:264.  Goldingay refrains from dating this psalm, and speaks 

only of the kind of period.  This is prudent given that authorship is ascribed to David, yet the 

Psalter’s narrative impulse suggests this message is relevant for the post-exilic community.  

Cf. Brennan, ‘Hidden Harmonies in the Fifth Book’, 130, who observes that ‘the thanksgiving 

of 108 is tempered by the realization that the danger is not yet over, nor is redemption yet fully 

achieved.’ 
54 Frank-Lothar Hossfeld and Erich Zenger, A Commentary on Psalms 101–150, trans. Linda 

M. Maloney, vol. 3, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2011), 146.  The lament 

referenced in the quotation is Psalm 89.  Nonetheless, the statement remains true when applied 

to Psalm 109. 
55 McCann Jr, ‘Psalms’, 1129; Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:146. 



153 

 

impulse of the Psalter sketched across the Five Books, and within the Davidic triad 

Psalms 108–110.56 

Psalm 110: A Translation57 

110:1 A Davidic Psalm.58 

An oracle59 of YHWH to my lord:60 

“Sit at my right hand  

until61 I make your enemies  

a stool for your feet.” 

2 The sceptre of your might,  

YHWH will send from Zion;62  

rule63 in the midst of your enemies! 

 
56 Cf. Vaillancourt, The Multifaceted Saviour of Psalms 110 and 118, 124, who concurs with 

this reading of Psalms 108–109 by writing: ‘The “narrative effect” of this cluster in its final 

form position in book 5 is strong indeed.’ 
57 This translation will refrain from making emendations to MT. See, Dahood, Psalms, 3:113: 

‘Jerome’s Juxta Hebraeos witnesses to the same consonantal text as MT, so the modern textual 

critic must come to grips with this text; emendation of the consonants will no longer suffice.’ 
58 Although מֹור  possesses the meaning “melody”, in the Psalter it is a technical designation ִמזְּ

for psalms and is thus translated “Psalm” here.  
59 ‘Oracle’ is preferred here due to the unusual appearance of ֶנֻאם in poetic literature. See John 

W. Hilber, ‘Psalm CX in the Light of Assyrian Prophecies’, VT 53, no. 3 (2003): 353–66: ‘The 

introduction of the psalm as a prophetic oracle accurately reflects its characteristic speech 

throughout’ (p. 358). On identifying this feature as unusual, see Timothy L. Wilt, ‘“Oracle of 

Yahweh”: Translating a Highly Marked Expression’, BT 50, no. 3 (1999): 301–4.  H. Eising, 

 TDOT, vol. IX (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 111, observes that it is rare for this ,’ְנֻאם‘

formula to appear by itself. 
60 The term ‘lord’ is retained in this translation; however, it is important to note that it is not 

capitalised. This is in light of the form, ַלאֹדִני (particle preposition, common masculine 

singular, with first-person singular suffix). See, Robert Alter, The Book of Psalms: A 

Translation with Commentary (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2007), 396; Dahood, 

Psalms, 3:113; Otto Eissfeldt, ‘ָאדֹון’, TDOT, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), 61–64. 
61 Although unnecessary, some commentators prefer to translate ַעד as ‘while’ in an attempt to 

avoid a perceived time delay between enthronement and victory. See, Allen, Psalms 101–150, 

2002, 21:110; Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:141.  The psalm, however, is not 

necessarily an enthronement psalm.  Rather it is a promise of victory. For more on the time 

delay, see Hans-Joachim Kraus, Psalms 60–150, trans. Hilton C. Oswald, CC (Minneapolis: 

Fortress Press, 1993), 344.  In defence of maintaining the translation ‘until’, see John C. L. 

Gibson, Davidson’s Introductory Hebrew Grammar ~ Syntax, Fourth Edition (Edinburgh: T. 

& T. Clark, 1994), 158. 
62 The slightly awkward translation retains the unusual sequence in the Hebrew which 

emphasises the motif of the royal sceptre. See Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:141–42. 
63 The imperative of the MT is maintained in this translation. See Allen, Psalms, 2002, 21:110; 

Allen P. Ross, A Commentary on the Psalms (90–150), vol. 3, KEL (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 

2016), 337.  Furthermore, the imperative could be equivalent to a strong subjective expression 

of future with energic nuance. See, Gibson, Davidson’s Introductory Hebrew Grammar ~ 
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3 Your people willingly64 offer themselves,  

on the day of your power,65 in holy splendour,66  

from the womb of the dawn,67 you possess the dew of your youth. 

4 YHWH swore and will not relent:68 

“You are a priest forever  

in the order of69 Melchizedek.”70 

 
Syntax, 81; Paul Joüon, A Grammar of Biblical Hebrew, trans. T. Muraoka, vol. II, Subsidia 

Biblica 14 (Rome: Editrice Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 2005), 379.  This would confirm the 

above translation of ַעד as ‘until’. 
64 Despite his suggestion that Psalm 110:3 should be amended to follow the LXX, which 

requires only minimal repointing of the MT consonants to ִדב ת נְּ ָך   thus providing the ִעמְּ

translation: ‘With you the nobles’, Conrad notes that the root נדב has the universal meaning of 

willingness. See ‘ נדב’, TDOT, vol. IX (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 220–21.  In this 

translation it is read as a substantive expressing an abstract quality. See Joüon, A Grammar of 

Biblical Hebrew, 2005, II:566. 
65 This translation maintains the basic meaning of ַחִיל as ‘strength/power’, but does so with 

the overtone of military strength. See H. Eising, ‘ַחִיל’, TDOT, vol. IV (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1980), 349, who argues that the basic meaning of ַחִיל has a tendency ‘to mean 

military strength, involving the holy war, in which it is frequently God who vouchsafes chayil.’  

This obviously fits the context of Psalm 110. 
66 There is some MSS support for reading בהדרי־קדׁש as ‘mountains of holiness’, but this 

reading depends on ד being read as ר. Retaining the MT consonants, however, offers a priestly 

addition to the military imagery of the psalm, which is fitting in light of verse 4. See the notes 

in Ross, Psalms, 2016, 3:338; Allen, Psalms 101–150, 2002, 21:110; Alter, Book of Psalms, 

397; Grogan, Psalms, 184–85 n.21. Furthermore, the alternative reading of ‘mountains of 

holiness’ should be rejected on the grounds that one would expect a singular ‘mountain of 

holiness’, Zion, as in Psalm 2. On this see, Waltke and Houston, The Psalms as Christian 

Worship, 497 n.41.  The morphologically more difficult reading is preferred. So, Brown, ‘A 

Royal Performance’, 96 n.21. 
67 At this point there is either a hapax legomenon or a case of dittography. Either way, the 

almost universal translation is ‘dawn’. See Allen, Psalms, 2002, 21:110.  It is also possible 

that the ם is enclitic. See Horace D. Hummel, ‘Enclitic Mem in Northwest Semitic, Especially 

Hebrew’, JBL 76, no. 2 (1957): 98; Joüon, A Grammar of Biblical Hebrew, 2005, II:473. 
68 On the choice of ‘relent’ over ‘repent’, see Waltke and Houston, The Psalms as Christian 

Worship, 498 n.46. Also see Rydelnik, The Messianic Hope, 176 n.47. It is instructive to note 

that the affirmative use of נחם is associated with specific scenarios and circumstances, while 

its use in negation is always absolute. Cf. H. Simian-Yofre and H-J. Fabry, ‘ נחם’, TDOT, vol. 

IX (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 344. 
69 It is possible that this is an instance of ‘hireq compaginis’, in which the addition of a yod 

creates an especially close tie to the following word. See Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 

3:143. The more common translation is maintained here, against Thijs Booij, ‘Psalm 110: 

“Rule in the Midst of Your Foes!”’, VT 41, no. 4 (1991): 402.  For a defence of my translation, 

see Bill T. Arnold and John H. Choi, A Guide to Biblical Hebrew Syntax (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2003), 122; Paul Joüon, A Grammar of Biblical Hebrew, trans. 

T. Muraoka, vol. I, Subsidia Biblica 14 (Rome: Editrice Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 2005), 282. 
70 Infrequently, translators refrain from translating מלכי־צדק as personal name. For example, 

Alter, Book of Psalms, 397.  This is unlikely, especially since its occurrence in Gen. 14:18 is 

translated as a personal name. 
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5 The lord71 is at your right hand,  

he72 smites the kings in the day of his anger. 

6 He judges in the nations,  

filling them with corpses,73  

smiting heads74 across the breadth of the earth. 

7 He drinks from a river along the way;  

thus, he lifts up his head.75 

Psalm 110: Interpretation 

Despite widespread agreement that Psalm 110 is a royal psalm, McCann wryly 

observes that this appears to be where agreement ends.76  While McCann might be 

overstating his case, there are an inordinate variety of opinions on this enigmatic 

psalm.  It is necessary, therefore, to outline the presuppositions undergirding the 

interpretation offered below.  First, as the MT affirms, this psalm is firmly connected 

to David.  Whether David is the author, just the speaker, or merely has this psalm 

ascribed to him is impossible to discern definitively, and this is likely to remain so.  

Nevertheless, the Psalter in its final form encourages the reader to read it as David’s.  

Second, the date of composition is irrelevant given that psalms are regularly divorced 

 
71 The translation has avoided capitalisation here despite the alternative form,  ֲאֹדָני (common 

masculine plural), which is almost exclusively used in reference to YHWH. See Eissfeldt, 

 .For a defence of this approach consult the interpretation below  .64–62 ,’ָאדֹון ‘

72 This translation avoids specifically identifying the actor in 5b–7. Some have argued that 

there is a purposeful ambiguity here with either a conflation or an oscillation between YHWH 

and the king: Maurice Gilbert and Stephen Pisano, ‘Psalm 110 (109):5–7’, Bib 61, no. 3 

(1980): 343–56; Hilber, ‘Psalm CX in the Light of Assyrian Prophecies’, 356; Mitchell, The 

Message of the Psalter, 262–63; Mitchell, ‘Lord, Remember David’, 538–40. 
73 There is a similarity to corpses (ְגִוֹּיות) and valleys (ֵגָאיֹות), which leads Alter to suggest a 

scribe has simply overlooked one term when copying the text. See Alter, Book of Psalms, 398.  

I follow deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 835; Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 

3:291, in supplying ‘nations’ from the first clause. 
74 On the legitimacy of translating this as ‘head’ in a figurative sense, see W. A. M. Beuken 

and U. Dahmen, ‘רֹאׁש’, TDOT, vol. XIII (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 254; Jan P. Sterk, 

‘An Attempt at Translating a Psalm’, BT 42, no. 4 (1991): 441. 
75 This translation refrains from specifying the reason for the lifting of the head in this final 

line, in agreement with Sterk, ‘An Attempt at Translating a Psalm’, 441: “we should let the 

reader figure out for himself why the king lifts his head after drinking cool water.  I think the 

hint a few lines before (the crushed ‘head of their ruler’) should be sufficient to give the last 

line a context.” Additionally, consult the discussion of verbal idioms in Beuken and Dahmen, 

 .251 ,’רֹאׁש‘
76 McCann Jr, ‘Psalms’, 1129. 
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from their initial settings in order to contribute to the Psalter’s narrative impulse.77  

Third, it is difficult to look past a two-part structure for Psalm 110 (vv. 1–3; 4–7).78  

Both segments of the psalm begin with YHWH’s words, whether oracle or oath, which 

are then elaborated by the speaker.79 

Verse 1 

Psalm 110 begins abruptly with a report of YHWH’s words.  This is highly unusual 

for poetic literature.80  As the above translation evidences this is no ordinary speech.  

The term נְ ֻאם is consistently used as a technical term for prophetic utterances.81  Thus, 

ֻאםנְ   becomes the “standard way to describe Yhwh’s words, especially uttered through 

a prophet, . . . the one who speaks is claiming to pass on actual words Yhwh has 

uttered.”82  Although unusual, this “prophetic formula of revelation”83 is a fitting 

introduction to this psalm as it reflects the characteristics of its language throughout.84  

The use of  ְֻאםנ  at the beginning of Psalm 110 offers the certainty of fulfilment as it 

emphasises that the psalm begins with a divine oracle.  It is an announcement of 

YHWH’s will, decree, and purpose.  The OT consistently accepts YHWH’s 

 
77 That being said, if the reader so desires, Allen, Psalms 101–150, 2002, 21:112–13, offers a 

brief but helpful survey of various proposals regarding the dating of Psalm 110. 
78 For example, see Allen, Psalms, 1987, 113; Erhard S. Gerstenberger, Psalms, Part 2, and 

Lamentations, FOTL 14 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 264–66; Hossfeld and Zenger, 

Psalms, 2011, 3:145; Tremper Longman III, Psalms, TOTC 15–16 (Nottingham: Inter-Varsity 

Press, 2014), 381; Konrad Schaefer, Psalms: Studies in Hebrew Narrative and Poetry, Berit 

Olam (Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 2001), 272; Samuel Terrien, The Psalms ~ Strophic 

Structure and Theological Commentary, vol. 2, ECC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 751. 

For a detailed discussion of the poetic structure of Psalm 110, that arrives at the same two-part 

division, see Willem van der Meer, ‘Psalm 110: A Psalm of Rehabilitation?’, in The Structural 

Analysis of Biblical and Canaanite Poetry, ed. Willem van der Meer and Johannes C. de Moor, 

JSOTSup 74 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1988), 207–34. 
79 Dahood, Psalms, 3:113, notes Freedman’s striking observation that both these stanzas (1–

3; 4–7) possess 74 syllables. 
80 Gerstenberger, Psalms 2, 264. נְ ֻאם occurs almost exclusively in a prophetic context. See 

Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:147. 
81 According to deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 835, all but two 

occurrences of  ְֻאםנ  in the OT are connected to utterances of YHWH (365 of 367). 
82 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:293. 
83 Kraus, Psalms 60–150, 348. 
84 This point is made emphatically by Hilber, ‘Psalm CX in the Light of Assyrian Prophecies’, 

358. 
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announcements as certain, thus future promises are often presented as having already 

taken place.85  As Terrien observes, “The psalmist sings as a prophet.”86 

 This oracle of YHWH is spoken to an individual identified as  ִיֲאד נ  (lord).  As 

highlighted in the translation above, the form present in the psalm (אד ִני  (to my lord ,ל 

has an almost universal reference to human masters.87  This individual is rightly 

understood to be an Israelite king,88 and thus the psalm is understood as a royal psalm.  

Given that the MT encourages the reader to read Psalm 110 as authored by David, it 

must be conceded as somewhat remarkable that King David would address his 

descendant as lord.89  Perhaps the distinctive nature of David addressing a descendant 

is further conveyed with the use of the epithet “lord” rather than “king”.  This both 

veils the identity of the individual addressed, while also signifying the authority of the 

same over the speaker.90 

 More remarkable still is the actual oracle: “Sit at my right hand until I make 

your enemies a stool for your feet.”  The right hand was a place of authority, 

 
85 This is an elaboration on briefer comments in Ross, Psalms, 2016, 3:345.  Indeed, the 

certainty with which the OT accepts YHWH’s promises is what gives rise to the sometimes-

shocking laments, such as Psalm 89, when a word of YHWH appears to fail. 
86 Terrien, Psalms 73–150, 2:752. It should be noted that this does not necessarily prove 

problematic with a Davidic ascription. The OT considers David to have prophetic capacity. 

See Delitzsch, Psalms, 186 (volume 3); Waltke and Houston, The Psalms as Christian 

Worship, 502. Cf. Appendix B. 
87 Cf. the above translation and corresponding footnotes. Furthermore, see Herbert W. 

Bateman IV, ‘Psalm 110:1 and the New Testament’, BSac 149, no. 596 (1992): 448, who notes 

that the particular form, ַלאֹדִני (to my lord, noun common masculine singular construct suffix 

1st person common singular), is only ever addressed to human masters, and often kings.  See 

Gen. 24:36, 54, 56; 32:5, 6, 19; 44:9, 16, 33; 1 Sam. 24:7; 25:27, 28, 30, 31; 2 Sam. 4:8; 19:29; 

1 Kings 1:2; 18:13; 20:9; 1 Chron. 21:3. Also, Scott W. Hahn, Kinship by Covenant: A 

Canonical Approach to the Fulfillment of God’s Saving Promises (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2009), 185, notes that David, during his lifetime, referred to a number of 

kings as ֲאֹדִני.  Yet, few of these kings, if any, are likely candidates for the individual being 

addressed in 110:1. 
88  Allen, Psalms 101–150, 2002, 21:114; Dahood, Psalms, 3:113; Gerstenberger, Psalms 2, 

264; Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:291. 
89 See Ross, Psalms, 2016, 3:346, who writes: ‘The title emphasizes the authority and 

superiority of the king.  A prophet addressing David as his master would not be difficult; but 

David was referring to his descendant as his master, which would be more unusual in dynastic 

pronouncements.  David clearly sees this future coming king, who is the one to whom God is 

speaking, as his sovereign master . . . If it is referring to David’s descendant, it means he will 

be greater than David.’  That David is referring to a descendant is evident by the fact that 

David was the first king of the Davidic dynasty; all Davidic kings followed him. 
90 These reflections were sparked by comments in Waltke and Houston, The Psalms as 

Christian Worship, 503. 
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distinction, and privilege.91  Indeed, it is more; it is an associate rulership,92 a co-

enthronement and a participation in YHWH’s exercise of royal rule.93  As Delitzsch 

concludes: “The sitting of the exalted one at the right hand of Jahve denotes his 

uniform participation in His high dignity and dominion.”94  Unsurprisingly, Ehrlich 

explains, “The picture of a mortal man sitting at the right hand of YHWH, even as a 

metaphor, is quite unthinkable from an Old Testament perspective.”95  It is unthinkable 

because this position of exalted honour should be reserved for the divine.96  

Consequently, Mitchell claims that the king is being invited to take his seat in the 

heavenly throne room or divine council.97  Mitchell probably pushes this metaphor too 

far.  In an attempt to normalise the image of a mortal man sitting at the right hand of 

YHWH Dahood offers several ANE texts which make it clear that human kings are 

often depicted as seated at the right hand of deities.98  However, this overlooks 

Ehrlich’s distinction that it is unthinkable from an Israelite perspective.99  Other ANE 

cultures may have readily accepted this concept of equating kings with deities, yet that 

does not necessarily mean it was widely accepted in ancient Israel.100  The oracle of 

 
91 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 835; Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:294. 
92 Kraus, Psalms 60–150, 348–49. 
93 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:147. 
94 Delitzsch, Psalms, 179 (volume 3). 
95 Arnold B. Ehrlich, Die Psalmen: Neu uebersetzt und erklaert (Berlin: M. Poppelauer, 1905), 

278.  ‘Das Sitzen eines Sterblichen zur Rechten JHVHes ist vom alttestamentlichen 

Standpunkt selbst als Bild ganz undenkbar’ (my translation). Clearly following Ehrlich, 

Schaefer, Psalms, 273, writes: ‘It is astonishing that a human could share the divine throne.’ 
96 Dale A. Brueggemann, ‘The Evangelists and the Psalms’, in Interpreting the Psalms: Issues 

and Approaches, ed. Philip S. Johnson and David G. Firth (Leicester: Apollos, 2005), 268. 
97 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 259. 
98 Dahood, Psalms, 3:114. 
99 Independently, Terrien, Psalms 73–150, 2:752, writes: ‘The invitation for a monarch to sit 

at the right hand of the Lord is momentous and even stupendous for the Hebrew mind . . . [The 

metaphor] suggests an exceptional degree of intimacy between God and the new monarch.’  It 

may be argued that this degree of intimacy has been previously experienced in Genesis 1, but 

it was lost through the actions recorded in Genesis 3.  To some degree, kingship seeks to 

restore this Genesis 1 intimacy. For example, the viceregency of Adam expressed in rule and 

dominion (Gen. 1:28) is present in Israelite kingship (Num. 24:19; Ps. 72:8; 110:2). See Ross, 

Psalms, 2016, 3:350.  Moreover, this may further support the claim that the Psalter is pressing 

toward a utopian hope as opposed to an eschatological hope.  Rather than a climactic end, the 

hope of a victorious Davidic ruler in Zion possesses connotations of a renewed (if not 

improved) Eden. 
100 It is not the concept of viceregency that is absent in Israelite thought, nor even the exalted 

position the Davidic king enjoyed as YHWH’s representative.  Rather, it is the concept of 

humanity entering YHWH’s divine council that is absent from Israelite thought as presented 

in the OT. 
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Psalm 110 is remarkable in that the one addressed is exalted to a position of all 

authority, excepting YHWH who has granted this authority.101 

 Attending the granting of authority is the promise of absolute victory over 

enemies.  The image of a stool/footstool is used to communicate this promise and is 

common in ANE.102  There is another OT distinction here, however.  All other 

references to stool/footstool (ֲהד ם) denote the stool as YHWH’s.103  Thus, despite the 

footstool being a common item in throne rooms, the application of this ANE image 

also expresses a remarkable reality for the Psalter’s reader.  Psalm 110:1 refers to a 

royal ruler who will come as close to sharing YHWH’s throne and footstool as any 

Israelite king.   

 In this first verse the reader observes how YHWH promises a future Davidic 

descendant a position of royal honour and authority at his right hand.104  More, that 

position will be attended by certain and absolute victory over enemies.  This oracle 

assures the future royal ruler of a sovereignty that is an honour and gift granted by 

YHWH’s action alone.105 

Verse 2 

YHWH’s words have ended and the prophetic psalmist is now elaborating on the 

oracle.  While the vast majority of English translations follow this reasoning and 

conclude the oracle in verse 1, some commentators query this.  Goldingay notes that 

YHWH is capable of self-referencing in oracles.106  Davis suggests that the imperative 

“rule” ( ה דֵׁ ב) ”forms an inclusio with “sit (רְּ  and so detaches the divine action of (שֵׁ

verses 1–2 from the human action of verse 3.107  These suggestions fail to convince for 

 
101 See Ross, Psalms, 2016, 3:346–47. 
102 VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 814. Cf. Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:294, ‘Only here does the OT 

speak of making people into a footstool, but it does use other analogous terms of people’s 

symbolic subjection (e.g., Ps. 72:8–11).  The enemies will be totally defeated and subservient.’ 
103 See, Davis, ‘Is Psalm 110 a Messianic Psalm?’, 164, who cites 2 Chron. 28:2; Pss. 99:5; 

132:7; Isa. 66:1; Lam. 2:1. 
104 See the brief discussion in Rydelnik, The Messianic Hope, 172–73. 
105 See Booij’s opening remarks in ‘Psalm 110’, 396. Edward J. Kissane, ‘The Interpretation 

of Psalm 110’, ITQ 21, no. 2 (1954): 105, notes that Psalm 110:1 shares at least two features 

with Psalms 2, 89, and 132.  First, they are each concerned with the future glories of the 

Davidic dynasty, and, second, they each cite divine promises as a guarantee of this future (in 

Pss. 89 and 132 it is recognisably 2 Sam. 7 that is referenced). 
106 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:294. 
107 Davis, ‘Is Psalm 110 a Messianic Psalm?’, 165. 
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at least two reasons.  First, YHWH is referred to in the third person before the quotation 

of the oracle in verse 1 and again at the beginning of verse 2.108  This would appear to 

set the oracle apart from the psalmist’s words.  Second, if YHWH’s words were to 

continue into verse 2 it would disrupt the symmetry of the two-part structure of the 

psalm. 

 The translation offered above maintains the priority of “sceptre” (ה טֵׁ  in the (מ 

MT, even though this is slightly awkward in English.  The sceptre is a symbol of the 

king’s strength (cf. 108:9),109 which is made explicit with the addition of  ע ז 

(strength/might).  Eaton considers the stretching out of the sceptre to be a gesture of 

world dominion,110 but this cannot be deduced from verse 2 alone.  Rather, it relies on 

verse 6 and so it is prudent to wait until that information is divulged before reading it 

into the psalm.  The most that can be stated at this point is that wherever the sceptre is 

extended to, that area falls under the control of Psalm 110’s royal figure—David’s 

lord. 

 YHWH, who spoke in verse 1, acts in verse 2, sending the sceptre forth from 

Zion ( ָך זְּ ה־ע  טֵׁ ה ִמִצּיֹון  מ  הו  ח יְּ ל  ִישְּ ).  Kraus writes: “Under the outstretched scepter the land 

becomes the area of the king’s authority.  The singer requests that Yahweh ‘from Zion’ 

expand the royal power and influence of the ruler”.111  In the oracle of verse 1 YHWH 

promises to seat this royal ruler at his right hand and place enemies under his feet.  In 

verse 2 YHWH is seen doing so with the metaphor of sending the royal sceptre forth. 

 David’s lord is not completely passive, however.  Just as he shared in YHWH’s 

authority in verse 1, now he shares in YHWH’s action.112  By paralleling ה ט  ה  and מ  ד   ר 

it seems that the psalmist is suggesting that the royal figure being addressed is being 

equipped for the task that lies ahead.  YHWH’s extension of the sceptre from Zion is 

what equips the royal figure to fulfil the imperative “rule” ( ה דֵׁ  is“ רדה The verb  113.(רְּ

a term likewise widely attested in Assyrian sources for the authoritative and powerful 

 
108 Cf. Allen, Psalms 101–150, 2002, 21:113. 
109 VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 815. 
110 Eaton, Kingship and the Psalms, 124. 
111 Kraus, Psalms 60–150, 349. 
112 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:294. 
113 Cf. Ross, Psalms, 2016, 3:348. 
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exercise of royal rule in the double aspect of subduing and subjecting all foes for the 

benefit and peace of the kingdom in question.”114  This verb is an imperative in verse 

2.115  The Davidic royal figure of Psalm 110 is being commanded to rule.  

Grammatically this command emphasises the assurance and promise of the oracle in 

verse 1.116 

 In verse 2, the Psalter’s reader observes YHWH’s action in light of his oracle.  

Although YHWH acts to accomplish the promise communicated in the oracle, the 

Davidic royal figure of the psalm is not passive as he is commanded to join YHWH in 

ruling authoritatively over his enemies. 

Verse 3 

An analysis of all the textual options provided for this verse is not the primary concern 

here.117  Despite the variety of suggestions, Kidner observes that, “Almost every word 

of this verse is rendered differently in different translations, but the general picture 

emerges (except when the text is amended) of a host of volunteers rallying to their 

leader in a holy war.”118  This image of a host of volunteers rallying around their 

Davidic ruler, fulfilling the oracle of YHWH, is the primary concern here. 

 After the imperative of verse 2 comes the declaration that the royal figure’s 

people offer themselves freely.  Elsewhere in the OT, ה ב  ד  -is translated as freewill נְּ

offering, normally in a sacrificial context.119  Here it appears to be an idiom for offering 

oneself willingly;120 the king’s people make themselves available for service.  

Conscription will be unnecessary, and so it is rightly called “the day of your power” 

 
114 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:149. Also, Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:294: ‘It 

indicates rule imposed on people even if they resist it (cf. Ps. 2); it describes Solomon’s rule 

over his wide empire (1 Kings 4:24[25]; cf. Ps. 72:8; also Lev. 26:17).’ 
115 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:294. 
116 See Waltke and O’Connor, IBHS, 572, where it is argued that Psalm 110:2 is a case of 

‘heterosis’.  Here, it is suggested, the promise is made more emphatic by the use of an 

imperative rather than the expected present-future imperfect. Also, Arnold and Choi, A Guide 

to Biblical Hebrew Syntax, 64. 
117 Notably, Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:293, argues, ‘it is doubtful whether we have grounds 

for reckoning that its text is more corrupt than average.’ 
118 Kidner, Psalms 73–150, 428. 
119 Exod. 35:29; 36:3; Lev. 7:16; 22:18, 21, 23; 23:38; Num. 15:3; 29:39; Deut. 12:6, 17; 

16:10; 2 Chron. 31:14; 35:8; Ezr. 1:4; 3:5; 8:28; Ps. 54:8; 119:108; Ezek. 46:12; Amos 4:5.  

The exceptions are Deut. 23:24; Ps. 68:10; Hos. 14:5, in these instances it is translated as freely 

or willingly. 
120 Waltke and Houston, The Psalms as Christian Worship, 505 n.78.  Cf. Jdg. 5:2. 
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ָך) יל  יֹום חֵׁ ִיל The noun  .(בְּ  possesses the base meaning of strength, whether financially ח 

or militarily.  Here it is a reference to military might,121 as evidenced by the people 

willing to fight.  The opening of verse 3 presents the scene of a gathering group of 

dedicated fearless warriors who support their leader (presumably on the battlefield) in 

the accomplishment of YHWH’s purposes.122 

 This willing army appears on the day of the king’s power and in holy 

splendour.  Despite the unusual idiom, this description fits a militaristic context.  Thus, 

while elsewhere in the Psalter the similar   ת־ק ר  דְּ ה  שבְּ ד   (in holy attire/array) is ascribed 

specifically to YHWH (29:2; 96:9),  ר ד   ,is ascribed to YHWH’s king (splendour) ה 

especially in relation to military action (21:6; 45:4–5).123  Furthermore, both  ְנָדבָ ה 

(willingly) and דּות לְּ  could be used as designations for military units.124  The (youth) י 

final clause, introduces the awkward phrase “from the womb of the dawn, you possess 

the dew of your youth.”  Although, dawn (ר ח  ל) and dew (ִמשְּ  do not appear to possess (ט 

any militaristic connotations, they metaphorically provoke concepts of hope and 

life.125  Similarly, womb (ֶרֶחם) and youth (דּות לְּ  communicate newness and vigour (י 

which complement the concepts of hope and life.126  This final clause may be read as 

assuring David’s lord of being given by YHWH, thus possessing, the strength and 

stamina to secure victory, whether within himself or on the basis of his willing army.  

 
121 For a similar analysis, see Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:295.  Cf. Ps. 18:33, 40. 
122 Cf. Waltke and Houston, The Psalms as Christian Worship, 505–6. They consider   ְּביֹום

 .a metonymy for holy war ֵחיֶלָך
123 See, Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:295. 
124 See, van der Meer, ‘Psalm 110’, 217–18. 
125  Kraus, Psalms 60–150, 350, argues, ‘The rosy dawn functions as a metaphor of hope and 

change (from night to day) in Josh. 8:20 and Isa. 58:8.’ Also see, B. Otzen, ‘ַטל’, TDOT, vol. 

V (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986), who notes that due to its meteorological use, ַטל may also 

be used to speak of blessing.  Moreover, there is a reference to ַטל in a militaristic context in 2 

Sam. 17:12.  Although inconclusive, it nonetheless evidences that a reference to a 

mythological birth of the king is not the only option (as argued by Otzen, see p. 329). 
126 Cf. Dahood, Psalms, 3:116 and the reference to Eccl. 11:10.  This concept is possibly 

present in the translation: ‘to you is the dew of your childhood’ offered in deClaissé-Walford, 

Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 834. 



163 

 

Therefore, the psalm promises a holy army, willingly following a Davidic royal figure 

into hope and life by executing the promised defeat of the royal figure’s enemies.127   

This militaristic reading fits the surrounding content of the Psalm.  Psalm 110 

begins with the prophetic promise of victory over enemies.  David then exhorts the 

royal recipient of Psalm 110 to actively accomplish this victory, which has been both 

promised and initiated by YHWH.  Ross summarises, “when the king appears to put 

down his enemies and establish his earthly reign, he will be accompanied by a myriad 

of willing servants who will be adorned in holy array, meaning they have been set 

apart to his service”.128  In this sense the royal Davidic figure possesses ability to bring 

hope and life.  Despite all its issues, therefore, verse 3 presents the militaristic human 

agency through which the Davidic royal figure defeats his enemies. 

Verse 4 

As argued above, this verse begins a new section.  Once again YHWH’s words are 

communicated, the earlier oracle being followed by an oath.  YHWH, after promising 

victory over enemies, now swears that David’s lord will in some way be intimately 

connected with the enigmatic figure of Melchizedek.  The Davidic royal figure will be 

a Melchizedekian priest. 

 This oath possesses gravitas (cf. Ps. 89:4, 36, 50).  ע ב   although not ,ש 

exclusively, is repeatedly used throughout the OT of YHWH’s promises concerning 

land and posterity made to the patriarchs and Israel.129  Those promises came to 

fruition through Moses, Joshua, the judges, and the early Davidic kings.  That which 

YHWH swears, occurs.  In addition to the oath YHWH reiterates that he will not relent.  

The verb ם ח   can refer to a volitional concept of changing one’s mind or an emotional נ 

concept of grieving or regretting.  Occurring here in the niphal, with YHWH as subject, 

paralleling the oath, and being used in negation suggests that this is an absolute self-

 
127 Waltke and Houston, The Psalms as Christian Worship, 506, ‘In sum, God mysteriously 

raises this holy army to refresh the earth with justice and love’. 
128 Ross, Psalms, 2016, 3:353. 
129 See, deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 836.  Moreover, the exact form in 

 occurs in the context of YHWH’s (verb, niphal, perfect, 3 masculine singular - ִנְׁשַּבע) 110:4

promises of land and posterity to the patriarchs and Israel in Gen. 24:7; 50:24; Exod. 13:5, 11; 

Deut. 1:8; 2:14; 4:31; 6:10, 18, 23; 7:8, 12, 13; 8:1, 18; 9:5; 11:9, 21; 13:18; 19:8; 26:3; 28:9, 

11; 29:12; 30:20; 31:7; Josh. 21:43, 44. 
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determined decision on YHWH’s part.130  YHWH’s oath makes it clear that his 

promise is certain.  As Kraus highlights, “The speaker assures us that Yahweh’s 

statement is guaranteed by a declaration that is irrevocable and sworn.”131 

 The oath itself is remarkable for it promises the Davidic royal figure a 

priesthood.  This priesthood is intimately connected with Melchizedek.  Despite 

attempts by some commentators to suggest that ק ד  ִּכי־צ  לְּ  really means righteous or מ 

legitimate king,132 the suggestion is unnecessary.  Rather, it is a proper noun and thus 

a reference to the individual introduced in Genesis 14.  In Genesis Melchizedek is 

identified as the priest-king of Salem (Jerusalem), and so here operates as a model for 

the combination of royal and priestly offices.133  This combination is promised to the 

Davidic royal figure here in Psalm 110.134 

 The combination of royal and priestly roles in ancient Israel is debated.  Kraus 

suggests that there is clear evidence of Davidic kings acting as priests.135  Moreover, 

Armerding posits that even the Chronicler, who desires to defend the right of the 

Levites, does not contradict the picture presented in Kings.136  It is undeniable, then, 

that the OT witnesses to Israel’s kings undertaking religious duties such as leading 

worship, offering prayer on behalf of the people, and even offering sacrifices.137  In 

this witness, “there is no hint that David’s or Solomon’s sacrifices or other priestly 

 
130 In particular, see H. Van Dyke Parunak, ‘Semantic Survey of Nhm’, Bib56, no. 4 (1975): 

525; Simian-Yofre and Fabry, ‘ 344 ,’נחם. Cf. Ross, Psalms, 2016, 3:354. 
131 Kraus, Psalms 60–150, 350. 
132 For example, see Dahood, Psalms, 3:117. 
133 Longman III, Psalms, 383. 
134 The priority of the royal imagery is also observed, independently, by Vaillancourt, The 

Multifaceted Saviour of Psalms 110 and 118, 105: ‘In the context of Psalm 110, therefore, the 

priestly role of David’s lord must be seen as an additional facet of the portrayal of this royal 

figure of salvation.’ 
135 See, Kraus, Psalms 60–150, 351, who references 1 Sam. 13:9; 2 Sam. 6:14, 18; 24:17; 1 

Kings 8:14, 56.  For an assessment of Kraus’s evidence, see Mart-Jan Paul, ‘The Order of 

Melchizedek (Ps 110:4 and Heb 7:3)’, WTJ 49, no. 1 (1987): 197–98.  He concludes that it is 

not strong enough to warrant the defence of a priest-king operating in Israel. 
136 Carl E. Armerding, ‘Were David’s Sons Really Priests?’, in Current Issues in Biblical and 

Patristic Interpretation: Studies in Honour of Merrill C. Tenney, ed. Gerald F. Hawthorne 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), 82.  See 1 Chron. 15:2, 26–27; 16:1–2. 
137 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:296.  For further comment and references on Israelite kings 

undertaking religious duties see Robert B. Chisholm Jr, ‘A Theology of the Psalms’, in A 

Biblical Theology of the Old Testament, ed. Roy B. Zuck and Eugene H. Merrill (Chicago: 

Moody Press, 1991), 273 n.24; van der Meer, ‘Psalm 110’, 228–29. 
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acts were not perfectly in order.”138  Therefore, in exploring the question of whether 

David’s sons were priests, Armerding concludes: 

Since there is no indication that either David’s sons or Ira were Levites, I can 

only surmise that they were part of another order, perhaps partaking of the royal 

order connected with the Jerusalem shrine, which David himself served as 

monarch under Yahweh in his country.139 

The evidence for any of Israel’s kings operating as priest-kings falls short of 

being conclusive, however.  As Schreiner has observed, “Even if the king, under 

special circumstances, once offered sacrifices and so executed priestly duties, the 

priesthood itself was however never accessible to him.”140  Thus, Paul argues that there 

is an evident absence of priest-kings in ancient Israel, and the only option left for the 

interpreter is that Psalm 110 is future-predictive.141  However, Paul is incorrect to rest 

this argument solely on a supposed absence of a priest-king in Israel’s history.  The 

evidence is inconclusive on two counts: it fails to rule out definitively the possibility 

of a king-priest operating in Israel, and yet it also fails to sufficiently demonstrate that 

the king did more than simply execute religious duties ad hoc.142  Nonetheless, the 

meaning of Psalm 110:4 is abundantly clear, the Davidic royal figure has been made a 

priest, like Melchizedek, not by descent but by YHWH’s oath.143 

 
138 Armerding, ‘Were David’s Sons Really Priests?’, 81. 
139 Armerding, 83. 
140 Stefan Schreiner, ‘Psalm 110 und die Investitur des Hohenpriesters’, VT 27, no. 2 (1977): 

217.  ‘Selbst wenn der König unter besonderen Umständen einmal Opfer darbracht, also 

Aufgaben der Priester übernahm, eignete ihm doch niemals priesterliche Qualität’ (my 

translation). 
141 Paul, ‘The Order of Melchizedek’, 202, writes: ‘Psalm 110 speaks about a person who is 

king and priest.  But in the history of Israel there never was such a king.  The only probable 

solution is that the psalm speaks about a future king-priest.’ 
142 Deborah W. Rooke, ‘Kingship as Priesthood: The Relationship between the High 

Priesthood and the Monarchy’, in King and Messiah in Israel and the Ancient Near East: 

Proceedings of the Oxford Old Testament Seminar, ed. John Day, JSOTSup 270 (Sheffield: 

Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), 194–98, offers the intriguing suggestion that the king had 

both the right and duty to perform priestly duties, yet delegated this to the priest. 
143 For example, even though Paul and Armerding take opposite stances on the presence of 

priest-kings in Israel’s history, they both conclude that Psalm 110:4 conveys the reality that 

an Israelite king has been made a priest. Thus, Paul, ‘The Order of Melchizedek’, 209, 

concludes, ‘The meaning is: You are a priest not by descent but by oath, as was the case with 

Melchizedek.’  Again, Armerding, ‘Were David’s Sons Really Priests?’, 86, concludes, ‘the 

basic sense of David’s royal priesthood comes from the Melchizedek concept.’  Also, Rooke, 

‘Kingship as Priesthood’, 188, ‘This implies that for the addressee of the psalm, as for 

Melchizedek, the priesthood is a function of the kingship rather than the ruling power being a 
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 A priest-king combination is not the only remarkable feature of this oath.  The 

time frame is significant: ם עֹול   forever.  This is remarkable because, for the reader of ,לְּ

the Psalter, the Israelite throne is empty (cf. Ps. 89).  If no Davidic king is enthroned 

in Zion how can a royal Davidic figure enjoy an eternal royal priesthood?  Moreover, 

are YHWH’s promises trustworthy?  In seeking to answer such questions Goldingay 

suggests that the promise of forever fails if not met with the proper response from the 

king.144  This reading is informed by two factors: 1) Goldingay is unconvinced that the 

Psalter has a narrative impulse,145 and does not read Psalm 110 in the light of previous 

psalms; 2) Goldingay denies any prophetic element in Psalm 110.146  These factors 

cause Goldingay to miss the magnitude of YHWH’s promises in Psalm 110.  Despite 

the empty Israelite throne, there is a Davidic royal ruler coming who will combine the 

roles of king and priest in an eternal rule.  The royal figure addressed in Psalm 110 is 

being granted an eternal priesthood that contrasts with the ephemeral priesthood of the 

Levites147 and thus consummates the promise of a Davidic king enthroned forever (2 

Sam. 7:16). 

 This verse records YHWH’s solemn oath that David’s lord, the victorious king, 

will be a royal-priest forever.  Royal and priestly functions will operate in tandem.  

This is remarkable on two counts.  First, YHWH’s oath presses the dual function of 

 
function of the priesthood, so that the one to whom the psalm is addressed is first and foremost 

a king.’ 
144 See, Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:297. 
145 Goldingay, Psalms, 2006, 1:37, writes, ‘Instead of looking for a structure in the Psalter, a 

more fruitful way of seeking a grasp of the Psalms as a whole is the more traditional critical 

approach of seeking to understand the types of psalm that recur, categorizing them into various 

ways of speaking to God and being addressed by God.’ 
146 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:292, writes, ‘There is no indication that it speaks of a future 

king’. 
147 Kidner, Psalms 73–150, 430, writes: ‘The addition of for ever is perhaps the most 

significant clause of all . . . [The eternal priest is] in contrast to the ephemeral priests whose 

labours were manifestly inconclusive.’  This, however, appears to be problematic in light of 

Num. 25:13 and YHWH’s promise of a perpetual priesthood.  Although this is a difficult text 

to reconcile with Psalm 110:4, two comments may aid reconciliation. First, it is possible that 

Phinehas was not of Israelite descent. See, Josebert Fleurant, ‘Phinehas Murdered Moses’ 

Wife: An Analysis of Numbers 25’, JSOT 35, no. 3 (2011): 293 n.20, who notes that ‘The 

priestly covenant is a clue that Phinehas was not always a priest or the son of Eleazar.  No 

mention of him was made in Num. 3.4 as a legitimate priest serving before the death of Aaron.’  

Second, this promise may not stand for the Levitical priesthood then, but rather for Phinehas 

the individual.  The impression that this priestly covenant is for Phinehas alone is given by 

comments in Alexander, Paradise to the Promised Land, 281; K. Erik Thoennes, Godly 

Jealousy: A Theology of Intolerant Love (Ross-shire: Mentor, 2005), 141. 
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priest and king further than it has been pressed before in the OT, and, second, the 

priesthood is forever.148  Moreover, this oath will stand, for YHWH will not change 

his mind. 

Verse 5 

The psalm returns to royal and militaristic imagery with the declaration,  ָךֲא ִמינְּ ל־יְּ י ע  ד נ   

(The lord is at your right hand).  Despite the use of  יֲא ד נ  , as opposed to the 

tetragrammaton, the majority of commentators contend that YHWH is the referent.149  

This judgement is due to a number of observations.  First, the almost exclusive use of 

this form in reference to YHWH elsewhere in the OT.150  For this reason, it is argued, 

the psalm must be addressing the Davidic royal figure at this point, and portraying 

YHWH at his right hand.  This reading, however, necessitates a change of positioning 

as YHWH would be located at David’s lord’s right hand rather than vice versa, as in 

verse 1.  In response the second observation highlights that the phrase serves as a 

metaphor.151  Thus, there is no actual change of position, rather the psalmist is 

employing a metaphor to express the reality that YHWH offers David’s lord powerful 

support and protection in the face of enemies.152  Hossfeld and Zenger suggest the 

static imagery of verses 1–3 is now being actualised as an event in verses 5–7.153  The 

third observation is that if  יֲא ד נ   in verse 5 refers to YHWH it strengthens the link 

between Psalm 108 and 110, especially 108:14 and 110:5–7.  If Psalm 110 functions 

as a response within this Davidic triad the key connection is that the God who will do 

 
148 Independently, see Rooke, ‘Kingship as Priesthood’, 197.  She identifies the same two 

features as primary in Psalm 110:4. 
149 For example, Allen, Psalms 101–150, 2002, 21:117; deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and 

Tanner, Psalms, 837; Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:297; Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 

3:150; Kidner, Psalms 73–150, 431; VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 816. 
150 See the above translation of verses 1 and 5, and corresponding footnotes.  The exceptions 

are Gen. 18:3; 19:2, 18 which reference angels and Jdg. 6:15 which references the angel of 

YHWH. 
151 John W. Rogerson and John W. McKay, Psalms 101–150, CBC (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1977), 68; Weiser, Psalms, 696.  This may also be evident in the alternative 

phrasing used in verse 5 (ַעל־ְיִמיְנָך) as opposed to verse 1 (ִלימיִני  ,See, Allan Harman .(ֵׁשב 

Psalms, vol. 2, MC (Ross-shire: Mentor, 2011), 796 n.8. 
152 On standing at someone’s right hand being a position of support and protection, especially 

in the Psalter, see Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:297. On the imagery of powerful activity see 

Ross, Psalms, 2016, 3:355. Cf. deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 837: ‘In vv. 

5–6, the psalmist/prophet assures the newly-enthroned king that my Lord (ʾaḏōnāy) will 

provide defense against enemies.’ 
153 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:150. 
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ִיל  in 108:14 is the God who will tread down the foes in 110:5–7.154  There is a certain ח 

logic to this presentation of the majority reading. 

Nevertheless, following the majority reading poses two difficulties.  First, if 

YHWH is the referent why does the psalmist use the term  יֲא ד נ  ?  Second, and perhaps 

more significantly, it is difficult to identify the subject in the second line of verse 5 

onwards due to the persistent use of the third person throughout the rest of the psalm.  

This is especially problematic as YHWH is unlikely to be the subject of some of these 

actions.  Considering the sophistication of the psalm, it has been argued that this 

ambiguity may be purposeful.155  Mitchell concludes, “This is presumably to stress 

their [YHWH and the Davidic royal figure’s] oneness of will and purpose.”156 

 It may be possible to read the evidence another way, however.  It has been 

proffered that the psalmist addresses YHWH in verses 5–7.  For example, Kissane 

argues that if these verses are addressed to YHWH with David’s lord as the subject, 

the awkward change of subjects necessitated by the majority view is removed.157  

Indeed, he goes further by correctly suggesting that the preposition על can legitimately 

be translated “because”, thus reading the beginning of verse 5 as, “My lord because of 

Thy right hand”.  YHWH is being addressed and David’s lord is the subject.158  

Rydelnik offers similar arguments in favour of identifying  יֲא ד נ   in verse 5 with the 

Davidic royal figure.159  First, grammatically all of the third-person singular pronouns 

in verses 5b–7 point back to the subject in verse 5.   If, as many suggest, the Davidic 

royal figure is the referent in verse 7, it follows that he is the referent throughout verses 

5b–7 as there is no obvious change of subject.  Second, it is difficult to give a 

 
154 This point is weakened somewhat if one takes seriously the authorship ascriptions which 

independently create a cluster. Thus, Leslie C. Allen, Psalms 101–150, vol. 21, WBC (Waco: 

Word, 1983), 79, argues: ‘The insertion of the psalm into the Psalter, either beside a pair of 

Davidic psalms, Pss 108, 109, or subsequently attracting them to it as a cluster, already reflects 

a messianic understanding.’ 
155 On this conflation, see Davis, ‘Is Psalm 110 a Messianic Psalm?’, 166; Gilbert and Pisano, 

‘Psalm 110 (109)’, 349–55; Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 262–63. 
156 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 263. 
157 Edward J. Kissane, The Book of Psalms: Translated from a Critically Revised Hebrew Text 

with a Commentary, vol. II (Dublin: Browne and Nolan, 1954), 194; Kissane, ‘Psalm 110’, 

111. 
158 Kissane, ‘Psalm 110’, 106, 110–11. 
159 The following arguments are made in Rydelnik, The Messianic Hope, 178–79. 
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satisfactory rationale for the Davidic royal figure’s movement from YHWH’s right 

hand (v. 1) to YHWH’s left hand (v. 5), even if the images are metaphorical.  If the 

royal figure was at YHWH’s right hand in verse 1, is it not logical to see  י ֲא ד נ   as a 

further referent to the royal figure at YHWH’s right hand in verse 5?  Indeed, there is 

an internal consistency in the psalm by taking David’s lord to be at YHWH’s right 

hand in verses 1 and 5.  Third, although  יֲא ד נ   does not necessarily need to be understood 

as a divine title, the granting of divine titles to royal figures has previously occurred in 

the Psalter.  The psalmist, in Psalm 45:7, grants the king the divine title  ֹלִהים  ,Thus  160.א 

even if  יֲא ד נ   is considered a divine title its presence should not be objectionable given 

the application of divine titles to royal figures elsewhere in the Psalter.161  In addition 

to Rydelnik’s arguments, it would be expected that a psalm would address YHWH at 

some point.  Addressing YHWH after the report of his oracle and oath would be 

feasible.  Therefore, despite being the minority reading of the psalm, it is suggested 

that David’s lord is the subject throughout verses 5–7 and that YHWH is the one being 

addressed. 

The victory of Psalm 110 occurs פֹו יֹום־א   in the day of his anger.  This ,בְּ

construct appears only a handful of times throughout the OT, and always elsewhere 

with reference to YHWH.162  In light of the prophetic context in which it occurs in 

Zephaniah, it may be possible to equate it with the Day of YHWH ( יהוה   163.(יֹום 

 
160 On the similarity of description for the king and God in this psalm, see Simon Chi-Chung 

Cheung, ‘“Forget Your People and Your Father’s House”: The Core Theological Message of 

Psalm 45 and Its Canonical Position in the Hebrew Psalter’, BBR 26, no. 3 (2016): 327–30.  

That ֱאֹלִהים is a referring to the king, see Murray J. Harris, ‘The Translation of Elohim in Psalm 

45:7–8’, TynBul 35 (1984): 65–89, and his incisive survey of the other possibilities.  Cf. 

Appendix C. 
161 This question would carry further weight if it could be demonstrated that the Angel of 

YHWH is distinct from the deity, operating as a messenger rather than a euphemism 

(especially in Jdg. 6). Initially, see Stephen L. White, ‘Angel of the LORD: Messenger or 

Euphemism?’, TynBul 50, no. 2 (1999): 299–305.  In favour of interpreting the Angel of 

YHWH as a messenger, see René A. López, ‘Identifying the “angel of the Lord” in the Book 

of Judges: A Model for Reconsidering the Referent in Other Old Testament Loci’, BBR 20, 

no. 1 (2010): 1–18.  In response, see Andrew S. Malone, ‘Distinguishing the Angel of the 

Lord’, BBR 21, no. 3 (2011): 297–314. 
162 See, Davis, ‘Is Psalm 110 a Messianic Psalm?’, 166.  The references he offers are Job 

20:28; Lam. 2:1, 21–22; Zeph. 2:2–3. 
163 For this suggestion, see Philip J. Nel, ‘Psalm 110 and the Melchizedek Tradition’, JNSL 

22, no. 1 (1996): 7; Ross, Psalms, 2016, 3:355.  On the other hand, see Marco Treves, ‘Two 
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However, could the use of this less common phrase be a consequence of the referent 

in verse 5a being the Davidic royal figure, as opposed to YHWH?  Indeed, if it is an 

eschatological day belonging to YHWH, why has פֹו יֹום־א   been used as opposed to בְּ

יהוה  Furthermore, the use of both perfect and imperfect tenses here portrays a  ?יֹום 

future event that is stated as already having occurred due to its certainty.164  The 

alternative phrasing, then, presents the option of a future utopian hope. 

Reading  יֲא ד נ   as a reference to the Davidic royal figure here is an attractive 

option given the manner in which it clarifies the referent in verses 5–7.  If this is so, as 

suggested above, the prophetic oracle and oath promise a victorious priest-king who 

rules forever.  This, in turn, implies a royal Davidic figure ( יֲא  ד נ  ) exercising YHWH’s 

will, reign, and rule, in a way never seen before.  The psalmist, therefore, 

communicates YHWH’s promise of powerful protection and support for the royal 

individual who will defeat enemy kings on the day of wrath.   

Verse 6 

Verse 6 appears to be a continued elaboration of the day of wrath.  Closely connected 

to YHWH’s day of wrath is the prophetic pronouncement of YHWH as warrior.165  

The king and YHWH are capable of winning victory in tandem, however (cf. Ps. 18). 

   The three lines of this verse portray a universal and comprehensive victory 

against enemies, won by the lord ( יֲא  ד נ  ) of verse 5.  Elaboration of this victory begins 

with the promise of just judgement.  The psalmist depicts David’s lord as actively 

delivering166 just verdicts by employing the verb  ִדין  This takes place among the  167.י 

 

Acrostic Psalms’, VT 15, no. 1 (1965): 87, who observes that in Lamentations ְּביֹום־ַאּפֹו refers 

to past events.  Therefore, he concludes, there can be no eschatological meaning attached to 

the phrase.  That being said, the occurrences in Job and Lamentations do refer to a cataclysmic 

day, which is certainly how the Day of YHWH was perceived in the OT. 
164 On this, see the discussion in Kraus, Psalms 60–150, 351–52. 
165 Schaefer, Psalms, 273.  See Isa. 5:15; Jer. 9:21; Ezek. 32:5–6. Moreover, some 

commentators suggest that this elaboration suggests that YHWH’s day of wrath is a prototype 

of the Day of YHWH. See Allen, Psalms 101–150, 2002, 21:118; Anderson, Psalms, 1972, 

2:772; Weiser, Psalms, 696. 
166 Waltke and Houston, The Psalms as Christian Worship, 511. 
167 The verb is also employed by the Psalmist in Psalm 72:2. See, Kissane, ‘Psalm 110’, 111. 
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nations; thus, this future Davidic king will deliver just verdicts in lands not yet under 

Israelite control. 

 The second line of the verse possesses an ellipsis, as the reader is not explicitly 

told what will be filled by corpses.  It must, therefore, be supplied.  Either it is the 

implied battlefield of verses 5–7, or, perhaps more logically, it is the nations in which 

just judgements have been declared.168  However, the meaning is clear: the just verdicts 

that have been delivered will result in the vanquishing of enemies.169 

 The final part of verse 6 furthers the declaration of ultimate victory.  It is not 

only the populace of the nations that are under the just judgements and punishments 

of YHWH by means of the Davidic royal figure; it is also the rulers of those nations.  

ְך ל   suggests that it is an individual (ר אש) does not occur here, but the alternative מ 

leader or a group of leaders defeated by YHWH by means of the Davidic royal 

figure.170  The extent of this victory is substantial, across the breadth of the earth ( ל־ ע 

ה ב  ץ ר  ר   .(cf. Ps. 2:8 ;א 

That David’s lord, the royal-priestly figure addressed in the psalm, is intimately 

connected to YHWH in this victory171 further confirms the above suggestion that he 

enjoys a uniquely exalted status.  To execute just judgement and defeat enemies, 

among the nations and across the breadth of the earth, promises a dominion never 

enjoyed by an Israelite king.  It may then be that this psalm is depicting a future event, 

that will usher in utopia, under the rule of this exalted future Davidic king-priest.172 

 
168 Ross, Psalms, 2016, 3:356 n.39.  Also see my translation above and corresponding 

footnotes. 
169 Rydelnik, The Messianic Hope, 179. 
170 The singular רֹאׁש is sometimes employed in reference to a plurality. For example, the heads 

of bulls (Num. 8:12), the heads of poles (1 Kgs. 17:17, 18, 19, 22, 35, 41), human heads (Ezra. 

9:6; Pss. 22:8; 68:22), the heads of Cherubim (Ezek. 10:1), and the heads of statues (Ezek. 

13:18). In Psalm 83:2 it is employed to refer to a plurality of rulers and the LXX maintains a 

plural translation in Psalm 110:6. For a defence of this interpretation see Hossfeld and Zenger, 

Psalms, 2011, 3:150. Additionally, a good case may be made for the use of this term alluding 

to Genesis 3:15, and so pointing to YHWH and David’s lord defeating not just enemy nations, 

but evil itself. See Ross, Psalms, 2016, 3:356–57; Waltke and Houston, The Psalms as 

Christian Worship, 511. 
171 So, Kraus, Psalms 60–150, 352: ‘the enthroned king is the instrument for carrying out the 

final divine intervention.’ 
172 See, Schaefer, Psalms, 274.  Although his comments lean toward an eschatological 

understanding, the sentiment is similar to that expressed in my argument that the Psalter 
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Verse 7 

The imagery of verses 5–6 should leave the reader in no doubt as to who the victor is, 

yet verse 7 makes it explicit.  The third person is employed again, however; and given 

the action of drinking it seems to be the Davidic royal figure acting in verse 7.  David’s 

lord is drinking in victory.  Nevertheless, it would be wrong to drive too sharp a 

division between YHWH and David’s lord.  Even though it is the Davidic royal figure 

who drinks, this represents the victory YHWH has empowered. 

 To drink freely along the way173 is synonymous with victory in the ANE.174  

This is further confirmed with the lifting of the head, which communicates a mood of 

triumph and is therefore a proper response to the victory depicted in Psalm 110.175  In 

the psalm, promises have been expressed, enemies encountered, and now victory 

experienced.  As Dahood notes, “In vs 1, Yahweh promises to abase the king’s 

enemies, making them the stool for the king’s feet.  Here, in sharp contrast to the 

prostrate foes, the Israelite king is pictured with head lifted high in triumph.”176  

Through the agency of David’s lord YHWH has brought about the victory he 

promised. 

Conclusion 

By way of summary, Psalm 110 is ascribed to David and possesses a prophetic quality.  

In two movements David relays an oracle and an oath of YHWH, both of which are 

followed by an elaboration.  First, YHWH’s oracle promises an exalted position and 

the surety of victory for an individual identified as David’s lord (v. 1); presumably, a 

future Davidic king.  This will be accomplished by YHWH’s action and imperative (v. 

2), executed with the aid of a willing army (v. 3).  Second, this royal figure is promised 

a priesthood in the order of Melchizedek (v. 4).  This too will be accomplished by 

YHWH’s action.  However, this action takes place by means of the Davidic royal 

 
presents a future utopia.  He writes: “The day of God’s wrath was envisioned as the climax to 

world history.” 
173 It should not be overlooked that in the two-part introduction to the Psalter the wicked are 

warned that they will perish in the way (1:6; 2:12), while the righteous are assured victory in 

the way because of YHWH (1:6). 
174 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 837; Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:298; 

Longman III, Psalms, 383. 
175 See, Booij, ‘Psalm 110’, 404.  In my opinion, Booij wrongly applies this to YHWH.  

However, he correctly identifies the tone of verse 7. Also, Kissane, ‘Psalm 110’, 113.  Cf. Pss. 

3:4; 27:6. 
176 Dahood, Psalms, 3:120. 
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figure (v. 5).  Through battle, the Davidic royal figure will rule justly, defeat enemies, 

and savour victory (vv. 6–7).  This is a certain promise of a utopian future, assured by 

YHWH and manifested in the rule of David’s royal-priestly lord. 

 This interpretation of Psalm 110 demonstrates its climactic role in the Davidic 

triad 108–110.  It draws together a number of themes in the two preceding psalms and 

claims that they culminate in a Davidic royal figure.  YHWH’s steadfast love is 

evidenced by his empowering David’s lord; YHWH’s voice has been heard in 

promising victory.  The future Davidic king described in Psalm 110 is the culmination 

of the Davidic triad Psalms 108–110.  He is more, however.  David’s lord is a depiction 

of the hoped-for king who will once more take the throne vacated in Psalm 89.  When 

read in light of the narrative impulse of the Psalter, Psalm 110 offers a culmination.  

This assertion will be defended, but before we do so Psalm 132 must be examined. 
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Chapter 6: Psalm 132 

Introduction 

In the last chapter it was argued that Psalm 110 offers hope of a victorious Davidic 

king ruling from Zion.  This is significant given Psalms 108–110 form the first Davidic 

collection since Book Two.  As the climactic psalm of this triad, Psalm 110 draws 

together the three threads of utopian hope present in the Psalter: Davidic kingship, 

Zion, and the ultimate defeat of enemies.  In this chapter attention is devoted to Psalm 

132. 

 After the Davidic triad (108–110) Book Five transitions into a series of 

hallelujah psalms, otherwise known as the Egyptian Hallel (111–118).  These psalms 

praise YHWH for deliverance, a fitting series to follow Psalm 110.  Psalm 119 then 

offers the emphatic reminder that YHWH’s word sustains his suffering people.  The 

mood becomes triumphant again with the Songs of Ascents (120–134).  This collection 

celebrates a journey to Zion and the absence of enemies; it also suggests there is hope 

for the Davidic dynasty.  Beyond this collection there is another hallelujah psalm 

(135), psalms of deliverance (136–137), another Davidic collection (138–145), and the 

Psalter’s hallelujah conclusion (146–150). 

 Psalm 132 has been chosen for a number of reasons: first, the Davidic dynasty 

is explicitly referenced in the psalm; second, there is a convergence of the topics of 

Davidic kingship, Zion, and the ultimate defeat of enemies; third, the Songs of Ascents 

form a unique collection within the Psalter,1 and within this collection Psalm 132 is 

distinctive as “the longest and most theologically considered of the pilgrimage 

psalms.”2  For these reasons Psalm 132 will be explored to see if it too advances the 

narrative impulse towards the future utopian rule of a Davidic king.  If it does, this 

thesis will find additional support.  This chapter will proceed by examining some 

pertinent issues surrounding the Songs of Ascents; it will then offer a translation of 

Psalm 132, and finally an interpretation of the psalm. 

 
1 This claim is defended in more detail below. 
2 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:457. deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, 

Psalms, 933, likewise observe that ‘The length, subject matter, and location within the Songs 

of Ascents suggests a special function for Psalm 132.’ 
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The Songs of Ascents 

The Title 

Psalms 120–134 are set apart by the common title carried by each psalm: ֲעלֹות מ    .ִשיר ה 

Although “Song of Ascents” serves acceptably as a literal translation, Crow maintains 

that its meaning is uncertain.3  Anderson likewise contends that there is a lack of clarity 

surrounding the meaning of ֲעלֹות מ   :but proceeds to acknowledge 4,ִשיר ה 

A more recent view regards the “songs of ascents” as a collection of Psalms 

chanted by pilgrims on their way to Jerusalem.  This is possible, because the 

verb ꜥ-l-h is often used as a technical term for going on a pilgrimage (cf. 24:3, 

122:4) or for the processional to the sanctuary.5 

More specific suggestions have been proffered, such as the Songs of Ascents 

possessing a connection to temple liturgy and being pronounced on the temple steps6 

or being composed for the purpose of celebrating the return from exile.7  Nevertheless, 

given the Davidic and Solomonic superscriptions and the longstanding tradition of 

ascending8 to Zion on pilgrimage, it is better to conclude that the title, עֲ לֹות מ   ,ִשיר ה 

contains the broad meaning of pilgrimage to Zion.  This less specific suggestion 

encompasses temple references as it is towards the temple that pilgrims move.  

Additionally, pilgrimages would have occurred both before and after exile.  Along 

 
3 Loren D. Crow, The Songs of Ascents (Psalms 120–134): Their Place in Israelite History 

and Religion, SBLDS 148 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1996), 1, 26. 
4 Anderson, Psalms, 1972, 2:847. 
5 Anderson, 2:848.  Alternatively, Crow, The Songs of Ascents, 13, argues: ‘It is therefore 

unlikely that the Songs of Ascents are so named because they actually were sung by exiles 

returning to Jerusalem.  This is not to say, however, that some later person could not have 

envisioned them as being sung on such an occasion, especially given the highly stylized way 

such returns were envisioned in ancient Israel.’ 
6 See Leon J. Liebreich, ‘The Songs of Ascents and the Priestly Blessing’, JBL 74, no. 1 

(1955): 33–36, who connects the collection to the priestly benediction of Numbers 6:24–26.  

On the whole this suggestion is unconvincing.  Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 114, 

permits the possibility of a temple connection: ‘[Psalms 120–134] may have been sung at the 

feast by Levites standing on the temple steps, as rabbinic tradition states.’  In a later publication 

Mitchell permits the possibility that the collection was sung both on the steps of the temple 

and as the pilgrims ascended to Zion.  See, Mitchell, The Songs of Ascents, 27–34. 
7 Goulder, Psalms of the Return, 21, contends that ‘tradition mainly supports the “ascent from 

exile” tradition, in one form or another . . . So there seems to be no obvious difficultly in taking 

the Songs as the products of “goings up” of the fifth century.’ 
8 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 112, notes, ‘It is this movement toward God’s presence 

that is enacted by the pilgrim who goes to worship in Zion.’ 
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with the majority of commentators it is best to conclude that ֲעלֹות מ   simply means ִשיר ה 

songs of pilgrimage, thus serving a variety of pilgrimages throughout Israel’s history.9 

A Distinct Group 

The Songs of Ascents’ common heading and placement together is enough to set them 

apart as a distinct group within the Psalter.10  Even so there are numerous features that 

further evidence that Psalms 120–134 form a distinct group.  To begin with, they are 

noticeably shorter in length compared to other psalms in the Psalter.  The average 

length of a psalm based on the Psalter as a whole is 16.9 verses, the average length of 

a Song of Ascents is 6.7 verses (or 5.9 if Psalm 132 is removed from the calculation).11  

Despite the presence of shorter psalms elsewhere (e.g. 1, 70, 117, 150), the sustained 

brevity of the Songs of Ascents is marked in comparison to the rest of the Psalter. 

 Second, there are a number of linguistic features that set the Songs of Ascents 

apart as a distinct group.  They “contain many special types of language, some of which 

appear only in the Pilgrim Psalter.”12  There are a series of unfamiliar words or 

spellings of words, unusual phrases, and distinctive particles, prepositions, and 

adverbs.13  Goulder also observes an increased frequency in the use of similes.  He 

notes that “While metaphorical language is ubiquitous in Hebrew psalmody, similes 

are not so common.”14  Yet in this collection there are 16 employed in only 97 verses 

 
9 Allen, Psalms 101–150, 2002, 21:194; deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 

887; Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:294; Kidner, Psalms 1–72, 58; Mitchell, The 

Message of the Psalter, 114; Mitchell, The Songs of Ascents, 27–34; Satterthwaite, ‘Zion in 

the Songs of Ascents’, 114–15; VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 890. 
10 So too, Mitchell, The Songs of Ascents, 4–5: ‘The Songs of Ascents, on the other hand, are 

the only group of psalms with a common heading that are undivided.  Evidently, the compiler 

of the Psalms thought they belonged together in such a way they should not be split up and 

spread around, as other psalm-groups are.’  Cf. Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 108; 

Hendrik Viviers, ‘The Coherence of the Maʻalôt Psalms (Pss 120–134)’, ZAW 106, no. 2 

(1994): 277. 
11 These statistics are found in Crow, The Songs of Ascents, 129; Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 

2011, 3:295.  Goulder, Psalms of the Return, 24–25, makes a similar point when noting that a 

Song of Ascent occupies less than half a page in BHS (0.4, including Psalm 132 in the 

calculations).  The rest of the psalms average an entire page each. 
12 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:295.  Mitchell, The Songs of Ascents, 9, notes, ‘Not 

only do the Songs of Ascents tell one story, but they tell it, so to speak, with one tongue.  That 

is, they share elements of language, vocabulary, style, and poetic technique not found in other 

psalms.’ 
13 It is unnecessary to duplicate examples which are helpfully set out in, Satterthwaite, ‘Zion 

in the Songs of Ascents’, 106; Crow, The Songs of Ascents, 129.  Cf. the extensive list of word 

repetitions in Viviers, ‘The Coherence of the Maʻalôt Psalms (Pss 120–134)’, 278–79. 
14 Goulder, Psalms of the Return, 26. 
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(one every six verses), while in the David collection (Pss. 51–72) there are 27 

employed in 329 verses (one every twelve verses).15  Moreover, there are a number of 

repeated phrases.16 

 Third, certain poetic techniques are concentrated in the Songs of Ascents, the 

most striking of which is anadiplosis.  Whether it is key words, phrases, or 

motifs/imagery, they are discernibly picked up within individual psalms, and across 

the collection as a whole.17  On occasion this feature actually displaces parallelism 

within the line as a generator of poetic movement.18  This feature, however, lacks 

consistency at times.  Goulder notes: 

Parallelism is the basis of Hebrew poetry, and this often involves some 

repetition and modification; but the regularity of such repetitions in succeeding 

verses, and their artistic force, are peculiar to the Songs generally. . . . 132 is 

an exception, as is 134: there are repetitions in 132 (“the mighty one of Jacob”; 

much of the second half of the psalm echoes the first), but the carrying over of 

whole phrases from one verse to the next, so characteristic of the other Songs, 

is absent here.19 

The absence of this characteristic in Psalm 132 further demonstrates its distinctive 

nature within the collection.  Psalm 132 demands attention. 

Fourth, the Songs of Ascents often defy categorisation into any single genre.  

Although all of the prominent psalm genres are present, none of them appear to be 

carried through consistently.  Moreover, Satterthwaite contends that they “diverge 

from these genres in significant ways.”20  Therefore, although the beginning of Psalm 

123 suggests a psalm of confidence (v. 1), the rest of the psalm is a communal lament 

(vv. 2–4).  Psalm 124 evidences elements of thanksgiving (vv.1–5) but also contains 

 
15 The statistics and some examples can be found in Goulder, 26–27. 
16 Richard J. Clifford, Psalms 73–150, AOTC (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2003), 254; Crow, 

The Songs of Ascents, 129; Goulder, Psalms of the Return, 25. 
17 For examples see, Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:295; Satterthwaite, ‘Zion in the 

Songs of Ascents’, 106.  Cf. the extensive list of correspondences in Viviers, ‘The Coherence 

of the Maʻalôt Psalms (Pss 120–134)’, 279–83. 
18 See, Satterthwaite, ‘Zion in the Songs of Ascents’, 106–7.  Also note his clarification that it 

does not eradicate parallelism completely (Pss. 121:3, 5; 122:5, 7). 
19 Goulder, Psalms of the Return, 25. 
20 Satterthwaite, ‘Zion in the Songs of Ascents’, 107.  Also, Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 

2011, 3:295. 
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features of lament (vv. 6–8).  This is also the case with Psalm 132; from one angle it 

is clearly a royal psalm, yet from another it is evidently a song of Zion.21  There is 

divergence from commonly agreed genres in each of the Songs of Ascents. 

 Fifth, there is an intricate structure to the collection as first identified by 

Hengstengberg.22  The collection may be structured as a triad (120–124; 125–129; 

130–134)23 or quintet (120–122; 123–125; 126–128; 129–131; 132–134).24  The triad 

structure is preferable.  First, there is movement from lament to praise/blessing across 

Psalms 120–124 and 130–134.  Second, there is a Zion focus at the centre of the 

collection (126–128).  Third, the central psalm in each sub-section is concerned with 

Davidic kings (David in 122 and 132, Solomon’s descendants in 127).  Either way, 

Psalm 127 sits at the numerical centre of the collection.  Indeed, there remains a 

balance to the collection despite the structure adopted.  Each heptade on either side of 

Psalm 127 possesses two Davidic psalms, five untitled psalms, and the name of 

YHWH on twenty-four occasions.  Additionally, the third psalm in each heptade uses 

the shortened form 25.(130:3 ;122:4) יה  It is difficult to deny the conclusion that “The 

collection reflects an artistic literary composition.”26 

 The accumulation of distinctive features compels the careful reader to conclude 

that the Songs of Ascents form a distinct group within the Psalter.  The terse and 

memorable lyrics make them a fitting group of psalms to know intimately.  Moreover, 

there is evidence of an intricate structure to the collection.27  This unity must inform 

any treatment of Psalm 132, despite its distinctiveness within the collection.  There is 

 
21 This point is made repeatedly in discussion of the Songs of Ascents’ genres in Allen, Psalms 

101–150, 2002, 21:197–284. 
22 Hengstenberg, Psalms, 3:410.  Cf. the more speculative suggestion of Hendrik Viviers, 

‘Why Was the Macalôt Collection (Ps 120–134) Written?’, HvTSt 50 (1994): 801. 
23 Viviers, ‘The Coherence of the Maʻalôt Psalms (Pss 120–134)’, 284–86; Dirk J. Human, 

‘Psalm 132 and Its Compositional Context(s)’, Scrip 116, no. 2 (2017): 84. 
24 Satterthwaite, ‘Zion in the Songs of Ascents’, assumes this position in his treatment of the 

psalms individually. 
25 Forbes, Book of Psalms, 190. 
26 Human, ‘Psalm 132’, 76. 
27 Crow, The Songs of Ascents, 130–36, correctly demonstrates that these features are not 

simply a coincidence.  Rather, he claims the psalms have been redacted to create this 

collection.  The argument is compelling, and yet it remains necessary for Crow to account for 

the integrity of the individual poems.  Some of the poetry is so well balanced that it is difficult 

to defend a redactional process which incorporated that poem into a collection. 
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one final way in which this collection should be read as a unity: the coherent 

theological vision portrayed by its primary topics. 

A Coherent Theological Vision 

Human argues: 

The collection reflects an artistic literary composition, consisting of three parts 

with five psalms each: 120–124; 125–129; 130–134.  Each part contributes to 

the coherent theological concept of a royal and Zion theology, in which Zion 

is celebrated as a place of blessing and salvation.  Emphases on Jerusalem 

(122), the temple (127) and David (132) are evident.28 

The primary theological concepts identified by Human correlate with those that have 

been observed as prominent throughout the Psalter: Davidic kingship, Zion, and the 

defeat of enemies.  Human explicitly identifies only Davidic kingship and Zion 

themes.  In the Psalter, however, temple, blessing, and salvation are either a result or 

demonstration of victory over enemies.  A coherent theological vision further suggests 

that the Songs of Ascents form a distinct group. 

 There is an undeniable Davidic hue to the Songs of Ascents.  Four of the psalms 

carry Davidic ascriptions (122; 124; 131; 133), two of the psalms mention him in the 

body of the poems (122:5; 132:1, 10, 11, 17), and one psalm is ascribed to his son 

Solomon (127).  The reference in 122:5 could be a call for the pilgrims using this 

collection to remember the Davidic dynasty and its responsibility to dispense divine 

justice (cf. Deut. 17:14–20; Pss. 72; 101).29  The references in Psalm 132 will be treated 

below, but suffice to state that “Psalm 132 marks the capstone of the restoration by 

recounting the coming of the Lord and the Davidic king to Zion.”30  It is surely 

suggestive, then, to have a Davidic descendant stand at the numerical centre of the 

 
28 Human, ‘Psalm 132’, 76–77.  Emphasis original. 
29 Herbert Donner, ‘Psalm 122’, in Text and Context: Old Testament and Semitic Studies for 

F. C. Fensham, ed. W. Claasen, JSOTSup 48 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1988), 86–89.  Cf. 

deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 901; Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:466; 

Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:335; VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 898. 
30 Barber, Singing in the Reign, 130.  Emphasis added. James L. Mays, Psalms, Interpretation 

(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2011), 409, suggests that Psalms 122, 124, and 131 

provide anticipation for the concentrated attention devoted to the Davidic dynasty in Psalm 

132. 
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collection (127).31  Davidic kingship remains a central concern in the Songs of 

Ascents.   

 This summary of the Davidic emphasis in the Songs of Ascents is further 

strengthened by the intimate link between the Davidic dynasty and Zion.  This is 

apparent elsewhere in the Psalter (2:6; 78:68–70; 110:1).  Picking up on the twofold 

choice at the end of Psalm 78, “The collection as a whole re-affirms YHWH’s choice 

of Zion and David.”32  Within the collection Zion is referenced in seven of the psalms 

(125:1; 126:1; 128:5; 129:5; 132:13; 133:3; 134:3), while Jerusalem is mentioned in 

three psalms (122:2, 3, 6; 125:2; 128:5).  Furthermore, there are references to the city 

(122:3; 127:1), which is undoubtedly Zion given the references to the temple (122:1, 

9; 127:1; 134:1).33  Again, it is suggestive that at the numerical centre of the collection 

a Davidic descendant is involved in building YHWH’s house in YHWH’s city: 

it is hard to believe that Psalm 127 can speak of a house in whose building 

YHWH must be involved and of a city which YHWH must watch over without 

any reference being intended to the temple, or to Jerusalem.  The suggestion 

that Jerusalem and the temple are in view is reinforced by the fact that the pun 

on בנה (“build”) בית (“house,” “temple”) and בן (“son”) found in Psalm 127 

also occurs at 2 Samuel 7 and 1 Kings 8 (especially vv. 13–20), which both 

relate to the building of Solomon’s temple.34 

The third and final primary topic in the Songs of Ascents is the defeat of 

enemies.  This is explicitly mentioned in Psalm 132:18 as YHWH promises to clothe 

the king’s enemies with shame.  Despite the lack of other explicit references to enemies 

being defeated, there are clear allusions to this reality: deliverance (120:2; 124:6–8; 

129:5; 130:7–8), protection (121; 125; 127:5), peace (123:6–9; 128:5–6; 133), and 

celebration (126; 132:9, 16; 134).  Thus, Viviers concludes: 

 
31 Robertson, Flow of the Psalms, 214, writes: ‘Any effort to say that the Davidic covenant 

has failed because of the exile could hardly have considered the testimony in the last half of 

the final book of the Psalter in this majestic collection of Songs of Ascents.’ 
32 Satterthwaite, ‘Zion in the Songs of Ascents’, 105. 
33 Goulder, Psalms of the Return, 29, notes that ‘Jerusalem and Zion are the constant themes 

of thought and prayer (Pss. 122, 125, 126, 128, 129, 132, 133); they are mentioned 12 times 

in the Songs, far more frequently than elsewhere in the Psalter.  Israel often seemed 

coterminous with the city and its environs.’ 
34 Satterthwaite, ‘Zion in the Songs of Ascents’, 112. 
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The same theology is present throughout the collection. . . . Yahweh is not only 

elevated in heaven but also present in his chosen abode Zion/Jerusalem.  From 

here he blesses.  He not only blesses his followers, but also destructs the 

evildoers.  The representation of Yahweh as the almighty Creator, merciful 

Saviour and abundant-benevolent God must motivate followers to trust (also 

“fear”) him unconditionally.  Yahweh is not doubted anywhere.  The theme 

(“atmosphere”) of confidence is highly prominent throughout the maʿalôt 

collection.35 

The atmosphere produced by the Songs of Ascents is a positive one.  Mitchell also 

observes this,36 and concludes that “The picture of Jerusalem happy and untroubled 

throughout is unique to the Songs of Ascents.”37 

 The positive atmosphere conveyed by the Songs of Ascents is achieved by 

highlighting YHWH’s choice of David and Zion.  This re-affirmation of YHWH’s 

choice is accompanied by an evident absence of enemies.  The coherent theological 

vision of David, Zion, and victory further evidences the Songs of Ascents as a distinct 

group.  Moreover, this theological vision appears to converge in the conspicuous Psalm 

132. 

Psalm 132: An Exception? 

As alluded to above, Psalm 132 stands out among the rest of the Songs of Ascents.  

This is immediately apparent in its length.  However, there is more to its uniqueness, 

as outlined by Goulder: 

there seems to be a good prima facie case for regarding the Songs as a genuine 

unity.  The only, and striking, exception to this case is 132, which is not 

included in any of the counts: it is not brief, it has no step parallelism, it 

contains none of the repeated phrases and it has no similes.  It will therefore 

need to be treated with caution.  It is one of the Songs, and we should not be 

quick to dismiss it as a later intrusion, with Ewald and Duhm; but some good 

 
35 Viviers, ‘The Coherence of the Maʻalôt Psalms (Pss 120–134)’, 284.  Emphasis original.  

Viviers had capitalised some of the pronouns referencing God, I have removed the 

capitalisation to maintain the lowercase used throughout. 
36 See, Mitchell, The Songs of Ascents, 5–8. 
37 Mitchell, 8.  It must be noted that lament is not completely absent from the Songs of Ascents, 

but it certainly plays a secondary role at best. Cf. Human, ‘Psalm 132’, 85. 
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arguments are required to include it as the creation of the same community as 

the others.38 

It is not necessary to accept that the collection is the work of one single community, 

as Goulder suggests.  In fact, if the authorship ascriptions are given any weight at all, 

it is likely that the collection was composed of psalms from different times and 

places.39  Yet, despite its differences, Psalm 132 is intimately linked to the rest of the 

psalms in the collection.  McCann argues that “Psalm 132 impressively articulates the 

theological rationale for making the pilgrimage—namely, Zion is God’s chosen place, 

as well as the site of the Davidic throne.”40  Therefore, it seems that Psalm 132 is a 

distinctive psalm within a distinct collection in the Psalter.  Perhaps the primary reason 

for this is that in Psalm 132 YHWH’s voice is heard for the first time in the Songs of 

Ascents.  Hence, “The effect is that many of the petitions which have been made up to 

this point now find their definitive answer in a reaffirmation of YHWH’s choice of 

Zion and of David’s royal line.”41 

 Given Psalm 132 is the liturgical climax of the Songs of Ascents it justifiably 

stands apart.42  By recounting YHWH’s voice the psalm offers a rationale for hope 

designed for pilgrims making use of the collection.  However, it is also tightly woven 

into Psalms 120–134 by sharing the theological vision concerning Davidic kingship, 

Zion, and the defeat of enemies, even if it brings these topics into sharper focus than 

 
38 Goulder, Psalms of the Return, 27.  Emphasis original. 
39 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:752, suggests that ‘the diversity among them in form, subject 

matter, and apparent dating supports the view that they are of separate origin but came to form 

a resource book for pilgrims.’  He overemphasises the differences, but the point is still valid.  

Also see the work of Crow, The Songs of Ascents. 
40 McCann Jr, ‘Psalms’, 1210. 
41 Satterthwaite, ‘Zion in the Songs of Ascents’, 126. 
42 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:457, assert: ‘That Psalm 132 is a significant text in 

the Bible is evident from the fact that it is incorporated word for word in the Chronicles version 

of Solomon’s prayer for the dedication of the Temple (cf. 2 Chron. 6:40–42).  Within the 

Pilgrim Psalter, Psalm 132 has a prominent position from two points of view: on the one hand, 

it lies on the same level with Psalms 122 and 127, which project a theology of Jerusalem and 

the Temple that is continued and completed by Psalm 132; on the other hand, Psalm 132 is the 

liturgical “climax” toward which the Pilgrim Psalter moves and that finds its conclusion in 

Psalms 133–134.’  Likewise, Allen, Psalms 101–150, 2002, 21:270, concludes: ‘The present 

location of the psalm reveals a new role in a postexilic period.  It differs from all the other 

psalms in length and in dominantly royal theme and was obviously included for a special 

purpose at the climax of the collection.  It serves to illustrate the national hope of Pss 130:7; 

131:3, expressing a longing for Yahweh’s messianic and Zion-centred purposes to come to 

fruition in the experience of God’s people.’ 
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elsewhere in the collection.  By doing so it sustains hope for those in the post-exilic 

era.43 

Post-Exilic Relevance 

The relevance that the Songs of Ascents have in the post-exilic era is self-evident: for 

the post-exilic Israelite “the collection reflects a pilgrimage from their position in exile 

(120) to Zion, the place of Yahweh’s election, abode, presence and blessing (134).”44  

Indeed, their relevance is so apparent that some argue that the psalms must have been 

composed in that era. The focus on the Davidic dynasty and Zion, in particular, 

compels some to conclude in favour of a post-exilic composition.45  Satterthwaite, 

while favouring a post-exilic setting for their composition,46 even-handedly concludes 

that “Although a post-exilic dating for the collection is favoured, nothing can 

conclusively demonstrate this.  Whether or not the collection originally came into 

being in the post-exilic period, it would have been highly appropriate for use during 

that period.”47  The difficultly with favouring a post-exilic composition of the Songs 

of Ascents is that it necessitates ignoring the ancient authorship ascriptions. 

Alternatively, a pre-exilic date of composition could be argued on the basis that 

these psalms are eschatological.  Mitchell argues that they detail an eschatological 

Feast of Sukkoth.48  If they foretell an event yet to come a pre-exilic date of 

composition is feasible.  In a later publication Mitchell attempts to pinpoint the Songs 

of Ascents’ composition during the reign of Solomon.49  Mitchell’s argument on both 

 
43 Viviers, ‘The Coherence of the Maʻalôt Psalms (Pss 120–134)’, 286, states, ‘Psalm 132 is 

an eschatological prayer of trust.’ 
44 Human, ‘From Exile to Zion’, 529.  Cf. the trajectory highlighted in Gert T. M. Prinsloo, 

‘The Role of Space in the ŠYRY HMʻLWT (Psalms 120–134)’, Bib 86, no. 4 (2005): 457–77. 
45 Crow, The Songs of Ascents, 143–45, makes this argument specifically for Psalm 132.  Also, 

but less convincingly, Stephen Breck Reid, ‘Power and Practice: Performative Speech and 

Piety in Psalm 132’, in Psalms and Practice: Worship, Virtue, and Authority, ed. Stephen 

Breck Reid (Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 2001), 42.  It must also be noted that others 

have identified archaic features in the psalm. See, Dahood, Psalms, 3:242; VanGemeren, 

‘Psalms’, 925. 
46 Satterthwaite, ‘Zion in the Songs of Ascents’, 115–16.  Cf. Crow, The Songs of Ascents, 

169–74. 
47 Satterthwaite, ‘Zion in the Songs of Ascents’, 116–17. 
48 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 114–17.  He concludes: ‘it seems not unreasonable to 

suggest that the מעלות heading which these psalms bear in the Psalter confers on them at least 

the possibility of being read as a description of the eschatological Feast of Sukkoth, described 

in Zech. 14.16–19.’  As detailed in both Chapters 2 and 4 this argument is uncompelling due 

to tenuous links. 
49 Mitchell, The Songs of Ascents, 41–43. 
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fronts is much too detailed and specific for the nature of the Psalter.  Moreover, it 

forces upon the Psalter a genre that does not fit.50  Nonetheless, in light of the 

authorship ascriptions and given the individual psalms’ diversity it is difficult to 

envisage a post-exilic composition.51  Preferable is the view that pre-exilic 

compositions were compiled into the collection post exile. 

 The Songs of Ascents remain relevant to the post-exilic era as their theological 

outlook reassures the reader that YHWH’s promises remain true.52  There is the 

reaffirmation that YHWH will bless his people (Pss. 128:4, 5; 129:8; 132:15*2; 

134:3).53  It is thus justifiable to argue that “the Songs of Ascents stamp a watermark 

of blessing on the returning community.”54  The returning community are being 

assured that YHWH’s promises concerning the Davidic dynasty, Zion, and the 

vanquishing of enemies remain.55  Hilber concludes: “the fact that Psalm 132 found its 

final place among the Psalms of Ascents does not serve as evidence for a post-exilic 

composition.  It only implies that the theology it reflects was meaningful for the 

pilgrims of the post-exilic community.”56  This is equally true for the Songs of Ascents 

as a distinct collection.57 

 It has been demonstrated that “The Songs of Ascents share one name, one 

serene mood, one theology of blessing, one heart for Jerusalem and the king of David’s 

line, one common language, and one single story.”58  Mitchell remarks that this reflects 

a “time when the twelve tribes of Israel are united under one Davidic king, enthroned 

 
50 Cf. my earlier argument in Chapter 4. 
51 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:752; VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 890. 
52 This would be equally true for the individual and the nation. See, Satterthwaite, ‘Zion in the 

Songs of Ascents’, 110. 
53 Satterthwaite, 126 n.85, notes that of the nine occurrences of the root ברך, five are found in 

the last triad. 
54 C. Hassell Bullock, ‘Covenant Renewal and the Formula of Grace in the Psalter’, BSac 176, 

no. 701 (2019): 30. 
55 Barber, Singing in the Reign, 131, writes: ‘Therefore, after the Davidic king returns to Zion, 

Israel’s struggle with her enemies comes to an end—“rest” has been achieved.  The final 

Ascent psalms portray Israel reunited, living in peace.’ 
56 John W. Hilber, Cultic Prophecy in the Psalms, BZAW 352 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 

2005), 112. 
57 Cf. Human, ‘Psalm 132’, 76, whose assessment is that ‘Psalms research accepts the so-

called Sîrē Hamaʿalôt (120–134) collection as a “single interrelated collection” for special use 

in the post-exilic Israelite community.’ 
58 Mitchell, The Songs of Ascents, 14. 
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in Jerusalem, in a polity called Israel, free from internal discord and foreign threat.”59  

However, rather than reflecting a time when these things were a reality, in light of the 

narrative impulse of the Psalter it seems better to read the Songs of Ascents in their 

current literary context as promising a time when a Davidic king will reign from Zion 

in the absence of enemies.60  This is promised in Psalm 132.   

Psalm 132: A Translation61 

132:1Song of Ascents. 

YHWH, remember ֹon behalf of David62 

all his affliction,63 

2who swore to YHWH,  

he vowed to the Mighty One of Jacob: 

3“I will not64 come into the dwelling of my house, 

I will not go to the couch of my bed;65 

4I will not give sleep to my eyes, 

 
59 Mitchell, 41. 
60 Human, ‘From Exile to Zion’, 529, argues that the Songs of Ascents find their ‘specific Sitz 

in der Literatur in the post-exilic period.’ 
61 This translation will refrain from emending the MT. See, Human, ‘Psalm 132’, 78: ‘The 

Hebrew text of the song is intelligible and needs no major text-critical emendation or 

alteration.’ 
62 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:455, argue that ל + זכר + a personal name carries the 

force of remembering that individual’s deeds and repaying them in kind, both negatively (Ps. 

137:7) and positively (so here). Cf. Heinz Kruse, ‘Psalm 132 and the Royal Zion Festival’, VT 

33, no. 3 (1983): 279–97, although he suggests emendation of the text. 
63 Despite a lack of consensus on the exact translation of ָכל־ֻעּנֹותֹו there is agreement that David 

causes himself difficulty. Since this is clear from the context within the psalm (vv. 3–5) this 

translation maintains the general term ‘affliction’. For other options, see Allen, Psalms, 2002, 

21:264; Crow, The Songs of Ascents, 100; Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:545; Hossfeld and 

Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:455; Melody D. Knowles, ‘The Flexible Rhetoric of Retelling: The 

Choice of David in the Texts of the Psalms’, CBQ 67, no. 2 (2005): 243 n.17. Erhard S. 

Gerstenberger, ‘ָעָנה’, TDOT, vol. XI (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 238, notes that 

‘Degradation need not always be inflicted from without: voluntary self-degradation is also 

possible.’  With specific reference to Psalm 132:1 he suggests a possible separate tradition of 

David’s abasement (1 Chron. 22:14). 
64 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 934, are overzealous in the claim that 

 is a vow formula without an apodosis. Gibson, Davidson’s Introductory Hebrew Grammar ִאם

~ Syntax, 187, asserts this is not a formal oath.  Rather, ‘the particles merely express strong 

denial or affirmation.’  In this instance, and the beginning of the next line, it is a strong denial. 
65 It may be possible to discern some distinction between ֹאֶהל and ּביִתי or between ֶעֶרׂש and 

 ,’might connote ‘frame ֶעֶרׂש For example, Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:547, notes that .ְיצּוָעי

while ְיצּוָעי might connote something ‘spread out’.  It is, however, better to read the repetition 

as an example of poetic embellishment. See, Alter, Book of Psalms, 459; Kidner, Psalms 73–

150, 485. 
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slumber to my eyelids, 

5until I find a place for YHWH, 

a dwelling place66 for the Mighty One of Jacob.” 

6Behold!  We heard of it67 in Ephrathah, 

we found it in the field of Jaar.68 

7Let us come into his dwelling place, 

let us bow down at his footstool. 

8Arise, YHWH, for the sake of69 your resting place, 

you and the ark of your might. 

9May your priests be clothed with righteousness,70 

 
66 This is a clear case of the intensive plural, common in poetry. See, Anderson, Psalms, 1972, 

2:881; Crow, The Songs of Ascents, 100; Gibson, Davidson’s Introductory Hebrew Grammar 

~ Syntax, 20; Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:547.  Further, see Waltke and O’Connor, IBHS, 122, 

who write: ‘In this usage (sometimes called the pluralis majestatis) the referent is a singular 

individual, which is, however, so thoroughly characterized by the qualities of the noun that a 

plural is used.’ 
67 This verse is one of the more difficult aspects in translating and interpreting this psalm. Both 

the hearing and the finding possess a third person feminine suffix, and yet all possible referents 

in the psalm are masculine. See, Allen, Psalms 101–150, 2002, 21:264.  Despite the lack of 

agreement on gender some suggest that the referent is the ark. Cf. Alter, Book of Psalms, 460; 

Rogerson and McKay, Psalms 101–150, 138.  On the other hand, Dahood, Psalms, 3:244, 

suggests that the referent is David’s oath (v. 2). 
68 Anderson, Psalms, 1972, 2:882, correctly suggests that Ephrathah and Jaar are simply 

‘poetical designations.’  For a contrary position, see A. Robinson, ‘Do Ephrathah and Jaar 

Really Appear in Psalm 132:6?’, ZAW 86, no. 2 (1974): 220–22. 
69 While the vast majority of translations have ‘Arise, YHWH, go to your dwelling place’, 

there is good reason to suggest this alternative translation. As Delbert R. Hillers, ‘Ritual 

Procession of the Ark and Ps 132’, CBQ 30, no. 1 (1968): 49–51, notes, קּום followed by  ל 

would be better translated as ‘from’. Elizabeth F. Huwiler, ‘Patterns and Problems in Psalm 

132’, in The Listening Heart: Essays in Wisdom and the Psalms in Honor of Roland E. 

Murphy, ed. Kenneth G. Hoglund et al., JSOTSup 58 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1987), 204, 

remarks: ‘While his [Hillers] suggestion has not met with acceptance, his objections to the 

usual understanding are valid.’  She proceeds to observe that the construction is similar to the 

opening of the psalm (v. 1) and thus denotes the purpose for arising.  Hence the translation 

‘for the sake of’.  Also, Crow, The Songs of Ascents, 100–101; McCann Jr, ‘Psalms’, 1212.  

To the contrary, J. Gamberoni, ‘קּום’, TDOT, vol. XII (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 607–

8, contends that this is a cultic setting without the mention of enemies and thus ‘go to your 

resting place’ is an acceptable translation.  However, it is clear that there are enemies in view 

in Psalm 132 (vv. 11–18).  Moreover, Gamberoni acknowledges that the imperative directed 

toward YHWH can have connotations of help and deliverance (p. 605).  Therefore, the above 

translation is justified. 
70 Alter, Book of Psalms, 460, prefers to translate ֶצֶדק as victory on this occasion.  He does so 

on the basis that when paired with ֵיַׁשע and contrasted with ּבֶׁשת (v. 18; shame, often denoting 

defeat) it conveys victory.  This, however, appears relatively clear from the context and thus 

an interpretative translation is unnecessary. 
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and may your pious71 shout with joy. 

10For the sake of David, your servant, 

do not turn back the face of your anointed.72 

11YHWH has sworn to David, 

a sure oath73 he will not take back: 

“Your descendant74 I will put on the throne. 

12If your descendants keep my covenant and my testimonies,75 

which76 I teach, 

his descendants will sit on the throne forever.” 

13YHWH has chosen Zion, 

he desires it for his dwelling place: 

14“This is my resting place forever,  

here I dwell because I desire to. 

 
71 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:753, notes that this is ‘an honorific term.’  Also, v. 16.  Cf. the 

helpful discussion in Helmer Ringgren and Heinz-Josef Fabry, ‘ָחִסיד’, TDOT, vol. V (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986), 75–79. 
72 It should be noted that verses 8–10 appear in 2 Chr. 6:41–42. Mitchell, The Songs of Ascents, 

65, observes: ‘There are slight differences in the two citations. . . . But, in essence, the two 

versions say the same thing.’ 
 ;appears to be operating as an emphatic substantive. See, Allen, Psalms, 2002, 21:264 ֶאֶמת 73

Crow, The Songs of Ascents, 101; Dahood, Psalms, 3:246; Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 

3:456, 464.  Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:761, explains that its use refers to the ‘truthfulness of 

a person or a statement, in the sense of their reliability.’  Thus, A. Jepsen, ‘ָאַמן’, TDOT, vol. I 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), 313, correctly observes ‘It is characteristic of Yahweh’s 

deity that a person can rely on his words.’  This is the force of this term in verse 11. 
74 Crow, The Songs of Ascents, 101, claims ‘The use of this clearly female language to describe 

a male’s production of offspring is striking.’ However, Joüon, A Grammar of Biblical Hebrew, 

2005, II:520, notes: ‘When the logical union between the two nouns which make up a genitival 

group is very close, the suffix logically affects the block and not the second noun.’  Hence, 

Thijs Booij, ‘Psalm 132: Zion’s Well-Being’, Bib 90, no. 1 (2009): 77, is correct to highlight 

that when the phrase, ִמֶמָּנה ִמְפִרי ִבְטְנָך, occurs with a masculine pronominal suffix it stands for 

offspring (cf. Deut. 7:13). 
75 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:554, reads covenant and testimonies as near synonyms.  In 

doing so, he suggests that the concept being communicated is simply that YHWH has laid 

down stipulations. Antti Laato, ‘Psalm 132 and the Development of the Jerusalemite/Israelite 

Royal Ideology’, CBQ 54, no. 1 (1992): 62, suggests that ֵעֹדִתי is a cognate of an Akkadian 

terminus technicus for a treaty and its stipulations. Allen, Psalms, 2002, 21:185, 264, offers 

the balanced view that the testimonies are the stipulations of the covenant. 
76 Christo H. J. van der Merwe, Jackie A. Naudé, and Jan H. Kroeze, A Biblical Hebrew 

Reference Grammar, Biblical Languages: Hebrew 3 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 

1999), 261, note that when the antecedent is the object of the subordinate clause the preferable 

translation is the accusative ‘which’.  Also, Joüon, A Grammar of Biblical Hebrew, 2005, 

II:537; Waltke and O’Connor, IBHS, 336. 
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15I will bless, yes bless77 her with provisions, 

her needy I will satisfy with bread. 

16Then her priests I will clothe with salvation, 

and her pious will shout for joy, yes shout for joy. 

17There I will cause a horn to grow for David, 

I have set a lamp for my anointed, 

18his enemies I will clothe with shame, 

but on him a crown will shine.”78 

Psalm 132: Interpretation 

There is a significant amount of agreement regarding Psalm 132.  This is undoubtedly 

due, in part, to the text of Psalm 132 being virtually intact.  As Stock notes: “Lexical 

ambiguities are few, . . . Therefore, the text should be assessed primarily as it stands, 

without conjectural additions.”79  Furthermore, two presuppositions govern this 

treatment of Psalm 132.  First, even though the psalm evidently has a dual focus 

(Davidic kingship and Zion) it is a royal psalm.80  As noted above, this dual focus is 

evident in other psalms.  Allen is accurate in his assessment: “It is better to describe 

the psalm as primarily royal, but containing motifs reminiscent of the songs of Zion, a 

combination found in other royal psalms, notably Psalm 2.”81 Second, despite other 

 
77 This translation has attempted to maintain the rhetorical flourish of the Hebrew construction, 

which creates emphasis by preceding the verb with its infinitive. See, Goldingay, Psalms, 

2008, 3:556.  Also, v. 16. 
78 Dahood, Psalms, 3:249, warns the root צּוץ always denotes ‘to blossom’ except here.  This 

exception is explained by Alter, Book of Psalms, 460: ‘Most scholars construe the verb yatsits 

in this fashion [to shine], though its more common meaning is “to blossom.”  The cognate 

noun tsits means “diadem” (perhaps because the crown was imagined as a glorious 

efflorescence or was wrought with floral motifs), so perhaps the verb here might mean 

something like “will be a splendid diadem.”’  So too, G. Steins, ‘ִציץ’, TDOT, vol. XII (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 367. 
79 Simon P. Stock, The Form and Function of the Tricolon in the Psalms of Ascents: 

Introducing a New Paradigm for Hebrew Poetic-Line Form (Eugene: Pickwick Publications, 

2012), 166–67.  Noting the sophistication of the poetry, Goulder, Psalms of the Return, 97, 

makes a similar point: ‘Psalm 132 is a carefully balanced psalm.’  Also see, Kruse, ‘Psalm 

132’, who argues its structure ‘should caution us against easily assuming major later 

omissions, additions or interpolations of entire verses to evade unpleasant consequences.’ 
80 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:457; Gerstenberger, Psalms 2, 369.  Also, Hilber, 

Cultic Prophecy, 110: ‘The basic subject of Psalm 132 is not temple dedication but the election 

of Mt. Zion and the Davidic dynasty.’ 
81 Allen, Psalms 101–150, 2002, 21:267. 
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suggestions,82 there is a strong consensus that Psalm 132 evidences a two-part structure 

(vv. 1–10; 11–18).83  In particular, the appearance of David at the beginning and end 

of each section (vv. 1, 10, 11, 17), the petition (1–10) being answered by the divine 

reply (11–18), and the oscillation between David (vv. 1–5, 11–12) and Zion (vv. 6–10, 

13–18) all underscore the two-part structure.84 

Verse 1 

The above translation attempts to maintain the fact that YHWH is being petitioned to 

remember David; in the Hebrew text, however, the petition (ר כ   begins the psalm (ז 

proper.  It is clear from both the term itself and the context within the psalm that it is 

not merely recollection requested, but action.85  Moreover, as Goldingay observes,  ר כ   ז 

“usually suggests not an accidental remembering but a deliberate holding in mind or 

applying of the mind, which then issues in action (106:4, 7, 45; 13:1, 6, 7).”86  Thus, 

while memory is not identical to the action, it is difficult to divorce memory from 

action.87 

 What exactly provokes this call for YHWH to remember David?  What action 

is being demanded?  Childs argues that YHWH’s remembering originates in the 

complaint psalm.  It is in moments of distress and forsakenness that Israel cries out for 

 
82 For a three-part structure (vv. 1–5; 6–10; 17–18), see VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 925.  For two 

different four-part structures see, Ronald E. Bee, ‘The Use of Syllable Counts in Textual 

Analysis’, JSOT 4, no. 10 (1979): 68–70 (vv. 1–5; 6–9; 10–13; 14–18); Clifford, Psalms 73–

150, 255 (vv. 1–5; 6–10; 11–13; 14–18). 
83 Allen, Psalms 101–150, 2002, 21:264; deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 

936; Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:542; Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:458; Human, 

‘Psalm 132’, 79; Kruse, ‘Psalm 132’, 280–81. 
84 Gianni Barbiero, ‘Psalm 132: A Prayer of “Solomon”’, CBQ 75, no. 2 (2013): 240–42.  On 

the use of David in vv. 1, 10, 11, 17, see Booij, ‘Psalm 132’, 75; Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 

3:542; McCann Jr, ‘Psalms’, 1212; Philip J. Nel, ‘Recurrence in Biblical Hebrew Poetry: An 

Analysis of Palm 132’, in Proceedings of the Eleventh World Congress of Jewish Studies: The 

Bible and Its World (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1994), 147.  On the petition and divine 

response, see Crow, The Songs of Ascents, 104; Hilber, Cultic Prophecy, 101, 108. 
85 Anderson, Psalms, 1972, 1:103; Anderson, Psalms, 1972, 2:539; Human, ‘Psalm 132’, 80.  

Brevard S. Childs, Memory and Tradition in Israel, SBT 37 (London: SCM Press, 1962), 10, 

notes that ‘When used in reference to persons, a resultant quality of action is included’ (citing 

Gen. 40:14; Neh. 6:14). 
86 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:758.  Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:460, also suggest 

this: ‘The imperative “remember!” . . . not only implies, in biblical usage, a making-present 

through recollection but also demands a resulting action.’ 
87 Childs, Memory and Tradition, 33. 
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YHWH to employ his memory.88  This suggestion is supported by the largest 

occurrence of ר כ   being found in the Psalter.89  If Childs’s argument is correct, then ז 

credence is given to the claims of Barbiero,90 Brekelmans,91 and Satterthwaite,92 who 

all posit that the appeal for YHWH to remember David is for the sake of the 

(apparently) failed Davidic dynasty.  In the historical narratives this failure is evident 

earlier than the exile, but the Psalter demonstrates this failure with the exile (Ps. 89). 

 Childs concludes, “The essence of God’s remembering lies in his acting toward 

someone because of a previous commitment.”93  As noted in the translation above, the 

content of the psalm elaborates the previous commitment in verses 3–5, thus resulting 

in the general translation of “affliction” for ּנֹותֹו –Given the content of Psalm 132:3  .ע 

5, it is often assumed that the commitment of David that YHWH is being asked to 

remember is returning the ark to Jerusalem.94   However, could it be that the allusion 

to David’s returning the ark to Jerusalem is simply representative?  After all, it is “all” 

 David’s affliction that is to be remembered.     More strongly, “The expression of (ּכ ל)

totality, כל, ‘all,’ makes it clear at the outset that this is not about a single action of 

David’s, but apparently a comprehensive attitude that is characterized by the Pual 

infinitive of the verb  ענה II, ‘be in misery, bowed down, suffering.’”95  If, as Zenger 

 
88 Childs, 35–41. 
89 Childs, 31. 
90 Barbiero, ‘Psalm 132’, 242–43: ‘The incipit of the psalm (“remember”) situates the whole 

of the first part (vv. 1b–10) in the past, as if a request to God to look back.  The “David” being 

spoken of is the historical person who was the second king of Israel.  The action that is being 

sought from God, however, no longer concerns the historical David.  Rather, “by virtue of 

David’s merits” ( לדוד), petition is being made for divine intervention on behalf of his 

descendants (vv. 10, 11–12).’ 
91 Christianus Brekelmans, ‘Psalm 132: Unity and Structure’, Bijdr 44 (1983): 262: ‘If, again, 

we retain in v. 1 the traditional reading of the massoretic text, the psalmist who speaks in these 

verses is praying for the house of David in a situation in which this dynasty is humiliated 

(ʿunnôtô); he even has the impression that God is rejecting the dynasty (ꜥal tāšēb pānîm).’ 
92 Satterthwaite, ‘Zion in the Songs of Ascents’, 115: ‘the appeal in Psalm 132:1 to “remember 

David” suggests that David’s descendant now rules over a weakened and reduced kingdom, 

or perhaps no longer has a kingdom to rule over.’ 
93 Childs, Memory and Tradition, 34. 
94 Alter, Book of Psalms, 459; Anderson, Psalms, 1972, 2:880. 
95 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:460.  For an alternative view see, Cuthbert C. Keet, 

A Study of the Psalms of Ascents: A Critical and Exegetical Commentary upon Psalms CXX 

to CXXXIV (London: The Mitre Press, 1969), 86. 
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proceeds to suggest, ּכ ל alludes to “the whole course of David’s conflict-laden and 

suffering-plagued pathway to the kingship,”96 this may recall Book One and the 

righteous demeanour of King David presented there.   

Verses 2–5 

Psalm 132:2–5 will be treated together on two counts.  First, they operate as a truncated 

history lesson.  A conceivable allusion to the rehearsal of David’s promise to bring the 

ark to Jerusalem may also hold these verses together: “These verses repeat what is said 

[in 2 Sam. 6–7], be it in a more poetic and elevated style.”97  Second, there appears to 

be the employment of inclusio as the rare title (for the psalms) “Mighty One of Jacob” 

(vv. 2, 5) and the paralleling of David and YHWH’s tents (vv. 3, 5) occur near the 

beginning and end of this section.98 

 There is no record of the vow in Psalm 132 in any of the historical narratives 

connected to David.  The title, Mighty One of Jacob, is unknown in the Narrative 

David traditions,99 and relatively rare elsewhere.100  Rogerson and McKay offer the 

ingenious suggestion that the use of this title is an attempt to unite the tribes of Israel.101  

This suggestion is tempting: David once united the dispersed people of God; so now, 

again, after exile, David would unite the once more dispersed people of God.  

Nonetheless, it is more compelling to accept that just as Israel is calling their God to 

remember David’s history, they do so with full consciousness of their own history.102  

Thus while verses 2–5 conceivably allude to 2 Samuel 6–7 they ultimately refer to 

much more, serving as a truncated history of Israel. 

 David’s vow is then recounted in verses 3–4.  There is a tentative suggestion 

that the slightly awkward wording of verse 3 is a subtle expression of sexual 

abstinence.  Dahood proposes the translation, “I will not approach the canopy in my 

 
96 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:460.  Cf. the use of ָעָנה in 1Kgs. 2:26 and also the 

connection to the ark. 
97 Brekelmans, ‘Psalm 132’, 263; Alter, Book of Psalms, 459, also notes this: ‘This psalm is 

related to the royal psalms, but it places a distinctive emphasis on the story about bringing up 

the Ark to Jerusalem, which is told in 2 Samuel 6–7.’ 
98 These parallels are also noted by Allen, Psalms 101–150, 2002, 21:265; VanGemeren, 

‘Psalms’, 925. 
99 Gerstenberger, Psalms 2, 365. 
100 Barbiero, ‘Psalm 132’, 243. 
101 Rogerson and McKay, Psalms 101–150, 138. 
102 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 935; Kidner, Psalms 73–150, 485. 



192 

 

house,” with the claim that “͗ōhel probably designates the canopy or baldachin over the 

bed.”103    Thus, it is proposed that it probably refers to abstinence from marital 

intercourse, a form of self-denial that often accompanied vows.104   As VanGemeren 

notes, reading verses 3 and 4 together makes this interpretation unlikely.105  Verse 4 

evidently communicates a commitment to diligence.  Anderson calls it a “hyperbolic 

statement;”106 while Crow labels it a “stock formula.”107  Either way, the repetition of 

synonyms or near synonyms in verses 3–4 simply underlines David’s determination.108  

To summarise, if in verse 4 David declares a determination not to sleep until the vow 

is complete,109 verse 3 is a denial of comforts.  Zenger aptly captures this: 

In Ps 132:3, the royal palace is dipped in the aura of self-deprecation.  The 

palace becomes a “tent” and the bed a sleeping place on the ground—but David 

will do without even this “luxury” until he has “found” the place for the ark 

that YHWH has chosen.110 

 The reason for David’s determination is evident in verse 5; he is seeking to find 

a place for YHWH to dwell.  Psalm 132 is dominated by the theme of dwelling, 

whether ן ּכ  נּו ,(vv. 5, 7) ִמשְּ המְּ ח   (vv. 8, 14), or ב  Again, this betrays a  .(v. 13) מֹוש 

consciousness of Israel’s history.  The persistent theme of dwelling “is reminiscent of 

God’s presence in the tabernacle (miškān) during the wilderness wanderings (see 

Exod. 40:35) and in the temple in Jerusalem (see 1 Kings 8:12).”111  The theme of 

YHWH’s presence is apparent in the history lesson recorded in Psalm 78.112  YHWH 

presences himself with his people in cloud and fire as he leads them out of Egypt (v. 

14).  He brings them to “his holy land” (v. 54) and they alone dwell there with YHWH 

(vv. 54–55).  This harmony does not last; as a result of defective worship and idolatry 

 
103 Dahood, Psalms, 3:243. 
104 Anderson, Psalms, 1972, 2:881; Adrian Curtis, Psalms, Epworth Commentaries 

(Werrington: Epworth Press, 2004), 244–45; Rogerson and McKay, Psalms 101–150, 138. 
105 VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 926. 
106 Anderson, Psalms, 1972, 2:881. 
107 Crow, The Songs of Ascents, 100. 
108 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:547. 
109 Alter, Book of Psalms, 459, observes ‘I will not give sleep to my eyes . . . appears to be a 

widespread literary motif.  Several Mesopotamian texts have a monarch vowing not to sleep 

until he restores the image of his god to its temple.’ 
110 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:461. 
111 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 935. 
112 VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 590–91, 594, also observes the theme of God’s presence. 



193 

 

(v. 58) YHWH removes his presence (vv. 59–64).  This absence causes those who had 

been victorious over enemies (v. 14) to become victims (v. 62).  Yet, Psalm 78 holds 

out the same hope as Psalm 132: YHWH will defeat his people’s enemies (78:65–66) 

for he has chosen David and Zion (vv. 67–72). 113 

David, acting reciprocally, is determined to find YHWH a place to dwell, a 

location for his presence.  Therefore some find it difficult to look beyond the temple 

as the location David is looking for, or perhaps better the proposed site of the temple.114  

Booij observes: “The most natural assumption is apparently that in v. 7, as in v. 5, 

 that David pledged to find.”115  In verse 7 worship (מקום) ’refers to the ‘place משכנות

is encouraged at YHWH’s footstool (i.e. the ark in place in the temple).  Moreover, in 

an enlightening study, Obiorah argues that the temple is clearly in view in Psalm 

132.116  Although ן ּכ   as a designation for the temple is unique to the Psalter, “It is ִמשְּ

better understood as an intensive plural, pluralis majestatis, poetically employed 

because of the special quality of the temple.”117    This special quality is based on the 

key concept in Psalm 132, YHWH’s presence or his dwelling.118  As observed in Psalm 

78, however, YHWH’s presence or dwelling has been evident with his people beyond 

the limits of the temple.  David’s concern in Psalm 132 is to find a permanent place 

among YHWH’s people for YHWH’s dwelling, hence his vow not to enjoy luxury or 

rest until he finds it.119 

 
113 Writing of the choice of David and Zion in Psalm 78, Dalrymple, ‘Royal Lineages’, 1, 

notes, ‘This reminder of the divine election of David would have had significant implications 

for the community at various junctures in Israel’s history.’ 
114 Cf. Barbiero, ‘Psalm 132’, 243; Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:461. 
115 Booij, ‘Psalm 132’, 76.  Moreover, Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:455, 461, suggest 

that  ָמקֹום operates as a terminus technicus for a holy/cultic place.  It is suggested this is likely 

given the pluralisation of ִמְׁשָכן. 
116 Mary J. Obiorah, ‘The Perception of God’s House in the Psalter - A Study of How the 

Psalmists Understand the Temple’, in Congress Volume Ljubljana 2007, ed. André Lemaire, 

VTSup 133 (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 534.  Cf. D. Kellerman, ‘ִמְׁשָכן’, TDOT, vol. IX (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 62, who claims ‘In the Psalms, too, one text (78:60) mentions the 

mis̆kān of Shiloh.  The other texts (26:8; 43:3; 46:5[4]; 74:7; 84:2[1]; 132:5, 7) always refer 

to the Jerusalem sanctuary.’ 
117 Obiorah, ‘Perception of God’s House in the Psalter’, 535. 
118 Obiorah, 537–38. 
119 This approach is not universal. For example, see Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:548, who 

constructs an intriguing argument that David is actually searching for the ark in verse 5. 
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Verses 6–9 

In Allen’s opinion, verses 6–9 simply unfold the content of verse 5.120  However, they 

contain more than simply an expansion of the previous verses.  For example, verse 8 

appears to be a further petition.  Additionally, the interpreter comes across the first 

significant challenge in interpreting this psalm. 

 The initial issue is the referent in verse 6.    The verbs of verse 6 possess 

feminine suffixes, yet all possible antecedent referents are masculine.  Dahood 

attempts to circumvent the issue by suggesting it is David’s oath in verse 2 that is being 

referenced, given that oath is feminine in Hebrew.121  Crow offers some support to this 

opinion by arguing that “finding” is an instance of “disambiguation,” thus the weight 

lies on hearing.  The referent then would be a sound which is heard, either the oath in 

verse 2 or the call to worship in verse 7.  Crow favours the latter.122  Others argue that 

the first half of this psalm (vv. 1–10) is a poetic recasting of 2 Samuel 6–7.123  

Additionally, if the verses that follow are explicitly concerned with the ark,124 it could 

be argued that the referent is the ark.  Despite the apparent disagreement in gender, the 

psalmist appears to be creating an air of anticipation as the reader begins to second-

guess what has been found/heard.  Barbiero explains: 

This proleptic anticipation is a stylistic expedient to increase the suspense: only 

at the end does the author reveal to what the pronoun refers.  Just as the author 

dramatizes the search for the ark, so the psalmist plays on the suspense: we are 

dealing with a composition of literary refinement.125 

An additional issue is the place names in verse 6.  Robinson has argued that 

Ephrathah and Jaar are mistranslations.126  However, he makes this argument by 

altering the consonantal text which, as we have noted, is well attested.  In wrestling 

 
120 Allen, Psalms 101–150, 2002, 21:265. 
121 Dahood, Psalms, 3:244. 
122 Crow, The Songs of Ascents, 102. 
123 Human, ‘Psalm 132’, 80, observes that these verses ‘allude to historical narratives, where 

the ark was returned from Philistine territory.’ 
124 For footstool as a reference to the ark see, C. Hassell Bullock, Psalms: Psalms 73–150, 

vol. 2, TTCS (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2017), 200. 
125 Barbiero, ‘Psalm 132’, 244. Likewise, Keet, The Psalms of Ascents, 90, surveys the options 

and concludes: ‘The psalmist is thinking of the Ark, although he does not actually mention the 

word until later.’ Cf. deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 935; Hossfeld and 

Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:461. 
126 Robinson, ‘Do Ephrathah and Jaar Really Appear in Psalm 132?’ 
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with the MT, Goulder proposes a history of reinterpretation in which Ephrathah and 

Jaar become synonyms of more important places.127  Similarly, but perhaps better, is 

the label of “poetic designations.”128  Whatever conclusion one comes to it is 

undeniable that in the biblical tradition Ephrathah is related to Bethlehem and the 

Davidic dynasty.129  The significance of this fact is that it complements the emphasis 

on the Davidic dynasty present in Psalm 132.  In verse 7 those in Ephrathah and Jaar 

are invited to demonstrate their faithfulness to YHWH by worshipping him.130  It is 

evident that although YHWH is not explicitly mentioned here, he is being referenced 

(cf. Pss. 99:5; 110:1).131 

There is yet another hint that Israel remain conscious of their own history as 

the memory of Moses is evoked with,  ה הו  ה יְּ  .Arise, YHWH; cf. Num. 10:35; Ps) קּומ 

68:1).132  In light of the ark’s previous operation as a palladium of war,133 this is 

probably a battle-cry.134  Thus, resulting in the above translation: “Arise, YHWH, for 

the sake of your resting place.”  Huwiler summarises: 

The psalmist’s call specifies not the direction but the purpose of Yahweh’s 

rising. . . . Thus the imperative in v. 8 does not call Yahweh (as personified in 

the ark) into motion; rather, it uses the language of holy war (Anderson 

1972:882) in order to call on Yahweh to rise up on behalf of Zion.135 

This suggestion captures the impetus of verse 1 in which YHWH is being petitioned 

to act in behalf of the Davidic dynasty.  As will become clear, a key element in that 

action is the defence of Zion.136  If YHWH was to answer this petition, the priests 

 
127 Goulder, Psalms of the Return, 93. 
128 Anderson, Psalms, 1972, 2:882. Bullock, Psalms, 2:451, suggests that these terms are ‘code 

language’ which bring to mind the entire narrative. Crow, The Songs of Ascents, 103, concedes 

‘It does not seem likely that any solution to this problem will achieve a consensus.’ 
129 Cf. Ruth 1:2; 4:11; Micah 5:1. See, James McKeown, Ruth, THOTC (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2015), 15.  For the Davidic link see, Dalrymple, ‘Royal Lineages’, 261–67. 
130 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:462; Alter, Book of Psalms, 460; Human, ‘Psalm 

132’, 86. 
131 Dahood, Psalms, 3:245. 
132 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 935; Kidner, Psalms 73–150, 486. 
133 Anderson, Psalms, 1972, 2:882; Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:461–62. 
134 Barbiero, ‘Psalm 132’, 246. 
135 Huwiler, ‘Patterns and Problems’, 204–5. 
136 On the absence of the term ‘Zion’ in the first half of the psalm, see Barbiero, ‘Psalm 132’, 

242 n.10.  He suggests, ‘Perhaps this is attributable to a phenomenon of suspense, something 

we shall see again in the psalm.’  Indeed, something observed already in v. 6. 
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would be clothed with righteousness137 and the pious would be full of joy (v. 9).  

Brekelmans concludes: 

These verses may have been a liturgical text, they are not used as such in the 

psalm.  They are rather added to vv. 2–5 to strengthen the argument in favour 

of David.  He not only made plans for the building of the temple, but also 

brought the ark to Jerusalem.  God may remember this in the distress of the 

davidic dynasty.  So, although, it is possible that vv. 6–9 presuppose a 

procession with the ark, this does not make our psalm into a psalm of 

procession.  These verses are now part of the prayer of the psalmist for the 

house of David in distress.138 

Verse 10 

The first half of the psalm is brought to a conclusion by reiterating the petition in 

summary form (v. 10).  In verse 1 the prayer for YHWH to remember David was 

offered, in verses 2–5 the psalmist poetically recounts a truncated history lesson of 

David’s diligence, and in verses 6–9 YHWH is called to action in defence of David.  

As verse 10 clarifies, all of this is for the benefit of YHWH’s anointed.   

Initially, this anointed one may appear to be David, if one reads verse 10 as a 

case of parallelism.139  This should be rejected for two reasons.  First, verses 10 and 

17–18 are correlated.  In verses 17–18 David’s descendants are clearly in view as the 

discussion below will demonstrate.  Second, YHWH’s response, which begins in verse 

11, also has Davidic descendants in view.140   If David and the anointed are two 

separate figures, then this strophe ends where it began, praying for YHWH to protect 

the failing Davidic dynasty in memory of David.  This much is clear in Alter’s mind: 

In fact, verse 10 seems to designate “David,” then “Your anointed” as two 

separate figures: David is the faithful founder of the dynasty for whose sake 

 
137 Cf. Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:463.  Here it is posited that there is a connection 

between the clothing of the priest in righteousness with the priest-king Melchizedek in Gen. 

14:8.  However, this link appears tenuous at best. 
138 Brekelmans, ‘Psalm 132’, 263–64.  Emphasis added. 
139 So, Dahood, Psalms, 3:246. 
140 Both these points are made by Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:464.  Also see, Ross, 

Psalms, 2016, 3:737–38.  Furthermore, this prayer is placed in the mouth of Solomon in 2 

Chron. 6:41–42. See the brief discussion in Keet, The Psalms of Ascents, 96. 
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God is implored to stand by the current incumbent of the throne, the anointed 

one.141 

The translation of the Hebrew idiom ָך ִשיח  י מְּ נֵׁ ב פְּ שֵׁ ל־ּת   do not turn back the) א 

face of your anointed) is awkward in English.  The meaning is clear, however.  

Barbiero locates it in a court setting,142 but the essential impetus is simply a call not to 

reject.  As Crow notes, “The expression ‘turn the face’ undoubtedly means 

‘reject’.”143   This prayer offers “an interstrophic hinge,”144 as the plea of verse 10 is 

reiterated by YHWH in his response (v. 11).145  After the extended petition of verses 

1–10, YHWH’s response forms the substance of the second half of the psalm. 

Verses 11–12 

Within the truncated history lesson in the first half of Psalm 132 is a possible 

poetic allusion to the historical narrative in 2 Samuel 6–7.  In the second half there 

appears to be a poetic expansion on YHWH’s covenant with David (2 Samuel 7).146  

Yet, it is more.  Verses 11–12 include “further promises which were to flower into the 

Messianic hope.”147  This is so, given the appearance of divine speech. 

In response to the petition in the first half of the psalm “a divine oracle 

announces Yhwh’s desire to dwell there forever and to bless people, priests, and 

Davidic king.”148  More accurately, there are two oracles: one concerning the king (vv. 

11–12) and one concerning Zion (vv.  13–18).  Gerstenberger contends that these form 

the centre of this second half.149  Hilber contends that this psalm is a prime example 

of divine speech in the Psalter.150  This second strophe is “consistent with what might 

be expected of a prophet whose concern is to relate the stability of the Davidic throne 

 
141 Alter, Book of Psalms, 460. Kruse, ‘Psalm 132’, 290, appears to imply as much in 

translating verse 10 as, ‘For David’s sake do not delay the coming of your Messiah.’ 
142 Barbiero, ‘Psalm 132’, 248, claims ‘The expression “do not spurn the face” returns again 

in 1 Kgs 2:16, 17, 20.  It belongs to the language of court, and it expresses, in the context of 

an audience, the request to listen to a plea—in the case in question, the plea addressed to God 

by the מׁשיחך.’ 
143 Crow, The Songs of Ascents, 101. 
144 Allen, Psalms 101–150, 2002, 21:264. 
145 Schaefer, Psalms, 313. 
146 Anderson, Psalms, 1972, 2:883; VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 929. 
147 Kidner, Psalms 73–150, 487. 
148 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 123. 
149 Gerstenberger, Psalms 2, 363. 
150 Hilber, Cultic Prophecy, 101–8. 
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with the well-being of Zion.”151  Satterthwaite posits that the promises for David and 

Zion communicated in this divine speech are the word in which the psalmist placed 

his hope in 130:5.152  Whether or not one accepts this point of view, one should not 

overlook that this new revelation is particularly reflective of Psalm 110 and the divine 

speech present there.153 

This divine speech is a direct response to the petition of the first strophe.154  As 

a result, the psalmist reiterates that YHWH will not abandon his sworn oath.  YHWH’s 

words are trustworthy; he will not renege on his promise.155  This would appear to call 

into question the suggestion offered by those who read the clause that opens verse 12 

נ  יָך) ב  רּו  מְּ   If your descendants keep”) as denoting this oath as conditional.156“ ,ִאם־ִישְּ

While there may be some conditional components, the oath itself is unconditional.  

Nevertheless, the petition has been based on the diligence of David (vv. 1, 10) which 

now remains as an act in history.  Therefore, the ִאם, “if”, of verse 12 serves to 

underline the reciprocal nature of the covenant: YHWH’s oath is certain and yet there 

are conditional components.157 

Indeed, the reciprocity involved in this divine speech demonstrates the 

certainty of the promise.  Goldingay elucidates the issue: 

Yhwh’s promise is not merely that David will have offspring (actually he 

already has many) but that they will occupy his throne.  Yhwh’s taking care for 

the throne that belongs to him matches David’s taking care for the 

place/dwelling that belongs to Yhwh (v. 5).158 

This reciprocity again draws together two threads that belong with one another: David 

and Zion (cf. Ps. 78:68–71).  They remain inseparable: “In the mind of the psalmist 

the promise to David and the election of Sion are both connected with one another 

 
151 Hilber, 105. 
152 Satterthwaite, ‘Zion in the Songs of Ascents’, 124–25 n.80. 
153 Hilber, Cultic Prophecy, 106, draws attention to the similarity of swearing and not taking 

it back (cf. 110:4). 
154 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:552, ties the response of v. 11 tightly to v. 1.  It is probably 

unnecessary to be so stringent. 
155 Anderson, Psalms, 1972, 2:883; VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 929. 
156 For example, Keet, The Psalms of Ascents, 96–97. 
157 Huwiler, ‘Patterns and Problems’, 210. 
158 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:554. 
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very closely, the latter being the consequence of the first.”159  These two foci bring to 

an end the restlessness characteristic of Israel since their second wilderness experience 

in exile.160  Furthermore, verses 11–12 make it clear that in view is the Davidic 

dynasty.    In addition to the mention of posterity161 there is a twofold reference to the 

throne, the real symbol of the dynasty.162  McCann correctly notes that this “would 

have made especially good sense in view of the exile and its aftermath, during which 

the monarchy remained extinct but Zion was recovered.”163 

Verses 13–16 

Zion and David continue to be linked in the rest of the psalm.  In a similar fashion to 

verses 11–12, verses 13–18 contain an introductory remark and then divine speech.  

Thus, the positive response to the petition of the first half continues.164  The response 

further enforces YHWH’s commitment to his existing promises.  The divine speech 

makes it clear that “In a way the stability and permanence of the Davidic dynasty is 

based upon Yahweh’s choice of Zion as his dwelling place.  The presence of Yahweh 

is the guarantee of his continued promise.”165  This commitment is expressed by the 

unique declaration that YHWH has desired ( ה ו   Zion as his dwelling place.166 (א 

 There is a definite correspondence between the elements of the petition detailed 

in verses 8–10 and the content of verses 13–18: prayer for the protection of Zion (v. 

8) is answered with the assurance of YHWH’s desiring it and dwelling there (vv. 13–

14), prayer for the priests and pious ones (v. 9) is answered with assurance of blessing 

on them (vv. 15–16), and finally prayer for the Davidic dynasty (v. 10) is answered 

 
159 Brekelmans, ‘Psalm 132’, 264. 
160 VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 929. 
161 On the awkward phrasing in verse 11 referring to offspring see the above translation and 

corresponding note. 
162 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:464. 
163 McCann Jr, ‘Psalms’, 1212. 
164 Barbiero, ‘Psalm 132’, 252, appears to limit the answer to vv. 13–18: ‘it becomes clear that 

vv. 13–18 are heard as the positive result of the prayer of vv. 8–10. . . . Yhwh now responds 

point by point.’  This neglects the manner in which vv. 11–12 also answer the petition, 

especially of v. 10. 
165 Anderson, Psalms, 1972, 2:884.  Also, Barbiero, ‘Psalm 132’, 253 (cf. 2 Chron. 6:6; Ps. 

78:68–70). 
166 Gerstenberger, Psalms 2, 367.  Robert Davidson, The Vitality of Worship: A Commentary 

on the Book of Psalms (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 430, observes: ‘This is the only place 

in the Hebrew Bible where God appears as the subject of the verb “to desire.”  It is almost as 

if the psalmist was straining language to stress that David was the human instrument in 

something which can only be traced back to what the LORD himself wanted.’ 
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with the promise that if Zion is restored so too the Davidic dynasty (vv. 17–18).167    

Moreover, there are expansions and precisions offered in these answers: 

In v. 14, YHWH first of all establishes that Zion is the place of his rest—and 

in fact “forever.”  With this “statement of eternity” the preceding dynastic 

promise in vv. 11–12 [and indeed the one yet to come in vv. 17–18] is so 

closely coupled with YHWH’s election of Zion that the election of Zion 

becomes the foundation of the dynastic promise.  At the same time, the election 

of Zion is grounded not in an external quality of Zion but solely on the love of 

YHWH.168 

As observed above, this is the conclusion at which Psalm 78 arrives.  David and Zion 

are inextricably linked, they are both YHWH’s chosen. 

Obiorah contends, “The petitioners most likely had the geographical location 

of the Temple in mind when they preferred the name צִ ּי ֹון for the sacred place.”169  The 

ark and sanctuary were at the very least alluded to in the first half of the psalm.  Similar 

allusions are present in the second half as the theme of dwelling re-emerges (vv. 13–

14).  However, the place name Zion is now introduced.  Thus, Huwiler’s suggestion 

that the psalm refrains from specifying the temple is worthy of consideration.170  The 

use of Zion certainly includes the temple, but it includes more.  The focus on the 

Davidic dynasty in this psalm encourages the reader to consider Zion as YHWH’s 

dwelling place, not simply the sanctuary.   

The theme of victory further supports the suggestion that by employing the 

term “Zion” Psalm 132 is implying YHWH’s dwelling extends beyond the sanctuary.  

In verse 15 this is identifiable in the abundant provisions.171  Alter notes that 

 
167 For more on these correspondences see, Barbiero, ‘Psalm 132’, 252; Booij, ‘Psalm 132’, 

75. Keet, The Psalms of Ascents, 98, elaborates, ‘The thought is that God has chosen David 

and his descendants because he has loved Zion . . . God will preserve the house of David 

because he has chosen Zion.’ 
168 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:465. 
169 Obiorah, ‘Perception of God’s House in the Psalter’, 534. 
170 Huwiler, ‘Patterns and Problems’, 208, argues that ‘Psalm 132 does not specify that place 

[v. 5] as temple but allows the designation to remain the more general Zion.  David’s virtue, 

then, lies not in intending to build a temple, but in finding out that Zion is Yahweh’s chosen 

resting place.’ 
171 On abundant provisions suggesting victory elsewhere in the Psalter see Barbiero, ‘Psalm 

132’, 254–55 (Ps. 72); deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 936 (Ps. 107). 
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“Providing sustenance for the city is linked with the theme of victory because a walled 

town under siege, as many biblical texts remind us, would be reduced to starvation.”172  

Zion and her inhabitants will be sustained because it is the place where YHWH dwells.  

That abundance suggests victory is supported by the celebratory tone of verse 16.  

Goldingay observes: “They stand [presumably the priests] and minister as witnesses 

to the fact that Yhwh is Israel’s great deliverer.  Thus blessing and deliverance 

(Yhwh’s regular activity in providing for people and Yhwh’s occasional acts in 

rescuing them) come together in two lines.”173  The divine speech evidently addresses 

the post-exilic scenario, as Barbiero explains: 

The eternal habitation/throne of Yhwh in Zion is based not on the merits of 

Zion but on the choice of the loving God.  It is not dependant on the behaviour 

of its inhabitants. . . . There was no longer any need to put the people on their 

guard against the allurements of an illusory state of well-being; the need was, 

rather, to nourish hope in a time of crisis.174 

In verses 13–16 there is a resounding affirmation that YHWH’s promises to Zion are 

not void; more, that he himself will act to bring about victory for his people in Zion.  

For YHWH’s people either existing in or returning from exile the divine declaration 

would have fostered utopian hope of a restored city and kingship.  

Verses 17–18 

As already observed, in the divine response to the psalmist’s petition, “God explicitly 

links geography with a divinely protected dynasty.”175  Booij summarises: “The last 

part of the psalm sums up the blessings of Zion’s election:  blessings of food, salvation, 

joy, and royal glory.”176  It is this royal glory to which the psalmist turns his reader’s 

attention in the psalm’s conclusion.  Brekelmans suggests that these last words do not 

have an introduction since it is a new revelation based on existing promises, not unlike 

 
172 Alter, Book of Psalms, 461. 
173 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:556–57. Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:466, also note 

the triumphant atmosphere of v. 16: ‘YHWH will see to it that the devout most certainly have 

every reason to shout for joy in Zion.’ 
174 Barbiero, ‘Psalm 132’, 254.  Furthermore, ‘Verse 16 accentuates the personal intervention 

of God on behalf of the people, once again manifesting the eschatological character of the 

process’ (p. 255).  Again, although I would dispute the use of the term eschatological, Barbiero 

clearly captures the forward-looking hope that pulses through the Psalter. 
175 Knowles, ‘The Flexible Rhetoric of Retelling’, 244. 
176 Booij, ‘Psalm 132’, 78. 
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Psalm 110.177  It is not essential to read it as such, however.  The intimate link between 

Zion and the Davidic dynasty has already been stressed, and thus it makes perfect sense 

for this promise to flow out of the previous promise regarding Zion. 

YHWH has already declared his desire to reside in Zion.  Now he promises to 

there cultivate a horn for David.  Crow asserts: 

The symbol of the horn, which appears nine times in the Psalms, primarily 

signifies strength in the face of, or deliverance from, opposition (cf. Pss 18:3; 

89:18, 25; 112:9).  In Psalm 132 the meaning is tied specifically to the renewal 

of prosperity and security for the Davidic king and for Jerusalem.178 

Crow omits to observe, or at least acknowledge, that in the majority of occurrences in 

the Psalter the symbol of horn (ן ר   is intimately connected to the Davidic monarchy (ק 

(cf. 75:11; 89:18, 25; 92:11; 112:9; 132:17; 148:14).  Thus, strengthening the claim 

that it is likewise linked to the Davidic dynasty in Psalm 132.  The symbolism, when 

employed in the Psalter, tends to evoke the image of a benevolently powerful 

monarchy, that is, an empowered Davidic dynasty.179 

 Gerstenberger claims that these verses are “a divine promise for the future.  The 

‘sprouting horn for David’ without doubt refers to a messianic incumbent (cf. Jer 

33:15, 17; Ezek 28:21; Isa 11:1).”180  This claim is justifiable, given that the verb “to 

sprout” (ח מ   expresses a new beginning.  A similar symbolism, evoking the concept (צ 

of a new beginning, is present in the prophets.181  For example, in referencing Ezekiel 

29:21, Goulder notes that “the prophet promises a new beginning for the Davidic 

 
177 Brekelmans, ‘Psalm 132’, 264, writes: ‘These last words of God have no special 

introduction, because they are not a quotation of former words of God, but something new, 

although being based on the older promises.’ 
178 Crow, The Songs of Ascents, 101. 
179 Barbiero, ‘Psalm 132’, 256, begins to draw this implication out by observing that ‘In the 

OT, the term קרן (literally, “horn”) usually indicates “power,” often in connection with the 

monarchy.’  Better, however, is Anderson, Psalms, 1972, 2:885: ‘Here it is symbolic of the 

king (less likely, a messianic king; but cf. Lk. 1:68) or simply of the strength of the Davidic 

dynasty.’ 
180 Gerstenberger, Psalms 2, 367.  Also, Keet, The Psalms of Ascents, 100. 
181 Barbiero, ‘Psalm 132’, 255–56, concludes, ‘The verb צמח (“to sprout up”) expresses a new 

beginning.  With reference to the Davidic dynasty, the concept is expressed in symbolic form 

in Isa. 11:1. . . . It appears in the “last words of David” in 2 Sam. 23:5 and, in more explicit 

form, in Jeremiah (23:5; cf. 33:15). . . . The “sprouting” of a horn signifies the accession of a 

new king to the throne.’ 
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monarchy after the intermission of the exile.”182  Brekelmans goes further by asserting, 

“The verb ṣmḥ (Is. 11,1; Jer. 33,15; Ez. 29,21) and the noun ṣemaḥ (Jer. 23,15; 33,15; 

Sach. 3,8; 6,12) always refer to the restauration [sic] of the davidic dynasty.”183  This 

reading is confirmed, and further subtleties added to it, in Baldwin’s short study of the 

term in Isaiah 4:2 and Jeremiah 23:3–5; 33:14–26.  She concludes: 

Clearly the Shoot is someone still to come, one whom Yahweh will cause to 

rise from obscurity to become a temple-builder, a king and a priest. 

 The Old Testament usage of this title “Shoot” is entirely consistent.  In 

the passages we have examined the writers are referring to both royal and 

priestly functions, and the evidence would seem to prove conclusively that they 

use the term “Shoot” when they wish to bring together the offices of both priest 

and king.184 

Baldwin’s study is pertinent because the references she examines follow either the 

promise or the reality of exile.  Likewise, the idea of a temple-building king following 

the exile is present in Psalm 132.  Moreover, a new beginning and the hope of a coming 

Davidic king are also present.  Therefore, Baldwin’s conclusion would appear to hold 

for the use of ח מ   .in Psalm 132 צ 

 Those who attempt to deny the promise of a future king in these verses find it 

very difficult to account for the clear forward-looking hope which possesses a 

distinctly Davidic hue.185  For, not only has YHWH cultivated a horn, he has prepared 

a lamp186 (v. 17); “that is, he has a Davidide in waiting.”187  Again, not only is there a 

Davidic heir in waiting, he is awaiting to begin an enduring rule: “In connection with 

 
182 Goulder, Psalms of the Return, 94. 
183 Brekelmans, ‘Psalm 132’, 264. 
184 Joyce G. Baldwin, ‘Tsemach as a Technical Term in the Prophets’, VT 14, no. 1 (1964): 

97. 
185 See the confused discussion in Kruse, ‘Psalm 132’, 289–90.  Cf. Hossfeld and Zenger, 

Psalms, 2011, 3:466, where there is a reticence to permit these verses to be referencing an 

individual and yet it is undeniable that the psalmist references Davidic kingship. 
186 Although I remain unconvinced, it should be noted that an argument has been made for 

reading נר as ‘dominion’ as opposed to ‘lamp’. See, David B. Schreiner, ‘Double Entendre, 

Disguised Verbal Resistance, and the Composition of Psalm 132’, BBR 28, no. 1 (2018): 24–

27; David B. Schreiner, ‘Why ניר in Kings?’, JSOT 39, no. 1 (2014): 15–30.  The primary 

issue is the desire to alter the MT.  That being said, if evidence demonstrated that this reading 

was preferable it would not demonstrably alter my reading of vv. 17–18. 
187 Goulder, Psalms of the Return, 94. 
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a royal dynasty, the image of a lamp symbolizes the continuity of that dynasty. Cf. 2 

Sam 21:17; 1 Kgs 11:36; 2 Kgs 8:19 (=2 Chr 21:17).”188  

 This royal hope continues in verse 18 as YHWH promises the king that his 

crown will shine, as his enemies are clothed with shame.  It is possible that the term 

“crown” ( ר ז   has religious connotations given it is used to designate the priest’s (נֵׁ

headdress (Exod. 29:6; 39:30; Lev. 8:9).189  Therefore, there appears to be a holy or 

consecratory aspect to this term.  Goldingay notes, “Its mother verb means to 

consecrate, so that this crown is a symbol of the king’s dedication to Yhwh.”190  

Conceivably this observation could introduce the intimate connection between 

kingship and priesthood191 present in Psalm 110,192 and the priestly aspects of the 

“Shoot” in the prophetic books as highlighted by Baldwin.193  However, when 

employed with reference to the king, it does not need to carry any greater connotation 

than identifying him at YHWH’s anointed.    

Strikingly, this same term (ר ז   is employed in Psalm 89:40 when it is recounted (נֵׁ

that the Davidic crown lay in the dust.194  Now, however, YHWH promises it will 

shine.195  The imagery of these closing verses of Psalm 132 radiate with freshness, new 

beginnings, and vitality at the behest of YHWH.196  As Human summarises, “At the 

climax of the psalm the establishment of the kingship of the Davidic king is described 

metaphorically. . . . These are all descriptions and images that support life, fruitfulness 

and the continuity of the Davidic dynasty.”197  It is difficult to deny that this psalm 

 
188 Crow, The Songs of Ascents, 101.  Cf. Booij, ‘Psalm 132’, 77; Hilber, Cultic Prophecy, 

104. 
189 This, however, is not exclusive.  Of 35 occurrences only six contain no explicit holy 

associations (2 Sam. 1:10; 2 Kgs. 11:12; 2 Chron. 23:11; Prov. 27:24; Jer. 7:29; Zech. 9:16).   
190 Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:558.  Similarly, Kidner, Psalms 73–150, 488: ‘But note that 

the word used for crown (the same as for the high priest’s mitre) draws attention to the fact 

that it symbolized the king’s hallowing.  Not power alone, but holiness is this king’s—our 

King’s—glory.’ 
191  Steins, ‘369 ,’ִציץ, notes the priestly features of the Davidic motif present here. 
192 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:466; Keet, The Psalms of Ascents, 101. 
193 Baldwin, ‘Tsemach as a Technical Term in the Prophets’, 97. 
194 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 268, writes: ‘Yhwh’s covenant with David, which in 

Psalm 89 appeared to be abrogated, is reaffirmed (vv. 11, 12, 17, 18).’ 
195 On this translation of the term ‘ָיִציץ’ see the above translation and corresponding notes. Cf. 

Alter, Book of Psalms, 460. 
196 Kidner, Psalms 73–150, 488. 
197 Human, ‘Psalm 132’, 81–82. 
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holds out hope for a new Davidic king, reigning from Zion, after YHWH has 

vanquished all enemies.198 

Conclusion 

To summarise, Psalm 132 falls into two parts.  The first is a petition for the Davidic 

dynasty (vv. 1, 10), made on the basis of David’s diligence for YHWH’s dwelling (vv. 

2–5) and underscored by a further petition for YHWH to act for Zion’s benefit (vv. 6–

9).  These petitions are answered in the second half of the psalm as YHWH’s voice is 

heard yet again in Book Five.  YHWH reiterates his commitment to the Davidic 

dynasty (vv. 11–12) and then ties the welfare of the Davidic dynasty and Zion together 

(vv. 13–18).  The psalm climaxes with the final words being YHWH’s words of hope 

that he has cultivated, prepared, and empowered a coming Davidic king.   

This interpretation of Psalm 132 demonstrates the pivotal role it plays in the 

Songs of Ascents.  The most conspicuous psalm of the return is one that is solely 

concerned with Davidic kingship in Zion.  Indeed, there are evident allusions to Psalm 

89, a reiteration of YHWH’s covenant promises, and explicit language of future hope.  

It is difficult to avoid acknowledging the hope expressed in Psalm 132 for the renewal 

of the Davidic dynasty, with the context of the Songs of Ascents firmly placing this 

hope in the post-exilic era.  As Psalm 78 related YHWH’s rejection of Ephraim and 

Shiloh in favour of Judah and Zion, so Psalm 132 reaffirms YHWH’s commitment to 

the Davidic dynasty and Zion.  This is perhaps underscored by the themes of unity and 

blessing present in Psalms 133–134.   

In light of the preceding examinations of Psalms 110 and 132 it is necessary to 

apply the findings of this research to current study of the Psalter’s shape.  Therefore, 

we turn to consider Psalms 110 and 132 in the narrative impulse of the Psalter. 

  

 
198 Even Goldingay, Psalms, 2008, 3:558–59, who is reticent to see any messianic impetus in 

the Psalter, concedes that there are possible messianic allusions here. Crow, The Songs of 

Ascents, 106, concludes that ‘the language at the end of the psalm could be a promise of the 

monarchy’s return as easily as it could be a promise of prosperity for an existing monarchy.’ 
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Chapter 7: Psalms 110 and 132 in the Psalter’s Narrative Impulse 

Introduction: The Psalter’s Purpose 

The argument of this thesis is that the Psalter’s narrative impulse encourages its reader 

to maintain hope for a new Davidic king.1  Mitchell correctly notes that “The Book of 

Psalms was never meant to be a museum piece of ancient Israel’s songs.  Instead, it 

paints a picture of the longed-for Messiah and his coming kingdom.”2  The Psalter has 

a purpose: fostering hope in apparently hopeless circumstances.  More specifically, the 

Psalter sustains the post-exilic community with dynamic literature that perpetuates the 

promises contained in the record of their history and the oracles of their prophets.  It 

offers the post-exilic community the assurance that YHWH will remain true to his 

promises, most notably his promises concerning the Davidic dynasty. 

The surveys in chapters 3 and 4 detailed, respectively, the Psalter’s narrative 

impulse and forward-looking utopian hope.  These surveys elucidated the way in 

which the Psalter outlines the cadence of Israel’s history and anticipates YHWH’s 

resolution for the incongruous post-exilic reality.  The analysis of individual psalms in 

chapters 5 and 6 demonstrated the way in which individual poems contribute to the 

Psalter’s purpose of sustaining hope in the post-exilic era.  It remains to further 

extrapolate the manner in which Psalms 110 and 132 both fit into and advance the 

Psalter’s narrative impulse.  

The Unifying Nature of Narrative Impulse 

As observed in chapter one, there is a long history of Psalms interpretation recognising 

that the Psalter has a shape, even if the significance of that shape was not immediately 

apparent or diligently pursued.  Mitchell’s historical survey offers a vital contribution.3  

Moreover, Mitchell’s provocative claim that Psalms interpretation merely experienced 

a hiatus during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries appears to be in agreement with 

Wilson: 

 
1 On the narrative impulse see, Mitchell, The Songs of Ascents, 213, who writes: ‘Each psalm 

and each group of psalms sits where it does in the collection as part of this ongoing narrative.’  

On the future hope see, Peter C. W. Ho, ‘The Shape of Davidic Psalms as Messianic’, JETS 

62, no. 3 (2019): 517, who notes that ‘The final form of the Psalter, as a postexilic composition, 

is not merely a nostalgic reminiscence of David who once ruled Israel, but reflects the 

messianic hope as with other postexilic prophetic texts.’ 
2 Mitchell, The Songs of Ascents, 212. 
3 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 15–65. 
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In the last hundred years, Psalms scholarship has tended to focus its attention 

on the isolation and comparison of psalms-types and on the related attempt to 

discern the original social matrix of each “type” (under the influence of 

Herman Gunkel and Sigmund Mowinckel).  This narrow focus, which has 

produced an abundance of illuminative data, has had the unfortunate effect of 

deflecting concern from the study of the editorial organization of the Psalter as 

a whole.  As a result there is generally a pessimistic evaluation of the 

importance of the final arrangement of the Psalter.  While there is agreement 

that the canonical Psalter brings together a number of earlier psalms 

collections, the internal arrangement of these collections, as well as their 

position in relation to one another is largely dismissed as the result of 

“accidental” juxtaposition.4  

At the outset of Wilson’s published doctoral thesis he asserts: “I am convinced by the 

data that there are clear indications of editorial activity throughout MT 150.”5  Mitchell 

observes that Wilson’s work was truly seminal as “it not only treated the Psalter as a 

finished product, but demonstrated that it was indeed a finished product, an ordered 

publication bearing the fingerprints of deliberate editorial arrangement throughout.”6  

That the Psalter has a shape is undeniable.7 

 Wilson and Mitchell have made substantial contributions towards discerning 

the significance of the Psalter’s shape.  Yet, both scholars make missteps.  In particular, 

Wilson’s conclusion that it has “been demonstrated that the first three books employ 

very different organizational techniques than the last two (Psalm 90–150) and that 

these two segments have likely experienced separate histories of transmission”8 

effectively causes him to treat the Psalter as two books instead of one.  This is 

exemplified in Wilson’s insistence that divine kingship is more prominent in Books 

 
4 Wilson, ‘Evidence of Editorial Division’, 337.  Cf. Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 65. 
5 Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 11. 
6 Mitchell, ‘Lord, Remember David’, 526. 
7 Wilson, ‘The Shape of the Book of Psalms’, 9: ‘Let us begin with the fact that the Psalter 

does have a shape.  The one hundred fifty canonical psalms have come down to us in a 

particular arrangement that is traditional, if nothing else.  This arrangement can be found in 

the versions (e.g. Greek, Latin, Syriac, and Aramaic) and, with the exception of some of the 

Qumran psalms manuscripts, dominates the Hebrew tradition as well.  So, the question that 

confronts the student of the Psalter is not whether it has a shape but what the indicators of 

shape are.  Further, one must ask what the significance of this shape is.’ 
8 Wilson, ‘Shaping the Psalter’, 73. 
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Four and Five, especially in light of the YHWH Malak psalms (93–99).9  However, it 

does not appear that divine kingship is any more prominent in Books Four and Five 

than Books One–Three.  Rather, the agenda across the entire Psalter is the same: the 

establishing of Davidic kingship in Zion by the hand of YHWH (cf. Ps. 2).  Book Four 

is undoubtedly central in understanding the message of the Psalter.  Nevertheless, 

Wilson has drawn his conclusions too quickly and at the neglect of evident divine 

kingship in Books One–Three and Davidic influence in Books Four and Five.10  He 

fails to read the Psalter as a book with a unifying narrative impulse.   

Mitchell’s error lies in his attempt to make the psalms say more than they do.11  

He contends that the return from exile is reflected in the Psalms of Asaph in Books 

Two and Three, Books Three and Four refer to a latter-day exile and, subsequently, 

the theme of ingathering in the Psalms of Ascents is an eschatological ingathering of 

both Israel and the nations.12  Thus, Mitchell misconstrues the narrative of the Psalter, 

inserting a second exile.  As a consequence, he complicates the message of the royal 

psalms by arguing that Psalm 89 reflects this second exile: 

I would suggest that Psalm 89 can be read as representing the stricken king . . 

. I would further suggest that Psalm 45 represents the initial appearance of the 

 
9 Wilson, ‘The Shape of the Book of Psalms’, 139–40, argues, ‘In my interpretation of the 

Psalter, I ascribe this book [Book Four] an elevated significance for at least two reasons.  First, 

it stands at the juncture of the two major Psalter segments that can be distinguished by their 

organizational techniques.  In fact, it comprises the first part of that segment shaped clearly by 

the concerns of praise (hwdw and hllwyh psalm groupings).  Second, because of its position 

this book initiates the interpretive response to the agonizing cry of dismay voiced at the end 

of Psalm 89 to the effect that all the national hopes pinned on the Davidic covenant (the 

structural element in the first segment of the Psalter) have come crashing down into the real 

world of defeat and exile. . . . Psalm 90, and the remainder of the fourth book, begin to point 

Israel away from reliance on the inadequacies of human kings and kingdoms to the adequacy 

of Yahweh himself.  Yahweh was the rock of refuge available for Israel long before the 

monarchy was even a glimmer in Israel’s collective eye.  Yahweh is the almighty creator who 

founded the earth and controls the destiny of all nations.’  Cf. Wilson, ‘The Structure of the 

Psalter’, 236, 244. 
10 Cf. Hamilton Jr, God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgement, 286, ‘Because Yahweh 

reigns, as will be affirmed in Psalms 93–100, the Psalter will again sing the triumphs of a 

coming David (cf. Psalm 110).’ 
11 Wilson, ‘King, Messiah, and the Reign of God’, 404 n.34; Wilson, ‘Psalms and Psalter’, 

108 n.14. 
12 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 297–98. 
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king to Israel, that Psalm 72 depicts his initial reign, and that Psalm 110 

represents his appearing as the agent of divine deliverance.13 

In Mitchell’s presentation a messianic king appears, rules, disappears, and then returns 

to rule again.  To the contrary, Books One and Two reflect the rise of Davidic kingship 

with Psalm 72 shaded in dynastic hues.  Book Three, ending with Psalm 89, reflects 

the apparent removal of this dynasty by exile, and Books Four and Five foster hope 

that another Davidic king will rule again (110; 132).  Whereas Wilson divides the 

Psalter into two books, Mitchell imposes on the Psalter an external prophetico-

eschatological programme of ingathering which fails to account for the Psalter’s 

content and, subsequently, its narrative impulse.   

 In marked contrast, the narrative impulse outlined in this thesis maintains the 

unity of the Psalter as a single book and is informed by the content of the psalms as 

opposed to any external influence, thus remedying the missteps of both Wilson and 

Mitchell.  This is achieved by tracing the progression of movement through the five 

books as opposed to focusing on individual psalms.  By doing so, the narrative impulse 

of the Psalter reveals itself: Book One introduces the Davidic king who trusts in 

YHWH; Book Two depicts the kingdom being established with both Levitical and 

royal zeniths; Book Three laments the fall of Jerusalem and subsequent exile; Book 

Four assures readers that YHWH still reigns; Book Five promises the defeat of 

enemies and, by portraying a utopian future, the establishing of Zion and Davidic 

kingship.14  There is a unifying nature to the Psalter’s narrative impulse. 

Forward-Looking Impetus of Utopian Hope 

One key debate in reading the Psalter as a carefully organised collection is whether it 

should be read as eschatological in nature.  Wilson remained convinced that the Psalter 

was not an eschatological book, but a historical retrospective with ethical implications 

in the present.  The Psalter, he argues, “recalls the foundational pre-monarchical faith 

of Israel (Psalms 90, 105–106), and directs the faithful to trust in Yahweh as king 

 
13 Mitchell, 243. 
14 As a collection the Songs of Ascents make this point. Human, ‘Psalm 132’, 76–77 states, 

‘The collection reflects an artistic literary composition, . . . Each part contributes to the 

coherent theological concept of a royal and Zion theology, in which Zion is celebrated as a 

place of blessing and salvation.  Emphases on Jerusalem (122), the temple (127), and David 

(132) are evident.’  This is also evident in Psalms 110 and 132 individually. 
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rather than in fragile and failing human princes (Psalms 145–146).”15  To the contrary, 

Mitchell advocated an evident eschatological thrust in the Psalter.  He contends:  

in making my case for an eschatological programme, I simply took two 

established ideas about the psalms—purposeful sequence and eschatological 

bent—and combined them.  Both these ideas seemed to me, and still do, to be 

most cogent.  Taken together, they provide a hermeneutical justification, on the 

basis of redactor intent, for the eschatologico-messianic interpretation of the 

psalms.16 

Wilson espouses reading the Psalter as wisdom, while Mitchell espouses reading the 

Psalter as eschatology. 

 In attempting to reconcile such disparate readings of the Psalter appeal has been 

made to reception history.  Gillingham exemplifies the approach: 

[The Psalter’s] future orientation was short-term, contemporary and 

immediate, and only became more long-term and idealized on account of the 

influence of later generations.  Large-scale eschatological expectations, let 

alone particular Messianic hopes, do not appear to have been part of the agenda 

of those who composed or collected the psalms—even those psalms which use 

(or imply) the term māšîaḥ. . . . it should be clear that the question of “The 

Messiah in the Psalms” cannot be answered positively within canonical 

psalmody; the answer is only found in the later reception history of the psalmic 

tradition.  The question is not about the nature of the composition, editing and 

 
15 Wilson, ‘King, Messiah, and the Reign of God’, 392–93.  Cf. Wilson, The Editing of the 

Hebrew Psalter, 227–28.  In this he is followed by, for example, deClaissé-Walford, Reading 

from the Beginning, 120, who concludes: ‘In summary, the Psalter provided a meaningful 

rationale for the postexilic community to continue to strive for individuality and recognition 

as a separate entity within the empires by which it was ruled continually from the Babylonian 

conquest in 586 BCE.’ 
16 Mitchell, ‘Lord, Remember David’, 529.  In this he is followed by Grant, The King as 

Exemplar, 39; Vaillancourt, ‘Formed in the Crucible of Messianic Angst’; Vaillancourt, The 

Multifaceted Saviour of Psalms 110 and 118, 182.  Interestingly, despite attempting to defend 

Wilson’s thesis that the Psalter directs attention away from the Davidic king, Goswell, ‘Non-

Messianic Psalter’, 541, argues that the Psalter is eschatological: ‘The Psalter in its final form 

has a strongly eschatological orientation, so that the Psalter looks forward to the fulfilment of 

the hope of the prophets in the coming reign of God (which Christians see as fulfilled in Jesus 

who is God in the flesh), but it would be a mistake to simply equate eschatology with 

messianism.’ 
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collecting of the psalms in their earliest stages, but about their adaption and 

usage at the stage after they have been brought into a recognizable liturgical 

collection.  Providing this distinction is made and acknowledged, it is possible 

to talk about the Messiah in the Psalms—not as a theological agenda arising 

out of the psalms themselves, but as one which has been imposed upon them.17 

The contention of this thesis is that such an approach is unnecessary.  Although true 

that initially the future orientation of the Psalter was most likely immediate, it does not 

follow that it developed into a long-term and idealised future orientation under the 

influence of later generations.  It is equally conceivable that it was merely the passage 

of time during which hopes remained unfulfilled that increased the anticipation of 

fulfilment, and the manner in which such hopes were expected to be realised.  More 

significantly, however, Gillingham struggles to see a messianic impetus in the psalms 

because she reads them in isolation.18  Her treatment of Psalm 2 ignores the way in 

which Psalms 1 and 2 together form the Psalter’s introduction.  The ideal paradigmatic 

righteous man of Psalm 1 is identified as YHWH’s chosen king in Psalm 2.  There is 

therefore an idealisation of the king at the outset of the Psalter.  Gillingham’s 

comments on Psalm 89 fail to note that it closes Book Three.  In observing Psalm 89’s 

placement, it becomes obvious that it does not extinguish hope for a coming king but 

rather sustains it.  Gillingham avoids documenting the staggering content of Psalm 110 

in which the royal figure is designated David’s lord, YHWH’s king and a 

Melchizedekian priest.  Its presence near the beginning of Book Five is also 

noteworthy.  Likewise, her discussion of Psalm 132 fails to locate it within the Songs 

of Ascents and Book Five more generally.  These contexts bring into sharper focus the 

astonishing nature of YHWH’s promises recorded in Psalm 132.  Nor does Gillingham 

acknowledge the full weight of idealism inherent in Psalms 72 and 101. 

As a book the Psalter is certainly not eschatological in its entirety, but that does 

not automatically necessitate the claim that any hope for a messianic figure is imposed 

on it from without.  Rather, this thesis has argued that the category of utopian hope 

encompasses both the historical and future aspects of the Psalter.  Utopian hope is 

anticipation of an idyllic new order.  Biblically this consists of YHWH’s reign 

 
17 Gillingham, ‘Messiah in the Psalms’, 210, 237. 
18 This and the below comments are all based on the treatment of the psalms in Gillingham’s 

essay ‘The Messiah in the Psalms: A Question of Reception History and the Psalter’, 209–37. 
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embodied in a Davidic king ruling over a righteous kingdom of peace that emanates 

from Zion.19  The depiction of utopian hope critiques the present circumstances in light 

of their shortcomings.20  Therefore, utopian literature possesses a present impact while 

directing the reader’s attention to the ideal (whether past, present, or future).21  This 

thesis contends that the forward-looking impetus of utopian hope threaded throughout 

the Book of Psalms encapsulates the variety of the Psalter and, subsequently, serves as 

a more accurate way to account for the Psalter’s forward-looking content. 

 Support for such an approach is readily observable in the content of the Psalter.  

Book One, while evidently reflecting the rise of Davidic kingship, creates two 

interrelated expectations: 1) YHWH will watch over the righteous; 2) YHWH will 

uphold his king in Zion.22  These expectations are stated at the outset of the Psalter in 

the two-part introduction (1–2),23 repeated throughout Book One (e.g. 18; 37), and 

affirmed in the book’s concluding psalm (41:12–13).  Book Two builds on these 

expectations.  By carrying authorship ascriptions for both the sons of Korah and David 

it moves towards a Levitical zenith (68) and a royal zenith (72).  There is an idyllic 

atmosphere near the end of Book Two, such as had not actually been experienced in 

Israelite history.  Despite clearly alluding to the exile, Book Three, with its oscillation 

between hope and lament, urges the reader onwards to a better reality yet to come.  The 

first three books of the Psalter, then, are not a mere historical retrospective.  From the 

outset the Psalter is forward-looking, encouraging its reader to maintain hope in 

 
19  Schweitzer, Reading Utopia in Chronicles, 16.  Cf. W. Dennis Tucker Jr, ‘The God of 

Heaven in Book 5 of the Psalter’, in The Psalter as Witness: Theology, Poetry, and Genre, ed. 

W. Dennis Tucker Jr and William H. Bellinger Jr (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2017), 96, 

who argues that ‘blessings are not just found in Jerusalem; they flow out from Jerusalem.’ 
20 Tucker Jr, ‘Final Hallel in Light of Utopian Literary Theory’, 226: ‘utopias typically 

function as a form of social critique of the status quo; utopias are necessary because the present 

moment is deficient and lacking.’  Cf. Schweitzer, Reading Utopia in Chronicles, 17–18. 
21 Chomyn, ‘Dwelling Brothers, Oozing Oil, and Descending Dew’, 221 n.1, notes the 

atemporal nature of utopias.  That being said, even past and present utopias are often employed 

to develop and sustain the hope of a future utopia.  See, Ben Zvi, ‘Utopias, Multiple Utopias, 

and Why Utopias at All?’, 59 n.5. 
22 In the Psalter the king is often the avenue through which YHWH works to protect the 

righteous from their enemies. This is also observed by Creach, The Destiny of the Righteous, 

87. 
23 Miller, ‘Beginning of the Psalter’, 88–89, writes: ‘In fact, one of the primary moves made 

in the hermeneutics of reading—created by adding Psalm 2 to Psalm 1 in the introduction—is 

a setting of the category of the wicked under the rubric of “enemies”.  The wicked are very 

present in Psalm 3, for example, but they are there in the form of the enemies of the one who 

prays—David, the king.  The enemies who oppose the anointed of the Lord are comparable 

to, and a part of, the wicked who oppose God’s way as found in the Torah.’ 
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YHWH’s ability to realise his promises.  The content of Book Four maintains this 

forward-looking impetus by both reasserting YHWH’s sovereign rule (93–99) and 

reintroducing the Davidic king, albeit somewhat idealised (101).  In the Psalter YHWH 

and the Davidic king share the same enemies;24 thus, their victories and rules are 

coterminous.25  Book Four affirms this by references to both divine and Davidic 

kingship. 

 Biblically informed utopian hope anticipates the global reign of YHWH 

embodied in a Davidic king ruling from a glorified Zion.26  The purpose of utopian 

literature in creating a vision of a better reality is to critique the present circumstances, 

and in doing so to sustain hope for a better future.  The Psalter’s utopian hope promises 

an improvement on the present circumstances as a result of divine intervention against 

enemies for the sake of the Davidic dynasty and Zion.  If this reading is correct Book 

Five would be a crescendo.  Book Five should possess climactic psalms that contribute 

to the developing crescendo which would demonstrate that there is a progression 

throughout the Psalter that persistently points to a glorious Zion, ruled by a Davidic 

king on behalf of YHWH, namely, a forward-looking utopian hope.  In Psalms 110 

and 132 such climaxes are evident.  Both psalms depict the defeat of enemies, the glory 

of an ideal Zion, and foster hope for a coming Davidide.27  Moreover, it is Davidic 

kingship as it should be.   

 
24 Elizabeth H. P. Backfish, ‘The Shape of the Psalter and the Lord’s Covenant Faithfulness 

through Israel’s Disobedience’, TIm 3 (2011): 13 n.42, who references Pss. 83:2; 89:51; 

139:20-22; Creach, The Destiny of the Righteous, 91; Rydelnik, The Messianic Hope, 173, 

who references 8:2; 21:8; 66:3; 74:23; 89:10, 51; 92:9; Davis, ‘Is Psalm 110 a Messianic 

Psalm?’, 163. 
25 Barbiero, ‘Psalm 132’, 255, contends: ‘What in Psalm 72 is seen as the fruit of the kingdom 

of the messiah, is seen in Psalm 132 as the fruit of the establishment of the kingdom of God.  

There is undoubtedly a different emphasis, but the eschatological dimension is common to the 

two passages.’  In response it should be acknowledged that Barbiero is correct to see a 

correlation.  However, there is too sharp a division drawn between the emphasis.  The kingdom 

of the messiah (or viceregent) is an expression of YHWH’s kingdom (or kingship), and 

together Psalms 72 and 132 depict the utopian future that the Psalter encourages its reader to 

hope for.  Book Four clearly underlines this message. 
26 Ollenburger, Zion, 59, observes: ‘As the executor of Yahweh’s rule the king is his servant 

and has responsibility for the “exercise of justice” and the “ordering of society.”’  Also, 

Stephen G. Dempster, Dominion and Dynasty, 199: ‘But it is not as if the hopes in the Davidic 

covenant have been abandoned for a counsel to trust in Yahweh alone (cf. G. Wilson 1985).  

A Davidic psalm stressing the ideal characteristics of a human king follows (Ps. 101), 

suggesting that this new world order will be presided over by a just Davidic monarch.’ 
27 Grogan, Prayer, Praise & Prophecy, 237–38, writing of Psalm 132 specifically, notes that 

‘Whether it was intended to be a promise of a lasting dynasty or not, the point is that, in the 
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Given the placement of Psalm 119 in Book Five, Grant’s work helpfully 

modifies Wilson’s emphasis on the torah psalms and their implication for the Psalter’s 

message.  After noting the importance of the torah psalms, Grant adds: “It has long 

been understood that a proper understanding of the royal psalms aids proper 

understanding of the Psalter.  The compositions which deal with the king dominate, or 

at least strongly flavour, the reader’s understanding of the whole book.”28  Indeed, 

Grant argues that the torah and royal psalms are not in conflict but are 

complementary.29  Rather than eclipsing Davidic kingship, the torah psalms are 

informing the shape of Davidic kingship: “The editorial placement of royal psalms 

alongside torah psalms seems to be an attempt to bring the theology of the Kingship 

Law to the forefront of the Psalter’s call to piety and its eschatological expectation of 

a renewed Davidic kingship.”30  It is a utopian Davidide for which the Psalter 

encourages its reader to hope. 

It is telling that distinctly celebratory psalms occur in Book Five after the 

cataclysmic Psalm 89.  Climaxes such as Psalms 110 and 132 attest the claim that the 

Psalter consistently points towards an idyllic future in which enemies are vanquished, 

Zion glorified, and the victorious, torah-abiding king is the long anticipated Davidide 

 
historical context of the post-exilic period, with no Davidic king actually reigning, it must have 

come to have clear Messianic significance, as so many of the royal psalms did.’  More broadly, 

Joshua W. Jipp, Christ Is King: Paul’s Royal Ideology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2015), 

32–33, observes that ‘Israel’s Psalter, including but not limited to the so-called Royal Psalms, 

contains a wealth of information regarding Israel’s ideal king.  The early Christians’ 

appropriation of the Psalter (evidenced by numerous citations) and the fact that the editors of 

the Psalter kept its royal shape even after the downfall of the Davidic monarchy witness that 

at least some read the Psalter as testifying to the coming of a Davidic/messianic ruler.’ 
28 Grant, The King as Exemplar, 25. 
29 Grant, 190, writes: ‘The linking of kingship and torah psalms in Pss 1–2; 18–21; and 118–

119, adds nuance to this sense of royal expectation, . . . the king who is to come shall not be a 

king in the mould of the often bitter and disappointing experience of the DtrH, instead he shall 

be a king who functions as an exemplar of proper piety before Yahweh in accordance with the 

Deuteronomic Law of the king.’ 
30 Grant, 188.  Later he adds: ‘The working hypothesis suggested in the introduction was that 

the editors of the Psalter made use of the Kingship Law as an intellectual paradigm in their 

placement of kingship psalms alongside torah psalms at key junctures in the Book of Psalms.  

A two-fold rationale was suggested for this use of the Kingship Law: (1) in response to the 

climate of messianic expectation, the editors wished to make clear that the restored Davidic 

king should be one who follows the ideal of kingship rather than the historical examples found 

in Deuteronomic History; (2) the Law of the King defined the monarch as an example of 

devotion to Yahweh (by way of developing a torah-centered worldview) for the whole people, 

and the editors of the Psalter wished to pick up on this exemplary commitment to God, and set 

it as a model for the readers of the psalms to follow.’ (p. 291). 
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who is enthroned in accordance with YHWH’s promises.  Such a vision is the utopian 

hope of the Psalter which imbues the narrative impulse with a forward-looking 

impetus. 

Psalms 110 and 132 in the Psalter’s Narrative Impulse 

The significance of Psalms 110 and 132, and thus the justification for focussing on 

them, has been outlined previously.  Goswell identifies them as important psalms in 

the Psalter’s structure, but concludes: “The messianic colouring of certain terms and 

expressions used in Psalms 110 and 132 has been exaggerated by some 

commentators.”31  However, he erroneously asserts, “The presence of psalms normally 

classified as ‘royal’ in Book V, namely Psalms 110 and 132, does not undermine 

Wilson’s thesis when these psalms are read in context.”32  Chapters 5 and 6 of this 

thesis have demonstrated that as self-contained poetic units in their literary context of 

the Psalter, Psalms 110 and 132 actively encourage their reader to foster hope for a 

coming Davidic king.  Both psalms assimilate and advance the narrative impulse of 

the Psalter—anticipating a Davidide.  Moreover, in Book Five they are apexes in 

which the topics of defeating enemies, Zion, and Davidic kingship culminate.  This 

effect is achieved through a number of key emphases. 

 First, it is significant that direct divine speech is present in both Psalms 110 

and 132.  Despite the inability to uncover fully the original sitz im leben for each 

individual psalm, it is accurate to observe that all of them are expressions of religious 

worship, whether corporate or individual.33  It is therefore imperative to note carefully 

the points at which YHWH’s voice is recorded.  In Book Five it is found in Psalm 108, 

which contains YHWH promising victory to David, in Psalm 110, which contains both 

an oracle and a promise from YHWH directed towards an enigmatic Davidic figure, 

and in Psalm 132, which records YHWH’s promises concerning the Davidic dynasty.  

Each of these instances of divine speech address themes relevant to the Psalter’s 

narrative impulse.34  The narrative impulse nudges readers onwards until they reach 

the exalted environs of Book Five and the climactic revelation from YHWH recorded 

 
31 Goswell, ‘Non-Messianic Psalter’, 541. 
32 Goswell, 540. 
33 J. Clinton McCann Jr, ‘The Psalms as Instruction’, Int 46, no. 2 (1992): 128, writes: ‘The 

Psalms did originate primarily as human words to God, but they have been preserved and 

passed on as God’s words to humanity.’ 
34 On linking the oaths sworn throughout the Psalter see, van der Meer, ‘Psalm 110’, 223. 
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in Psalms 110 and 132.  It is noteworthy that direct divine speech is also present in 

other key (royal) psalms that dictate the Psalter’s narrative impulse, such as Psalms 2 

and 89.35  Thus, Hilber concludes: 

Because of the inclusion of first-person, divine speech in Psalms 110, 2, 132 

and 89, as well as the use of introductory speech formulas (Pss 110:1, 4; 2:7; 

132:11 and 89:20), these psalms presented to the worshipping community 

divine words concerning the legitimacy of the king, his royal prerogatives, and 

the hope for his dynasty and kingdom.36 

In the Psalter’s narrative impulse, by way of direct divine speech, Psalms 110 and 132 

contribute by recording YHWH’s voice promising victory for the anticipated Davidic 

king.  Such anticipation creates the seedbed out of which the concluding hallelujah 

chorus emerges.  The Psalter’s vision of utopia is not merely formed by the poetic 

voice, but also affirmed by divine speech. 

 Second, Psalms 110 and 132 are both explicit about the certainty of victory.  

Throughout the Psalter, enemies plague the psalmists.  Nevertheless, the expectations 

established in Book One, idealised in Book Two, longed-for in Book Three, and 

developed on the basis of Book Four find firmer expression in Book Five with 

confident articulations of certain victory.  Psalm 132 assures victory with reference to 

the return of YHWH to Zion and the salvation and joy experienced as a result of 

clothing enemies with shame (vv. 13–16, 18).  A Davidic rule of this quality echoes 

Psalms 72 and 101.37  Psalm 110 is explicit in the victory that will be secured by 

YHWH (v. 1) and the enigmatic Davidic figure (vv. 5–7).  In response, the reader of 

the Psalter is immediately invited to praise YHWH for his salvation (111:1).  The 

impetus for praise in Psalm 111 is YHWH’s work (ַמֲעֶׂשה; vv. 2, 6, 7)—his grace and 

mercy, covenant fidelity, possession of the nations, faithfulness, and redemption.  A 

repetition of forever in connection to these works ( םעֹולָ  ; vv. 5, 8, 9) brings to mind 

YHWH’s oath regarding the Davidic royal figure of Psalm 110 (v. 4).  Although Psalm 

112 begins with the same declaration as Psalm 111, the focus of the psalm is not 

 
35 Ballhorn, ‘The Psalter as a Book’, 165. 
36 Hilber, Cultic Prophecy, 127. 
37 Barbiero, ‘Psalm 132’, 249; Creach, The Destiny of the Righteous, 79; Human, ‘Psalm 132’, 

76.  It is also worth noting that the Songs of Ascents as a whole also communicates a situation 

in which peace and justice are experienced. See, Mitchell, The Songs of Ascents, 8, 41–43. 
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YHWH but a righteous ִאיׁש (cf. Ps. 1) who is ultimately victorious over his enemies.  

This in turn brings to mind the Davidic royal figure to whom YHWH’s words were 

addressed in Psalm 110.38  Psalms 111 and 112 would appear to remind the reader of 

the partnership of YHWH and David’s lord in Psalm 110, which results in victory.39  

As Creach concludes: 

One of the most important features of the Psalter’s concern for the righteous is 

the close association of the security of the righteous with the human king, 

identified almost exclusively with David. . . . the one through whom God works 

to make their way safe and prosperous.40  

An earlier prayer seeks such a victorious rule (Ps. 72:8–11).41  The movement across 

the Psalter, from struggling with enemies to anticipating victory over them, is matched 

by the movement through both Psalms 110 and 132.  Kidner observes this movement 

in Psalm 132: “the psalm, which began with hardships and grim determination, ends 

with the glory which is their proper aim and outcome: the victory and radiance of the 

promised king.”42  Together Psalms 110 and 132 assure the Psalter’s reader that victory 

over enemies will be experienced.  The promised Davidic king will defeat enemies 

across the earth (Ps. 110) and subsequently rule over a kingdom of peace and justice 

forever (Ps. 132). 

 
38 For an argument in favour of reading the figure in Psalm 112 as royal, see Stephen K. 

Sherwood, ‘Psalm 112: A Royal Wisdom Psalm?’, CBQ 51, no. 1 (1989): 50–64. 
39 Cf. Zenger, ‘Composition and Theology of the Fifth Book’, 91. 
40 Creach, The Destiny of the Righteous, 87. 
41 See, Knut M. Heim, ‘The Perfect King of Psalm 72: An “Intertextual” Inquiry’, in The 

Lord’s Anointed: Interpretation of Old Testament Messianic Texts, ed. Philip E. Johnson, 

Richard S. Hess, and Gordon J. Wenham (Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 1995), 243–44, who 

observes, ‘The two verb forms in v. 9 designate subservience.  The metaphor (“they will lick 

the dust”) encompasses associations with the prostration of ambassadors of subdued countries 

bringing tribute. . . . Verse 11 summarises vv. 9–10.  The first verbal phrase (“they will bow 

down to him”) reflects the verbs of v. 9, while the second (“they will serve him”) mirrors the 

verbs in v. 10.  The two-fold “all” and the chiastic structure (indicating completion) indeed 

stress that everybody is envisaged.’  Notably, there is a similar geography expressed in the 

Davidic triad nearing the beginning of Book Five.  In the expression of praise for YHWH in 

Psalm 108 it is desired that his glory would be observable across  ָל־ָהָאֶרץכ  (all the earth; v. 6).  

One way in which this may be accomplished is by cutting off any memory of the wicked from 

the earth (ֵמֶאֶרץ).  This petition, presented in Psalm 109:15, is perhaps promised by YHWH in 

 .(ָמַחץ רֹאׁש ַעל־ֶאֶרץ ַרָּבה) 110:6
42 Kidner, Psalms 73–150, 488.  The victory and radiance are clearly observable in both 110:7 

and 132:18.  Cf. Viviers, ‘The Coherence of the Maʻalôt Psalms (Pss 120–134)’, 284. 



218 

 

 Third, there is an evident focus on the Davidic dynasty in Psalms 110 and 132.  

Psalm 110 is a degree more cryptic as David addresses an enigmatic figure as his lord.  

In Psalm 132, however, the dynastic emphasis is obvious.  Wilson posits that YHWH’s 

kingship is magnified in Books Four and Five to the exclusion of Davidic kingship.  

He argues, “the shift in focus to the kingship of Yahweh rather than humans is 

accomplished by foregrounding the Yahweh Malak psalms (Psalms 93, 95–99) that 

form the core of the first answering book.”43  Consequently, “Rather than encouraging 

confidence in human rulers, these psalms counsel the hearer to find refuge in YHWH 

who alone is eternal and able to save.”44  The difficulty with Wilson’s approach is that 

Israel’s kingship was always predicated on YHWH’s kingship.  Therefore, in the 

absence of a Davidic king in the post-exilic era YHWH’s kingship must be reasserted.  

Understandably, the YHWH Malak psalms appear early in Book Four.  Within the 

Mosaic framework of Book Four (90; 105:26; 106: 16, 23, 32), however, there are both 

YHWH Malak psalms (93, 95–99) and Davidic psalms (101; 103).  The corollary is 

that YHWH’s kingship and Davidic kingship cannot be so easily separated.45  Hence, 

Goswell introduces a false dichotomy by concluding that in Psalm 132 “the strenuous 

efforts of David (v.1) are aimed at glorifying YHWH as king rather than David 

promoting his own rule.”46  YHWH’s kingship and Davidic kingship are coterminous.  

As Mitchell highlights, “The kingships of YHWH and David are not mutually 

exclusive.  Yet in discussion of the Book IV and V psalms Wilson repeatedly contrasts 

them as if they were.”47  Books Four and Five sustain hope in the reader as David is 

 
43 Wilson, ‘King, Messiah, and the Reign of God’, 392. 
44 Wilson, ‘Shaping the Psalter’, 76. 
45 See, Allen, Psalms, 2002, 21:115, who, when commenting on Ps. 110:1, notes, ‘The 

metaphor underlines the fact that God is the real king.  David rules not in his own right but as 

viceregent and representative, deriving authority from his divine counterpart.  This assurance 

of prestige and power expresses a typically Israelite ideal of kingship as derivative and 

responsible rather than autocratic.’  Also, Longman III, Psalms, 382: ‘God is the ultimate 

King, and the human king is his agent on earth.’; Weiser, Psalms, 694: ‘By this his kingship 

is authorized by God, the earthly ruler is shown to be the viceregent of God, and his office is 

proved to function in virtue of the divine will.  In this religious establishment of the kingship 

as an institution willed and ordained by God lay its dignity and strength, but also its obligation 

and responsibility to its divine Lord.’  Cf. Backfish, ‘Shape of the Psalter’, 18; Robert E. 

Wallace, ‘Gerald Wilson and the Characterization of David in Book 5 of the Psalter’, in The 

Shape and Shaping of the Book of Psalms: The Current State of Scholarship, ed. Nancy L. 

deClaissé-Walford, SBLAIL 20 (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2014), 201. 
46 Goswell, ‘Non-Messianic Psalter’, 538. 
47 Mitchell, ‘Lord, Remember David’, 538.  Emphasis original.  In attempting to defend 

Wilson’s trajectory by highlighting the theocratic focus of Psalms 110 and 132 Goswell 
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mentioned again.  Grant observes: “If there is any degree of corrective going on, it is 

for those who despair at the loss of the Davidic monarchy—Book IV assures them that 

Yahweh’s kingship continues, and Books IV and V point towards a new Davidic reign 

and restored Zion.”48  If YHWH’s kingship remains, there is no obstacle to the re-

establishment of Davidic kingship.49 

 Fourth, in the Psalter the anticipated Davidic king will reign from a utopian 

Zion.  The Davidic king and Zion are inextricably linked in the Psalter’s introduction 

(Pss. 1–2) and remain so throughout.50  Psalms 110 and 132 both contribute to the 

narrative impulse concerning Zion, affirming it as the locus of utopian hope.  Readers 

are thus reassured that both YHWH and the Davidic king remain invested in a future 

Zion.  The Psalter’s depiction of Zion climaxes in Book Five as YHWH sends forth 

from Zion the mighty sceptre of Davidic kingship with the command to rule (110:2) 

and affirms it as his dwelling place (132:13–14).  These pinnacles are almost certainly 

to be understood as further promises confirming the utopian vision depicted in Psalm 

87.51  Psalm 132 is particularly lucid on the centrality of Zion.  After the prayer of the 

first half (vv. 1–10), YHWH answers with a re-affirmation of his election of both the 

Davidic dynasty and Zion (vv. 11–18).52  The joint reign of YHWH and the Davidic 

 
likewise overemphasises the distinction. See, Goswell, ‘Non-Messianic Psalter’, 524, 537, 

538. 
48 Grant, The King as Exemplar, 36. 
49 Grant, 59, writes: ‘Without doubt the message of the reign of Yahweh is central to the 

Psalms, however, the importance of the role of the king as Yahweh’s co-regent should not be 

diminished as a result of this.  The kingship psalms do focus on the universal reign of Yahweh 

as Creator God, and on the king as one dependent on him.’ 
50 Alexander, The City of God, 67, 98–99, notes: ‘The future destiny of Jerusalem is tied to the 

destiny of the monarchy.’  Cf. Mare, ‘Zion’; Weinfeld, ‘Zion and Jerusalem’, 93–115. 
51 Klouda, ‘Zion’, 937, writes: ‘All opposing forces are rendered impotent against the city 

defended by Yahweh, establishing God’s reputation among the potentates of enemy nations as 

“one to be feared”.’  With respect to Psalm 87, see comments in Zenger, ‘Zion as Mother of 

the Nations’, 159–60.  Although Zenger does not explicitly make the connection to Psalm 110, 

he does note how Psalms 2, 72, and 89 influence the readers understanding of Psalm 87.  The 

universal rule of Psalms 2 and 72, is given a gentler hue with the ‘world family’ of Psalm 87. 

Hoppe, The Holy City, 37, concurs: ‘That ancient Israel’s cultic traditions affirm that Jerusalem 

will embrace all the nations one day is astonishing.  The singing of this psalm [87] by Judahite 

pilgrims was their assent to a vision of the future that embraced all peoples as one family of 

God.  The psalm begins with a most particularist assertion: God founded Zion.  Still, within 

the space of a few verses an extraordinary universalism springs forth.’  However, the 

devastation of Psalm 89 requires the rule of a new Davidic king.  Psalms 110 and 132 announce 

this new Davidic ruler. 
52 Commenting on the reality that Jerusalem is in bitter need of YHWH’s provision and 

blessing (cf. v. 9), Kruse, ‘Psalm 132’, 288, observes, ‘There is no bread, no joy and no support 

(contributions) for the priests.  We are reminded of the conditions after the Exile as realistically 
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king from Zion, established in the Psalter’s introduction, is clearly reaffirmed with 

joyful expectation in Book Five.53  This is a key element in the Psalter’s presentation 

of Zion.  As Creach observes, “In the Psalter Zion symbolizes the order within God’s 

reign.”54  YHWH’s ordered reign radiating from a utopian Zion will be accomplished 

by the idealised Davidic king.55  Mays’ conclusion is apposite:  

Zion and the anointed king are topics of central importance in the psalmic 

theology of the reign of God. . . . Zion without messiah denies the indissoluble 

connection between David and Jerusalem.  Place and person go together as 

representation and manifestation of the reign of God.56 

Indeed, in Psalm 132 it would seem that “In the mind of the psalmist the promise to 

David and the election of Sion are both connected with one another very closely, the 

latter being the consequence of the first.”57  In Book Five, and Psalm 132 in particular, 

Zion is promised YHWH’s blessing beyond the exile—a blessing that not only 

improves on the status quo, but goes beyond anything known previously (vv. 13–16).58  

It is logical to expect the Davidic dynasty to experience likewise.59  The Psalter 

 
described in Nehemiah.’  In response to this desperate situation, Hilber, Cultic Prophecy, 110, 

suggests that ‘Because of the speech form, the second half of the psalm would have been 

viewed by the original audience as a prophetic response to the prayer of verses 1–10, not 

simply poetic reflections on Nathan’s oracle that underscore the hope for the Davidic throne.’ 
53 Cf. Laato, ‘Psalm 132’, 54. 
54 Creach, The Destiny of the Righteous, 115, also see p. 116. 
55 See, Dempster, Dominion and Dynasty, 199, ‘But it is not as if the hopes in the Davidic 

covenant have been abandoned for a counsel to trust in Yahweh alone (cf. G. Wilson 1985).  

A Davidic psalm stressing the ideal characteristics of a human king follows (Ps. 101), 

suggesting that this new world order will be presided over by a just Davidic monarch.’  Cf. 

Ollenburger, Zion, 59. 
56 Mays, Psalms, 410, 412.  Cf. Human, ‘Psalm 132’, 82, who notes that ‘A despondent exilic, 

post-exilic community that awaited the hope of divine/Davidic leadership would have found 

this psalm consoling.  Nonetheless, the psalm advocates the celebration of the kingship of 

Yahweh and the kingship of David.  It proclaims the provision and blessing power of Yahweh 

from Zion.’ 
57 Brekelmans, ‘Psalm 132’, 264. Curtis, Psalms, 245, comments, ‘The psalm [132] stands as 

an impressive statement of the significance of the Davidic dynasty and its association with 

God’s rule from Zion.’ 
58 It is important to note that this is not unique to the Psalter. In addition to OT prophetic texts, 

Gowan, Eschatology in the OT, 16, observes that Second Temple era literature ‘continued to 

express hopes for the establishment of a glorified Zion in the last days.’ 
59 Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 227, contends that ‘the fifth book was intended 

to stand as an answer to the plea of the exiles to be gathered from the diaspora.  The answer 

given is . . . trust in YHWH alone.’  In response, it should be noted, with Hilber, Cultic 

Prophecy, 105 n.56, ‘Royal palace and temple complexes were frequently adjacent in city 
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testifies that the ordered reign of YHWH will be manifest in an idealised Davidic king 

reigning from a utopian Zion. 

 The four emphases just noted capture the generally optimistic atmosphere of 

Book Five.  Psalms 110 and 132 bring the Psalter’s forward-looking utopian hope into 

sharper focus than most other psalms in Book Five—playing a key role in elucidating 

its content.  Within the narrative impulse of the Psalter these two psalms assimilate 

and advance the trajectories of victory over enemies, the renewing of Zion, and the 

restoration of the Davidic dynasty.  In doing so, they push the reader onwards towards 

the hallelujah conclusion.  

Conclusion 

Book Five is laced with celebration and praise, and as a result “leads readers/hearers 

from the despair of exile in Babylon to the celebration of a new life.”60  The re-

emergence of Davidic psalms, the pervasive presence of hallelujah psalms, and the 

portrayal of pilgrimage to a glorious new Zion all contribute to the jubilant atmosphere.  

Book Five crescendos. 

The evidence suggests that the Psalter possesses a narrative impulse which 

pulsates towards the crescendo of Book Five.  This narrative impulse is future-

orientated by way of a utopian hope, elucidated particularly in Psalms 110 and 132.  

The present chapter has demonstrated the way in which these two psalms communicate 

direct divine speech which promises victory over enemies, a renewed Zion, and an 

ideal Davidic ruler.  In the throes of the exile and post-exilic experience, such a future 

can barely be imagined.  Yet the Psalter convinces its reader that the full realisation of 

OT hope is still to come.  The content of the Psalter supports the contention of this 

thesis: as a carefully organised collection the Psalter encourages its reader to hope for 

a utopian future in which enemies will be vanquished, Zion will be transformed, and 

the promised Davidic king will embody the ideal. 

Divine intervention is necessary for any of this to be realised.  In Psalms 110 

and 132 it is apparent that the required divine action needed to achieve the promised 

victory over enemies is executed through and results in the enthronement of a Davidic 

 
plans throughout the ancient Near East, so the welfare of the one was integrally linked to the 

welfare of the other.’ 
60 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 811. 
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king in a utopian Zion.61  Martin notes: “This task will ultimately come about through 

an ideal, greater-than-David messianic king, who will come from Israel, exercise rule 

over the kingdom(s) and vanquish his enemies until his rule is established to the ends 

of the earth.”62  The Psalter’s depiction of a coming Davidide affirms this.  In the 

Second Temple era such a Psalter would both sustain and inform the reader’s 

expectation as it reminded them of the hope of history and the promises of the prophets.  

The Psalter encourages its reader to maintain hope that YHWH would act, realising 

the utopia of a new Davidic king who will defeat all enemies and reign from a 

transformed Zion on behalf of YHWH. 

 
61 Cf. Jipp, Christ Is King, 32–37. 
62 Oren R. Martin, Bound for the Promised Land: The Land Promise in God’s Redemptive 

Plan, NSBT 34 (Nottingham: Apollos, 2015), 36–37.  In support of this assertion Martin cites 

Gen. 49:10; Num. 24:17–19; Pss. 72:8; 89:25, 36; 110:1–2; Zech. 9:9–10. Also see, Kraus, 

Psalms 60–150, 353, who writes, ‘through him [the king] and in his presence, Yahweh, the 

world judge and war hero, overcomes all enemies.’ 



223 

 

Chapter Eight: Conclusion 

The topography of the Psalter broadly mirrors the history of Israel.  After the 

introduction (1–2), the Psalter reflects on the divine establishment of Davidic kingship 

in the face of severe opposition in Book One.  It proceeds in Book Two to celebrate 

the Davidic dynasty and transitions to Solomon’s reign with both Levitical (68) and 

royal (72) zeniths.  Expression is given to the devastating impact of exile as the 

destruction of Jerusalem (74; 79) and the apparent abrogation of the Davidic covenant 

(89) are lamented in Book Three.  In response, Book Four seeks to foster hope by 

reasserting YHWH’s kingship (93–99) and hinting at a new Davidic king (101).  On 

the basis of such hope Book Five erupts with praise in the certain anticipation of a new 

Davidic king ruling victoriously from a transformed Zion.  The shape of the Psalter 

engenders hope for the future arrival of a Davidic king.  The Psalter expects a new 

David who will defeat enemies and rule over a global kingdom of peace from a 

glorified Zion.1   

The jubilant tone of Book Five reflects such hope and anticipation.  Indeed, 

outbursts of praise are its defining characteristic.2  One particular distinctive of this 

characteristic is the manner in which hallelujahs reverberate throughout.  Moreover, 

they appear to be intimately connected to royal psalms.  In the wake of Psalm 110 there 

are eight hallelujah psalms, the content of which is concomitant with Psalm 110.3  

Similarly, Psalm 132 is followed by two songs of praise (133; 134), a hallelujah psalm 

(135), and a thanksgiving psalm (136).  In Psalms 133 and 134 Zion is mentioned 

explicitly, while in Psalms 135 and 136 the focus is the theme of victory over enemies.  

It is noteworthy that these themes follow a royal psalm that accentuates the Davidic 

dynasty (132:11–12, 17–18).  The lament of Psalm 137 may call into question the 

 
1 The attention given to the place Zion plays in the expectation of a new Davidic king in part 

remedies a lacuna in Psalter studies according to Prinsloo, ‘Reading the Masoretic Psalter as 

a Book’, 168.  He contends that ‘the prominence of the Jerusalem/Zion motif in the Psalter 

and a nuanced investigation of the function and meaning of the motif for the shape and shaping 

of the entire book have not received adequate attention.’  As presented in this thesis the 

blessing of Davidic kingship and global peace emanate from Zion.  See, Tucker Jr, 

Constructing and Deconstructing Power, 154; Tucker Jr, ‘The God of Heaven in Book 5 of 

the Psalter’, 96. 
2 Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 179–80, 220–28. 
3 Victory over enemies is observable in 111:6; 112:8, 10; 113:7–9; 114; 118:6–7, 10–16.  Zion 

is alluded to in 111:1; 116:17–19; 118:19–27.  The Davidic king is arguably in view in 112; 

116:16; 118.   
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jubilant nature of Book Five.4  However, it may simply be a defiant song of victory 

(not unlike the prophetic oracles of woe, cf. Hab. 2:6–20), reaffirming YHWH’s action 

against his people’s enemies (Pss. 135–136).5  If so, it serves as a further reminder that 

those enemies are destined for destruction.6  David comes to the fore again as Book 

Five concludes (138–145).  Particularly noteworthy are the concluding psalms of this 

collection (144–145).  They allude to the Psalter’s introduction by way of praying for 

the Davidic king (144; cf. Ps. 2) and echoing YHWH’s protection of the righteous (cf. 

particularly 1:6 and 145:20).7   

The hallelujah chorus (146–150) concludes the entire Psalter.  There are a 

number of correlations between this conclusion and the Psalter’s introduction.  The 

hallelujah conclusion brings to mind Psalm 2 by mentioning the futility of trusting 

earthly princes (146:3–4) and YHWH’s rule from Zion (146:10).  Psalm 146 also notes 

YHWH’s care for the righteous and destruction of the way of the wicked (146:8–9; cf. 

1:6).  Psalm 147 praises YHWH for his protection of Zion from enemies (vv. 12–14), 

which echoes the promise of Psalm 2:4–9.  People once plotted against YHWH (2:1); 

now people praise him (148:11–12).  Furthermore, this praise is linked to the raising 

up of a horn (vv. 13–14).  Horn terminology has been consistently linked to the Davidic 

king since Psalm 89 (89:18, 25; 92:11; 112:9; 132:17).  Given YHWH is raising the 

horn for his people in Psalm 148:14 it is likely this too is a reference to the expected 

Davidide (cf. Pss. 1–2).  For those who sought to burst free from bondage in Psalm 

2:2–3, there is the warning of being chained under YHWH’s judgement in 149:7–9.  

Therefore, all of creation is charged with praising YHWH in Psalm 150.  It is certainly 

plausible that this outburst of praise at the end of the collection is connected to the 

 
4 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 953, observe, ‘The placement of Psalm 

137 in Book Five of the Psalter is somewhat curious.’ 
5 More conventionally the genre is imprecation. Kidner, Psalms 73–150, 497, observes that 

‘this psalm takes its place in Scripture as an impassioned protest’. deClaissé-Walford, 

Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 953, 956, note: ‘In imprecatory psalms, the psalm-singers 

invoke the wrath of God upon a foe. . . . [In this sense, it] is a song of revenge sung on behalf 

of the victims of Babylon’s destruction.’  Cf. Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms, 2011, 3:520–22, 

for a discussion on Psalm 137’s relationship to its neighbouring psalms. 
6 For a similar but independent suggestion see, Robertson, Flow of the Psalms, 223. 
7 VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 955, suggests that Psalm 144–145 form bookends with Psalms 1–2.  

This label appears to be too rigid, especially given the correlations between Psalms 1–2 and 

the hallelujah conclusion (146–150). 
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anticipated arrival of a new Davidic king who will realise YHWH’s promises to defeat 

enemies and establish a rule from a renewed Zion.8 

The present thesis advocates that the shape of the Psalter sustains hope for a 

new Davidic king.  A survey of the state of the field evidences a historical precedence 

for recognising the Psalter as a carefully organised collection.  The survey elucidates 

the significant influence both Wilson and Mitchell have exerted in recent Psalter study.  

However, it also highlights remaining lacunae.  Wilson’s focus on editorial techniques 

resulted in him effectively treating the Psalter as two books.  This thesis develops 

Wilson’s work by collating evidence presented elsewhere in the academic literature, 

resulting in a more robust defence of the Psalter’s narrative impulse across all five 

books.9  Moreover, it does so by focusing on the content of the psalms.  The narrative 

trajectory of the Psalter revealed in its content communicates a message of hope which 

has long been categorised as eschatological, of which Mitchell is a proponent.  This 

research demonstrates that a recategorization of the Psalter’s forward-looking hope as 

utopian, as opposed to eschatological, offers a better lens through which to understand 

the Psalter’s hope.  As a book the Psalter portrays a propitious future where YHWH’s 

promises will be realised through substantial divine intervention.  These promises 

include the transformation of Zion, eradication of enemies, and anticipation of a new 

Davidic king—such hope constitutes a biblically informed utopia.10   

The Psalter’s vision of utopia depicted in this thesis contributes to the field of 

study by evidencing more fully a narrative impulse that reveals a forward-looking 

impetus.  Focus on Book Five further consolidates the presence of a utopian hope for 

a new Davidic king.  Psalm 110 assures its reader of a Davidic ruler who, from Zion, 

will vanquish all enemies.  The first half of Psalm 132 consists of petitions and the 

 
8 Cf. Joel S. Burnett, ‘A Plea for David and Zion: The Elohistic Psalter as Psalm Collection 

for the Temple’s Restoration’, in Diachronic and Synchronic: Reading the Psalms in Real 

Time: Proceedings of the Baylor Symposium on the Book of Psalms, ed. Joel S. Burnett, 

William H. Bellinger Jr, and W. Dennis Tucker Jr, LHBOTS 488 (London: T. & T. Clark, 

2007), especially p. 113. 
9 This thesis argues that the reigns of YHWH and David are not mutually exclusive, contrary 

to what Wilson claims. Rather, ‘The reign of God and the reign of the king are joined.’ So, 

Stephen Breck Reid, ‘David and the Political Theology of the Psalter’, in The Psalter as 

Witness: Theology, Poetry, and Genre, ed. W. Dennis Tucker Jr and William H. Bellinger Jr 

(Waco: Baylor University Press, 2017), 58. 
10 Schweitzer, ‘Visions of the Future as Critique of the Present’, 260: ‘The utopian future will 

exceed all of these previous expectations.’ 
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second half answers these petitions.  In the answer, direct divine speech once more 

confirms Davidic dynastic promises.  It is striking that such a divine reaffirmation is 

present in Book Five.  Furthermore, Psalms 110 and 132 bind together the certainty of 

victory over enemies, transformation of Zion, and appearance of a new David.  The 

jubilant atmosphere of Book Five rests on the utopian hope of an ideal Davidic king 

as the Psalter’s narrative impulse concludes. 

The utopian vision of the Psalter, with its emphasis on the expectation of a new 

Davidic king, fits well within the outlook of the larger corpus of post-exilic texts.11  

More importantly, anticipation of a Davidic king is central in selected texts from this 

period.12  Zechariah 9–14 illustrates this point. 

The choice of Zechariah 9–14 is not arbitrary.13  Mitchell focuses on a 

perceived eschatological programme within these chapters and then attempts to 

overlay this programme on the Psalter.14  However, it is perhaps preferable to read this 

section of Zechariah through the lens of utopian hope.15  The topics that emerged from 

our survey of the Psalter are all present in Zechariah.  The victory over enemies evident 

in the Psalter is evident in Zechariah, which “contains militaristic imagery that 

advances the proposition that God will deliver Israel (or better, Judah and Jerusalem) 

from their enemies (9:1–7; 10:3–12; 12:1–12; 14:1–21).”16  Zion, while explicit in the 

Psalter, is more implicitly present in Zechariah’s oracles: its inhabitants are called to 

rejoice (9:9–13), it is promised security (12:1–9; 14:11) and one day will embody 

 
11 Ben Zvi, ‘Utopias, Multiple Utopias, and Why Utopias at All?’, 60, draws particular 

attention to Isa. 11:1–10, Mic. 4:1–5 and Jer. 31:31–34. Tucker Jr, ‘Final Hallel in Light of 

Utopian Literary Theory’, 237, highlights Isa. 64–66, Ezek. 40–48, Joel, Hag. 2, Zech. 8, 14 

and Mal. 3. 
12 Consider the royal hope present in Chronicles, for example. A helpful, introductory 

discussion can be found in Andrew T. Abernethy and Gregory Goswell, God’s Messiah in the 

Old Testament: Expectations of a Coming King (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2020), 216–

33.  Cf. Prinsloo, ‘Reading the Masoretic Psalter as a Book’, 165: ‘It is often argued that the 

book of Chronicles stems from the same social groups and displays similar interests.’ 
13 On the issue of dating Zechariah 9–14 consult Carol L. Meyers and Eric M. Meyers, 

Zechariah 9–14: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, AB 25C (New 

Haven: Doubleday, 1993), 22–29. 
14 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 139–53, 297–98. 
15 On reading Zechariah 9–14 through a utopian lens one could point to the evident necessity 

for YHWH to bring about the hoped for circumstances. See, Iain Duguid, ‘Messianic Themes 

in Zechariah 9–14’, in The Lord’s Anointed: Interpretation of Old Testament Messianic Texts, 

ed. Philip E. Satterthwaite, Richard S. Hess, and Gordon J. Wenham (Carlisle: Paternoster 

Press, 1995), 267–69.  Cf. Schweitzer, ‘Visions of the Future as Critique of the Present’, 255. 
16 Schweitzer, ‘Visions of the Future as Critique of the Present’, 251. 
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holiness (14:21).  The expectation of and necessity for a future king is present in both 

oracles in Zechariah 9–14.  At the beginning of the first oracle there is the promise of 

a coming king (9:9–13) and in the second the house of David is promised glory (12:7–

8).  Although the anticipated king in Zechariah 9 is not explicitly designated as a 

Davidide, the verbal similarity between Psalm 72:8 and Zechariah 9:10 invites the 

reader to view the king through a Davidic lens.17  It is thus fair to conclude that 

Mitchell’s imposing Zechariah’s supposed eschatological programme on the Psalter is 

not the only or even the best way to integrate the Psalter with other late exilic/early 

post-exilic literature.  Rather, if the texts are permitted to engage in dialogue18 with 

one another it becomes clear that both point their reader back to previous promises that 

sustain future hope.19 

Zechariah 9–14 has been employed simply as an illustration.  The larger point 

being made is that within the OT worldview the Psalter’s narrative impulse, which 

unveils its utopian hope, is not out of place.20  In the post-exilic era expectation 

concerning the overthrow of enemies, the glory of Zion, and the reestablishment of the 

Davidic monarchy was steadily growing.  To this the prophetic corpus testifies.  Hope 

for a Davidic king in the Psalter’s utopian vision contributes to such an expectation.21  

At its earliest the Psalter’s present shape was not settled until the late-

exilic/early post-exilic era (cf. Ps. 137).  It is therefore a document produced for a 

people who had lost land, temple, and king.  During the Second Temple era some of 

these losses were regained—even if unsatisfactorily.  One remained: the arrival of the 

expected Davidic incumbent.  Anticipation of a Davidic king is in no way extinguished 

by the Psalter.  Rather, the Psalter is concerned with the king, and in particular the 

Davidic dynasty.  Books One through Three establish expectations as the rise and fall 

 
17 In favour of reading Zechariah’s promise of a king theocratically see Ben Zvi, ‘Utopias, 

Multiple Utopias, and Why Utopias at All?’, 73–74. 
18 Prinsloo, ‘Reading the Masoretic Psalter as a Book’, 168, likewise suggests that the Psalter 

needs to be brought into further dialogue with the Book of the Twelve in particular. 
19 Schweitzer, ‘Visions of the Future as Critique of the Present’, 265: ‘Second Zechariah 

reinterprets the past traditions and rejects the present situation in order to articulate hope for a 

different future that transcends the mediocrity of the present and even the promises made in 

the past.’  This is largely the argument that has been made in this thesis concerning the Psalter. 
20 Reid, ‘David and the Political Theology of the Psalter’, 47, contends that ‘The Psalter is a 

crucible for every major theme in the theology of the Hebrew Bible.’ 
21 Ben Zvi, ‘Utopias, Multiple Utopias, and Why Utopias at All?’, 83, notes that ‘utopian 

images emphasized and were deeply involved in . . . promises of a messianic David and of an 

elevated Zion/Jerusalem, that becomes the center/capital of the world/YHWH’s kingdom.’ 
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of the Davidic dynasty is traced up to the exile.22  Books Four and Five foster hope 

that a new David is expected post-exile.  With the appearance of a Davidic figure in 

Book Five the days of calamity and distress, depicted variously throughout the Psalter 

(18:19; 20:2; 27:5; 50:15; 59:17; 77:3; 86:7; 102:3), have been transformed into a day 

of power and promise (110:3; 132).  Psalms 110 and 132 actively consolidate the 

various threads of hope present throughout the Psalter and locate them in an individual.  

Quite remarkably, that individual is the anticipated Davidic king who rules 

victoriously from a glorified Zion.  The abiding hope for the Davidic dynasty 

remains—a new Davidic king is anticipated.23  For the Second Temple era reader the 

message communicated through the Psalter’s narrative impulse sustains the hope of a 

utopian future.  The utopian shape of the Psalter engenders hope for the arrival of a 

new Davidic king.

 
22 On messianic expectation in Books One through Three see, Christoph Rösel, Die 

messianiche Redaktion des Psalters: Studien zu Entstehung und Theologie des Sammlung 

Psalm 2–89*, CTM 19 (Stuttgart: Calwer, 1999). 
23 Ballhorn, ‘The Psalter as a Book’, 167, suggests that each Davidic superscription ‘creates a 

horizon of expectation’. 
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Appendix A—Correspondences Between Psalms 107 and 110  

Psalm 107 begins Book Five with a jubilant atmosphere.  The opening three verses are 

an unmistakeable reference to and answer for the plea of 106:47.  For the Psalter’s 

reader, given the narrative impulse demonstrated in chapter 3, this gathering from 

among the nations must be the return of the exiles to Zion.  Psalm 110 is a further 

expression of this reality.  This is perhaps best illustrated by the way in which the 

deliverances of Psalm 107 correspond with Psalm 110.   

Within the boundaries of Psalm 107’s introduction (1–3) and conclusion (42–

43) there are four deliverances recorded.  The first of these deliverances is the return 

to a city of satisfaction (4–9).  At first wanderers fail to find a city to dwell in and thus 

suffer hunger and thirst (4–5).  YHWH, in his חסד, guides them to a city and there 

satisfies them (7–9).  This city can be no other than Zion, for that is where YHWH 

dwells.  It is from this very city, in Psalm 110, that YHWH sends forth the sceptre of 

David’s royal lord (110:2).  The second deliverance recorded in Psalm 107 is that from 

bondage and imprisonment (10–16).  Freedom of this kind can only be won by 

defeating those who bind and imprison.  In Psalm 110 a royal figure, with YHWH’s 

aid, rules over enemies, defeating kings and chiefs, administering justice, and does so 

across the breadth of the earth.  David’s lord is the agent through whom this freedom 

from bondage and imprisonment will be enjoyed.  The third deliverance is from sin 

and rebellion (107:17–22).  This has been hinted at already (v. 11), but now the 

psalmist makes it explicit that sinfulness has caused affliction.  The need was for 

deliverance from destruction and the opportunity to offer sacrifices of thanksgiving.  

The royal figure of Psalm 110 provides this very opportunity as he is a priest forever 

(110:4).  Therefore, it is both military and cultic deliverance that is provided by 

David’s lord.  The fourth deliverance (107:22–32) does not immediately seem to 

correlate with Psalm 110.  However, the overarching theme of deliverance from peril 

is one that is exemplified in Psalm 110 with the victorious military figure of David’s 

lord.  More, while it is YHWH who delivers from peril in 107, it is also YHWH (albeit 

through the royal Davidic figure) who delivers from peril in 110.   

The afterword of Psalm 107 (vv. 33–41) also correlates with Psalm 110.  The 

essence of this afterword is justice, and that is something David’s lord will bring to the 

nations (110:6).  There is an evident correspondence between the deliverances that 

YHWH is praised for in Psalm 107 and the key features of the ways in which YHWH 
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promises to work through David’s lord in Psalm 110.  The conclusion of Psalm 107 

calls for the wise person to consider all the ways in which YHWH’s חסד is 

demonstrated.  Subsequently, Wilson argues that Psalms 108–110 are connected to 

107 by way of David serving as the example par excellence of the wise man.  He 

writes: “Thus, in Pss 108–110, David emerges as the ‘wise man’ (107:43) who ‘gives 

heed’ to the cautions of 107:39–42 and relies wholly on the steadfast love of YHWH.”1    

However, Wilson fails to appreciate the way in which David is not merely an example.  

Rather, Book Five employs David to depict the utopian ideal of a king yet to come.

 
1 Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 221.  Cf. deClaissé-Walford, Reading from the 

Beginning, 93–99; Zenger, ‘Composition and Theology of the Fifth Book’, 91, who both 

follow Wilson at this point. 
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Appendix B—Future-Predictive Psalms Authors 

The OT itself testifies that the individuals who are ascribed authorship of many of the 

psalms were considered future-predictive prophets.1  The most prolific name in the 

Psalter is that of David.2  Even though David is first and foremost the king par 

excellence, in 2 Samuel 23:1 it is recorded that David’s last words were an oracle of 

prophetic nature (ם א  ם ,The term  .(נְּ א   possesses connotations of knowing the future ,נְּ

in an eschatological manner.3  The testimony of the OT is reflected in the NT.  As 

Evans notes, “The tradition of a prophetic David is presupposed in the New 

Testament.”4  David is clearly portrayed in both the Hebrew and Christian canons as a 

person with prophetic capacity.5  In connection to the Psalter, then, “The Davidic 

relation brings out the prophetic potential in the Psalms.”6   

David is not the only psalm author to be acknowledged as possessing future-

predictive capacity.  Together Asaph, Jeduthun and Heman are ascribed authorship of 

15 psalms.7  Of interest is the history recorded in Chronicles, “Asaph, Jeduthun and 

Heman are designated ‘seers’ (2 Chron. 29.30; 35.15; 1 Chron. 25.5).  The term (חזה) 

signifies one who beholds visions and was used in biblical times to denote one who 

foreknew future events (1 Sam. 9.15-17).”8  Commenting on 1 Chronicles 25, Mabie 

writes: 

Of particular interest in this summary is the fourfold reference to aspects of 

prophetic ministry associated with these Levitical musical families . . . the 

 
1 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 83; Crutchfield, ‘Redactional Agenda’, 38. 
2 David is ascribed authorship of 73 separate psalms (3–9, 11–32, 34–41, 51–65, 68–70, 86, 

101, 103, 108–110, 122, 124, 131, 133, 138–145) and is referenced on an additional 12 

occasions throughout the Psalter (18:50; 72:20; 78:70; 89:3, 20, 35, 49; 122:5; 132:10, 11, 17; 

144:10).  
3 Eising, ‘ 112 ,’ְנֻאם. 
4 Craig A. Evans, ‘Praise and Prophecy in the Psalter and in the New Testament’, in The Book 

of Psalms: Composition and Reception, ed. Peter W. Flint and Patrick D. Miller, VTSup 99 

(Leiden: Brill, 2005), 552.  Evans cites Acts 1:16; 2:30–31; 4:25; Hebrews 4:7. Also see Joseph 

A. Fitzmyer, ‘David, “being Therefore a Prophet” (Acts 2:30)’, CBQ 34, no. 3 (1972): 332–

39. 
5 Mays, ‘The David of the Psalms’, 149. 
6 Mays, 155. 
7 Asaph is ascribed Psalms 50, 73–83, Jeduthun is ascribed Psalms 39, 62 and shares 77 with 

Asaph, and Heman is ascribed Psalm 88. 
8 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 84. Also see A. Jepsen, ‘ ָחָזה’, TDOT, vol. IV (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980). 



232 

 

context here of Levites appointed to musical service at the Jerusalem temple 

suggests that the acts of “prophecy” discharged by these musical Levites relates 

to their role in the proclamation of God’s truth through music rather than 

ecstatic utterances (cf. Japhet, 440–441).  In line with this view, note that 

Moses’ blessing of the Israelite tribes states that a responsibility of the tribe of 

Levi was teaching God’s precepts and law (cf. Dt 33:10).  As such, the singing 

of songs that proclaimed God’s truth and exhorted God’s people to obedience 

(cf. the theological content of the Psalms attributed to Heman, Asaph, and 

Jeduthun) functions in a parallel to prophetic ministry.9 

There is some uncertainty as to whether or not a guild of cultic prophets was later 

adopted as a musical guild, or whether prophecy was recognised as a function of the 

Levite’s role.10  This is summarised by Matthews:  

It may be that originally the guild of the musicians associated with Heman, 

Asaph, and Jeduthun began as a prophetic group and later was absorbed into 

the corps of the temple musicians.  However, Wilson (1980: 294) suggests that 

the Chronicler recognized prophecy as a regular part of the Levite’s cultic 

role.11 

Either way, the fact that they operated with prophetic capacity is not challenged.  

Indeed, it is instructive that the NT also reflects the OT’s witness for this guild.  Psalm 

78 is quoted in Matthew 13:35, and “It is noteworthy that Matthew explicitly identifies 

this statement from a psalm of Asaph as prophetic in nature.”12 

 The biblical witness also asserts that Moses is a prophet of YHWH.  Although 

Moses is only ascribed one psalm (90), this psalm is found at a vital juncture in the 

Psalter.  Moses understood himself to be a prophet (Deut. 18:15), and this is reaffirmed 

 
9 Mabie, ‘1 & 2 Chronicles’, 139. 
10 See comments in the following articles: R. W. Corney, ‘Heman’, in The Interpreter’s 

Dictionary of the Bible: E–J, ed. George A. Buttrick, vol. 2 (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1981), 

581; R. W. Corney, ‘Jeduthun’, in The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible: E–J, ed. George 

A. Buttrick, vol. 2 (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1981), 809; Jeffrey S. Rogers, ‘Asaph’, ABD: 

A–C, ed. David N. Freedman, vol. 1 (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 471. 
11 Victor H. Matthews, ‘Heman’, ABD: H–J, ed. David N. Freedman, vol. 3 (New York: 

Doubleday, 1992), 137.  The reference is to Robert R. Wilson, Prophecy and Society in 

Ancient Israel. 
12 Brandon D. Crowe, ‘Fulfillment in Matthew as Eschatological Reversal’, WTJ 75, no. 1 

(2013): 118.  Emphasis original. 
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in the epilogue to Deuteronomy (34:10).  Block writes, “In Moses’ own mind and in 

the narrator’s mind he was the paradigmatic prophet.”13  This understanding is 

supported by Hoffmeier: “Not only was Moses a prophet, he was the standard by which 

subsequent prophets were measured.”14  It would be difficult to deny that a 

composition, two-thirds of which has been ascribed to authors with future-predictive 

capacity, possesses a future-orientated atmosphere.  That being said, it is not simply 

the authors but also the content of their poems which must contribute to this 

understanding. 

 

  

 
13 Daniel I. Block, Deuteronomy, NIVAC (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 811. Also see 

Peter C. Craigie, Deuteronomy, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976), 38–39.  Craigie 

writes, ‘Moses was thus the first of a distinguished line of prophets in Israel.’ 
14 James K. Hoffmeier, ‘Moses’, in The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia: K–P, ed. 

Geoffrey W. Bromiley, vol. 3 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986), 424. 
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Appendix C—Application of Divine Titles to the Davidic King in the Psalter 

Citing Isaiah 7:14 and 9:6, Hoekema observes that, “Sometimes the coming figure of 

the future Redeemer King is identified with the coming of God to his people.”1  At 

particular junctures in the Psalter the identification of a future king with YHWH is 

presented by means of conflation.2  Mitchell identifies Psalms 2, 75, 78, 89, and 110 

as conflating the king and YHWH.  He contends, “The writers of all the above texts 

were apparently depicting a king with divine attributes.”3 

 A similar combination is apparently sought in the prayer of Psalm 72.  There, 

the desire is for a king who possesses YHWH’s righteousness and exercises YHWH’s 

justice (vv. 1–4), rules over an extensive kingdom (vv. 8–11), and reigns forever (vv. 

5, 17).  Vos argues that the most striking aspect of the content of Psalm 72 is “the 

absolute, unrestrained manner in which the virtues and extent of dominion of the king 

are spoken of in the sequel.”4  Psalm 72’s harmonious vision of a perfectly just and 

compassionate king who will be eternally blessed in his extensive kingdom, is a 

projection forward, out of history, of an ideal agent to rule YHWH’s kingdom.  The 

idealism is encapsulated in the intimate connection between the king and YHWH, and 

in this it shares much in common with the messianic visions of the prophets.5 

This suggestion may be further illustrated in the application of a divine title to 

the Davidic king in Psalm 45.  This is the most obvious, and perhaps most scandalous, 

occurrence of applying a divine title to the Davidic king in the Psalter.  In Psalm 45:7 

the king is apparently addressed as ֹלִהים  and granted an eternal rule (vv. 7, 18).   The א 

difficulty that this poses for most exegetes is illustrated by the extensive list of 

alternative options surveyed by Harris.6  As a result, Gowan contends that, “it is not 

too difficult to explain these verses as slightly extravagant language that might very 

well have been used to express Israel’s hopes that were fixed on a king whom they 

believed God had chosen to rule over them.”7  Alternatively, it is argued, “In the highly 

 
1 Hoekema, The Bible and the Future, 5. 
2 See comments to this effect in Mitchell, ‘Lord, Remember David’, 538–40. 
3 Mitchell, 538. 
4 Vos, Eschatology of the Old Testament, 135. 
5 Cf. Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry, 130. 
6 Harris, ‘The Translation of Elohim in Psalm 45’.  Cf. Bateman IV, ‘Psalm 45’; Goldingay, 

Psalms, 2007, 2:58; VanGemeren, ‘Psalms’, 399–400. 
7 Gowan, Eschatology in the OT, 34. 
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poetic language of Psalm 45, the psalm-singer addresses the groom-king with a 

hyperbolic appellation that reflects the ancient Near Eastern culture of which Israel 

was indisputably a part.”8  However, both of these suggestions are too understated for 

what is found in Psalm 45.  As Harris concludes,  

The traditional rendering, “Your throne, O God, is forever and ever”, is not 

simply readily defensible but remains the most satisfactory solution to the 

exegetical problems posed by the verse.  In addition, we have proposed that in 

this verse it is a king of the Davidic dynasty who is addressed as 9.אלהים 

This conclusion is supported by early translations of the Psalter.  Mitchell lists LXX, 

Targum, NT (Heb. 1:8), Aquila, Symmachus, Peshitta, and Vulgate as all assuming 

the vocative in Psalm 45:7.10  Kidner remarks, “The faithfulness of the pre-Christian 

LXX in translating these verses unaltered is very striking.”11 

 If the concept of conflation of king and YHWH and the application of divine 

titles to the king are demonstrable features of the Psalter, this may shed light on some 

difficulties.  For example, if Psalms 2:4,12 45:7, and 72 present the king as either 

characteristic of YHWH or with a title usually reserved for YHWH, then might the 

same be happening in Psalm 110:5?  If this is so, it would clarify some of the issues 

surrounding the third-person pronouns in verses 5b–7.  It would also, however, 

strengthen the argument that such presentations in the Psalter serve as “predictive 

portrait[s] of the utopian monarch.”13 

  

 
8 deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, Psalms, 419–20. 
9 Harris, ‘The Translation of Elohim in Psalm 45’, 87. 
10 Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 246. 
11 Kidner, Psalms 1–72, 189. 
12 Cf. Cole, ‘An Integrated Reading of Psalms 1 and 2’, 83–85.  Cole specifically draws 

parallels between Psalms 2 and 110 here, however, he focuses on linking 2:4 to 110:1 even 

though the Hebrew pointing is different.  A focused comparison with 110:5 may have been 

more enlightening. 
13 Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry, 131. 
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