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Editorial: Reflections 
on Reading the Psalter
Stephen J. Wellum

Stephen J. Wellum is Professor of Christian Theology at The Southern Baptist Theo-

logical Seminary and editor of Southern Baptist Journal of Theology. He received his PhD 

from Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, and he is the author of numerous essays and 

articles and the co-author with Peter Gentry of Kingdom through Covenant, 2nd edition 

(Crossway, 2012, 2018) and God’s Kingdom through God’s Covenants: A Concise Biblical 

Theology (Crossway, 2015); the co-editor of Progressive Covenantalism (B&H, 2016); 

the author of God the Son Incarnate: The Doctrine of the Person of Christ (Crossway, 

2016) and Christ Alone—The Uniqueness of Jesus as Savior (Zondervan, 2017); and 

the co-author of Christ from Beginning to End: How the Full Story of Scripture Reveals 

the Full Glory of Christ (Zondervan, 2018); and the author of The Person of Christ: An 

Introduction (Crossway, 2021).

Throughout the ages, the Psalter has been a precious book for God’s people. 
In times of joy and hardship, success and trials, the church has repeatedly 
turned to the Psalter to learn how to praise, trust, and rejoice in God’s cov-
enant promises centered in Christ Jesus our Lord. As Jim Hamilton nicely 
reminds us in his recent two volume commentary on the Psalter: “No other 
body of poetry lyricizes the epic deeds of the living God, celebrating the 
past, signifying the future, interpreting the present, making God known” 
(Psalms, vol. 1 [Lexham, 2021], 1). Yet, the Psalter also reveals more than 
this since it reminds us that God’s great deeds are all centered in the coming 
of Messiah Jesus, God’s chosen King, the one that the book ultimately antic-
ipates. Hamilton also makes this point when he states: “No other body of 
poetry has as its principle author God’s chosen king, whose line of descent 
traces back through Judah to Abraham, and further still to Shem, Noah, and 
Adam. Nor can any other poetic or literary tradition lay claim to the fact 
that King David, in writing of his own experience with God in the world, 
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simultaneously wrote as a type of the one to come, Jesus, the world’s best 
and only hope” (1). 

However, as precious as the Psalter has been for God’s people, too often 
it has been read in an atomistic way removed from its redemptive-historical 
context within the canon of Scripture. For example, individual psalms have 
been read independent of their place in the Psalter as if each psalm was 
intended to stand alone and not to be read as part of an entire collection. 
Or, we have read and applied individual psalms to our lives without first 
wrestling with their meaning in their OT context and overall placement 
in the Psalter. Or, we have applied the psalmists struggle with the rich and 
wealthy in Psalm 73 as if it was the same as our envy of the rich and famous 
in our day, instead of noting that in its context it is about a person who is 
wrestling with God’s promises to enthrone the Davidic king over the nations 
in a time where there is no king. Thus, instead of first thinking through what 
the psalm means in its own context, we have removed the psalm from its 
place in the Psalter and OT history. Or, we have read that “unless the Lord 
builds the house, its builders labor in vain” (Ps 127:1a) and that “sons are a 
heritage from the Lord” (127:3a) as if this text directly applies to our families 
without first seeing that it is not about us but about God’s building of the 
Davidic house which is ultimately fulfilled in Christ. 

Although many have read the Psalter this way and benefited greatly from 
doing so, it is my contention that this reading and application of the Psalter 
is not quite right for at least three reasons. First, although the Psalter is 
composed of 150 psalms of diverse authors from different time periods, it 
is deliberately arranged as a book and as such, it should be read as an entire 
literary unit. Overall, the Psalter is identified with David, yet it includes within 
it psalms that span the time period from Moses (Ps 90) to the exile (Ps 137), 
and which is organized in a deliberate way. For example, the first two psalms 
function as the introduction to the Psalter, and the entire book is organized 
in terms of five books that echoes the Pentateuch. Also, as one moves from 
book to book, there is a deliberate storyline that runs throughout the entire 
collection. Moreover, given that a large number of the psalms are written 
by David and that Davidic psalms are strategically placed in each section of 
the Psalter, the ultimate point of the book is to unpack the significance of 
the Davidic house tied to the promises of the Davidic covenant, which in 
the end, anticipate the coming of David’s greater Son, our Lord Jesus Christ.
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This way of viewing the Psalter is not new. In the patristic era, Augustine 
and Gregory of Nyssa acknowledged the specific structure of the entire 
collection although this insight was not always followed through in their 
reading and application of the book. In recent times, more attention has 
been given to the Psalter as an entire collection with a growing interest to 
read it not as fragmented units but as psalms that are part of a larger whole.

Second, our doctrine of inspiration also requires that we read Scripture 
not only as an entire canon but also individual books in their final form. 
In 2 Timothy 3:16, we are reminded that “All Scripture” (pasa graphē) is 
“God-breathed” (theopneustos), with emphasis being placed on the “God-
breathed” nature of the text that the author writes. In other words, what the 
biblical author’s write as they are sovereignly “carried along” by the Holy 
Spirit (2 Pet 1:20-21) is God’s word written. All of this requires that we view 
inspiration as pertaining to the book(s) of Scripture in their final form. As we 
apply this truth to the Psalter, this means that we must view the final form 
of the Psalter as God’s breathed out word. No doubt, Moses, David, and 
others acted under inspiration in the writing of their individual psalms, but 
we only have access to those psalms in an entire collection, which is what 2 
Timothy 3:16 reminds us is God-given. As such, we must not think first of 
individual, discrete psalms, but psalms as part of an entire collection, which 
as an entire book are organized and structured under divine inspiration.

Third, as we read Scripture, it is also important to locate each book in 
terms of where it is located in the progress of divine revelation and then in 
light of its fulfillment in Christ. Scripture does not come to us all at once. 
Instead, God has revealed himself over time, and it is crucial to read books 
of Scripture in terms of the progress of revelation. In this regard, as a col-
lection, the Psalter is a post-exilic book since Psalm 137 finds the nation of 
Israel in Babylon. 

Why is this important? Because as an entire book, it is written in light 
of God’s unfolding plan and revelation from Genesis to exile. In this way, it 
is building on God’s covenant promises from Genesis 3:15 centered in the 
coming of David’s greater Son. For this reason, Psalm 2, along with the entire 
Psalter, is not merely about the Davidic king but ultimately about Christ. In 
the OT, the Davidic covenant is the epitome of the OT covenants, starting 
in creation with Adam and culminating in David and his sons. As the “son” 
to Yahweh (the “Father”), the Davidic king is not only “true Israel” (2 Sam 
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7:14; cf. Exod 4:22-23; Hos 11:1), he is also the one who fulfills the role 
of Adam to rule the world (2 Sam 7:19b). However, the problem is that in 
OT history the Davidic kings were cut off and by the time Psalm 2 is read 
in the Psalter, there is no Davidic king on the throne. This is why Psalm 2 
read in the Psalter is thoroughly Messianic. In other words, Psalm 2 in the 
Psalter is part of prophetic eschatology that looks forward to the coming of 
a greater David, who will not only be a human “son,” but also a “Son” who 
will execute a universal rule, put all things under his feet (Ps 8, 72), and 
who is uniquely identified with Yahweh himself (Ps 45, 110). But unless we 
read individual psalms in light of the entire book and the Psalter’s location 
in redemptive-history, we may miss this crucial point and misunderstand 
the actual meaning of psalm.

Given the importance of the Psalter and the need to read it correctly, 
we have devoted this issue of SBJT to focus on reading the Psalter as an 
entire book and literary unit. All of our authors are convinced that this 
is how the Psalter ought to be read, and that the church would benefit 
from returning to this glorious book in that light. My prayer is that 
this precious book which has taught, strengthened, and encouraged 
God’s people throughout the ages will continue to do so as we seek 
to read and apply God’s word in light of the glory of Christ.
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Did the New Testament 
Authors Read the 
Psalter as a Book?
James M. Hamilton, Jr.

James M. Hamilton, Jr. is Professor of Biblical Theology at The Southern Baptist Theolog-

ical Seminary and Senior Pastor at Kenwood Baptist Church at Victory Memorial, both 

in Louisville, Kentucky, where he lives with his wife and their five children. In addition 

to his biblical theology, God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment (Crossway, 2010), Dr. 

Hamilton has recently published a two volume work on Psalms (EBTC, Lexham, 2021) 

and Typology—Understanding the Bible’s Promise-Shaped Patterns (Zondervan Academic, 

2022). With Alex Duke and Sam Emadi, he is also part of the BibleTalk podcast team.

Gerald Wilson usually receives credit for jumpstarting the modern discus-
sion of the Psalter as a Book.1 In the wake of Wilson, scholars have begun 
to notice that approaching the Psalter as a unified whole was not unheard of 
prior to Wilson. David Gundersen had drawn my attention to a statement by 
Augustine showing his interest in the topic,2 and from statements made by 
Gregory of Nyssa, we can see that he too sought to read the Psalms in light 
of their order and arrangement in the Psalter.3 Steffen Jenkins has recently 
demonstrated “The Antiquity of Psalter Shape Efforts.”4 David Mitchell and 
Adam Hensley have likewise pointed to evidence that the authors of the Dead 
Sea Scrolls, the early church fathers, and the rabbis understood the Psalter 
as a purposefully shaped collection.5 This essay seeks to contribute to the 
discussion by answering the question posed in its title: is there evidence in 
the New Testament (NT) that its authors read the Psalter as a book? 

Biblical theology is the attempt to understand and embrace the interpretive 
perspective of the biblical authors.6 Among other things, this means that if 
the NT authors read the Psalter as a book, those attempting to do biblical 

SBJT 25.3 (2021): 9-34
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theology would want to imitate them in that practice. 
We begin with a brief summary of evidence for the idea that the Psalter 

was intended by its authors and compilers to be read as a book. From there 
we will briefly consider indications that the whole of the Old Testament 
(OT) was intended and received as a book, before looking at NT evidence 
that the Psalter was read as a unified book with a coherent message.

The Psalter as a Book

This section seeks to summarize the internal indicators that the book of 
Psalms is not a loose collection of disconnected and discrete poems but 
rather an intentionally arranged collage of related poems that have an archi-
tectural structure designed to create a symphonic whole communicating a 
discernible, though impressionistic, story.7 I think this started with David 
himself. As an analogy, consider the way that the architect Antoni Gaudi 
designed the Sagrada Familia Basilica, on which construction began in 
1882 and continues to the present. Though Gaudi died in 1926, and though 
the project was only a quarter complete at that point, down to this day it is 
considered his work. So also with the Psalter: David was the creative genius 
who initiated the project, and others who contributed to and completed it 
understood his design and fit their work into it. 

The indicators of purposeful arrangement within the Psalter include the 
doxologies, the changes in authorship at the beginning of each of the Psalter’s 
five books, the distribution of both Davidic and historical superscriptions, 
the note at Psalm 72:20, the introductory character of Psalms 1 and 2, and 
the link words that join one psalm to another throughout. The scope of this 
discussion allows only a brief explanation of each of these features. 

We begin with the doxologies. The Psalter has been divided into five 
books, and the first four books conclude with doxologies that contain four 
common elements: (1) blessed, (2) be Yahweh, (3) forever (4) amen (Pss 
41:13; 72:18–19; 89:52; 106:48).8 The explosion of praise in Psalms 146–150 
functions as a concluding celebration of praise. 

At each of these “seams” between the five books of the Psalter we also find 
a change in ascription of authorship. In Book 1, 37/41 psalms are attributed 
to David, making the shift at the beginning of Book 2 surprising. The only 
psalms in Book 1 not attributed to David have no superscription at all (Pss 
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1, 2, 10, and 33). At Psalm 42 we meet the first of a series of psalms “of the 
Sons of Korah” (Pss 42–49). Still, 18/31 psalms of Book 2 are attributed to 
David. Book 3 then opens with a series of psalms “of Asaph” at Psalm 73, 
and the fact that so many psalms were attributed to David in Books 1 and 2 
(55/72) makes the near absence of David noticeable in Book 3, where we 
find only one psalm attributed to him (Ps 86). Book 4 again opens with a 
new author, Psalm 90 being “a prayer of Moses,” and here we have only two 
psalms of David (Pss 101, 103). Book 5, like Book 1, opens with a psalm 
that has no superscription (Ps 107), so that there is a change in ascription 
at the beginning of each of the Psalter’s Five Books. In Book 5 we have a 
return to Davidic Psalms, with 15/44 attributed to David. All told, 73/150 
psalms are attributed to David, with most of those attributions standing in 
Books 1 and 2 (55/73). 

Books 1 and 2, then, are largely Davidic, while Book 3 has only one psalm 
of David and Book 4 has only two. This distribution of Davidic psalms joins 
two similar features that make David heavily present in Books 1 and 2 then 
almost entirely absent in Books 3 and 4. First, consider the distribution of 
what are often referred to as “historical superscriptions.” These are notices 
like the one in the superscription of Psalm 3 (“A Psalm of David, when he 
fled from Absalom his son”), which enable readers to align a psalm with 
something from relevant biblical narratives, usually Samuel or Chronicles. 
There are thirteen of these historical superscriptions in the Psalter, and 
twelve of the thirteen are in Books 1 and 2 (Pss 3, 7, 18, 34, 51, 52, 54, 56, 
57, 59, 60, and 63).9 The only historical superscription outside Books 1 
and 2 is the relatively nondescript one at Psalm 142 (“Of David, when he 
was in the cave”).  

The second feature that joins with the shift away from Davidic psalms and 
historical superscriptions after Book 2 is that Book’s concluding line, Psalm 
72:20, which reads, “The prayers of David, the son of Jesse, are ended.” These 
three features (the predominance of David in the superscriptions of Books 1 
and 2, the concentration of historical superscriptions in Books 1 and 2, and 
the notice at the end of Book 2 that David’s prayers are ended) create the 
impression that Books 1 and 2 deal with the historical David. In Book 3 we 
meet psalms that reflect the kind of invasion of the temple accomplished by 
enemies described in 1 Kings 14:25 (cf. 2 Chron 12:1–12) at Psalms 74 and 
79. The last psalm of Book 3, Psalm 89, reads as though the city has been 
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destroyed with its people and king exiled (see esp. Ps 89:38–45), creating the 
impression that the psalms of Book 3 cover the period from the beginning 
of Solomon’s reign to the nation’s exile from the land. Book 4 concludes 
with a prayer calling on the Lord to gather his people from all the places 
to which he had scattered them (Ps 106:47), indicating that the psalms of 
Book 4 respond to Israel’s exile from the land. The opening words of Book 
5 (Ps 107:2–3) read as though the prayer at the end of Book 4 (106:47) has 
been answered, suggesting that Book 5 is presented from the perspective of 
those who have experienced the anticipated future salvation. 

Along with the doxologies, the new author at the beginning of each book, 
the distribution of Davidic psalms and historical superscriptions, and the 
note at the end of Book 2, we can observe that Psalms 1 and 2 serve as “the 
gateway to the Psalter,”10 introducing the whole. These two psalms begin with 
a description of the blessed man, who like Joshua (cf. Josh 1:8) meditates on 
Torah day and night and prospers (Ps 1:1–3). The blessed man of Psalm 1 
sounds like the Torah observant king of Deuteronomy 17:14–20, and that 
identification is confirmed by Psalm 2 (see esp. 2:1, 6, 7–12).11 

Psalms 1 and 2 are bound together by link words and thematic points of 
contact, setting the Psalter’s audience up to see more of the same throughout 
the work: the first word of Psalm 1, “Blessed,” is the first word of the last line 
of Psalm 2, “Blessed” (Ps 1:1; 2:12). The term used to describe the blessed 
man “meditating” on the Torah in 1:2 is the same term used to describe the 
peoples “plotting” in 2:1. The blessed man in Psalm 1:1 does not “sit” in the 
seat of “scoffers,” and Yahweh “sits” in the heavens “laughing” at those rebel-
ling against him in 2:4. The “way of the wicked will perish” in 1:6, and the 
kings are warned to submit to the Son lest they “perish in the way” in 2:12. 

These link words continue from Psalms 1–2 through the rest of the Psal-
ter, creating the impression that David typifies the blessed king to come, 
meditating on Torah (Ps 1) and praying in response to Yahweh’s promises 
(Ps 2:7–12). Thus he speaks of Yahweh answering him from his “holy hill” 
(likely referring to Yahweh’s heavenly temple) in Psalm 3:4, and this links 
back to 2:6, where Yahweh asserted that he had installed his king on Zion, 
his “holy hill.” 

These features of the Psalter that establish its own internal coherence and 
purposeful arrangement indicate that it was designed and completed as an 
integrated work of art with a unified message. At its most basic level, that 
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message points to a future king from David’s line who will meditate on the 
Scriptures even as those who rebel against God plot against him. That future 
king, as Psalm 110 indicates, will ultimately triumph. 

The kind of evidence that has been surveyed in this section does not 
necessarily need to be consciously recognized to do its work. For those 
who meditatively read the Psalms in sequence, or for those who memorize 
the Psalms in sequence, this kind of evidence does its work whether the 
audience realizes it or not. The sense of cohesion, of unfolding storyline, of 
interconnectedness, all naturally arises out of the reading, or recitation, of 
the Psalter in sequence.

The Unity of the Old Testament

Though I am not entirely satisfied with all of his conclusions, I am in agree-
ment with John Sailhamer on the big idea that Moses and those who followed 
him understood themselves to be presenting a coherent set of documents 
with an overarching main point.12 Stephen Dempster has convincingly argued 
that the OT is a book not a ragbag,13 and he has pointed to evidence that the 
whole of the OT canon was strategically organized to create literary beauty 
that communicates harmony, unity, and cohesion.14 

Casey Croy has demonstrated that the books of the OT contain indications 
that their authors intended them to be read in the context of the growing 
canonical collection.15 Others have labored in this field of evidence that the 
Law, Prophets, and Writings were conceived by the canonicler as a unified 
book,16 and I have entered into their labor.17 There is an important point 
here about authorial intent: I am suggesting that the OT authors intended 
what they wrote as contributions to a wider project, and that those involved 
in finishing the canonical form of the whole saw it the same way. If the NT 
authors read the OT as a unified whole, this would be in keeping with the 
intentions of the OT authors. In this section I want to highlight briefly a few 
indications that the authors of the NT read the OT as a book. 

The research for this essay included examination of the places where the 
Psalms are quoted in the NT. As I looked through the NT at these instances, 
I was watching for places where several psalms are quoted in close proximity 
to one another. My attention had been drawn to this phenomenon when 
I noticed the way that Paul quotes Psalm 110:1 in Ephesians 1:20, then 
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quotes Psalm 8:6 in Ephesians 1:22. This will be discussed further below, 
but it seemed apparent to me that Paul assumed that Psalms 8 and 110 were 
talking about the same thing, or better the same person, Christ. 

My contention in this essay is that these instances point to the NT authors 
assuming that the Psalter is a unified book with a coherent message. I cannot 
help but observe, however, that it is not just the Psalter that is treated this way. 
The entirety of the OT is treated as a unified book with a unified message. 

Matthew presents Jesus claiming that he came to fulfill the law and the 
prophets (Matt 5:17). Luke presents him saying that “everything written 
about me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and Psalms must be ful-
filled” (Luke 24:47). John presents Jesus asserting that “the Scriptures ... bear 
witness about me” ( John 5:39), and that “Moses ... wrote of me” (5:46). In 
addition to these wide-angle comments that summarize the thrust of the 
whole of the OT, consider the logic of Hebrews 3-4. The author of Hebrews 
exposits Psalm 95 (Heb 3:7-15) in light of the narratives concerning both 
the wilderness wanderings of Israel (3:8-4:2) and the creation of the world 
(4:3-7), narratives found in Exodus, Numbers, and Genesis, respectively. 
The author of Hebrews continues in the same vein with the book of Joshua 
(4:8). Hebrews reads these texts from Psalms, the Pentateuch, and Joshua in 
light of one another, as though they all belong to a unified covenantal whole, 
which is in fact how the books of the OT were received by most people until 
the so-called Enlightenment.18

The argument of Hebrews 7 similarly depends on the assumption that 
the OT is a coherent book with a unified message. Thus the author makes 
an argument about Melchizedek, who first appears in Genesis 14, in light 
of requirements concerning the Levitical priesthood from other books like 
Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers, in light of assertions made in Psalm 110 
and promises made about the Davidic king from the line of Judah in passages 
such as Genesis 49 and 2 Samuel 7. 

The point here is that if the author of Hebrews read the whole of the OT 
as a book, and he seems to have done just that, is it not likely that he also read 
the Psalter as a book? We could point to similar evidence from across the NT, 
whose authors routinely quote the OT as Scripture. And again I ask: if the NT 
authors read the collection of books we recognize as the OT as a unified whole, 
is it not likely that they also read the collection of psalms in the Psalter as a 
book? We turn to evidence that points to the conclusion that they did just that. 
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NT Evidence That the Psalter Was Read as a Book

Years ago when I first began to work through the Psalter in Hebrew (2003-
2005), I had also acquired an audio version of the Hebrew Bible. Once I had 
worked through the first psalm, I would listen to it, trying to keep up with 
the reading. As I worked through successive Psalms, through Book 1, when 
listening I would begin at Psalm 1 and follow along in the text as the audio 
version took me through as many psalms as I had worked through. I began 
to sense a strong continuity between the psalms, as the person praying was 
the same (David), the enemies were the same (those persecuting him), and 
it seemed that the Psalter was responding to the same promises from earlier 
Scripture (chiefly 1 Sam 16 and 2 Sam 7 in Ps 2) and building on the same 
patterns (mainly from the lives of of Joseph and Moses). This experience made 
me receptive to the scholarly approaches to the Psalter as a book, of which 
I later became aware (ca. 2006). Scholars were studying and naming what I 
had sensed from reading the Psalms in Hebrew in sequence. All of this was 
solidified for me when I had the opportunity to preach through the Psalms 
(2015–2018) and write a commentary on the book (published in 2021). 

Once I had completed the commentary, as I was working on my book on 
typology,19 I noticed the way that Paul alludes to Psalm 110:1 in Ephesians 
1:20, then immediately alludes to Psalm 8:6 in Ephesians 1:22. My own con-
clusions about the coherent message of the Psalter made Paul’s juxtapositions 
of these psalms natural and obvious. Scholars in the past have proposed that 
the NT authors may have used a collection of statements from the OT that 
were compiled in a testimony book.20 It seems far more plausible to me that 
the testimony book is the whole of the OT, understood in context. 

In the discussion that follows we will examine seven instances in the NT 
where different psalms are quoted in close proximity to one another. We 
will begin with the one just mentioned, the reference to Psalms 110 and 8 
in Ephesians 1:20 and 22. From there we will work through similar cases, 
asking this question throughout: do these NT authors’ use of the Psalter 
indicate that they understood it as a unified book with a coherent message? 

The following seven contexts, two from Paul, three from Hebrews, and 
two from Luke in Acts, present these three biblical authors (and implicitly 
also Peter, whom Luke presents as the speaker in both instances discussed 
here), citing various texts from the Psalter side by side to communicate 
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their message. Throughout this discussion my claim is that the message of 
the NT authors is strengthened and enriched if the Psalter is understood 
in sequence as a book. 

Psalms 110 and 8 in Ephesians 1:20–22
Consider Paul’s statements in Ephesians 1:20 and 22 in side-by-side com-
parison with Psalms 110 and Psalm 8 in Greek, with an accompanying 
English translation: 

Ephesians Psalms (LXX)

Eph 1:20, Ἣν ἐνήργησεν ἐν τῷ Χριστῷ ἐγείρας 

αὐτὸν ἐκ νεκρῶν καὶ καθίσας ἐν δεξιᾷ αὐτοῦκαθίσας ἐν δεξιᾷ αὐτοῦ ἐν 

τοῖς ἐπουρανίοις

“that he worked in Christ when he raised him 

from the dead and seated him at his right hand 

in the heavenly places” (ESV)

Ps 110:1 (109:1), εἶπεν ὁ κύριος τῷ κυρίῳ μου 

κάθου ἐκ δεξιῶν μουκάθου ἐκ δεξιῶν μου ἕως ἂν θῶ τοὺς ἐχθρούς 

σου ὑποπόδιον τῶν ποδῶν σου

“The Lord said to my lord, ‘Sit on my right until 

I make your enemies a footstool for your feet.’” 

(NETS)

Eph 1:22, καὶ πάντα ὑπέταξεν ὑπὸ τοὺς πόδας πάντα ὑπέταξεν ὑπὸ τοὺς πόδας 

αὐτοῦαὐτοῦ καὶ αὐτὸν ἔδωκεν κεφαλὴν ὑπὲρ πάντα 

τῇ ἐκκλησίᾳ,

“And he put all things under his feet and gave 

him as head over all things to the church” (ESV)

Ps 8:6, καὶ κατέστησας αὐτὸν ἐπὶ τὰ ἔργα τῶν 

χειρῶν σου πάντα ὑπέταξας ὑποκάτω τῶν ποδῶν πάντα ὑπέταξας ὑποκάτω τῶν ποδῶν 

αὐτοῦαὐτοῦ

“You set him over the works of your hands; you 

subjected all under his feet” (NETS)

In Ephesians 1:20–22, Paul indicates that Jesus is both David’s Psalm 
110 Lord and the Psalm 8 son of man, under whose feet God has placed all 
things. Which of the following possibilities is the more likely scenario: first, 
we could imagine that Paul read the Psalter as many do today, seeing neither 
Psalm 8 nor Psalm 110 as contributions to a unified Psalter, but rather as 
stand-alone, disconnected statements, in which he found language that he 
could appropriate for his own purposes to speak of Christ. Alternatively, we 
could imagine that Paul was likely exposed to the Psalter in sequence, that 
perhaps he had repeatedly sung or chanted the Psalms in sequence. Gordon 
Wenham observes, “In several passages Paul mentions the practice of singing 
the psalms” (referencing 1 Cor 14:26, Eph 5:19, Col 3:16, and noting Acts 
16:25).21 Paul may have grown up doing this himself, to the point that he 
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would have been able to sing or chant the Psalter by memory.22

The memorization of books among Jews in antiquity was apparently so 
frequent that the author of Maccabees could write, “we have aimed to please 
those who wish to read, to make it easy for those who are inclined to memo-
rize, and to profit all those who happen to read this” (2 Macc 2:25, NETS). 
David Carr writes that in the ancient world “memorization and recitation of 
standard texts shaped the minds of students.”23 Carr later explains,

Within the early synagogues and nonsynagogal schools students learned to recite 

and understand biblical texts, learning Hebrew and memorizing the Torah, 

Psalms, and portions of the prophets. Such practices of reading, learning, and 

memorization of the Bible continue up to the present in many traditional Jewish 

communities.24

Did Paul learn the Psalms in sequence, and was he repeatedly exposed 
to them that way? This would seems likely given his first-class education 
in Jerusalem “at the feet of Gamaliel according to the strict manner of 
the law of our fathers” (Acts 22:3). What seems unlikely is that someone 
like Paul, or any other educated Jew of his time, might be exposed to the 
Psalms in a more disconnected way, learning one here, one there, along 
the lines of the way poems in a modern anthology might be studied, out 
of order and without relationship to one another. In her “cognitive-linguis-
tic approach” to The Verb and the Paragraph in Biblical Hebrew, Elizabeth 
Robar describes “the Gestalt effect” as “the constant quest of the human 
mind to impose meaningful organization on the input provided, even 
when significant portions must be provided by the mind because they are 
absent to the perception.”25 

Given the way human minds seek coherence and fill in gaps in informa-
tion,26 if Paul and other NT authors did memorize the Psalter and pray it in 
sequence, the likelihood seems to be increased that they would have under-
stood Psalm 8 and Psalm 110 to be speaking of the same person, flowing 
out of the way that Psalms 1 and 2 introduce the Psalter and the many link 
words throughout the psalms create coherence and maintain their train of 
thought. I contend this is exactly what we see Paul, the author of Hebrews, 
and Luke (presenting Peter) doing in the instances discussed in this essay.

I want to be quick to acknowledge that Paul’s adaptation of Psalm 110:1 
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and 8:6 in Ephesians 1:20 and 22 does not explicitly declare that he read 
the Psalter as a book in sequence. I also maintain, however, that the Psalter 
itself conditions its readers to treat it that way, and that such a reading—as 
a book in sequence—makes natural sense of Paul setting these statements 
side by side. 

In summary, the idea that Paul read the Psalter in sequence as a book 
comports with his historical context and provides a natural explanation 
for his reference to Psalm 110 right next to his reference to Psalm 8. Read 
in context of the Psalter, the one under whose feet God put all things in 
Psalm 8:6 is the one invited to sit at Yahweh’s right hand until his enemies 
become his footstool in Psalm 110:1. This understanding would also buttress 
the idea that, read in context, Psalm 8 speaks not so much of humanity in 
general as of the new Adam king from David’s line in particular (on which 
see further below). 

When we consider the point Paul is making through the references to 
Psalms 110 and 8 in Ephesians 1:20–22, he is speaking of the immeasur-
able greatness of God’s power toward those who believe (1:19), which 
he prays believers will have the eyes of their hearts enlightened to know 
(1:15–18). Paul prays that believers will know the power God worked 
when, among other things, he established in Christ what was spoken 
of in Psalms 110:1 and 8:6. It is noteworthy that Paul is not setting out 
to exposit these psalms but rather using his understanding of them to 
speak of God’s power. This indicates that Paul’s interpretation of Psalm 
8 and Psalm 110 speaking of the same person was a settled conviction 
in his mind, on which he could instinctively draw, as we also see him do 
in 1 Corinthians 15.

Psalms 110 and 8 in 1 Corinthians 15:25–27
Paul also reads Psalms 110 and 8 together in 1 Corinthians 15:25 and 27. 
Again we begin with the Greek texts: 
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1 Corinthians Psalms (LXX)

1 Cor 15:25, δεῖ γὰρ αὐτὸν βασιλεύειν ἄχρι οὗ 

θῇ πάντας τοὺς ἐχθροὺς ὑπὸ τοὺς πόδας τοὺς ἐχθροὺς ὑπὸ τοὺς πόδας αὐτοῦ.

“For he must reign until he has put all his enemies 

under his feet.” (ESV)

Ps 110:1 (109:1), εἶπεν ὁ κύριος τῷ κυρίῳ μου 

κάθου ἐκ δεξιῶν μου ἕως ἂν θῶ τοὺς ἐχθρούς τοὺς ἐχθρούς 

σου ὑποὑποπόδιον τῶν ποδῶντῶν ποδῶν σου

“The Lord said to my lord, ‘Sit on my right until 

I make your enemies a footstool for your feet.’” 

(NETS)

1 Cor 15:27, πάνταπάντα γὰρ ὑπέταξεν ὑπὸ τοὺς πόδας ὑπέταξεν ὑπὸ τοὺς πόδας 

αὐτοῦαὐτοῦ. ὅταν δὲ εἴπῃ ὅτι πάντα ὑποτέτακται πάντα ὑποτέτακται, 

δῆλον ὅτι ἐκτὸς τοῦ ὑποτάξαντος ὑποτάξαντος αὐτῷ τὰ πάνταπάντα.

“For ‘God has put all things in subjection under 

his feet.’ But when it says, ‘all things are put in 

subjection,’ it is plain that he is excepted who 

put all things in subjection under him.” (ESV)

Ps 8:6, καὶ κατέστησας αὐτὸν ἐπὶ τὰ ἔργα τῶν 

χειρῶν σου πάντα ὑπέταξας ὑποκάτω τῶν ποδῶν πάντα ὑπέταξας ὑποκάτω τῶν ποδῶν 

αὐτοῦαὐτοῦ

“You set him over the works of your hands; you 

subjected all under his feet” (NETS)

The keyword connection in the reference to the “feet” of the ruler, under 
which God puts “all things” and “your enemies” in Psalm 8:6 and 110:1, 
already exists in the original Hebrew text, and this keyword connection is 
of a piece with all the others that create coherence in the Psalter’s message. 
Paul has noticed a feature of the Psalter and asserts that Jesus Christ is the 
fulfillment of what David described in Psalms 8 and 110, in keeping with 
the wider message of the whole book of Psalms. 

As in Ephesians 1, so in 1 Corinthians 15: when we open ourselves up to 
the possibility that Paul read the Psalter in sequence as a book, the declara-
tion of dominion in Psalm 8:6 and the invitation to sit until all enemies are 
put in subjection in Psalm 110:1 take on contextual fullness that comports 
with Paul’s message. Whereas in Ephesians 1 the broader point Paul was 
making had to do with praying that the believers would know God’s power, 
in 1 Corinthians 15 Paul argues for the resurrection, and in 15:20–28 he 
speaks of the order of events pertaining to the resurrection. 

Christ has been raised from the dead as the firstfruits (1 Cor 15:20), and 
Paul compares the way that death came by Adam and resurrection comes 



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 25.3 (2021)

20

by Christ (15:21–22), explaining that Christ was raised first, and when he 
returns those who belong to him will be raised (15:23). Paul then speaks 
of how at the end Christ will deliver the kingdom to the Father (15:24), 
quoting Psalm 110:1 on the point that Christ reigns until all enemies are 
underfoot (1 Cor 15:25). The last enemy will be death itself (15:26, which 
seems to align with the two resurrections in Rev 20:4–6), because God did 
make the Psalm 8:6 promise to Christ that all would be put under his feet 
(1 Cor 15:27). So whereas the point in Ephesians 1 is about God’s power, 
the point of quoting Psalms 110:1 and 8:6 in 1 Corinthians 15:25–27 has 
to do with what they indicate about the sequence of the events of the end. 

As with Ephesians 1:20–22, however, so here: Paul’s words reflect the 
settled interpretive conclusion that both Psalm 8 and Psalm 110 are fulfilled 
in Christ. This essay maintains that the most natural way of interpreting the 
Psalter to arrive at that conclusion would be to read (or memorize and pray) 
it in sequence as a book.

Psalms 2 and 110 in Hebrews 5:5–6
One of the arguments C. H. Dodd made against Rendell Harris’s testimony 
book proposal was the observation that though the same OT texts are often 
quoted in the New, different verses are called up from oft-quoted OT chap-
ters, indicating that the NT authors appeal not to isolated statements but 
to whole contexts. The treatment of Psalm 110 by the author of Hebrews 
shows Dodd’s point. Whereas Hebrews regularly engages Psalm 110:1 (e.g., 
Heb 1:3, 13; 8;1), the author cites Psalm 110:4 in Hebrews 5:6, showing 
his understanding of and interest in the whole psalm. If we are to imagine a 
testimony book, the evidence points to it being the whole of the OT. 

Of interest for this study is the way the author of Hebrews quotes Psalm 
110:4 right after having cited Psalm 2:7. Here are the Greek texts with English 
translations: 
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Hebrews Psalms (LXX)

Heb 5:5, οὕτως καὶ ὁ Χριστὸς οὐχ ἑαυτὸν 

ἐδόξασεν γενηθῆναι ἀρχιερέα ἀλλ᾽ ὁ λαλήσας 

πρὸς αὐτόν· υἱός μου εἶ σύ, ἐγὼ σήμερον υἱός μου εἶ σύ, ἐγὼ σήμερον 

γεγέννηκά σε·γεγέννηκά σε·

“So also Christ did not exalt himself to be made 

a high priest, but was appointed by him who said 

to him, ‘You are my Son, today I have begotten 

you’;” (ESV)

Ps 2:7, διαγγέλλων τὸ πρόσταγμα κυρίου κύριος 

εἶπεν πρός με υἱός μου εἶ σύ ἐγὼ σήμερον υἱός μου εἶ σύ ἐγὼ σήμερον 

γεγέννηκά σεγεγέννηκά σε

“by proclaiming the Lord’s ordinance: The Lord 

said to me, ‘My son you are; today I have begot-

ten you.’” (NETS) 

Heb 5:6, καθὼς καὶ ἐν ἑτέρῳ λέγει· σὺ ἱερεὺς εἰς σὺ ἱερεὺς εἰς 

τὸν αἰῶνα κατὰ τὴν τάξιν Μελχισέδεκτὸν αἰῶνα κατὰ τὴν τάξιν Μελχισέδεκ

“as he says also in another place, ‘You are a priest 

forever, after the order of Melchizedek.’” (ESV)

Ps 110:4 (109:4), ὤμοσεν κύριος καὶ οὐ 

μεταμεληθήσεται σὺ εἶ ἱερεὺς εἰς τὸν αἰῶνα σὺ εἶ ἱερεὺς εἰς τὸν αἰῶνα 

κατὰ τὴν τάξιν Μελχισεδεκκατὰ τὴν τάξιν Μελχισεδεκ

“The Lord swore and will not change his mind, 

‘You are a priest forever according to the order 

of Melchisedek.’” (NETS)

The author of Hebrews drives home the point that Christ was appointed 
to the high priesthood by selecting two passages from the Psalms in which 
Yahweh speaks to the future king from David’s line. Psalm 2 reformulates the 
2 Samuel 7 promises that Yahweh made concerning David’s seed, presenting 
Yahweh speaking directly to that seed of David whose throne he promised 
to establish. Psalm 110 likewise presents Yahweh speaking to David’s Lord, 
the king who would arise from his line. The flow of thought in the Psalter, 
when read in sequence as a book, only strengthens the exegetical connections 
between Psalms 2 and 110: 

• in both psalms there are enemies (Ps 2:1–3; 110:1); 

• in both Yahweh sits enthroned in the heavens (2:4; 110:1); 

• in both Yahweh speaks directly to his king (2:7–9; 110:1, 4); 

• in both Yahweh’s king has allies—the blessed who take refuge in him (2:12), and 

those who make themselves freewill offerings on the day of his power (110:3); 

• in both the enemies are broken (2:9; 110:5–6); 

• and in both we find references to “the way” (2:12; 110:7; cf. 1:6). 
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Read in the context of the Psalter, Psalm 110 prophesies the accomplish-
ment of what was promised in Psalm 2, and the two psalms deal with the 
same cast of characters enacting a united and unfolding storyline. The more 
familiar we are with the Psalter as a book in sequence, the more sense the 
author of Hebrews’ treatment of the Psalter makes. For instance, given the 
use of Psalm 45:6–7 in Hebrews 1:8–9 (on which see below), it is worth 
noting that Psalm 45:3–5 calls upon Yahweh’s king to achieve the military 
conquest promised in Psalm 2:8–9 and prophesied in 110:5–7. The Psalter 
is profoundly coherent, and those who memorize it and pray it in sequence 
instinctively recognize its integral wholeness. 

Why does the author of Hebrews quote Psalm 2:7 when speaking of the 
way Christ was appointed high priest (Heb 2:5a)? I would propose that the 
key to the linkage has to do with the way that Yahweh’s decree, “You are my 
Son; today I have begotten you” (Ps 2:7), establishes the seed of David as 
the new Adam son of God. Adam was God’s son (Gen 5:1, 3; Luke 3:38) 
with a priestly role (Gen 2:15; cf. Num 3:8) and royal responsibilities (Gen 
1:26, 28) in the garden. Then the nation of Israel became the son of God 
(Exod 4:22–23) with a priestly role and royal responsibilities in the land of 
promise (Exod 19:6). 

For the seed of David to be named son of God (cf. 2 Sam 7:14) is for him to 
be given a priestly role with royal responsibilities as a new Adam representative 
head of Israel. He does not descend, however, from the tribe of Levi, so if he 
is to be a priest, he must belong to some other priestly order associated with 
some covenant other than the Mosaic one made at Sinai. This is exactly what the 
author of Hebrews argues (Heb 7:11–28). The author of Hebrews puts these 
ideas together when he quotes Psalm 2:7 with Psalm 110:4 in Hebrews 5:5–6, in 
anticipation of the longer explanation and argument he will provide in chapter 7. 

For this study, again we see that a NT author understands the figure intro-
duced in Psalm 2 as the one spoken of much later in the Psalter in Psalm 110. 
When we read the Psalter as a book in sequence, this conclusion is reinforced 
and ratified by a myriad of ties that bind the psalms to one another. 

The author of Hebrews primarily cites the Greek translation of the Psalter, 
and it would seem that he was likely immersed in a culture where the Psalms 
were read and or chanted/sung in sequence, so that large portions, if not 
the whole book, were cemented in memory. Joachim Schaper has written, 
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The Hebrew Psalter has rightly been described as the ‘hymn-book’ of post-exilic 

Judaism ... The Greek Psalms were to be of no lesser importance to Jewish life in the 

Diaspora than their Hebrew equivalents had been and still were to Palestinian Judaism. 

To take just one example: we find liturgical dedications in the Greek version (e.g. the 

superscriptions of the psalms assigning them to the days of the week) which form an 

addition to the original and were necessitated by changing liturgical needs in a new 

environment, by the ever-growing importance of synagogal worship.27

Psalms 2, 45, 97, 102, 104, and 110 in Hebrews 1:5–13
The collection of quotations, mainly from Psalms, in Hebrews 1:5–13 
supports the conclusion that the author of Hebrews read the Psalter as 
a book in sequence. To demonstrate this to be the case, we must see the 
chiastic structure the author presents. I will include references to the texts 
our author cites in bold within brackets in the chiasm, and here I present 
the ESV: 

The Chiastic Structure of Hebrews 1:5–13

5 For to which of the angels did God ever say,  

“You are my Son, today I have begotten you”? [Ps 2:7] 

Or again,  

“I will be to him a father, and he shall be to me a son”? [2 Sam 7:14]
6 And again, when he brings the firstborn into the world, he says,  

“Let all God’s angels worship him.” [Ps 97:7 {96:7}]
7 Of the angels he says, [Ps 104:4] 

“He makes his angels winds, and his ministers a flame of fire.” 
8 But of the Son he says, [Ps 45:6–7] 

“Your throne, O God, is forever and ever, the scepter of uprightness is 

the scepter of your kingdom. 9 You have loved righteousness and hated 

wickedness; therefore God, your God, has anointed you with the oil of 

gladness beyond your companions.” 
10 And, [Ps 102:25–27] 

“You, Lord, laid the foundation of the earth in the beginning, and the heav-

ens are the work of your hands; 11 they will perish, but you remain; they will 

all wear out like a garment, 12 like a robe you will roll them up, like a garment 
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they will be changed. But you are the same, and your years will have no end.” 
13 And to which of the angels has he ever said, [Ps 110:1] 

“Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet”?

Allow me to highlight the structural, grammatical, and syntactical parallels 
that this chiasm reflects. Note that the first and last Scriptural quotations, in 
verses 5 and 13, are prefaced by questions that ask, “to which of the angels 
did God ever say?” 

1:5, ΤίνιΤίνι γὰρ εἶπέν ποτε τῶν ἀγγέλωνεἶπέν ποτε τῶν ἀγγέλων 

1:13, πρὸς τίνατίνα δὲ τῶν ἀγγέλων εἴρηκέν ποτετῶν ἀγγέλων εἴρηκέν ποτε

We saw above that the author of Hebrews quotes Psalm 2:7 next to Psalm 
110:4 in Hebrews 5:5–6, and in the chiastic structure of 1:5–13 he places 
the quotation of Psalm 2:7 in Hebrews 1:5 across from the quotation of 
Psalm 110:1 in Hebrews 1:13. 

In the second (Heb 1:6) and second to last (1:10–12) elements of the 
chiasm, Jesus is referred to as “the firstborn” (1:6) and as “Lord” active at “the 
beginning” (1:10). Whereas the other psalms passages cited in this chiasm 
are addressed to the king in their original context, the passages cited in this 
“slot” speak of Yahweh in their original context. Psalm 97:4 speaks of the 
mountains melting like wax before Yahweh, and then a few verses later the 
elohim (translated into Greek as angeloi, angels) are commanded to worship 
him. Similarly, Psalm 102:25–27 is preceded by references to “the name of 
Yahweh” at 102:21 and the vocative address, “O my God” in 102:24. By citing 
these two passages across from one another, the author of Hebrews acts on the 
assertion he made in 1:3, “He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact 
imprint of his nature.” This being the case, the author of Hebrews indicates 
that what could be said of Yahweh in the OT can be said of Jesus in the New.

The central statements of the chiastic structure in Hebrews 1:5–13 are also 
introduced with parallel expressions at 1:7 and 1:8. Together they form a men ... de 
construction,28 contrasting what God said of the angels with what he said of the Son: 

1:7, καὶ πρὸς μὲν τοὺς ἀγγέλους λέγει 

1:8, πρὸς δὲ τὸν υἱόν
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The author of Hebrews seems to read the statements of Psalm 45, quoted 
in Hebrews 1:8–9, as developing the ideas he has cited from Psalm 2 and 
2 Samuel 7 (Heb 1:5, note again the unity of not only the Psalter but the 
whole of the OT). These in turn build on the reference to the Son being 
seated “at the right hand of the Majesty on high” in Hebrews 1:3, as the 
author anticipates his frequent citation of Psalm 110. 

To reflect the meaning of the chiastic structure of Hebrews 1:5–13, con-
sider an interpretive summary: 

1:5, Psalm 2:7 and 2 Sam 7:14 Not Spoken to Angels: Superiority of the Son

1:6, Angels Called to Worship the Firstborn

1:7, The Angels are Servants

1:8–9, The Son is King Forever

1:10–12, The Son Identified as Lord Creator and New Creator

1:13, Psalm 110 Not Spoke to Angels: Superiority of the Son

In view of the way that the author of Hebrews will say that the OT was 
“declared by angels” (Heb 2:3), the string of quotations in 1:5–13 develops 
the gravity of the letter’s opening statement—whereas in the past God spoke 
to the fathers by the prophets (1:1; through the angels, 2:3), now God has 
spoken by his Son (1:2). The superior being, status, and role of the Son are 
highlighted in 1:5–13, and the author employs the string of quotations from 
the OT to make that point. 

I submit that the reading strategy that would most naturally lead to the 
perspective reflected in the statements made by the author of Hebrews in 
1:5–13 is the one that takes the Psalter as a book in sequence. Thereby we see 
the intrinsic connections between Yahweh’s anointed king in Psalm 2 (Heb 
1:6) and the one whose wedding is celebrated in Psalm 45 (Heb 1:8–9), 
the firstborn whom the angels were to worship in Psalm 97 (Heb 1:6), who 
made and will remake the world in Psalm 102 (Heb 1:10–12), and who sits 
at God’s right hand in Psalm 110 (Heb 1:13).

Psalms 8 and 22 in Hebrews 2:6–12
The author of Hebrews highlights the superiority of the last days revelation 
God has made in his Son (Heb 1:1–4), the superior being, status, and role 
of the Son (1:5–13), and then he presses the point that if people received 



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 25.3 (2021)

26

just punishment for disregarding the revelation made by angels, those who 
disregard the revelation made in the Son will certainly not escape (2:1–4). 

The two big ideas the author communicates in Hebrews 2:5–18 are that 
(1) God has subjected the world to come to Christ (2:5–9), and (2) that 
Christ stands in solidarity with his people (2:10–18). In keeping with the 
purpose of this study, our main interest is in the way that the author of 
Hebrews has juxtaposed a quotation from Psalm 8 with a quotation from 
Psalm 22, both of which he sees fulfilled in Christ. 

We first consider Psalm 8, and here are the relevant statements in Greek 
with English translation: 

Hebrews Psalms (LXX)

Heb 2:6b–8a, τί ἐστιν ἄνθρωπος ὅτι μιμνῄσκῃ  τί ἐστιν ἄνθρωπος ὅτι μιμνῄσκῃ 

αὐτοῦ, ἢ υἱὸς ἀνθρώπου ὅτι ἐπισκέπτῃ αὐτόν; αὐτοῦ, ἢ υἱὸς ἀνθρώπου ὅτι ἐπισκέπτῃ αὐτόν; 7 7   

ἠλάττωσας αὐτὸν βραχύ τι παρ᾽ ἀγγέλους, δόξῃ ἠλάττωσας αὐτὸν βραχύ τι παρ᾽ ἀγγέλους, δόξῃ 

καὶ τιμῇ ἐστεφάνωσας αὐτόν, καὶ τιμῇ ἐστεφάνωσας αὐτόν, 8 8  πάντα ὑπέταξας  πάντα ὑπέταξας 

ὑποκάτω τῶν ποδῶν αὐτοῦ.ὑποκάτω τῶν ποδῶν αὐτοῦ.

“What is man, that you are mindful of 

him, or the son of man, that you care for him? 
7 You made him for a little while lower than 

the angels; you have crowned him with glory 

and honor, 8 putting everything in subjection 

under his feet.” (ESV)

Psalm 8:4–6 (8:5–7), τί ἐστιν ἄνθρωπος ὅτι τί ἐστιν ἄνθρωπος ὅτι 

μιμνῄσκῃ αὐτοῦ ἢ υἱὸς ἀνθρώπου ὅτι ἐπισκέπτῃ μιμνῄσκῃ αὐτοῦ ἢ υἱὸς ἀνθρώπου ὅτι ἐπισκέπτῃ 

αὐτόν αὐτόν 6 6  ἠλάττωσας αὐτὸν βραχύ τι παρ᾽  ἠλάττωσας αὐτὸν βραχύ τι παρ᾽ 

ἀγγέλους δόξῃ καὶ τιμῇ ἐστεφάνωσας αὐτόνἀγγέλους δόξῃ καὶ τιμῇ ἐστεφάνωσας αὐτόν 7  

καὶ κατέστησας αὐτὸν ἐπὶ τὰ ἔργα τῶν χειρῶν 

σου πάντα ὑπέταξας ὑποκάτω τῶν ποδῶν αὐτοῦπάντα ὑπέταξας ὑποκάτω τῶν ποδῶν αὐτοῦ

“What is man that you are mindful of him 

or son of man that you attend to him? 5 You 

diminished him a little in comparison with 

angels; with glory and honor you crowned him. 
6 And you set him over the works of your hands; 

you subjected all under his feet” (NETS)

I have argued that in context, Psalm 8 should be understood as David’s under-
standing that both he himself and the future king from his line stand as new Adams 
in God’s world, exercising God’s dominion over God’s creation as God’s king.29 
Psalm 8 does not ask a question about mankind in general, but rather about 
Adam, even about Seth (the ben Adam, “son of Adam”), and Seth’s son Enosh. 
My view is that David understood the promise of the seed of the woman (Gen 
3:15) as being preserved through this line of descent, a line in which he knew 
himself to stand as a descendant of Judah (cf. Gen 49:8–12). As David wrote 
Psalm 8, then, he was presenting himself, and the seed God promised to raise up 
from his line, as the new Adam king of God’s creation (cf. Ps 2:7). The author of 
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Hebrews asserts that the words of Psalm 8 are fulfilled in Jesus, the promised king 
from the line of David, to whom the world to come will be subjected (Heb 2:5). 

The author of Hebrews then turns his attention to the solidarity between Jesus 
and his people, and for this he quotes from both Psalm 22 and Isaiah 8 (whole OT 
as a book again). I have discussed both Isaiah 8 and Psalm 22 in my recent book 
on typology, allowing me to be brief here while referring readers who want more 
to that discussion.30 With regard to Isaiah 8, note that Isaiah speaks of his children. 
In the context of Isaiah 7–8, those children are named, and they stand with Isaiah 
against the unbelieving establishment surrounding King Ahaz, who rejects Isaiah 
and his message. The author of Hebrews quotes the passage not because the state-
ments predict something about the messiah but because Isaiah and his persecuted 
children typify Jesus and his persecuted disciples. And so it is with the quotation 
from Psalm 22. Here are the Greek texts with English translations:

Hebrews Psalms (LXX)

Heb 2:12, ἀπαγγελῶ τὸ ὄνομά σου τοῖς τὸ ὄνομά σου τοῖς 

ἀδελφοῖς μου, ἐν μέσῳ ἐκκλησίας ὑμνήσω σεἀδελφοῖς μου, ἐν μέσῳ ἐκκλησίας ὑμνήσω σε

“I will tell of your name to my brothers; 

in the midst of the congregation I will sing 

your praise.” (ESV)

Psalm 22:22 (21:23), διηγήσομαι τὸ ὄνομά τὸ ὄνομά 

σου τοῖς ἀδελφοῖς μου ἐν μέσῳ ἐκκλησίας σου τοῖς ἀδελφοῖς μου ἐν μέσῳ ἐκκλησίας 

ὑμνήσω σεὑμνήσω σε

“I will tell of your name to my kindred; in 

the midst of an assembly I will sing a hymn 

to you” (NETS)

Psalm 22 begins with the cry of dereliction, which Jesus famously quoted 
on the cross (“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” Matt 27:46). 
In this psalm David describes an actual near-death period of difficulty, out 
of which the Lord rescued him.31 My view is that David understood his own 
suffering as an installment in the pattern of the kind of suffering endured 
by the likes of Joseph and Moses, and that when he himself went through 
difficulties similar to theirs, he began to expect that the future king God 
promised to raise up from his line would fulfill these patterns.32 Whereas 
David’s near-death experience of divine dereliction (“why have you forsaken 
me?” Ps 22:1) typified that of the messiah, the Lord Jesus actually died. 
Whereas David’s deliverance was almost like being raised from the dead 
(cf. Ps 22:21), Jesus actually was resurrected. When David was delivered, 
he praised God with those loyal to him, as articulated in the words of Psalm 
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22:22, quoted in Hebrews 2:12. The author of Hebrews quotes Psalm 22:22 
to call upon this wider typological fulfillment of the experience of David in 
the salvation accomplished through the death and resurrection of the Lord 
Jesus, making the point here that just as David stood in solidarity with his 
brothers and the congregation over against those trying to kill him, so also 
Jesus stands in solidarity with his disciples against those persecuting them. 
Notably, the “congregation” in which David says he will sing God’s praise 
in Psalm 22:22 is synonymous with the “congregation of the righteous” 
mentioned in Psalm 1:5 (in this case the theme is not articulated with the 
exact same terminology but with synonyms, ֵעָדה in Ps 1:5, ָקָהל in 22:22, 
both rendered “congregation” by ESV). 

Much more could of course be said about Psalms 8 and 22 and the argu-
ment of Hebrews 2. For the purposes of this study, I note that in the same 
way David typifies Jesus as he stands as a new Adam king over creation in 
Psalm 8, so also he typifies Jesus as the persecuted but delivered true king, 
against whom God’s enemies rage (cf. Ps 2:1–3), around whom God’s people 
rally. Once again, the approach to the interpretation of the Psalter that leads 
most naturally to the conclusions articulated by the author of Hebrews is the 
one that reads, memorizes, and prays it as a book in sequence.

Psalms 69 and 109 in Acts 1:20
Gordon Wenham and others have persuasively argued that whereas Books 1 
and 2 of the Psalter deal with the historical David, the David in Book 5 refers 
to the future king from his line, along the lines of the way that Ezekiel 34:23, 
“my servant David,” points not to the historical David but to the future Davidic 
king.33 Psalms 108, 109, and 110 all carry “of David” in their superscriptions. 
In Psalm 110 David speaks of his Lord, and the NT everywhere sees Jesus as 
the fulfillment of that Psalm. With 110 being so obviously concerned with 
the one to come, and with the relative scarcity of Davidic psalms in Books 
3 and 4 (only 1 in Book 3 and 2 in Book 4), and with Book 2 indicating 
that “the prayers of David, the son of Jesse, are ended” (Ps 72:20), Psalms 
108–110 seem to speak of the conquest of the future David. 

Meanwhile, the statements of the historical David in Psalm 69 speak both 
to his own situation and were intended by him to typify the one to come.34 
The typological understanding is even more prominent in Psalm 109. Luke 
presents Peter quoting both Psalms 69 and 109 together in Acts 1:20 to 
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denounce Judas. On this kind of interpretation, Mitchell notes “that Kimhi, 
for instance, interprets historical Ps. 52 messianically, by regarding David’s 
adversities as typological of messiah’s.”35 

Consider the Greek texts (with English translations) of Acts 1:20 and the 
statements quoted there from Psalms 69 and 109:

Acts Psalms (LXX)

Acts 1:20a, γέγραπται γὰρ ἐν βίβλῳ ψαλμῶν· 

γενηθήτω ἡ ἔπαυλις αὐτοῦ ἔρημος καὶ μὴ ἔστω γενηθήτω ἡ ἔπαυλις αὐτοῦ ἔρημος καὶ μὴ ἔστω 

ὁ κατοικῶνὁ κατοικῶν ἐν αὐτῇ 

“For it is written in the Book of Psalms, ‘May his 

camp become desolate, and let there be no one 

to dwell in it’ (ESV)

Ps 69:25 (68:26), γενηθήτω ἡ ἔπαυλις αὐτῶν γενηθήτω ἡ ἔπαυλις αὐτῶν 

ἠρημωμένη καὶ ἠρημωμένη καὶ ἐν τοῖς σκηνώμασιν αὐτῶν μὴ μὴ 

ἔστω ὁ κατοικῶνἔστω ὁ κατοικῶν

“May their camp become desolate, and in their 

tents let there be no one to dwell” (my trans.)

Acts 1:20b, καί· τὴν ἐπισκοπὴν αὐτοῦ λαβέτω  καί· τὴν ἐπισκοπὴν αὐτοῦ λαβέτω 

ἕτερος.ἕτερος.

“and ‘Let another take his office.’” (ESV)

Ps 109:8 (108:8), γενηθήτωσαν αἱ ἡμέραι αὐτοῦ 

ὀλίγαι καὶ τὴν ἐπισκοπὴν αὐτοῦ λάβοι ἕτεροςκαὶ τὴν ἐπισκοπὴν αὐτοῦ λάβοι ἕτερος

“Let his days be few, and let another take his office” 

(my trans.)

Psalm 108 consists of the latter half of Psalm 57 combined with the latter 
half of Psalm 60, both of which carry historical superscriptions. It seems that 
Psalm 108 projects David’s historical experiences in Psalms 57 and 60 into 
the eschatological future.36 Then Psalm 109 prays an imprecation first against 
enemies in the plural (Ps 109:1–5) before narrowing in on one enemy in 
particular (109:6–19). I am inclined to think that David composed Psalm 
109 in anticipation of the enemies, and the traitor, with whom he expected 
his descendant would have to deal. I see the quotation of Psalm 69 next to 
109 in Acts 1:20 as substantiating these interpretive conclusions. 

Here again, David’s difficulties in Psalm 69 are read in continuity with the 
difficulties in Psalm 109, which points in the direction of the Psalter being 
read in sequence as a book.

Psalms 16 and 110 in Acts 2:25–35
The idea that the Psalter was read as a book held together by link words 
and common themes would also seem to be substantiated by the way Luke 
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presents Peter quoting Psalms 16 and 110 together in Acts 2. When Luke 
presents Peter quoting Psalms 16 and 110 together in Acts 2, both Peter 
and Luke take it for granted that David spoke of himself in Psalm 16 (Acts 
2:25, 29–30). Peter argues, however, that David’s own death shows that he 
himself does not completely live out Psalm 16 (2:29). In other words, David 
himself does not experience the fulfillment of Psalm 16. Luke presents Peter 
reasoning that David, therefore, under the influence of the Spirit’s prophetic 
inspiration, and knowing God’s promises, spoke of the resurrection of Christ 
(2:30–32). He then proceeds to argue that Christ has ascended to the Father’s 
right hand and poured out the Spirit (2:33), explaining that David spoke of 
this very thing in Psalm 110:1 (Acts 2:34–35). 

As with the quotations of Psalms 69 and 109 in Acts 1:20, so in the quo-
tations of Psalm 16 and 110 in Acts 2:25–35—texts that pertain to the 
historical David but typify the one to come (Pss 16 and 69) are set next to 
texts that project David’s historical experience into the eschatological future 
(Pss 109 and 110), and fulfillment is claimed in Christ. 

Is there a reading strategy that would warrant these conclusions? I submit 
that reading the Psalter in sequence as a book will lead to these conclusions 
and others like what we find elsewhere in the NT, whereby different Psalms 
are quoted side by side as though they speak of the same thing.37

Conclusion

The contemporary scholarly interest in understanding the Psalter as a book 
aligns with the way the Psalter would have been learned and conceived of in 
antiquity. The practices of memorizing and meditating, praying and chanting 
the Psalter would have led to the psalms being understood in sequence as a 
book. Indeed, the authors of the NT seem to have understood the OT canon 
as a coherent book with a unified message. Surely that understanding was 
applied to the Psalter as well. 

Having briefly summarized some features of both the Psalter and the OT 
that point to the conclusion that those who wrote these documents intended 
them to be understood as coherent wholes, we turned our attention to seven 
NT contexts where different Psalms are quoted next to one another. My 
claim throughout has been that the way the NT authors would have learned 
and used the Psalter—memorizing, praying, singing the psalms—joins with 
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the Psalter’s built-in cohesive features to bring about an understanding of 
the Psalter as having a unified cast of characters good and evil engaged in a 
discernible, though impressionistic, conflict as a narrative plotline unfolds 
that culminates in the conquest of the future king from David’s line, promised 
in Psalm 2, jeopardized in Psalm 22, cheered on in Psalm 45, nearly dead in 
Psalm 89, resurrected through Mosaic intercession in Psalms 90 and 106, 
prophesied in Psalm 110, celebrated in Psalms 146-150. 

Like the central NT context in this presentation (the catena of citations 
in Heb 1:5-13), the organization of these seven NT contexts has its own 
chiastic structure:

God’s Power to Establish His King (Eph 1:20–22, citing Pss 110 and 8)

The Events of the End (1 Cor 15:25–27, citing Pss 110 and 8)

The New Adam Priest-King (Heb 5:5–6, citing Pss 2 and 110)

The Son’s Being, Status, and Role (Heb 1:5–13, citing Pss 2, 

45, 97, 104, and 110) 

The Son’s Adamic Dominion and Solidarity with His People (Heb 

2:6–12, citing Pss 8 and 22) 

Imprecations against the Traitor (Acts 1:20, citing Pss 69 and 109)

The Resurrected and Enthroned Son (Acts 2:25–35, citing Pss 16 and 110)

Biblical theology is the attempt to understand and embrace the interpre-
tive perspective of the biblical authors. It seems that the NT authors read 
the Psalter as a book in sequence, a practice that, if we are to imitate their 
interpretive perspective, we do well to embrace. May the word of the Lord 
dwell as richly in us as it so obviously did in them. 
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Introduction
Examining the context and structure of a text plays a crucial role in biblical 
exegesis.1 Like opening the layers of a Matryoshka doll, when interpreters 
work through the exegetical layers of context and structure, they discover the 
richness and depth dimensions of a text.2 Unfortunately, interpreters tend 
to treat the Psalter like a “storage cabinet” of unrelated, individual pieces of 
sacred sheet music rather than as a well-ordered oratorio.3 Commentators, 
then, tend to handle the Psalter as no other part in the Bible and ignore the 
micro-context of a psalm and the macro-context of the Psalter.4 In contrast 
to such common approaches, a canonical approach to the Psalter widens the 
exegetical field of play to include not only the context and structure of an 
individual psalm, but also the context and structure of surrounding psalms, 
the book (of the Psalter) a psalm is in, the Psalter itself, and even the Psalter’s 
placement in the biblical storyline.5

For this article, I will examine the overall exegetical data for interpreting the 
Psalter in view of its canonical shape and deliberate design along three main 
lines.6 First, I will begin by recovering Christ’s perspective on the Psalter and 
by providing two general ways to hear Christ’s voice in the Psalter. Second, 

SBJT 25.2 (2021): 35-76



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 25.3 (2021)

36

I will examine the final shape of the Psalter by tracing the broad thematic 
progression of the Psalter. Finally, I will note the macrostructure of the Psalter 
based on textual features such as psalm titles, concluding doxologies of each 
book, and the opening and closing of the Psalter. Yair Zakovitch argues that 
the ordering of psalms within the Psalter was not random but an activity of 
a “deliberate design.”7 Zakovitch even describes the arrangement of psalms 
as “an exegetical act.”8 By examining exegetical evidence for the Psalter’s 
overall shape and design, I hope to provide a biblical warrant for reading 
and preaching the Psalter canonically and Christologically.9

Hearing the Voice of Christ: Psalmists and Psalter Sing of Him

Messiah’s Voice about the Psalter
Jesus taught from the Old Testament (OT) based on its final canonical shape. 
Scholars debate which canon, especially in the OT, represents the final canon 
and what the correct ordering of sections with the canon is, (e.g., do the 
Writings open with Ruth or Psalms?).10 Nevertheless, evidence indicates 
that Jesus taught based on a tripartite Hebrew canon.11

One piece of evidence of Jesus’s speaking based on the tripartite Hebrew 
canon (Tanak) is Luke 11:51.12 Jesus excoriates the religious leaders of his 
day, laying the blood of all the prophets against “this generation:” “The blood 
of all the prophets, shed from the foundation of the world, may be charged 
against this generation, from the blood of Abel to the blood of Zechariah, 
who perished between the altar and the sanctuary” (Luke 11:51 ESV). Jesus 
explains that Abel was the first OT figure to perish for bearing witness to the 
truth (Gen 4:1–16), and Zechariah was the last figure in the OT canon to 
perish for bearing witness to the truth (2 Chron 24:20–22).13 In speaking 
of Abel as the first martyr and Zechariah as the last, Jesus was reflecting 
the Hebrew canon which began with Genesis and ended with Chronicles.14

The second evidence for Jesus’s teaching based on a tripartite Hebrew 
canon is more explicit. During his walk with two disciples on the road to 
Emmaus (Luke 24:13–53), the risen Lord admonished two weary disci-
ples for not “believ[ing] all that the prophets have spoken,” (24:25). Then, 
“beginning with Moses and all the Prophets,” Jesus explained to them “in 
all the Scriptures the things concerning himself (ta peri heautou)” (24:27).15 
Finally, Jesus concluded “that everything written about me (emou) in the 
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Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled” (24:44).16 
Craig Evans argues that the word the ESV translates as Psalms (psalmois) in 
Luke 24:44 is anarthrous, meaning that one could translate Luke 24:44 as 
“the Law of Moses and the Prophets and Psalms (tois prophētais kai psalmois) 
must be fulfilled [in me].” If Evans interprets correctly, then early Christians 
understood the Psalter as prophetic genre with a messianic impulse.17 Peter 
certainly saw the prophetic trajectory and messianic heartbeat of the Psalter 
when he spoke of David, “the sweet psalmist of Israel” (2 Sam 23:1), as “a 
prophet” who “foresaw (proidōn) and spoke about the resurrection of the 
Christ” in Psalm 16 and 110 (Acts 2:25, 30–31).18 Jesus’s explanation to 
his disciples, then, indicates that not only do individual psalms testify to 
him but so does the entire Psalter.19 Jesus’s exchange with his disciples also 
indicates the messianic impulse of the entire Hebrew canon, of which the 
Psalter plays a crucial role.20 After sketching the history and final form of 
the OT, Stephen Dempster concludes, “The church is born not just with 
a canon in its hands, but with a christological canon in its hands.”21 Jesus’s 
voice regarding the messianic impulse of the Psalter, as well as the material 
form of the OT canon (ordered as “the Law of Moses the Prophets and the 
Psalms”), encourages a more holistic reading of the Psalter and the OT than 
a more atomized one.22

The main summarizing points from a brief examination of Jesus’s teaching 
involve two things. First, Jesus taught from the OT at times based on its final 
canonical shape. Second, Jesus insisted that every part of the Tanak pointed 
to him, even Psalms (Luke 24:44).

Messiah’s Voice in the Psalter
Sally Lloyd-Jones wrote a popular children’s Bible called The Jesus Storybook 
Bible: Every Story Whispers His Name.23 The concept of the book involves 
showing how every story in the Bible “whispers His name.” Similarly, readers 
can hear whispers of Messiah’s voice in every psalm in the Psalter.24 In the 
following paragraphs, I will suggest two general ways to hear the voice of the 
Messiah in the Psalter, with a particular focus on the final form of the Psalter.

The first general way to hear Messiah’s voice in the Psalter involves keep-
ing the entire Psalter in mind. The volume of psalm quotations in the New 
Testament (NT) coupled with the way NT authors apply the Psalter to the 
life of Christ indicates that one can hear whispers of Messiah’s voice, not 
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only in a few select psalms, but in every psalm of the Psalter.25 According to 
Bruce Waltke, the NT quotes the OT directly 283 times; 41 percent of those 
quotes come from the Psalter.26 He notes further that NT authors quote 
the Psalter 116 times to refer to events in the life of Jesus Christ.27 The sheer 
volume of psalm quotations in the NT, the way the NT writers apply the 
Psalter to Christ, and the overall shape of the Psalter, led Jerry Shepherd to 
describe the Psalter as a “messianic reservoir.”28 Thus, instead of viewing the 
Psalter as containing a handful of messianic psalms (versus non-messianic 
psalms), the way the NT authors saw an “intrinsic connection between Christ 
and the Psalms” encourages readers to view every psalm as “‘fair game’ to 
use in reference to the person of Christ.”29 Exegetes of the Psalter, then, can 
learn from the apostles in how to read psalms and hear the voice of Messiah 
throughout the Psalter.30

A second general way to hear Messiah’s voice in the Psalter involves 
understanding the general time frame of the Psalter’s final arrangement, 
coupled with seeing David as the leading voice of the Psalter.31 Based on the 
superscription of Psalm 90, Moses penned the earliest psalm in the Psalter.32 

Psalm 90 opens in the OT with “A prayer of Moses, a man of God” (Ps 
90:[1]). Based on the content of psalms such as Psalm 126 and Psalm 137, 
the final form of Psalter came about in the post-exilic period. In Psalm 126, 
the psalmist looks back on the exile and remembers Israel’s glorious return:

When the LORD restored the fortunes of Zion,

 we were like those who dream.

Then our mouth was filled with laughter,

 and our tongue with shouts of joy;

then they said among the nations,

 ‘The LORD has done great things for them’ (Ps 126:1–2).

In Psalm 137, the psalmist reflects on Israel’s time in exile, “by the rivers 
of Babylon” where they “sat down and wept” as “their captors required … 
songs” of them “in a foreign land” (Ps 137:1–4). Remarkably, then, the 
Psalter covers about a millennium of Israel’s history, from Moses to Israel’s 
return from the exile.33 The content of such psalms places the final form of 
the Psalter at some point after the exile.34

The relevance of the postexilic timeframe for the final form of the psalter 
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takes on significance when one considers the importance of David in the 
Psalter.35 As early as Psalm 2, David (according to Acts 4:25–26) celebrates 
the happy enthronement of Yahweh’s Messiah-King on the holy hill of Zion 
in the face of the seditious opposition from the nations. David’s lyrics in 
Psalm 2 (especially 2:6–8) echo the Davidic covenant of 2 Samuel 7:5–16 
where God promises to make David’s son a king whose “throne shall be 
established forever” (2 Sam 7:14, 16). Yet after the exile, with the crown of 
David long-buried beneath the dust of Nebuchadnezzar’s chariots, Israel is 
left to wonder if such spectacular promises about Yahweh’s Messiah-King 
have failed.36 Indeed, Book 3 of the Psalter ends with such a lament: “Lord, 
where is your steadfast love of old, which by your faithfulness you swore 
to David?” (Ps 89:49). The Psalter, in its final post-exilic form, ends with 
such messianic longings and questions still alive, demanding an ultimate 
fulfillment and answer.37

In addition to aching for the realization of the enthronement of God’s 
Messiah-King (Ps 2) and the psalmist’s lament for God to keep his Davidic 
promises (Ps 89), royal psalms appear throughout the Psalter. The royal 
psalms give the entire Psalter royal overtones as they intensify the deep desire 
for God’s promised Messiah-King.38 In contrast with other collections of 
psalms within the Psalter (e.g., Pss 120–134 and the “Songs of Ascent”), the 
royal psalms lie scattered throughout the psalter, often near the opening or 
closing of the five books of the Psalter.39 For example, David’s Psalm 2 opens 
Book 1, or better, Psalm 2, along with Psalm 1, opens the entire Psalter.40 A 
royal psalm not only opens Book 1 (Ps 2), but a royal psalm ends Book 2 
(Ps 72), providing a royal inclusio with Book 1. Psalm 89 ends Book 3, and 
along with royal Psalm 2 and 72, gives the first three books of the Psalter a 
messianic inclusio and framing.41 

Psalm 110 appears in the final book of the Psalter, where King David 
dramatically joins together, in one person, the hopes for a perfect priest 
and king whom David himself addresses as “Lord” (adon) (Ps 110:1–2, 4). 
David’s prophetic royal song in Psalm 110 also mirrors the royal messianic 
hopes of his Psalm 2. Along with Psalm 2 and 118, Psalm 110 is among the 
psalms that the NT writers quote most often.42 Two royal psalms of David 
conclude Book 5 of the Psalter (Pss 144–145), immediately before crescen-
doing with a cosmic fanfare of “hallelujah” (hallu–YAH) psalms in Psalms 
146–150 that round out the entire Psalter with euphoric praise. 
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With such a scattering and strategic placement of royal psalms throughout 
the Psalter, and this well after David’s demise, Jamie Grant invites readers 
of the Psalter to ask, “Why are the royal psalms still in the Psalter at all?”43 
Brevard Childs asks a similar question and points readers towards a con-
clusion: “At the time of final redaction, when the institution of kingship 
had long since been destroyed, what earthly king would have come to mind 
other than God’s Messiah?”44 Thus, the post-exilic formation of the Psalter’s 
final form and the leading voice of David and his royal psalms reveal the 
eschatological yearning of the Psalter for God’s ultimate Messiah to come.45

David’s leading voice in Psalter gives way to the voice of Messiah himself. 
As Bonhoeffer argues, “David is the anointed king of the chosen people of 
God, a prototype of Jesus Christ. What happens to him happens for the sake 
of the one who is in him … namely Jesus Christ.”46 Moreover,

in the Psalms of David, the promised Christ himself already speaks (Heb 2:12; 

10:5) or, as may also be indicated, the Holy Spirit (Heb 3:7). These same words 

which David spoke, therefore, the future Messiah spoke through him. The prayers 

of David were prayed also by Christ. Or better, Christ himself prayed them through 

his forerunner David (emphasis added.)47

The final shaping of the Psalter, then, not only whispers his name, but it 
contains the voice of the Messiah himself and announces his coming.48

Having recovered Christ’s perspective on the Psalter and providing two 
ways to hear Christ’s voice in the Psalter based on the overall shape and set-
ting of the Psalter, I will now move to trace the broad thematic progression 
of the Psalter. The reader of Psalms can discern the deliberate design of the 
Psalter’s overall progression in two ways. First, the dissonance between the 
title of the Psalter and the contents of the psalms suggests a thematic pro-
gression. Second, the concentration of certain kinds of psalms as one reads 
from Psalm 1 to Psalm 150 suggests a thematic progression.

Hearing the Melodic Flow: From Lament to Praise

The Psalter’s Contrasting Title and Contents
The title of the Psalms puts the discerning reader into immediate conflict with 
its contents. The title of Psalms in English translations comes from the Greek 



Hearing the Canonical Voice of the Psalter: An Exegetical Overview

41

word psalmoi, meaning “sacred songs [of praise],” which was a translation of the 
Hebrew mizmor, meaning a “[sacred] poem or song.”49 By NT times at least, 
Psalms was the common title as evidenced by the usage of Jesus (Luke 20:42, 
44) and Peter (Acts 1:20), when Psalms came to refer not simply to “sacred 
songs” but to “sacred songs of praise.”50 The Masoretic title for the Psalter title 
came from the Hebrew tehillim meaning “praises,” or “praise songs” (when used 
as a title).51 The Psalter’s titular meaning of “praise songs” collides, however, 
with much of the psalter’s actual content. A painful irony awaits the reader who 
finally notices that this book called “praise songs” actually contains more songs 
of lament than anything else.52 Readers of the Psalter will often hear singers 
strangely singing the blues in a book named “praise songs.”

The Psalter’s Musical Progression
As the Psalter opens, readers notice that the psalmists, particularly King 
David, often appear disoriented and lost in the woods of God’s providence, 
looking for God like a hunter searching for a unicorn he hopes still exists.

O LORD, how many are my foes!

 Many are rising against me;

many are saying of my soul,

 ‘There is no salvation for him in God’ (Ps 3:1–2).

Bruggeman describes the ranging experiences of the psalmists as moving 
suddenly from moments of orientation to disorientation.53 Indeed, each of 
the first three books of the Psalter (Pss 3–89) opens with a psalm of disori-
entation. In addition to David’s disturbing cry that opens Book 1 (Psalm 
3:1–2 listed above), the sons of Korah and Asaph the musician open Books 
2 and 3 with similar groans:

My soul thirsts for God, 

 for the living God.

When shall I come and appear before God?

My tears have been my food

 day and night,

while they say to me all the day long,

 ‘Where is your God?’    (Book 2, Ps 42:2–3).
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As for me, my feet had almost stumbled,

 my steps had nearly slipped.

For I was envious of the arrogant

 when I saw the prosperity of the wicked. (Book 3, Ps 73:2–3)

In Psalm 88, the penultimate song of Book 3, Heman the Ezrahite brings 
down a closing curtain of darkness on Book 3 by singing the darkest, most 
derelict psalm in the Psalter:

O LORD, why do you cast my soul away?

 Why do you hide your face from me?

Your wrath has swept over me; 

 your dreadful assaults destroy me.

You have caused my beloved and my friend to shun me;

 my companions have become darkness (Ps 88:14, 16, 18).

In Heman’s voice of lament in Psalm 88 was a voice deeper still. The only 
darker cry than Heman’s in all the Bible came from the loud orphaned voice 
of Christ on the cross where he, too, cried out in the darkness, “My God, 
my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt 27:45–46). Lament is the 
unexpected, yet common experience of Christ and his people in the Psalter, 
a book whose title advertises nothing but songs of praise.

By examining the macrostructure of the Psalter, one notices that the 
songs of lament dominating the Psalter reveal an intentional ordering and 
a broad progression from lament to praise within the Psalter itself.54 While 
sketching out evidence of structure and a metanarrative in the Psalter, Nancy 
deClaissé-Walford plots lament psalms in the Psalter. She notices a high-con-
centration of lament psalms in Books 1-3 that decrease and give way to 
hymns of praise as the Psalter progresses through Books 4-5 and crescendos 
to a conclusion of hallu psalms (Pss 146-150). deClaissé-Walford traces 
the overall movement from lament to praise within the Psalter as follows:

• In Book I, twenty-four of the forty-one psalms (59 percent) are laments; 

eight (20 percent) are hymns.

• In Book II, twenty of the thirty-one psalms (65 percent) are laments; six 

(19 percent) are hymns.
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• In Book III, eight of the seventeen psalms (47 percent) are laments; six 

(35 percent) are hymns.

• In Book IV, only four of the seventeen psalms (24 percent) are laments; 

five (29 percent) are hymns.

• In Book V, ten of the forty-four psalms (23 percent) are laments; twen-

ty-three (52 percent) are hymns.55

DeClaissé-Walford forefronts such a general concentration of laments in 
Books 1-3 resolving into more general hymns of praise in Books 4-5 as 
one of several marks of purposeful and canonical arrangement.56 Based 
on the general ordering, broad progression, and overall macrostructure of 
the Psalter, the general melodic mood of the Psalter moves readers from 
lament to praise, from solos of laments to choirs of congregational and 
cosmological praise.57

Hearing the Melodic Macrostructure: The Voice of the Wise 
and Reigning King

Thus far in this article, I have argued that both Christ’s voice about the 
Psalter and the sweeping melodic flow of the Psalter indicate canonical 
intentionality (purposeful arrangement) that should inform one’s reading 
and preaching of the Psalter. In the following sections, I will examine the 
final exegetical evidences (for this article) for reading the Psalter in light of 
its final canonical shape. 58 Like hearing all the notes of a chord or seeing 
all the colors of a rainbow after light passes through a prism, a canonical 
approach provides a panoramic contextual lens through which readers can 
see the layered dimensions of the Psalter. A canonical approach strives for 
exegetical faithfulness to the text (or book), its words, genre, and structure, 
especially the final structure.59 The final form of a book provides a herme-
neutical guide for interpreting the book.60 

Several macrostructure compositional elements of the Psalter provide 
warrant for seeing a purposeful arrangement of the Psalter. I will examine 
the Psalter’s purposeful arrangement by noting macrostructural elements 
of the Psalter’s final form in four categories: the fivefold book structure, the 
concluding doxologies of each book, the superscriptions, and the overture 
and finale of the Psalter (Pss 1-2 and 146-150). Such compositional features 
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warrant hearing the Psalter (to borrow from Bach) as a “well-tempered” 
collection rather than as random anthology of Israel’s “one-hit wonders.”

A Song of Five Books
The Psalter’s arrangement into five books provides one of the clearest indica-
tions of the Psalter’s macrostructure.61 Based on the content of psalms such 
as Psalm 126 and 137, an unknown editor (or editors) organized the Psalter 
into five books at some point after the exile.62 The general arrangement of 
the five books is as follows:

Book 1: Psalms 1-41

Book 2: Psalms 42-72

Book 3: Psalms 73-89

Book 4: Psalms 90-106

Book 5: Psalms 107-150.

A more nuanced approach to the Psalter’s shape, sensitive to textual indica-
tors, sees Psalms 1-2 as a musical prologue and overture for the Psalter and 
Psalms 146-150 as a musical conclusion and finale for the Psalter.63

One textual indicator for viewing Psalms 1–2 as an introduction to the 
Psalter involves noticing that Psalms 1–2 are the only psalms in Book 1 with 
no superscriptions, which sets them apart from the rest of the psalms in 
Book 1.64 Additionally, with the opening verses of Psalm 1 announcing that 
“blessed (ashre) is the man who … delights in [YHWH’s ] law (torah)” (Ps 
1:1–2) and the closing verses of Psalm 2 promising that “blessed (ashre) are 
all who take refuge in [Yahweh’s Messiah-King and Son]” (Ps 2:12), Psalms 
1 and 2 form a “blessed” inclusio and introduce themes of God’s Torah 
and God’s Messiah. The Torah-Messiah overture of Psalms 1-2 not only 
introduces twin themes that influence how readers should hear the rest of 
the Psalter, but these twin themes appear together throughout the Psalter, 
e.g., Pss 18-19; 118-119.65

One textual indicator for viewing Psalms 146-150 as the finale of the 
Psalter involves recognizing that the five concluding psalms in the book of 
Psalms, whose title means “praise songs” (tehillim), each open and close with 
hallu-YAH.66 The journey of faith from lament to praise in the Psalter comes 
to a consummative conclusion with the eleven-fold “Hallu-YAH” finale of 
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Psalms 146-150. With such textual indicators in mind regarding Psalms 1-2 
and 146-150, a more nuanced ordering of the five books aligns as follows:

Prologue and Overture: Psalms 1-267

Book 1: Psalms 3-41

Book 2: Psalms 42-72

Book 3: Psalms 73-89

Book 4: Psalms 90-106

Book 5: Psalms 107-145

Conclusion and Finale: Psalms 146-150

In addition to the Psalter’s five-book structure, the placement of psalms 
within each book indicates intentionality as well.68 One major mark of inten-
tionality involves the use of superscriptions.69 DeClaissé-Walford notes a 
much higher concentration of titles in Books 1-3 (especially Davidic ones) 
vis-à-vis Books 4-5:

In Book I, thirty-seven of the forty-one psalms have superscriptions (93 percent).

In Book II, thirty of the thirty-one psalms have superscriptions (97 percent).

In Book III, all seventeen psalms have superscriptions (100 percent).

In Book IV, only six of the seventeen psalms have superscriptions (35 percent).

In Book V, twenty-six of the forty-four psalms have superscriptions (59 percent.)70

Such an organization of the Psalter based, in part, on superscriptions indicates 
an intentional ordering of psalms, even across the five books.

John Eaton goes further and notices “three broad strata” relating to author-
ship in titles that underly the fivefold division of the Psalter.71 First, every 
psalm in Book 1 (Pss 3-41) begins with a title associated with David, except 
for Psalm 10 and 33.72 Second, in Books 2-3 (Pss 42-72; 73-89), psalms of 
similar authorship appear together: 

• a group of Korahite psalms (Pss 42-49), 

• of Davidic psalms (Pss 51-72), 

• of Asaph psalms (Pss 73-83), and 

• another Korahite grouping (Pss 84-85, 87-88) framing the final Davidic 

psalm in Book 3, Psalm 86.
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Amid this authorial grouping of psalms in Books 2-3, comes a constella-
tion of psalms known as the “Elohistic Psalter” (EP) (Pss 42-83). Yahweh, 
the covenantal name for God, dominates every other part of the Psalter. 
However, in the EP, the name Elohim, a more general word for God, appears 
about five times more than Yahweh (200 times versus forty-three times).73 

Finally, in Books 4-5 most psalms appear without authorial attribution, 
and evidence more literary, lexical, and thematic linkage.74 For example, all 
twenty-five appearances of “hallelujah” appear in Books 4–5, and the Songs of 
Ascent (Pss 120–134) “uniquely … prioritize genre over authorship” (emphasis 
original). 75 Of the few psalms that do bear authorial markers in Book 4-5 are 
especially the Davidic psalms of Psalms 108-110 in Book 4 and 138-145 in 
Book 5. The presence of Davidic psalms so late in the Psalter indicates a mes-
sianic significance. Long after the “prayers of David ended” with the editorial 
marker in Psalm 72:20 a hope for the ideal David and ben Jesse yet remains.76

Based on the grouping of psalms in respective books on factors such as 
superscriptions, authorship, genre, lexical, and thematic linkages, a more 
detailed structure of the Psalter’s five books emerges. Not all Psalter scholars 
sensitive to a canonical approach agree on the precise placement of every 
psalm. The following breakdown of each book reflects, however, what Peter 
Ho refers to as a general consensus for each book’s macrostructure, where 
possible, among scholarship.77

Book 1 Nearly all psalms are Davidic in Book 1. 

Consensus 1–2 3–14 15–24 25–34 35–41

Ho Follows general consensus

Robertson 1–2 3–17 18–19 20–24 25 26–32 33 34–41

Book 2 K=Korah A=Asaph D=David

Consensus 42–49 (K) 50 (A) 51–65 (D) 66–67 68–71 (D) 72

Ho 42–49 50–72

Robertson 42–44 45–48 49–52 53 54–60 61–68 69–71 72

Book 3 A=Asaph K=Korah

Consensus 73–83 (A) 84–89 (K)78

Ho 73–83 84–89

Robertson 73–74 75–76 77–83 84–87 88–89
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Book 4 YM=YHWH Malak

Consensus 90–92 93–100 (YM) 101–106

101–103 104–106

Ho Follows the general consensus, yet also sees Books 4–5 as a concentric unit.

90–103 104–106 (Janus unit connecting 
with Book 5.)

104–119 stitches 
Books 4–5 together

Robertson 90–91 92–100 101–103 104–106

Book 5 D=David

Consensus 107 108–110 
(D)

111–
117

118–119 120–134 135–137 138–
145 
(D)

146–
150118 | 119 135 136–

137

Ho Follows the general consensus but also sees Book 4–5 as a concentric unit.

104–119 stitches Books 4–5 together 135–150

Robertson Largely follows the general consensus

Realizing patterns of macrostructure in the Psalter and discerning its 
significance are two different matters. Such recognition of the macrostruc-
ture does provide one, however, with insights and instincts for exploring 
the macrostructure’s exegetical significance. Now I will turn to examine 
three remaining macrostructural elements in the Psalter that indicate ca-
nonical intentionality: the doxological seams, the superscriptions, and the 
overture and finale of Psalms 1-2 and 146-145.

Doxological Seams
In addition to the fivefold division of the Psalter and the general arrange-
ment of psalms in each book based on superscriptions and genre, the pres-
ence of similar doxologies at the end of each book also indicates purposeful 
arrangement. 

Blessed be the LORD (baruk YHWH), the God of Israel (Elohe Yisrael),

 From everlasting to everlasting (olam wead ha‘olam)!

Amen and Amen (amen weamen)   (Ps 41:13, ending Book 1)
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Blessed be the LORD (baruk YHWH), the God of Israel (Elohim, Elohe Yisrael),

 who alone does wondrous things.

Blessed be his glorious name forever (le‘olam); 

 may the whole earth be filled with his glory! 

Amen and Amen (amen weamen)!  (Ps 72:18–19, ending Book 2)

Blessed be the LORD (baruk YHWH), forever (‘olam)! 

 Amen and Amen (amen weamen) (Ps 89:52, ending Book 3)

Blessed be the LORD (baruk YHWH), the God of Israel (Elohe Yisrael), 

 from everlasting to everlasting (ha‘olam we‘ad ha‘olam)! 

And let all the people say, ‘Amen!’ (amen)

 Praise the Lord.   (Ps 106:48, ending Book 4)

Each doxology shares nearly the same four elements:

(1) “Blessed be the LORD” (baruk YHWH);

(2) “the God of Israel” ([Elohim,] Elohe Yisrael), save Ps 89:52; 

(3) “from everlasting to everlasting”/“forever” (‘olam); and 

(4) a double “Amen” (amen weamen), save Ps 106:48 that ends with amen only.

Each doxology also appears as the concluding word of their respective 
books. Gerald Wilson has shown that these doxologies are (1) original 
to their respective psalm, (2) not later insertions, and (3) they conclude 
their respective book, not simply a nearby group of psalms.79 The doxolo-
gies coming at the end of each book, especially as they conclude the royal 
psalms in Books 1-3, also give a messianic impulse to the Psalter.80 

As for Book 5, David ends Psalm 145 with words mirroring the main 
doxological theme that end Books 1-4 of “blessing the Lord forever:” “My 
mouth will speak the praise of the LORD, and let all flesh bless (baruk) 
his holy name [the LORD, by parallelism] forever and ever (‘olam wa‘ed) 
(Ps 145:21). The editorial placement of Psalms 146-150 answer David’s 
prayer in Psalm 145:21 that “all flesh” would bless the LORD, and they 
conclude the entire Psalter with a cosmic doxological chorus of all creation 
(all flesh).81 This additional understanding of the Psalter’s macrostructure 
reflects the following outline:82
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Prologue and Overture: Psalms 1-2

      Book 1: Psalms 3-41

 Royal Doxology: Ps 41:13 

      Book 2: Psalms 42-72

 Royal Doxology: Ps 72:18–19

      Book 3: Psalms 73-89

 Royal Doxology: Ps 89:52

      Book 4: Psalms 90-106

 Doxology: Ps 106:48

      Book 5: Psalms 107-145

 Royal Doxology (Springboard): Ps 145:21

Conclusion and Finale: Psalms 146-150

The similarity of the doxologies and their strategic placement at the end of 
each book indicate an important feature to the purposeful arrangement of 
psalms and their respective books.

Superscripts
Of the 150 psalms, 116 have titles and more than half of them bear attri-
bution to David (see chart below).83 The titles contain information such as 
authorship, genre (e.g., a psalm, a prayer), the occasion or purpose, musical 
instructions, or historical context in David’s life.84 Superscriptions are not 
simply liner notes for a song, but they play a crucial role in the shape and 
shaping of the Psalter.85 The following chart by C. Hassell Bullock illus-
trates, for example, how authorship served as a rationale for organizing the 
Psalter even with certain books.86 

Book 1
(1–41)

Book 2
(42–72)

Book 3
(73–89)

Book 4
(90–106)

Book 5
(107–150)

Moses Ps 90

David Pss [2] 3–32, 
34–41

Pss 51–65, 
68–71

Ps 86, 
[95–96]

Pss 101, 103, 
[105–106]

Pss 108–110, 122, 
124, 131, 133, 
138–145

Solomon Ps 72 Ps 127

Asaph Ps 50 Pss 73–83
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Sons of 
Korah

Pss 84–85, 
87–88

Heman Ps 88

Ethan Ps 89

No 
attribution Pss 1–2, 33 Pss 66–67 Pss 91–100, 

102, 104–106

Pss 107, 111–121, 
125–126, 
128–130, 132, 
134–137, 146–150

From such a chart, Robertson concludes that “the fact that various 
books of the Psalter are demarcated by psalms specifically attributed to dif-
ferent authors indicates the likelihood of intentional placement of these 
psalms by the final editor of the Psalter.”87 The use of superscriptions, then, 
played a crucial role in shaping the Psalter. 

One issue in the exegetical process that arises from the superscriptions 
relates to their reliability.88 Scholars such as Mowinckel claim that psalm ti-
tles, particularly ones about David, do not represent any real tradition “but 
only later ‘learning.’… They are just typical ‘midrash,’ … i.e. a learned form-
ing of legends as the result of an ‘investigation,’ which is actually an un-
historical, speculative exegesis of disconnected details.”89 Brevard Childs, 
who pioneered a canonical approach to Scripture that his student Gerald 
Wilson eventually applied to the Psalter, provides a more sympathetic un-
derstanding of the superscriptions. On the one hand, Childs views the ti-
tles as “secondary additions … afford[ing] no reliable information toward 
establishing the genuine historical setting of the Psalms.”90 Nevertheless, 
Childs argues that the titles are authoritative for the exegetical process, 
as they represent an early tradition of “how the Psalms as a collection of 
sacred literature were understood. The titles established a secondary set-
ting which became normative [authoritative] for the canonical tradition. 
… [They] must be taken seriously.”91 Tremper Longman argues that in-
terpreters “have little reason … to doubt that David wrote those psalms 
ascribed to him” and good arguments exist for the “strong likelihood for 
the accuracy of authorship titles.”92 Nevertheless, Longman concludes that 
“it is best to treat the titles as noncanonical, but reliable early tradition.”93 
Longman encourages interpreters, then, “to let the psalm title initially in-
form the reading of a psalm. However, [they] should not bend the interpre-
tation of a psalm unnaturally to make it conform to the title.”94 Ironically, 
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Longman seems to view the titles as more historical, but less authoritative 
than Childs, who views the titles as authoritative, but not as historical.

Following scholars such as Kidner and Waltke, I argue that readers 
should take the titles as an exegetically significant and canonically import-
ant part of Psalter.95 Four reasons follow for taking the titles of the psalms 
as exegetically significant. First, psalm titles are part of the MT. As Waltke 
explains, “No ancient version or Hebrew manuscript omits [the titles], so 
denying their originality is conjecture.”96 Further, Masoretes often wrote 
marginal notes in the text, yet they included the superscriptions in the 
verse numbering of the MT.97 Second, all other hymns outside the Psal-
ter include a superscript, thus pointing to their originality in the Psalter as 
well. For example, the hymn in Habakkuk 3:1 begins with a superscript: 
“A prayer of Habakkuk the prophet, according to Shigionoth.”98 Third, the 
NT writers build their preaching, in part, upon the superscriptions. For 
instance, as Paul preaches in the synagogue in Antioch, he explains how 
the OT pointed to Jesus as the Savior whom God promised to send (Acts 
13:22–23). Then Paul demonstrates how the OT not only predicted Jesus’s 
arrival, but also his death and resurrection (Acts 13:26–31). When Paul 
argues for the resurrection of Jesus, he appeals to David and his writing of 
Psalm 16: “You will not let your Holy One see corruption” (Acts 13:35–37 
// Ps 16:10). Paul had built part of his argument for Jesus’s resurrection 
based on David’s authorship indicated in the superscript.99

Finally, Jesus viewed the psalm titles as authentic in his preaching. In 
Mark 12:35–37, Jesus appeals to David, and especially his writing of Psalm 
110, to make a crucial argument about his deity: “David himself, in the 
Holy Spirit, declared, ‘The Lord said to my Lord, Sit at my right hand, un-
til I put your enemies under your feet’” (Mark 12:36 // Ps 110:1). Thus, 
the superscriptions provide another exegetical tool to use in exploring the 
meaning of a psalm, both in its own context as well as the entire Psalter.100

Having established exegetical warrant for treating psalm titles as author-
itative and canonical, one final canonical issue regarding the use of titles 
in the exegetical process needs exploring— the historical information in 
psalms of David. Fourteen of the seventy-three psalms of David connect to 
historical events in David’s life.101 Two significant matters emerge from the 
fourteen historical titles. First, the historical titles, in the words of Hensley, 
seem to “reflect the different character” and flow of the Psalter’s five books.102 
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For example, all but one of the psalms with a Davidic historical title appears 
in Books 1-2: five in Book 1 (Ps 3, 7, 18, 30, 34) and eight in Book 2 (Ps 
51, 52, 54, 56, 57, 59, 60, 63). The final psalm with a Davidic historical title 
appears in Book 5 (Ps 142). The Davidic historical titles in Books 1-2, then, 
(and bleeding into the crisis of Book 3 [Ps 88, 89]), reflect the suffering of 
David, even though he is God’s anointed king, and shape the overall mood 
of Psalms 3-89.103

Second, the titles do not follow David’s life chronologically; they follow 
David historically and prototypically as God’s covenant, messiah-king.104 For 
instance, the historical descriptions about David’s life all but end in Books 1-2, 
even as the prayers of David himself come to an end with a major editorial 
marker in Psalm 72:20. 105 With the prayers of the historical David, the ben 
Jesse, ended, subsequent Davidic psalms widen the hermeneutical horizon 
to look forward to a future David. 106 As “prayers of David” still appear in 
Psalter even after “the prayers of David” end in Psalm 72:20 (e.g. Ps 86), the 
historical David of the Psalter gives way to an eschatological David.107 Thus, 
the first part of the Psalter focuses on a historical David, ben Jesse, that gives 
way to a greater David yet to come.108 

Furthermore, the historical titles about David come from events in his 
life from 1-2 Samuel.109 Ho explains that the historical titles pointing 
back to 1-2 Samuel, set 1-2 Samuel as a broad intertextual context to the 
Psalter that serves to remind readers of David’s experiences, his trials and 
triumphs, as God’s covenant, messiah-king.110 In particular, Psalm 18 and 
30 contain the only positive historical superscriptions (though the con-
tents of Psalm 30 describe God rescuing David from distress). Psalm 18 
refers to the time when God established David as his messiah king and 
gave him rest from all his enemies. The title connects Psalm 18 to Na-
than’s monumental prophecy in 2 Samuel 7 (and 2 Samuel 22:1) where 
God promised to build a household for David and establish an eternal 
kingdom through his offspring (2 Sam 7:12-16). The title of Psalm 30 
refers to the occasion when David “took the stronghold of Zion,” called it 
the city of David, and built his house (2 Sam 5:7-11).111 This 2 Samuel 5 
passage also echoes God’s special election of David in 1 Samuel 16:11, his 
special presence with David (1 Sam 18:14), and the repeated victories he 
gave David (2 Sam 8:6, 14). Nathan reviews these gracious dealings with 
David as God promises David a better house—an eternal house—in 2 
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Samuel 7. Taken all together, then, the historical superscriptions of four-
teen Davidic psalms set 1-2 Samuel as a literary context for the Psalter, 
especially the towering promise of 2 Samuel 7 (cf. Ps 2), and establish Da-
vid not only as the historical king, but also as a proto-typical king whose 
personal experiences anticipate the messiah-king par excellence.112

Thus far in this section, I have examined the fivefold division of the Psal-
ter, the general arrangement of psalms within the Psalter, the doxological 
seams, and the superscriptions. Such textual markers indicate a purposeful 
arrangement of the Psalter that preachers should account for in their exegetical 
process. One final macrostructure element needs exploring—the overture 
and finale of Psalms 1-2 and 146-150.

Overture and Finale: Psalms 1-2 and 146-150. An Inclusio of 
Wisdom, Royalty, and Praise

Psalm 1: Delighting in the Lord’s Torah (The Blessed Man)
Psalms 1-2 reflect independent, yet complementary compositions that func-
tion as a combined introduction to the canonical shape of the Psalter.113 As 
an independent composition, Psalm 1 contrasts two ways to live: the way of 
the righteous versus the way of the wicked (Ps 1:6).114 The psalm breaks into 
three sections: the way of the righteous man (ish) described (1:1-3), the way 
of the wicked man described (1:4-5), and the end of both revealed (1:6).115 

The key difference between the way of the righteous man and the wicked 
man hangs on his posture towards God’s law (torah): “Blessed (ashre) is the 
man who … delights in the law (torah) of Lord, and in his law (torah) med-
itates (hagah) day and night” (1:1-2). The New Living Translation captures 
the mood of the blessed man (as well as the intensive plural of ashre) who 
meditates constantly on God’s torah: “O, the joy (ashre) of those who … de-
light in the law of the Lord” (1:1-2 NLT).

Not only does Psalm 1 highlight the joy of delighting in God’s torah, so 
does Psalm 1’s intertextual connection to Joshua 1. As Psalm 1 begins the 
first book of the Writings (again, see Jesus’s words in Luke 24:44), it echoes 
intertextual connections with the first book of the Prophets in Joshua 1:8. 
Notice the underlined, bolded, italicized parallels:
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This Book of the Law (torah) shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall med-

itate on it [torah] day and night. … For then you will make your way prosperous 

(tsalakh) ( Josh 1:8).

But his delight is in the law (torah) of the Lord, and on his law (torah) he meditates 

day and night. … In all that he does, he prospers (tsalakh) (Ps 1:1b, 3b).

The intertextual connections of Psalm 1 with Joshua 1 underscore the hap-
py and prosperous life of the righteous man who meditates on God’s to-
rah.116 God’s torah functions as the root chord of the righteous man’s song. 
As the first psalm of the Psalter, then, placed strategically by the editor(s), 
Psalm 1 invites all who read the Psalter to hear and delight in what follows 
as God’s instruction (torah).117 These sacred hymns of Israel are God’s mu-
sical torah meant for the joys (ashre) of all who meditate on them.

Psalm 2: Delighting in the Lord’s Messiah (The Messianic King)
As an independent composition, Psalm 2 establishes God’s “Anointed [One]” 
(or, Messiah-King) and summons all to take refuge in him (Ps 2:6, 12).118 The 
twelve verse psalm divides into four stanzas, three verses each: The Rage of Na-
tions (2:1-3); The Response of the Lord (2:4-6); The Reign of the Lord’s 
Messiah (2:7-9); The Refuge of the King (2:10-12).119 The terrifying turn-
ing point in this royal psalm comes when the Lord installs his Son as Messi-
ah-King in Zion and promises to prize him the nations and ends of the earth:

I myself have installed (ani nasakti) my king on Zion, my holy hill.

 The king says, ‘I will announce the LORD’s decree.’

He said to me: ‘You (atah) are my son. 

 This very day I have become your father.

Ask me, and I will give you the nations as your inheritance, 

 the ends of the earth as your personal property’ (Ps 2:6-8 NET).

The royal sonship language of this opening chapter in the Writings stretches 
back to the opening chapters of the Law.120 In Genesis 2, God (with thematic 
overtones perhaps of Psalm 2:6) “placed” Adam in Eden “to worship and 
obey” him (le‘abdah uleshomrah) as God’s son (Gen 2:15-16; Luke 3:38).121 

Immediately after God placed Adam in Eden “to worship and obey” him, 



Hearing the Canonical Voice of the Psalter: An Exegetical Overview

55

God issues a command to Adam, his son, for the first time in the Bible. As his 
son, God commands (wayesaw) Adam to obey his word (Gen 2:16).122 Addi-
tionally, Adam, the man and son whom God placed in Eden to worship him 
and obey his commands, was also to image God as king and function as his 
vice-regent who would exercise dominion over the earth (Gen 1:26-28).123 
God’s placement of the man in Eden to worship him and obey his commands 
as his son as the Law opens, appears to bear an intertextual resemblance with 
the blessed man in Psalm 1 and the regal Son in Psalm 2 as the Writings open. 
The blessed man in Psalm 1 meditates on God’s torah. The Son in Psalm 2, 
whom God places on the throne as he placed Adam in the Garden, not only 
exercises dominion over the earth, but he also receives the ends of the earth 
as his inheritance. Thus, the Son and King in Psalm 2 (in keeping with Ad-
am’s role in Eden and the Deuteronomic expectations for a king in Deuteron-
omy 17:18-19) fulfills the role of the blessed man in Psalm 1.124 What Adam, 
the son, failed and lost as the first man, the Messiah-Son fulfilled and gained 
as the blessed man. In the words of George Herbert,

What Adam had, and forfeited for all, 

Christ keepeth now, who cannot fail or fall.125

Not only does the sonship language in Psalm 2 connect to Adam’s role as 
God’s son in Eden, but the language also connects with Israel’s role among 
the nations as God’s son. In Exodus 4, God instructs Moses to tell Pharaoh 
that “Israel is my firstborn son, and I say to you, ‘Let my son go that he may 
serve me (weya‘abdeni)’” (Exod 4:22-23 ESV).126 But like Adam, the first 
son who was to serve God (le‘abdah, Gen 2:15), Israel, God’s firstborn son 
(preeminent son) would fail to worship and obey God as well (Exod 32:7-9).127

In 2 Samuel 7, God speaks again of another son.128 Echoing the Abrahamic 
covenant where God promised Abraham to “make his name great,” God 
promises David in 2 Samuel 7 that he “will make for [David] a great name, 
like the name of the great ones of the earth” (Gen 12:2; 2 Sam 7:9). Further, 
at the close of Book 2, the royal Psalm 72 celebrates the line of David with 
intertextual wording echoing God’s promises to Abraham in Genesis 12:1-3:

May his name endure forever, 

 his fame continue as long as the sun!
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May people be blessed in him,

 all nations call him blessed! (Ps 72:17)

The promises to Abraham will come to pass through David’s line.129 

Next in 2 Samuel 7, God makes his astounding covenant with King David. 
God promises to “establish the throne of his kingdom forever,” proclaiming, “I 
will be to him a father, and he shall be to me a son” (2 Sam 7:13-14.) Thus, in 
2 Samuel 7 and Psalm 72, God reveals that he will bring about his promises to 
Abraham through the Davidic king. Not only this, but with God’s covenant to 
David, David now becomes God’s son who is to fulfill all the previous sonship 
and kingship language. Where Adam and Israel, God’s former sons and kings, 
failed to worship God and obey his words, David, and his offspring, were to suc-
ceed. David was both God’s messiah-king and son. As such, he was to carry out 
the Deuteronomic role of the king “to fear the Lord his God by keeping all the 
words of this law” (Deut 17:18-19). David even understood that God’s astonish-
ing covenant with him stretched well beyond himself. David realizes that God’s 
promise of an enteral kingdom will come to pass not in him, but through him. He 
sees God’s covenant with him as the hope for all mankind:

Who am I, O Lord GOD, and what is my house, that you have brought me thus far? 

And yet this was a small thing in your eyes, O Lord GOD. You have spoken also of 

your servant’s house for a great while to come, and this is instruction (torah) for mankind, 

O Lord GOD! (emphasis added, 2 Sam 7:18-19).

God concentrates all his promises for an anointed son and king who would 
bless the world in his covenant with David and his offspring.130

Thus, the dramatic and terrifying turning point in royal Psalm 2, when 
the Lord installs his Son as the Messiah-King who inherits the nations 
and the ends of the earth, reenacts the Davidic covenant of 2 Samuel 7.131 
Psalm 2 provides the musical soundtrack for God’s covenant with David 
in 2 Samuel 7, in whom and through whom all the royal sonship language, 
from Adam to Abraham to Israel, will come to pass.132 On one level, then, 
in Psalm 2, the psalmist celebrates the coronation of Israel’s king, and Israel 
might sing it as an enthronement psalm at any such occasion.133 Yet, tied 
into the storyline of the Bible, especially 2 Samuel 7 and all its backstory, 
and placed in the post-exilic setting of the Psalter, Psalm 2 looks forward to 
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God’s final Davidic Messiah-King, his ultimate Son (Ps 2:2, 6-7).134 Psalm 
2, then, issues a summons to treasure God’s Messiah-King and Son, a Son 
the apostles reveal as none other than the crucified and risen Lord Jesus 
himself (Ps 2:1-2, 6-7, 12; Acts 4:23-28; 13:26-33).135 

Standing at the doorway of the Psalter, Psalm 2, the first royal psalm in the 
Psalter, stands in a long line of prophetic witness (e.g., 2 Sam 7) and casts a 
messianic shadow over the entire collection of psalms. Like an operatic over-
ture that introduces the most important melodic themes to come, the over-
ture of Psalm 2 introduces a royal and messianic melody that grows and swells 
through the entire collection. Indeed, at the seams of Books 1-3 of the Psalter, 
each book concludes strategically with a royal psalm and reprisal of Psalm 2’s 
melodic themes. Note the emphasized phrases to follow.

You have upheld me because of my integrity, 

 and set me in your presence forever (Ps 41:12, Book 1).136

May his name endure forever,

 his fame continue as long as the sun!

May people be blessed in him,

 all nations call him blessed! (Ps 72:17, Book 2).

You have said, ‘I have made a covenant with my chosen one;

 I have sworn to David my servant:

I will establish your offspring forever,

 and build your throne for all generations.’” Selah

And I will make him the firstborn,

 the highest of the kings of the earth.

My steadfast love I will keep for him forever,

 and my covenant will stand firm for him.

I will establish his offspring forever

 and his throne as the days of the heavens (Ps 89:3-4, 27-29, Book 3).

The editorial placement of Psalm 2, then, provides a Davidic context 
and a messianic theme to the Psalter, a background and theme that recur 
throughout the whole.
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Psalms 1–2: An Overture of the Torah-Loving 
Messiah-King

While Psalms 1-2 stand as individual compositions, their juxtaposition at 
the beginning of the Psalter provides a prologue for the whole collection. 
Taken together, Psalms 1-2 introduce the major melodic themes of the 
Psalter and “thus have unquestioned editorial importance.”137 Psalm 1 en-
courages readers to delight in the Lord’s instruction (torah), and the Psal-
ter sets to music God’s instructions for all areas of life. Psalm 2 encourages 
readers to delight in (and long for) the Lord’s Messiah, even as they read 
through the Psalter. Psalm 2’s placement after Psalm 1 encourages a royal-
izing of the torah theme in Psalm 1.138 Together the two psalms announce 
an ideal king who delights in the law of the Lord just as Moses required in 
Deuteronomy 17:18-19.

The juxtaposition of Psalms 1-2 at the entrance of the Psalter (and open-
ing of the Writings) brings together previous biblical themes for an ideal 
son and king who will worship God and love his word.139 As the Psalter 
opens, Psalms 1-2 advance the Bible’s storyline of the Law and Prophets 
and intensify the search for a perfect Messiah-King and Son who (accord-
ing to the demands and promises of Gen 2:15, Deut 17:18–20, Josh 1:8, 
and 2 Sam 7:13-14) will worship and obey God and make the torah his 
all-consuming delight. Read together, the two psalms, Psalm 1 on the 
Lord’s torah and Psalm 2 as the Lord’s Messiah, introduce a twin melody 
arising from the Davidic covenant and all it entails.

The melodic pairing of torah and messianic notes even recurs in several 
other strategic places in the Psalter, as a torah (or wisdom) psalm pairs with a 
royal psalm in Psalms 18-19 (Book 1); Psalms 72-73 (seams of Books 2-3); 
Psalms 89-90 (seams Books 3-4); Psalms 118-119 (the middle of Book 5); 
and Psalm 144-145 (end of Book 5).140 Read together, the Lord’s Messi-
ah-King and Son in Psalm 2 also “exemplifies in his own person the quali-
ties of the righteous [man] in Psalm 1.”141 Thus, paired as an overture to the 
final form of the Psalter after the exile, Psalms 1–2 not only (re)introduce 
longstanding twin themes of God’s torah and Messiah, they also revive the 
ancient promises of a Davidic Son and Messiah from 2 Samuel 7, set an ex-
pectation to hear the voice of God’s torah loving Messiah-King in the Psalter, 
and create a longing for the return of the Messiah-King.142
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Psalms 146–150: The Psalter’s Finale of Praise
For a book whose name means “praise songs” (tehillim) one might expect 
the command to “praise the Lord” (hallu-YAH) to appear throughout the 
Psalter. The command hallu-YAH appears only twenty-five times, howev-
er, across 150 psalms. All twenty-five appearances come in Books 4–5.143 
Four appearances of hallu-YAH come strategically in the concluding 
psalms of Book 4, and each at end of a psalm, except Psalm 146, which 
opens and closes with hallu-YAH.144 The remaining twenty-one occur-
rences appear in Book 5, with eleven occurrences concentrated in Psalms 
146–150 alone.145

Twenty-Five Appearances of Hallelujah (Hallu-YAH) in the Psalter

Opening a Psalm Opening and Closing a Psalm

Book 4

(4x)

Ps 104:35; 105:45; Ps 106:1, 48 All end 
Book 4

Book 5

(21x)

Ps 111:1; 112:1; 
115:18; 116:19; 117:2

Ps 113:1, 9; 135:1, 3, 21

Ps 146:1, 10; 147:1, 20; 148:1, 
14; 149:1, 9; 150:1, 6 [2x]

End Book 
5 and the 
Psalter

In a book meaning “praise songs,” the exclusive concentration of hallelu-
jahs in Books 4-5 shows their intentional placement as the Psalter moves 
on from the lament of Book 3 in Psalms 88-89 to the praise of Book 4-5. 
Further, the elevenfold concentration of hallelujahs in Psalms 146-150, 
opening and closing each psalm, shows the movement of the entire Psal-
ter. The Psalter moves from an opening series of five Davidic laments in 
Book 1 (Pss 3-7) to a closing cosmic call of five praise songs in Book 5 
(Pss 146-150), all ending with a double hallu-YAH that concludes the 
entire Psalter (Ps 150:6).

The compositional strategy of placing a final Davidic collection of psalms 
(Pss 138-145) before this final explosion of hallelujahs Psalm 146-150 also 
bears exegetical significance.146 The Psalter’s overture of Psalms 1-2 sung of 
a torah loving Messiah-King in light of the Davidic covenant and created a 
longing for the return of the Messiah-King within a post-exilic framework. 
As mentioned earlier in this article when discussing the doxologies of each 
book of the Psalter, the postscript in Psalm 72:20 (“the prayers of David the 
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son of Jessie are ended”) indicates the end of the historical David in the Psal-
ter, but not the end of longing for a final David. Thus, collections of Davidic 
psalms after Psalm 72 appear to indicate an inspired desire for the final mes-
sianic, eschatological David.147 With the placement of the final Davidic col-
lection at the end of Book 5, the Psalter’s canonical structure and post-exilic 
setting show the hope for a Messianic David (from Psalm 2) is alive and well. 
The final Davidic phrase, in the final Davidic collection of the Psalter, con-
cludes with a desire for “all flesh [to] bless his holy name forever and ever” 
(Ps 145:21). The editorial placement of Psalms 146-150 answers David’s de-
sire in Psalm 145:21 that all flesh would bless the LORD and conclude the 
entire Psalter with an expectation of praise now and forevermore to come for 
the Lord reigns.148

Hearing the Whole: The Five-Movement Symphony 
of the Psalter
Given the textual markers of the Psalter’s canonical macrostructure, such 
as the fivefold division, the doxological seams, the superscriptions, and 
the overture and finale, I will now summarize a general, overarching nar-
rative and flow of the Psalter.149 Two preliminary observations will help in 
capturing the overarching narrative flow. First, due to the poetic nature of 
the Psalter and its make-up of individual compositions, readers should not 
expect the Psalter to reveal a linear plot development like narrative genre 
does. Instead, the Psalter’s flow advances by thematic and concentric con-
nections and macrostructural compositional markers.150 As such, in sug-
gesting an overarching narrative flow, I intend to provide more instincts 
and insights for understanding the flow of the Psalter rather than an air-
tight framework.151

Second, Adam Hensley observes that canonical Psalter scholars usu-
ally focus on the role of David and the Davidic covenant as a primary 
theological agenda of the Psalter.152 Scholars such as Wilson, McCann, 
and deClaissé-Walford see the Psalter largely as reorienting post-exilic 
readers away from the failed David covenant (sketched out in Books 
1-3) to a pre-monarchical hope of prophets like Moses in the YHWH 
who reigns as king (Books 4-5).153 Conversely, scholars such as Grant, 
Hensley, Ho, Mitchell, Robertson, Sailhamer, and Snearly see the psalter 
largely as centered on the “messianic themes [of ] the Davidic covenant 
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and its corresponding hope in a future kingdom of God” in which the 
YHWH malak.154 I will follow the view of the second grouping of scholars 
who see the Psalter as more of a reprisal and reminder of the Davidic cov-
enant and its messianic promises, rather than as a failure of the Davidic 
covenant.

Based on compositional features of the Psalter, the Psalter divides into 
two main sections. Books 1-3 form the first part of the Psalter, and Books 
4-5 form the second part of the Psalter. In general, Books 1-3 trace the se-
vere trials and triumphs of David, while also emitting a few bright lights of 
messianic hope that poke through the dark times of trial (e.g., Ps 16, 45, 
72). In general, Books 4-5 remind readers that despite the apparent lapse 
of God’s faithfulness in keeping the Davidic covenant (e.g., Pss 88-89) the 
Lord still reigns, and all the messianic promises for a greater David remain 
in play (e.g., Ps 145). The Lord’s kingdom will come through his Messi-
anic-King. 

After the opening prologue of Psalms 1-2 that reminds post-exilic read-
ers (especially) of the Lord’s reign and Davidic promises of a torah-loving 
Messiah-king, Books 1-3 trace the conflicts, rise, and fall of David and his 
kingdom. Overall, Book 1 focuses on the numerous trials and severe af-
flictions of David that end with a royal psalm in which David, echoing 2 
Samuel 7, praises God for “setting him in his presence forever,” even in the 
face of suffering (Ps 41:12).155 Book 2 opens with a collection of songs by 
the sons of Korah (Pss 42-49) that gives way to another large collection 
of Davidic psalms. The Davidic collection in Book 2 records bitter threats 
against David, his failure (Ps 51), and the final fall (or end) of his kingship, 
as “the prayers of David, the son of Jesse,” end in Psalm 72:20. Neverthe-
less, Psalm 72 also looks through David and sees messianic promises made 
to Abraham (Gen 12:1-3) fulfilled through David’s royal line (2 Sam 7:9, 
13; Ps 72:17). Psalm 72, at the end of Book 2, provides a Davidic royal 
frame with Psalm 2. Psalm 2 operates as a royal Janus psalm that serves 
both as an opening prologue to the Psalter and as a royalizing frame that 
opens Book 1 and connects it to the end of Book 2 (Ps 72), Book 3 (Ps 89), 
and Book 5 (Ps 145).156

Book 3 is a book of dark crisis; it opens with psalms of Asaph (especially 
Pss 73-74) that signal the peril of God’s people and promises in the face 
of the wicked. From the opening psalms of Asaph (Ps 73), Book 3 follows 
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David’s kingdom to the exile and the dark conclusion of Book 3 in Psalms 
88–89. Books 1-3, then, provide the musical accompaniment to the story 
of King David (and Israel), from installation as king in Psalms 2 to the dark-
ness of exile in Psalm 89.

Book 4 opens the second major section of the Psalter (Books 4-5) and 
responds to the darkness of Israel’s history from the monarchy to the ex-
ile (Books 1-3). Book 4 opens with Moses singing the oldest psalm of the 
Psalter (Ps 90). As the oldest psalm, Moses’ Psalm 90 reminds God’s peo-
ple who are lamenting the experiences and promises to David, that God 
has always been the dwelling place of his people and will continue to be so 
(even after the exile) (Ps 90:1). 

Book 4 also takes readers back to the oldest prophets in Israel’s history, 
Moses and Abraham. Seven of the eight direct references to Moses in the 
Psalter occur in Book 4, and three of the four direct references to Abraham 
in the Psalter also occur in Book 4.157 The appearance of Moses and Abra-
ham after the darkness of Book 3 reminds postexilic readers not only of 
God’s faithfulness to them through Abraham and Moses, but also that he 
still has promises to keep based on the two prophets (e.g., Ps 105:6, 9, 42).

The psalmists of Book 4 also erupt into explosive praise with a constella-
tion of psalms that remind their postexilic readers that despite appearances 
to the contrary “the Lord Reigns” (YHWH Malak) (Pss 93-99). Book 4 
ends with psalms that “anticipate the rejuvenation of a Davidic kingdom” 
(Pss 101-103), before concluding with the first round of “Hallelujah” 
psalms in the Psalter (Pss 104-106).158 Book 4 reminds God’s people that 
he reigns as sovereign king and the promises for his Messiah-king remain.

Book 5 closes out the Psalter with the largest collection of psalms (for-
ty-four) and opens with thanksgiving for deliverances and return from the 
exile. In the final verses of Psalm 106 in Book 4, the psalmist asks God 
to “save us, O Lord, … and gather us (qabbetznu) from the nations that 
we may give thanks (hodoth) to your name” (emphasis added, Ps 106:47). 
Psalm 107 opens Book 5 answering that prayer in the reverse order. The 
psalmist calls on God’s redeemed to “give thanks (hodu) to the Lord, for 
[he has] gathered (qibbetzam) in [the redeemed] from the lands” (empha-
sis added, Ps 107:1-2). Then comes a dramatic return of King David in the 
Davidic psalms in Book 5. 

The sudden return of the Davidic voice in Book 5, almost entirely si-
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lent since Book 2, signals a return of the Davidic king and God’s messianic 
promises through him.159 In the words of Jim Hamilton, “Book 5 looks be-
yond [the] exile and hopes for Yahweh’s future deliverance of his people 
through the agency of the Davidic king, who is seated at Yahweh’s right 
hand until he puts all his enemies under his feet.”160 At the end of Book 
5, David’s celebration of God’s eternal kingdom (and king) in Psalm 145 
forms an inclusio with Psalm 2 in the opening frame of the Psalter, where 
God installed his Messianic-King and Son on the throne of David and 
commands all to take refuge in him.161 The Psalter ends with a climactic 
chorus of Hallelujahs in Psalms 146-150, with anticipatory overtones of the 
final book of the Bible in which “the kingdoms of this world … become 
the kingdoms of our Lord and of his Christ, and he shall reign forever and 
ever” (Rev 11:15). Praise the Lord.
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Palmer Robertson surmise a person or persons such as Ezra collected the psalms and had an interpretive 
hand in arranging the Psalter. John Calvin, Commentary on the Book of Psalms, trans. John King, Accordance 
electronic edition, Calvin’s Commentaries (Complete) (Edinburgh: Calvin Translation Society, 1847), 
Psalm 1; O. Palmer Robertson, The Flow of the Psalms: Discovering Their Structure and Theology (Phillipsburg, 
NJ: P&R Publishing, 2015), 4. Calvin also appears to leave room from some psalms being written in the 
Maccabean time frame, e.g., Ps 74. Calvin, Psalms, Psalm 74. As to the time general period, Delitzsch 
argues “the Psalter was a whole divided in five parts” by the time of Chronicles. Delitzsch, Psalms, 8. 
Waltke argues the Psalter was completed in the “early-post exilic period” perhaps compiled “about the 
time of Haggai and Zechariah.” Waltke, “Psalms,” 309. Compare Waltke’s discussion on the Psalter’s final 
formation in Waltke, Old Testament Theology, 884. Klaus Seybold traces eight suggestions for “the first 
elusive scroll of the book of Psalms.” He notes a reference in 2 Macc 2.13–15 to “the books of David” (ta 
tou dawid biblia) (meaning the psalms) associated with a library founded by Nehemiah. He surmises that 
by the third century BCE there was a normative, standard scroll centered in Jerusalem that became the 
forerunner to the Masoretic Text (MT), the Septuagint, and Qumran texts. Klaus Seybold, “The Psalter 
as a Book,” in Jewish and Christian Approaches to the Psalms: Conflict and Convergence, ed. Susan Gillingham 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 168–181. See also Howard’s sympathetic analysis of Seybold’s 
arguments in David M. Howard, “The Proto-MT Psalter, the King, and Psalms 1 and 2: A Response to 
Klaus Seybold,” in Jewish and Christian Approaches to the Psalms: Conflict and Convergence, ed. Susan Gilling-
ham (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 182–189. Compare the work of Tyler Williams who dates 
the LXX Psalter with “a high degree of confidence” to the second century BCE and sees that date as a 
“starting point from which one may enter into the discussion regarding the completion of the canonical 
psalter.” Tyler Williams, “Towards a Date for the Old Greek Psalter,” in The Old Greek Psalter: Studies in 
Honour of Albert Pietersma, ed. Robert J. V. Hiebert, Claude E. Cox, and Peter John Gentry, JSOTSup 332 
(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 2001), 248–276, especially 275–276.

35.  On the crucial role of David in the Psalter not only as a historical figure but as a prototypical figure, see 
Peter C. W. Ho, “The Shape of Davidic Psalms as Messianic,” JETS 62 (2019): 515–531; Frank-Lothar 
Hossfeld and Erich Zenger, “Thoughts on the ‘Davidization’ of the Psalter,” in The Shape of the Writings, 
ed. Julius Steinberg and Timothy J. Stone, Siphrut: Literature and Theology of the Hebrew Scriptures 
(Winona Lake, IN.: Eisenbrauns, 2015), 119–130.

36.  Jamie Grant argues that readers should “see Psalm 2 not so much as part of a narrative of the rise and fall 
of the Davidic Covenant but as part of the introductory hermeneutical paradigm for the interpretation of 
the whole book of Psalms.” Jamie A. Grant, “The Psalms and the King,” in Interpreting the Psalms: Issues and 
Approaches, ed. David G. Firth and Philip Johnston (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2005), 108.
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37.  Rydelink explains that “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 future king, 
namely, the Messiah.” Rydelnik, “Messianism in the Psalms,” 128.

38.  The royal psalms celebrate God’s (ideal) king and include psalms such as Psalm 2, 18, 20, 21, 45, 72, 89, 
101, 110, 132, 144, and 145. John Eaton lists eleven reasons in favor of categorizing more psalms as royal 
psalms. J. H. Eaton, Kingship and the Psalms, Studies in Biblical Theology: Second Series 32 (Naperville: 
IL: Allenson, 1976), 20–26. In the end, he argues that nearly half of the psalms are royal psalms, giving 
the entire Psalter a royal overtone, as royal psalms lie scattered throughout the Psalter. Eaton, Kingship 
and the Psalms, 1–85. For a summary regarding the number of royal psalms in the Psalter, see Geoffrey 
Grogan, Psalms (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 16–17. 

39.  Book 1 (Pss 1–41); Book 2 (Pss 42–72); Book 3 (Pss 73–89); Book 4 (Pss 90–106); Book 5 (Pss 107–150). 
A more precise, but sometimes debated, ordering the Psalter sees Psalm 1–2 as the introduction to the 
Psalter and Psalm 146–150 as the conclusion to the Psalter. 

40.  For a sampling of scholarship viewing Psalm 1–2 as an introduction to the Psalter see, Robert L. Cole, 
Psalms 1–2: Gateway to the Psalter, Hebrew Bible Monographs: 37 (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix, 2013); 
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 (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 2014), 183–196; 
Patrick D. Miller, “The Beginning of the Psalter,” in The Shape and Shaping of the Psalter, ed. J. Clinton 
McCann, JSOT 159 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1993), 83–92; Mark J. Whiting, “Psalms 1 and 2 as 
a Hermeneutical Lens for Reading the Psalter,” EvQ 85 (2013): 246–262.

41.  Hossfeld and Zenger note how Psalter scholars often refer to Psalm 2–89 (Books 1–3) as the “Messianic 
Psalter.” Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 2, 5–6.

42.  Robertson, The Flow of the Psalms, 18–19, 195. For a listing of quotations of psalms, including Psalm 110, 
in the Gospels and Acts see, Dale A. Brueggemann, “The Evangelists and the Psalms,” in Interpreting the 
Psalms: Issues and Approaches, ed. Philip Johnston and David G. Firth (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 
Press, 2005), 264–266.

43.  Grant, “The Psalms and the King,” 102.
44.  Brevard S. Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979), 516.
45.  Peter Ho explains, “The final form of the Psalter, as a postexilic composition, is not a merely nostalgic reminiscence 

of David who once ruled Israel, but reflects the messianic hope as with other postexilic prophets prophetic texts, 
early Jewish literature, the LXX, and NT texts.” Ho, “The Shape of Davidic Psalms as Messianic,” 517. Similarly, 
Childs concludes, “The final form of the Psalter is highly eschatological in nature. It looks forward to the future 
and passionately yearns for its arrival… As a result, the Psalter in its canonical form, far from being different 
in kind from the prophetic message, joins with the prophets in announcing God’s coming kingship.” Childs, 
Introduction to the Old Testament, 518. Also see, David C. Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter: An Eschatological 
Programme in the Book of Psalms, JSOTSup 252 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1997).

46.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Psalms: The Prayer Book of the Bible (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1974), 18. 
Bonhoeffer makes this statement based on a textual observation from Acts 2:30–31. He explains that 
David is “not unaware [that his experiences speak of Messiah], but ‘being therefore a prophet, and know-
ing that God had sworn with an oath to him that he would set one of his descendants on his throne, he 
foresaw and spoke about the resurrection of the Christ’ (Acts 2:30ff.)” Bonhoeffer, Psalms, 18–19. Eaton 
makes a similar observation: “David, again regarded as virtually the author of the Psalms, is described as 
a prophet through whom God by the Holy Spirit had given words concerning Jesus the Messiah (Acts 
2:30–1; 4:25; cf. Matt. 22:43).” Eaton, The Psalms, 48.

47.  Bonhoeffer, Psalms, 19.
48.  Tertullian’s remarks that in the Psalter, “[David] sings to us of Christ, and through his voice Christ 

indeed also sang concerning Himself.” Tertullian, “De carni Christi,” 20:3.
. 49  “Ψαλμός,” in NIDONTTE, 2nd ed; Accordance electronic edition, 5 vols., ed. Moisés Silva (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan Academic, 2014). The Hebrew mizmor also appears in fifty-seven psalm titles. 
50.  Waltke, “Psalms: Theology of,” 4:1100; Cf., Waltke, Old Testament Theology, 870.
51.  Francis Brown, S. R. Driver, and Charles A. Briggs, eds., “ְְּתִהָָּלה,” in BDB, Logos, Enhanced Brown-

Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977).
52.  Claus Westermann, Praise and Lament in the Psalms, trans. Keith R. Crim and Richard N. Soulen (Atlanta: 

John Knox, 1981), 257.
53.  Walter Brueggemann, The Message of the Psalms: A Theological Commentary, Augsburg Old Testament Studies 

(Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1984), 18–23.
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54.  Wilson lists five thematic implications and movements within the Psalter based on its structure: 1) A Matter 
of Life and Death; 2) From Performance to Meditation; 3) From Lament to Praise; 4) From Individual 
to Community; 5) Yahweh Enthroned on the Praises of His People. Nevertheless, based on the title of 
the Psalter, its conclusion, and canonical shape, Wilson spotlights the movement from lament to praise. 
Wilson, “The Shape of the Book of Psalms,” 136–142. Bruggemann offers a similar movement of “lament 
to praise” as he describes the Psalter as moving from orientation, disorientation, and re-orientation in 
Brueggemann, The Message of the Psalms. Later, Brueggemann described the Psalter’s movement as one 
from obedience to praise in Walter Brueggemann, “Bounded by Obedience and Praise: The Psalms as 
Canon,” JSOT 50 (1991): 63–92. Note, however, Wilson’s critique of Brueggemann’s description of the 
Psalter from “obedience to praise” in Wilson, “The Shape of the Book of Psalms,” 136–137.

55.  deClaissé-Walford, “The Meta-Narrative of the Psalms,” 366–367. Clause Westermann “first” proposed 
the Psalter’s movement from lament to praise in Claus Westermann, The Psalms: Structure, Content, and 
Message (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1980), 10–11. See also, Westermann, Praise and Lament in the Psalms. 

56.  deClaissé-Walford, “The Meta-Narrative of the Psalms,” 365–367.
57.  “Even the arrangement of the 150 psalms in the book of Psalms moves from lament to praise, to the extent 

that … lament dominates up to Psalm 90, and then praise has the upper hand through Psalm 150.… [T]
he book of Psalms ends in Psalms 146–150 with a grand hymnic finale.” Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 2, 1.

58.  Peter Ho and O. Palmer Robertson have written two of the most thorough recent works on the Psalter’s 
macrostructure. Ho’s, in particular, is a comprehensive and critical dissertation treatment of canonical 
approaches to the Psalter, as well as a thorough (at times complex) explanation of his own analysis of 
the Psalter’s structure. Ho proposes interpreters should read the Psalter in light of the Davidic covenant, 
contemporaneously with the books of Samuel and Chronicles. Ho, The Design of the Psalter; Robertson, 
The Flow of the Psalms.

59.  For a brief introduction to the canonical approach, see Mark Gignilliat, Reading Scripture Canonically. For 
a larger treatment of the canonical (compositional) approach, see John H. Sailhamer, Introduction to Old 
Testament Theology: A Canonical Approach (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995). Christopher Seitz explains 
that a “canonical reading is … a theological decision about what the proper parameters for interpretation 
are: the final form presentation [of the text] and the arrangement and sequencing that it exhibits, over 
against the simple history of the text’s development as this is critically reconstructed.” Christopher Seitz, 
“Canonical Approach,” in Dictionary for Theological Interpretation of the Bible, ed. Kevin J. Vanhoozer (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Books, 2005), 100–102. 

60.  When applied to the entire HB, Stephen Dempster explains that “just as an individual book within the 
canon can be read as a text with a beginning, a body and a conclusion, with the various parts related 
to the whole and vice versa, so the canon should be read in the same way. This means that the overall 
design of the Tanak provides a hermeneutical lens through which its content can be viewed.” Dempster, 
Dominion and Dynasty, 42.

61.  Some rabbis and scholars say the five books of the Psalter reflect the five books of the Law. Dempster, 
Dominion and Dynasty, 194; Wilson, “The Shape of the Book of Psalms,” 130.

62.  See endnote thirty-four for a discussion about who the editors were and the time frame for the Psalter’s 
finalization. Regarding the importance of unknown authors for inspiration and interpretation, note John 
Sailhamer’s observation about the unknown author (or editor/s) who finished Deuteronomy: “I am 
suggesting we pay just as close attention to that [unknown] Biblical author, and his colleagues, as we do 
to the better known OT authors. Is an inspired author any less important because we do not know his 
name?” Sailhamer, “The Messiah and the Hebrew Bible,” 18.

63.  On the function of Psalms 1–2 and Psalms 146–150, see the discussion of Cole, Psalms 1–2; O. Palmer 
Robertson, “The Strategic Placement of the ‘Hallelu-Yah’ Psalms Within the Psalter,” JETS 58 (2015): 
265–268.

64.  Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter, 73–74. Psalm 10 does not have a title in English Bibles, but the LXX 
and Hebrew manuscripts treat Psalm 9 and 10 as one. Psalm 9–10 are also companion acrostics. For a 
brief summary of reasons for seeing Psalms 9–10 as a unit, including their combined acrostic structure, 
see Mark D. Futato, The Book of Psalms, Accordance electronic edition, Cornerstone Biblical Commen-
tary 7 (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House, 2009), 57. For a summary of the issues and explanations 
on whether or not readers should see Psalms 1–2 as a unified introduction to the entire Psalter, see 
Whiting, “Psalms 1 and 2.” 

65.  Robertson, The Flow of the Psalms, 240.
66.  Ps 146:1, 10; 147:1, 20; 148:1, 14; 149:1, 9; 150:1, 6 (2x).
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67.  Psalm 2 can also function as a Janus psalm that both ends the overture of the Psalter and helps begin Book 2.
68.  For a concise examination of internal evidences for the general arrangement of psalms in each book, 

see Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 42–72. For a more complex examination, see chapter 2 “The Macro-
structure,” in Ho, The Design of the Psalter; Robertson, The Flow of the Psalms, 53–237.

69.  I will address the exegetical importance of psalm titles later in this article. Gerald Wilson was among the 
first (at least in the English-speaking world) to detail the importance of superscriptions for the editing 
of Psalter. See Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 155–186. 

70.  deClaissé-Walford, “The Meta-Narrative of the Psalms,” 366.
71.  Eaton, The Psalms, 42. See Hensley for a similar, but more detailed explanation as Eaton’s in Hensley, 

Covenant Relationships, 41–45. Hensley remarks: “There can be no doubt that the editors deliberately 
grouped psalms by common authorial attribution.” Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 42.

72.  Even though Psalm 9 and 10 bear no formal title per se, they still share a close association with David. 
Psalm 10 serves as an acrostic companion to Psalm 9, which does bear a Davidic title. Also, Davidic 
psalms (Ps 32, 34) frame Psalm 33, and the opening of Psalm 33:1 repeats the final vocabulary of Psalm 
32:11: “Shout for joy.” Thus, Psalm 33 is Davidic by association.

73.  Eaton, The Psalms, 42. Ho also sees the EP’s crossing two books of the Psalter as one of many evidences 
that bind together Books 2–3. Ho, The Design of the Psalter, Location 3337. For a discussion regarding 
reasons for the Elohistic Psalter, see Laura Joffe, “The Elohistic Psalter: What, How and Why?,” SJOT 
15 (2001): 142–166. Joffe’s basic point stresses that the EP results from “highly skilled editorial activ-
ity” and not from a “reluctance to pronounce the tetragrammaton.” Joffe, “The Elohistic Psalter,” 166.

74.  Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 44–45.
75.  Ibid., 45. Regarding the exclusive appearance of “hallelujah” in Books 4–5, four occur strategically 

as Book 4 closes with Psalms 104–106, and the remaining twenty-one occurrences appear in Book 5: 
Psalms 111–117; 135; 146–150.

76.  See Hensley’s discussion on the exegetical and messianic significance in the Psalter of the Psalm 72:20 
postscript. Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 51–56.

77.  In charts in this section, I give special attention to the treatments of Ho and Robertson as both published 
recent works on the Psalter that view the Psalter’s macrostructure as a coherent whole, Robertson in 2015 
and Ho in 2019. Robertson, The Flow of the Psalms; Ho, The Design of the Psalter. Also see the many charts in 
chapter one of Ho’s book in which he plots various scholarly approaches to the organization of each book 
in the Psalter. Ho, The Design of the Psalter, Location 867–888. Ho’s charts and explanations reveal where 
debate lies among scholars in each book, as well as subsequent microstructures in each book. For example, 
according to Ho, Book 5 is the most difficult to organize owing to various superscriptions, and thus scholars 
apply differing methodologies to examine Book 5. Ho, The Design of the Psalter, Location 3615–3744. Wilson 
explains that Books 1–3 show evidence of grouping by author and genre, while Books 4–5 show evidence 
of grouping according to hwdw and hllwyh psalms. Wilson, “The Shape of the Book of Psalms,” 131–132. 

78.  Note that Psalms 86 and 89 are the only two in this section not tied to Korah directly. Psalm 86 is of 
David and Psalm 89 is of Ethan. 

79.  Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 184–189; Wilson, “The Shape of the Book of Psalms,” 130–131. 
Contra Mowinckel, Sigmund Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel’s Worship, trans. D. R. Ap-Thomas, The 
Biblical Resource Series (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 193–194, 196–197. Also see Hensley’s 
discussion on the usefulness of the doxologies in determining canonical intentionality in Hensley, 
Covenant Relationships, 62–69. 

80.  Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 2, 5.
81.  Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 225–228; Michael K. Snearly, Return of the King: Messianic Expec-

tation in Book V of the Psalter, LHBOTS (London: T&T Clark, 2016), 164–168.
82.  “Royal doxology” refers to a doxology at the end of a psalm with royal themes. 
83.  In addition to the seventy-three psalms that bear David’s name, the Bible attributes at least five other 

psalms to him: Psalm 2 (Acts 4:25); Psalm 95 (Heb 4:7); Psalm 96, 105–106 (1 Chr 16:7–36).
84.  Eaton, The Psalms, 41.
85.  Hensley asserts that “superscripts remain the primary means of arranging the psalms throughout the 

Psalter.” Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 50.
86.  C. Hassell Bullock, Encountering the Book of Psalms, Encountering Biblical Studies (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Academic, 2001), 29. Note that some of the psalms that Bullocks lists as having no attribution actually 
have a known author, especially Psalm 2, 95, 96, 105–106 which are all Davidic. See the references in 
endnote eighty-one. (Brackets [ ] in the chart above mark out such psalms.) 
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87.  Robertson, The Flow of the Psalms, 12.
88.  Whether the titles are part of the original composition or a part of the providential process of the Psalter’s 

shaping, the issue still involves reliability and authority. See Jerome Skinner’s thorough treatment on 
the Psalter’s superscriptions in Jerome L Skinner, “The Historical Superscriptions of Davidic Psalms: An 
Exegetical, Intertextual, and Methodological Analysis” (PhD diss., Andrews University, 2016). Skinner 
concludes with four major findings. First, regarding origin and authenticity, the superscriptions are “orig-
inal in a pre-exilic context, and are clearly connected to the psalms they introduce.” Second, regarding 
authorial and editorial roles, the phrase “of David” (ladawid) refers to David as author and reveals his 
“clear involvement in the writing of the [superscriptions] as author, liturgist, and king.” Third, regarding 
their structural role, the superscriptions show evidence of intentional placement and theological coher-
ency by connecting episodes in David’s life, and the superscriptions also “provide a broader narrative 
reading strategy for the Psalter as a book.” Finally, regarding the theological framework, Skinner argues 
that the Davidic covenant “best reflects the context for reading the final form of the Psalter.” Skinner, 
“The Historical Superscriptions of Davidic Psalms,” 351.

89.  Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel’s Worship, 100.
90.  Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament, 520.
91.  Brevard S. Childs, “Psalm Titles and Midrashic Exegesis,” JSS 16 (1971): 137, 149. See also, Futato who 

leaves room for differing [or maybe, widening] theological intent between the composition of psalms and 
the compilation psalms in the Psalter. Mark David Futato, Interpreting the Psalms: An Exegetical Handbook, 
Handbooks for Old Testament Exegesis (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2007), 119.

92.  Longman III, How to Read the Psalms, 39–40.
93.  Ibid., 41.
94.  Ibid.
95.  Kidner, Psalms 1–72, 47–49, 58–61. Waltke and Houston explain more than seven reasons for the 

originality of the superscripts. Waltke and Houston, The Psalms as Christian Worship, 88–92. In a personal 
email conversation with the writer on October 29, 2020, Stephen Wellum (and Peter Gentry) explained: 
“The superscriptions are original from the beginning in terms of the final form of the Psalter. We have 
no other Psalter than we presently have, and we do not have that Psalter without the superscriptions. 
There is no reason at all to not take the superscriptions as inspired by God, as Jesus assumes. So, [for 
example], referring to Ps 90 as a ‘Psalm of Moses’ is not only legitimate but absolutely necessary.” See, 
Skinner, “The Historical Superscriptions of Davidic Psalms.”

96.  Waltke and Houston, The Psalms as Christian Worship, 90.
97.  Kidner, Psalms 1–72, 47. English translations do not number superscriptions as a verse, which is why 

English translations are often off by a verse with the OT.
98.  For other examples of how all hymns outside of the Psalter include a superscript, see Exod 15:1; Judg 

5:1; 1 Sam 2:1; 2 Sam 23:1 [note the Psalm 18 superscript]; Isa 38:9. Habakkuk 3:1 provides an example 
of how a biblical songwriter can still refer to his own work in the third person, which David does many 
times in the Psalter (e.g., Ps 3). Based on a passage like Habakkuk 3 in which the song begins with an 
authorial superscript (3:1) and ends with a liturgical superscript (3:19b), Waltke also purposes that 
the liturgical indicators (e.g., “to the music of”) in the Psalter could belong to the postscript (perhaps 
at times) of the previous psalm, whereas the authorial information belongs to the superscript. Waltke 
applies his proposal to solve the crux interpretum in Psalm 88’s superscription. Bruce K. Waltke, “Super-
scripts, Postscripts, or Both,” JBL 110 (1991): 583–596; Bruce K. Waltke, “Biblical Theology of the 
Psalms Today: A Personal Perspective,” in The Psalms: Language for All Seasons of the Soul, ed. Andrew J. 
Schmutzer and David M. Howard (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 2013), 22–23.

99.  For other examples of how the apostles build their arguments, in part, about Jesus from the authorial 
superscripts in the Psalter, see Acts 2:29, 34 where Peter refers to David as the author of Psalm 110. 
Also see, Acts 1:16, 20 (Ps 69:25, 109:8); 2:25 (Ps 16:8); Rom 4:6–8 (Ps 32:[1]; 11:9; Ps 69:22–23).

100.  Waltke and Houston conclude that “an accredited exegesis includes in its toolbox the traditional approach 
to the superscripts’ notice about their authors and historical circumstance.” Waltke and Houston, The Psalms 
as Christian Worship, 92. Skinner suggests five contexts for reading a psalm in light of superscriptions: 1) 
individual compositions 2) grouped into collections 3) edited into books 4) placed into one final form 
book (of Psalms), 5) and all within the final form of the HB. Skinner, “The Historical Superscriptions 
of Davidic Psalms,” 225, 228. Compare Waltke’s four stages of meaning (1) to the original, poets, (2) in 
earlier collections of psalms, (3) in the final form of the OT, and (4) in the full Biblical canon, especially 
the NT and the unveiling of Jesus as the Christ. Waltke, “A Canonical Process,” 9.
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101.  Psalm 3, 7, 18, 30, 34, 51, 52, 54, 56, 57, 59, 60, 63, 142. For an exegesis of these psalms that explores 
the import of historical titles on their meaning, see Skinner, “The Historical Superscriptions of Davidic 
Psalms,” 27–152.

102.  Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 48.
103.  Ho, “The Shape of Davidic Psalms as Messianic,” 520–521. Also see, James M. Hamilton, God’s Glory in 

Salvation through Judgment: A Biblical Theology (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010), Kindle edition, Location 
6551. All the psalm titles in Books 1–2 involve David suffering, save Psalm 18 and 30. Psalm 18 and 
30 still reflect the suffering of David as Psalm 18 celebrates God saving David from all his enemies, 
even Saul. Psalm 30 celebrates the dedication of the temple a time when David was at rest from all his 
enemies, as well as when God delivered David from sickness. Those two psalms also look forward to the 
vindication of David in a time of suffering. Read after the exile, the two psalms also look forward to the 
promise made to David and his seed, à la 2 Samuel 7, who will also experience vindication after suffering. 

104.  For example, Psalm 52, 54, 56, 57, 59, and 142 appear in Books 1 and 5 of the Psalter even though they 
refer to the same historical period.

105.  Wilson and Hensley assert that Psalm 72:20 marks a major editorial moment in the Psalter. Wilson, 
The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 139; Wilson, “The Shape of the Book of Psalms,” 135; Hensley, Covenant 
Relationships, 51. Thus, historical details about David all but go silent as Book 2 ends, mirroring a major 
editorial moment in the Psalter at Psalm 72:20. On the significance of understanding Psalm 72 for 
understanding the narrative of the Psalter, see John H. Sailhamer, The Meaning of the Pentateuch: Revelation, 
Composition, and Interpretation (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2009), 499–510.

106.  The use of the phrase “historical David” does not mean that psalms after Psalm 72:20 were not written 
by King David or are not connected to their titles, but that in the flow of the Psalter, Davidic psalms 
after Psalm 72 “signal a shift in focus to a future ‘David’ thereafter within the Psalter’s macrostructure” 
reminding readers of a greater David yet to come. Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 55. Hensley also 
explains that within the final shape of the Psalter “editors understood 72:20 as marking the last prayer 
of the original, historical David ben-Jesse. Within the framework of the whole Psalter, editors may have 
understood this [Psalm 72:20 postscript] to imply that subsequent Davidic psalms looked forward to 
a future Davidide” (emphasis original) Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 53. Also see Ho, “The Shape of 
Davidic Psalms as Messianic,” 521.  

107.  Scholars such as Gerald Wilson argue that the conspicuous editorial marker of Psalm 72:20 indicates a 
previous collection of the Psalter comprised of Psalms 2–72, before the Psalter’s post-exilic finalization. 
Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 208; Gerald H. Wilson, “Shaping the Psalter: A Consideration of 
Editorial Linkage in the Book of Psalms,” in The Shape and Shaping of the Psalter, ed. J. Clinton McCann, 
JSOT 159 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1993), 73; Gerald H. Wilson, “The Use of Royal Psalms at 
the ‘Seams’ of the Hebrew Psalter,” JSOT 11 (1986): 87–89. It is also possible that Psalm 72:20 closes 
a smaller collection of Psalms 51–72. If Psalm 72:20 closes a smaller collection, however, why did the 
editor(s) of the Psalter knowingly choose to place other “prayers/psalms of David” (e.g., Ps 86, 101, 
103) after such an obvious editorial marker? Hensley argues, therefore, that whether or not Psalm 72:20 
refers diachronically to the origin of larger or smaller Psalter collection (Pss 2–72 or 51–72) such a 
possibility is of far less exegetical significance than Psalm 72:20’s synchronic function within the final 
editorial shaping of the Psalter. Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 53, 56.

108.  See Hensley’s entire discussion on the canonical and eschatological importance of s:20 in Hensley, 
Covenant Relationships, 51–56.

109.  Psalm 3 (2 Sam 15:13–17:24); Psalm 7 (2 Sam 16:5; 20:1); Psalm 18 (2 Sam 7; 22); Psalm 30 (2 Sam 
5:7–11; 1 Chr 22:11); Psalm 34 (1 Sam 21:10ff); Psalm 51 (2 Sam 12); Psalm 52 (1 Sam 22); Psalm 
54 (1 Sam 23:19; 26:1); Psalm 56 (1 Sam 21:10–11; 22:1); Psalm 57 (1 Sam 22, 24); Psalm 59 (1 Sam 
19:11); Psalm 60 (2 Sam 8); Psalm 63 (2 Sam 16–17); Psalm 142 (1 Sam 22, 24).

110.  Ho, “The Shape of Davidic Psalms as Messianic,” 522–533. Ho explains, “Intertextually, the Psalter 
re-reads the Davidic covenant and its various expressions in the historical books such as 1 Samuel.” Ho, 
The Design of the Psalter, Location 11635.

111.  It may be that the background of Psalm 30 is not the building of David’s house but the dedication of 
the temple. If so, David Howard explains: “This title, which speaks of ‘the dedication of the temple,’ is 
difficult at first glance to link with the content of this psalm, which relates the affliction that brought 
David close to death. Furthermore, David did not dedicate the temple; his son Solomon did (1 Kgs 8). 
But David was heavily invested in the temple that Solomon built and dedicated. David went to great 
lengths to provide the plans, workers, and materials for it (1 Chr 22; 28–29), even going so far as to 
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contribute from his personal treasure (1 Chr 29:2–5). Thus, it is easy to imagine him also writing this 
psalm for its dedication.” David M. Howard, “Study Bible Notes: Psalms,” in NIV Zondervan Study Bible: 
New International Version, ed. D. A. Carson (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2015), 1013.

112.  On the crucial role of 1–2 Samuel as a literary context for the Psalter, Ho explains that “the final editors 
of the Psalter were clearly concerned with the fulfillment of YHWH’s promises through the Davidic 
covenant and were well versed in the historical narratives (e.g., 1–2 Samuel).” Ho, The Design of the Psalter, 
Location 11775. On David’s role as both a historical and typological figure in the Psalter, Hossfeld and 
Zenger explain that “from beginning to ending of the Psalter, David continuously serves as a historical 
as well as paradigmatic figure; he is the historical king and typical man.” Hossfeld and Zenger, “Thoughts 
on the ‘Davidization’ of the Psalter,” 125.

113.  Not all interpreters agree that Psalms 1–2 function as an introduction to the entire Psalter. For exam-
ples, see Benjamin D. Sommer, “Psalm 1 and the Canonical Shaping of Jewish Scripture,” in Jewish Bible 
Theology: Perspectives and Case Studies, ed. Isaac Kalimi (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2012), 199–222; 
John T. Willis, “Psalm 1: An Entity,” ZAW 91 (1979): 381–401; Wilson, “The Structure of the Psalter,” 
232–233. Waltke claims, however, that “most agree that Psalms 1–2 are the Psalter’s introduction and 
Psalms 146–150, its climactic finale of praise.” Waltke, Old Testament Theology, 884. For scholarship that 
understands Psalms 1–2 as an intergraded introduction to the Psalter, see Joseph P. Brennan, “Psalms 1–8: 
Some Hidden Harmonies,” BTB 10 (1980): 25–29; Robert L. Cole, “An Integrated Reading of Psalms 
1 and 2,” JSOT 98 (2002): 75–88; Cole, Psalms 1–2; Cole, “Psalms 1 and 2: The Psalter’s Introduction”; 
Dempster, Dominion and Dynasty, 194–195; Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 253–263; Ho, The Design of the 
Psalter, Location 1406–1488, 1723; Jesper Høgenhaven, “The Opening of the Psalter: A Study in Jewish 
Theology,” SJOT 15 (2001): 169–180; Howard, The Structure of Psalms 93–100, 200–207; Miller, “The 
Beginning of the Psalter”; Robertson, The Flow of the Psalms, 13–15; Gerald T. Sheppard, Wisdom as a 
Hermeneutical Construct: A Study in the Sapientializing of the Old Testament, BZAW 151 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 
1980), 136–144; Tate, “Rethinking the Nature of the Psalter”; Gordon J. Wenham, The Psalter Reclaimed: 
Praying and Praising with the Psalms (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2013), 56–67; Whiting, “Psalms 1 and 2”; 
Erich Zenger, “Der Psalter Als Wegweiserund Wegebegleiter: Ps 1–2 Als Proömium Des Psalmenbuchs,” 
in Sie Wandern von Kraft Zu Kraft: Aufbrüche, Wege, Begenungen—Festabe Für Bischof Reinhard Lettmann, ed. 
Arnold Angenendt and Herbert Vorgrimmler (Kevelaer: Butzon & Bercker, 1993), 29–47.

114.  The poetic structure opens in Psalm 1:1 using “blessed” (ashre) to describe the righteous and it ends in 
Psalm 1:6 using “perish” (toabed) to describe the wicked. The words frame the poetic song and summarize 
the contrast between the righteous and the wicked. More, the first letter of the first word (ashre) in Psalm 
1:1 begins with an aleph, which is the first letter of the Hebrew alphabet. The first letter of the last word 
in Psalm 1:6 (toabed), begins with a tau, which is the last letter of the Hebrew alphabet. Thus, the first 
letter of the first and last word form a top and tail incipient acrostic signifying that the contrast between 
the righteous and wicked in Psalm 1 is a complete and thorough one (from aleph to tau).

115.  John Willis outlines ten different ways scholars have divided Psalm 1 in Willis, “Psalm 1,” 396–399. The 
outline divisions above of Ps 1:1–3, 4–5, and 6 reflect a common structural division among commentators, 
e.g., Peter C. Craigie and Marvin E. Tate, Psalms 1–50, WBC 19, 2nd ed., ed. Nancy L. deClaissé-Walford 
and Peter H. Davids (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 2004), 57–62; Eaton, The Psalms, 61–64; 
Kidner, Psalms 1–72, 63–66; Willem A. VanGemeren, Psalms, EBC 5, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein and J. D. 
Douglas (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1991), 52–58. Contra Gerald Wilson who divides Psalm 1 into 
three sets of contrasting pairs: Ps 1:1–2; 3–4; 5–6. Gerald H. Wilson, Psalms–Volume 1, NIVAC (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 2002), Kindle edition, Location 2003–2131.

116.  Dempster also argues that “the beginning of each of the major sections of the Hebrew Bible [shows] an 
extraordinary emphasis on the word of God.” The Law opens in Genesis describing the power of God’s 
word in creation and the responsibility of image-bearers to organize their lives around God’s word (Gen 
1–2). Joshua, the first book of the Prophets requires Israel, God’s “new” son, to meditate on God’s word 
day and night as they enter the new Eden of the Promised Land. Finally, as the Writings open, Israel is 
once again to meditate on God’s word day and night. Dempster, Dominion and Dynasty, 32–33.

117.  Within the context of HB “delighting the law of the Lord” in Psalm 1:2 certainly includes God’s commands 
as well as “the book of the law” ( Josh 1:8). As a front porch psalm of the Psalter, torah also includes the 
instruction of all the psalms that follow. Bullock, Encountering the Book of Psalms, 88; McCann, “The Psalms 
as Instruction”; McCann, A Theological Introduction; Mays, “The Place of the Torah-Psalms”; Mays, Psalms, 
Location 1133; VanGemeren, Psalms, 52; Wilson, “The Shape of the Book of Psalms,” 132–133; Wilson, 
“Psalms and Psalter,” 104–105; Wilson, Psalms–Volume 1, Location 1993–2003, 2140–2149; Waltke and 
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Houston, The Psalms as Christian Worship, 118–119.
118.  For a messianic exposition of Psalm 2 sensitive to the canonical shape of the Psalter, see James Luther Mays, 

The Lord Reigns: A Theological Handbook to the Psalms (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1994), 108–116.
119.  The outline divisions above of Ps 2:1–3, 4–6, 7–9, 10–12 reflect common structural division among 

commentators. See, Kidner, Psalms 1–72, 66–71; VanGemeren, Psalms, 66–72; Wilson, Psalms–Volume 
1, Location 2313–2414; Mays, Psalms, Location 1186–1195; deClaissé-Walford, Jacobson, and Tanner, 
Psalms, 67–70. Waltke and Houston explain that Psalm 2 takes place in four distinct scenes with a differ-
ent speaker for each one. “The first takes place in a foreign court where the psalmist quotes the kings 
of the earth [2:1–3]. … The second act takes place in heaven, where the psalmist opens the ears of his 
audience to hear I AM’s proclamation in blazing anger [2:4–6]. … The third act occurs on Mount Zion 
… [where] his audience … hear[s] the new king [2:7–9].… In the final act the psalmist steps on stage 
to admonish the kings to submit to the rule of I AM and his king [2:10–12].” Waltke and Houston, The 
Psalms as Christian Worship, 161–162. Michael Barrett pointed out to the author that each stanza also 
includes the voice of different speakers: the rebels, the Lord, the Messiah, the Narrator.

120.  See note 115 on the similar ways each major section of the OT opens. Dempster, Dominion and Dynasty, 
32–33.

121.  The word “placed” is wayyasem in Gen 2:8b and wayyannihehu Gen 2:15b. Translations such as the ESV 
translate Adam’s role in Genesis 2:15 as “to work” and “to keep” the garden. Following Cassuto, John 
Sailhamer argues, however, that “a more suitable translation of the Hebrew le‘obdah uleshomrah would 
be ‘to worship and to obey.’ Man is put in the garden to worship God and to obey him. Man’s life in the 
garden was to be characterized by worship and obedience; he was a priest, not merely a worker and 
keeper of the garden.” John H. Sailhamer, Genesis, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein and J. D. Douglas, Accordance 
electronic edition, EBC 2 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1990), Gen 2:15–24.

122.  “This is the first time in the Bible that the verb tsavah (ָצָוה, ‘to command’) appears. Whatever the man 
had to do in the garden, the main focus of the narrative is on keeping God’s commandments. God created 
humans with the capacity to obey him and then tested them with commands.” NET Bible study note, 
Gen 2:16.

123.  Dempster, Dominion and Dynasty, 59–62. “At the beginning of the canon, then, human beings are created 
as rulers of the earth, representing the mighty name of God throughout the world.” Dempster, Dominion 
and Dynasty, 62. Also see, Stephen Wellum, Christ Alone—The Uniqueness of Jesus as Savior: What the Reformers 
Taught ... and Why It Still Matters (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 2017), 144–145.

124.  Note the discussion of Jamie Grant as he shows a Deuteronomic connection with the Torah and the 
king in the Psalter and especially with Psalms 1–2. Jamie A. Grant, The King as Exemplar: The Function 
of Deuteronomy’s Kingship Law in the Shaping of the Book of Psalms, SBL AcBib (Atlanta: Society of Biblical 
Literature, 2004), 41–70.

125.  George Herbert, “The Holdfast,” in The English Poems of George Herbert, ed. Helen Wilcox (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007), 498–499.

126.  The word serve in Exodus 4:23 is the same root word describing Adam’s role in Genesis 2:15.
127.  Walter C. Kaiser Jr., Exodus, EBC 2, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein and J. D. Douglas (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 

1990), Accordance electronic edition, Exod 4:21–23.
128.  Hunter and Wellum refer to 2 Samuel 7 as “one of the Bible’s weightiest chapters. Here, we learn how all 

of God’s promises to this point converge in the person of David. The chapter is like many roads of promise 
merging into one massive superhighway of promise.” Hunter and Wellum, Christ from Beginning to End, 158.

129.  John Sailhamer concludes, “The king in Psalm 72 is the seed in which all the nations are blessed in the 
covenant with Abraham in Genesis 12:3.” Sailhamer, The Meaning of the Pentateuch, 502.

130.  Robert Vannoy explains 2 Samuel 7’s messianic significance, even in the Psalter: “This startling and 
far-reaching promise, appropriately termed the ‘matrix of biblical messianism’ by Gordon (1986:236), 
provides the basis for the subsequent development of the messianic hope in the writings of the prophets 
and psalmists and finds its ultimate fulfillment in ‘Jesus the Messiah, a descendant of David and of Abra-
ham’ (Matt 1:1).” J. Robert Vannoy, 1–2 Samuel, Cornerstone Biblical Commentary 4a (Carol Stream, 
IL: Tyndale House, 2009), 307. 

131.  See Peter Ho’s discussion of how Psalms 1–2 and the Davidic covenant in 2 Samuel 7 influence the 
hermeneutical design of the Psalter. Ho lists seven motifs from the Davidic covenant in 2 Samuel 7 that 
also appear in the Psalter. Ho, The Design of the Psalter, Location 1488–1586.

132.  Hunter and Wellum, Christ from Beginning to End, 158–168. Though Hunter and Wellum do not explicitly 
reference Psalm 2 in their discussion of 2 Samuel 7, nevertheless note their discussion of David and 2 



Hearing the Canonical Voice of the Psalter: An Exegetical Overview

75

Samuel 7 for obvious implications to understanding Psalm 2, as well as the messianic trajectory of the 
entire Psalter.

133.  Note the discussion on the “Royal Psalms” in Israel’s life in Wilson, Psalms–Volume 1, Location 2514–2635.
134.  May summarizes the messianic significance of Psalm 2: “The second psalm is a poetic speech by the 

messiah. It is the only text in the Old Testament that speaks of God’s king, messiah, and son in one place, 
the titles so important for the presentation of Jesus in the Gospels.” Mays, Psalms, Location 1182–1183.

135.  For other NT uses of Psalm 2, see Rom 1:4; Heb 1:5; 5:5.
136.  David recalls how God “set [him] in his presence forever,” phrasing that recalls God installing his 

king forever in Psalm 2, as well as the Davidic covenant in 2 Samuel 7. VanGemeran notes the Davidic 
covenant language from 2 Samuel 7 (and Psalm 2) appearing in David’s words in Ps 41:12b: “David, 
God’s anointed, hopes in God’s promise of his presence in blessing and protection (2 Sam 7:16).” 
VanGemeren, Psalms, Ps 41:11–12.

137.  Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 255.
138.  Ibid., 257–258; Grant, The King as Exemplar, 41–70.
139.  Hensley summarizes the editorial pairing of Psalms 1–2 at the entrance of the Psalter explaining that 

their pairing “identif[ies] Ps 1’s ‘blessed man’ as a torah-observing anointed king, royal son, and media-
tor, who is opposed by nations yet ultimately triumphs over them.” Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 261.

140.  Howard, “Divine and Human Kingship,” 201.
141.  Ibid., 200.
142.  For a discussion of such themes, see the work of Snearly, Return of the King; 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 (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 2013), 209–218.

143.  See Erich Zenger’s discussion of the compositional strategy of Book 5 and the importance of Psalms 
146–150 in it. Erich Zenger, “The Composition and Theology of the Fifth Book of Psalms, Psalms 
107–145,” JSOT 23 (1998): 77–102.

144.  Occurrences in Book 4 are Ps 104:35; 105:45; 106:1, 48.
145.  Occurrences in Book 5 are Ps 111:1; 112:1; 113:1, 9; 115:18; 116:19; 117:2; 135:1, 3, 21; 146:1, 10; 

147:1, 20; 148:1, 14; 149:1, 9; 150:1, 6 [2x].
146.  See O. Palmer Robertson for a discussion of “Halleluiah” in the Psalter, especially concerning Psalms 

145–150. Robertson, “The Strategic Placement of the ‘Hallelu-Yah’ Psalms,” 265–268.
147.  See Hensley on the messianic significance of the editorial marking of Ps 72:20. Hensley, Covenant Rela-

tionships, 51–56. The use of the phrase “historical David” does not mean that Davidic psalms after Psalm 
72:2 are not written by King David or are not connected to their titles, but that in the flow of the Psalter, 
Davidic psalms after Psalm 72 particularly remind readers of a greater David yet to come. How can one 
talk of the prayers of David as “ended,” when other psalms of David appear after Psalm 72, unless those 
psalms are a reminder, in the flow of the Psalter, of a greater David to come?

148.  Robertson, “The Strategic Placement of the ‘Hallelu-Yah’ Psalms,” 267–268.
149.  For a listing of seven ways Psalter scholars have summarized the Psalter’s overall metanarrative and 

flow from one book to the next, see Appendix B in Baugham, “The God Who Makes Us Sing,” 207–209.
150.  Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 13.
151.  The following the treatments of Peter Ho and O. Palmer Robertson provide more specific sense of the 

flow from psalm to psalm (or from one psalm grouping to the next) within each book. Ho, The Design of 
the Psalter; Ho, “The Shape of Davidic Psalms as Messianic”; Robertson, The Flow of the Psalms. For a good 
summary of Ho and Robertson’s thematic flow from each book and within each book, see Ho, The Design 
of the Psalter, Location 11602–11726; Robertson, The Flow of the Psalms, 238–265.

152.  Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 2. Hensley describes three main ways scholars view the function of the 
Davidic covenant in the Psalter. First, Gerald Wilson represents a model that centers on a response to 
the failed Davidic covenant. Second, another model “democratizes” the promises of David to the people 
of God. The third model (Hensley’s own), Hensley refers to as “royalization” or “Messianic” model, 
“whereby the covenantal promises and obligations associated with the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants 
are realized through a future Davidic king.” Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 9.

153.  Hensely, Covenant Relationships, 1–5; Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 213; Wilson, “The Struc-
ture of the Psalter,” 234; Wilson, “Royal Psalms at the ‘Seams,’” 90; J. Clinton McCann, “Books I–III 
and the Editorial Purpose of the Psalter,” in The Shape and Shaping of the Psalter, ed. J. Clinton McCann, 
JSOT 159 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1993), 95; McCann, A Theological Introduction, 25–49; Nancy 
L. deClaissé-Walford, “The Canonical Shape of the Psalms,” in An Introduction to Wisdom Literature and 
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the Psalms: Festschrift Marvin E. Tate, ed. Harold Wayne Ballard and W. Dennis Tucker Jr (Macon, GA: 
Mercer University Press, 2000), 99; deClaissé-Walford, “The Meta-Narrative of the Psalms,” 368, 374.

154.  Sailhamer, The Meaning of the Pentateuch, 505; Grant, The King as Exemplar; Grant, “The Psalms and the 
King”; Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 268–272; Ho, The Design of the Psalter, Location 1502–1720, 
11602–11779; Ho, “The Shape of Davidic Psalms as Messianic”; Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter; 
Robertson, The Flow of the Psalms; Sailhamer, The Meaning of the Pentateuch, 499–510; Snearly, “Return of 
the King,” (ed. Schmutzer and Howard); Snearly, Return of the King.

155.  Book 1 ends with eight Davidic psalms of suffering before climaxing with the hope of Psalm 41:12 and 
the doxology of Ps 41:13.

156.  John Sailhamer notes that compositionally Psalm 72 stands right in the middle of Psalm 2 and Psalm 145 
and functions prophetically, connecting the Abrahamic covenant to the Davidic covenant and kingdom 
of God. “In the MT, Psalm 72 is the middle of Psalms 1–144 (=145).” Sailhamer, The Meaning of the 
Pentateuch, 510. See his entire discussion of the editorial significance of Psalm 2, 72, and 145. Sailhamer, 
The Meaning of the Pentateuch, 499–510.

157.  The references to Moses in Book 4 are Psalm 90:1; 99:6; 103:7; 105:26; and 106:16, 23, 32. (cf. Ps 
77:21 in Book 3.) The references to Abraham in Book 4 are in Ps 105:6, 9, 42. (cf. Ps 47:9 in Book 2.)

158.  Robertson, The Flow of the Psalms, 244.
159.  Since Book 2, the only explicit Davidic psalms are Psalm 86 (Book 3) and Psalm 101 and 103 (Book 4). 

Book 5 opens and closes with Davidic collections (Pss 108–110; 138–145) with other Davidic psalms 
sprinkled in between (Ps 122, 124, 131, 133). For how the psalms in Book 5 indicate the return of the 
messianic king, see Snearly, “Return of the King,” (ed. Schmutzer and Howard); Snearly, Return of the King.

160.  Hamilton, God’s Glory in Salvation, Location 6494.
161.  Sailhamer, The Meaning of the Pentateuch, 499–510; Zenger, “The Composition and Theology of the Fifth 

Book of Psalms, Psalms 107–145,” 77–102.
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Throughout church history, the Psalter has played a central role in shaping 
the church at worship. Publicly and privately, these inspired psalms, hymns, 
and spiritual songs, have fueled faith, expressed lament, directed praise, and 
preserved messianic hopes. Some have used the Psalms as the sole hymnbook 
for their worship services. Others have employed them for counseling, med-
itation, and theological devotion. Truly, all who swim in their waters find a 
delicious taste for God, expressed with the deepest emotions of the human 
soul. Like honey, the Psalter’s sweetness is self-evident. Yet, the question 
remains: How should we read the Psalms?

Over time, the answer to that question has shifted. And it is worth learning 
how modern turns in Psalm studies have guided Christians (theologically 
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liberal and conservative) to read the psalms individually, instead of together. 
Moreover, by learning this history and the recent recovery of canonical exege-
sis (i.e., reading the psalms as a unified whole), we can better understand the 
problem of interpretive strategies that call readers to find unnamed personal 
voices in the Psalms—even if those persons are the Father, Son, and Spirit.

Materially, this essay will provide a brief history of Psalm studies, as it 
compares the way Psalms have been read by the church before and after 
the Enlightenment and the rise of modern approaches to Scripture. This 
historical review will set the stage for understanding why reading psalms in 
isolation is a characteristic of modern hermeneutics (i.e., higher-criticism). 
While current trends in interpretation are smitten with patristic methods of 
interpretation, many pre-critical approaches continue to employ the tools of 
historical criticism. Hence, recent calls for pre-critical exegesis are not wholly 
divorced from the critical tendency to analyze (lit. “break apart”) Scripture. 
Even more, approaches like prosopological exegesis (defined below), com-
bine modern commitments with ancient practices, all the while advocating 
a postmodern commitment to the interpretive community.

Formally, my contention is that advocates of prosopological exegesis (PE) 
who ground the doctrine of the Trinity in the biblical canon—a practice I 
firmly applaud and commend—have nevertheless undermined the unity 
of the Psalms and the author’s original intention. Looking at passages like 
Psalm 2:7 and Psalm 110:1, 4 in isolation from their literary context, scholars 
like Matthew Bates, Craig Carter, and Madison Pierce invite readers to look 
behind the text to find meaning. 

Such an approach, I will argue, is not consistent with the observable unity 
of the Psalter, nor necessary for upholding classical theism. Instead, this novel 
practice in interpretation brings doubt upon the biblical text and opens a 
door for a creedal magisterium to superimpose its doctrines on the text.1 This 
is what the Protestant Reformation stood against, and in this study of the 
Psalms, I will argue the same. As we uphold orthodoxy in biblical doctrine, 
we must uphold orthodoxy in biblical hermeneutics.

To put it most simply, this essay will argue for a classical theism that 
depends upon a canonical reading of the Psalter.2 But more specifically, as 
this issue of SBJT is focused on the Psalms, I will argue in this essay and my 
other essay,3 that discovering a biblical typology in the Psalter is a far better 
approach to the text of Scripture than applying the tools and techniques 
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of PE. Others have engaged with PE more directly, and I will cite them 
throughout, but here, I will restrict the discussion to the Psalter and the way 
God’s Word invites us to read it.4 

Missing the Bigger Picture: Herman Gunkel and Sigmund 
Mowinckel  
The place to begin a history of Psalm studies in the modern era is with 
the works of Herman Gunkel and Sigmund Mowinckel. First, Herman 
Gunkel (1932-1862) pioneered an approach to the Psalms which classified 
every psalm into particular genres (e.g., individual lament, corporate praise, 
messianic, etc.). At the same time, Sigmund Mowinckel (1884–1965), a 
Norwegian Old Testament (OT) scholar, argued for the cultic setting of 
the Psalms. He sought to place every Psalm in its original setting—namely, 
in the temple worship of Israel.5 

For more than a generation, the scholarship of these two men informed 
much of the research on the Psalms.6 Accordingly, Psalm studies focused 
on individuals psalms—their genre and historical background—real or 
imagined. What was not considered was the literary shape of the Psalms as 
a whole. This was due in part to the atomistic spirit of the age and the way 
critical scholars sought to break Scripture down to its original source (source 
criticism), form (form criticism), or historical setting (historical criticism). 
It was also partly due to the outright suspicion against reading the Psalms 
(and the entire Bible) as a literary whole. As Gerald Wilson reports,

[Gunkel] is skeptical of finding any uniform principle governing the arrangement 

of the [psalms], since the final form of the Psalter is the end product of a long 

history of development and not the result of the plan and activity of a single 

editor (or group of editors).7

Likewise, he observes,

Mowinckel also contributes to this trend toward fragmentation in the study of 

the Psalter. While he does deal with the arrangement of the [psalms] in more 

thorough fashion than most, he too is primarily concerned to delineate the major 

collections within MT 150. At most he speculates on how, in what order and for 

what purpose these were brought together. Ultimately, however, Mowinckel is 
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unable to conceive of the Psalter as a unified whole with a connected purpose.8 

For both of these scholars, and the commentators who followed their lead, 
they sought to address individual psalms and to organize the Psalter to fit their 
extra-biblical systems—either genre classification or Israelite worship. The 
result, therefore, was an approach to the Psalms which primarily considered 
each psalm as individual and isolated units. To be sure, collections can be 
found within the Psalter (e.g., the psalms of sons of Korah, the Psalms of 
Ascent, etc.), but on the whole, Gunkel and Mowinckel took the psalms out 
of their literary context and arranged them by other categories. Such was 
the scientific spirit of higher-criticism. This approach of studying the psalms 
by classifications and not canon has continued to have its impact. That said, 
many things have change and are changing.

A Watershed in Psalm Studies: Gerald Henry Wilson

In the decades that followed Gunkel and Mowinckel, many voices began 
to discuss an intentional arrangement of the entire Psalter. Of those voices, 
Gerald Henry Wilson’s dissertation took the first step toward positing a com-
prehensive proposal for the Psalter’s arrangement.9 Influenced by Brevard 
Childs, who had begun treating the Bible in its final form (i.e., canonical 
criticism), Wilson argues for a canonical reading of the Psalter based on 
three comparisons.10 

First, through a comparative study with various Mesopotamian texts, 
he makes a strong case that books like the Psalter were typically arranged 
according to genre, authorship, or some other criteria (e.g., liturgical concern 
or the deity addressed).11 Examining the catalogues of Sumerian Temple 
Hymns and others hymn collections, he shows how texts recorded in one 
context could be “loosened” from their original context and set into another 
canon. From this kind of comparison, he begins to explain the plausibility 
of the Psalter’s literary order.12

Next, he surveys the Psalms at Qumran to show how the Psalter may 
have developed over time. While not making final conclusions about the 
process for arrangement, he again strengthens the case for an intentionally 
organized canon, one that developed in the latter stages of Israel’s history, 
after the exile and before the Incarnation.13 In short, by examining all the 
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material found at Qumran (at least all the material available in the 1980s), 
he shows how various psalms may have moved from the Temple to the final 
form in the Psalter.

Third, from an inductive study of the Psalter itself, he shows many ways 
in which the Psalms demonstrate order and arrangement. As he observes, 
there are many tacit evidences of arrangement (e.g., “author, genre, manner 
of performance, instrumentation and the like”), but only one explicit mark of 
editing—the comment in Psalm 72:20 that the prayers of David are ended.14 
Making careful distinctions, he shows how the Psalms are not organized like 
other ancient Near Eastern documents. For instance, the Psalms are not 
solely arranged by authorship, by genre, or by historical setting.15

In the Psalms, subsets are arranged by author, genre, and theme, but these 
do not explain the Psalter as a whole. These observations are significant 
because they raise questions about the explanatory power of Gunkel and 
Mowinckel’s approaches.16 Wilson also pays great attention to the super-
scripts, which begin many psalms.17 He argues these superscripts function in 
multiple ways across the Psalter. Even when missing, as in the case of Psalms 
1–2, they play a role, for the lack of superscription distances the Psalter from 
the original setting of the individual psalm. In this way, superscriptions are 
not the sole determiner for the Psalter’s arrangement.

In the end, Wilson argues for the Psalm’s arrangement based on a number 
of basic features. He writes,

I have focused my attention thus far on demonstrating individual instances of 

editorial activity within the Hebrew Psalter. The results of the study have been 

considerable. I have been able to show (1) that the ‘book’ divisions of the Psalter 

are real, editorially induced divisions and not accidentally introduced; (2) the 

“separating” and ‘binding” functions of author and genre groupings; (3) the 

lack of a s/s as an indication of a tradition of combination; (4) the use of pss to 

indicate the conclusion of segments; (5) the use of hwdw pss to introduce seg-

ments; (6) the existence of thematic correspondences between the beginning 

and ending pss in some books. All of these findings demonstrate the presence 

of editorial activity at work in the arrangement of the pss.18 
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To these, he adds the function of Psalm 1 as an introduction,19 the five book 
division of the psalter,20 and the Davidic Psalms as a thematic element which 
gives the whole Psalter a royal theme.21 From these observations, Wilson 
makes his case that the Psalter is a well-ordered book and not just a “storage 
cabinet” for music, as Hossfield and Zenger would later put it.22 

In sum, the work of Wilson served as a watershed in understanding the 
Psalms as a unified whole. To be clear, he did not denounce the higher 
critical tools that he learned under Childs, but he did move away from the 
analytical aims of dividing the Psalms into extra-biblical categories. In their 
place, he used the tools of comparative analysis to begin finding ways that 
the Psalms were unified. Accordingly, his dissertation played a large role in 
advancing a canonical approach to the Psalms.

In fact, today, among conservative Bible scholars, the canonical approach 
to the Psalms has gained great traction. Among some of the scholars who 
advocate this approach are Michael Barber, Stephen Dempster, O. Palmer 
Robertson, James Hamilton, and many others.23 

Still, this unified approach to the Psalms, one that finds its genesis in a 
reaction to higher critical scholarship, raises the question: Is a canonical 
approach to the Psalms historically tenable? Has anyone else in church history 
read the Bible in this way? Or is a canonical approach just the latest trend 
in critical scholarship? To that question we turn to another recent advocate 
of the canonical approach, David Mitchell.

Back to the Beginning: David Mitchell’s Historical Survey 

After Wilson published his dissertation, David Mitchell contributed his own 
volume on reading the Psalms canonically. In his monograph, The Message 
of the Psalter: An Eschatological Programme in the Book of Psalms, he argues 
for understanding the Psalms as book that moves from historical David to 
a future, eschatological David. And hence, he develops the message of the 
Psalter by pointing it forward to the coming Lord. In fact, in the first fifty pages 
of his book, he traces the history of psalm interpretation.24 In this survey, 
he shows that a unified reading of the Psalms is not new but a recovery of 
reading the Psalms as God’s Word. So let’s consider.

In his survey, Wilson begins with the LXX to show how, “the first mon-
ument of Jewish exegesis,” preserved the order of the Psalms and even 
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interpreted them eschatologically, i.e., looking for a coming messiah.25 
Likewise, the Dead Sea Scrolls also gave evidence to the importance of 
arrangement, as their scrolls both kept the arrangement of the Psalms and 
demonstrated the importance of arrangement in other scrolls that combine 
biblical and extra-biblical Psalms.26 Such findings follow the point made by 
Wilson, that ancient communities who collected Psalms would expect their 
collections to have an intentional ordering.

After the LXX and the Dead Sea Scrolls comes the New Testament (NT). 
Does it reflect an awareness of Psalm arrangement? Mitchell answers positively. 
First he cites Acts 1:20, which refers to the Psalms as the “Book of the Psalms.” 
The singular “book” denotes a unified entity, much like Luke 24:44 speaks of 
the Psalms as one of three parts of the Tanak—where the Psalms stand in for 
the Writings. Then he lists five other proofs for an intentional arrangement.27

1. “The known prominence of that arrangement, as demonstrated in its being 

selected as the basis for all the translations [e.g., LXX, Peshitta Psalms, 

etc.], would make it likely.”

2. “The majority of NT quotes from Psalms come verbatim from LXX, which, 

of course, has the MT-type sequence.”

3. “All NT citations from ‘psalms’ are found in the MT-type Psalter; the term 

is not used of non-biblical lyrics, such as those in 11QPsa.”

4. “Acts 13:33 cites from Psalm 2 and refers to its being written en the Psalms 

. . . the second [= “the second Psalm”].”

5. “No other arrangement of Psalms has passed into Christian tradition.”

From these proofs, he makes the point that the “New Testament seems to 
regard the MT-type Psalter as definitive.”28 Because his thesis is to prove 
the eschatological nature of the Psalms, he also gives ample evidence to 
describe how the NT read the Psalms as a forward-looking eschatological 
book.29 In this way, the unity of the Psalms tells the singular account of God’s 
covenantal relationship with Israel and God’s people looking for a messiah 
arising from David’s house. Such a theological emphasis adds credence for 
reading the Psalms as one unified whole.

Moving from the nascent Christian community to early Jewish commu-
nities, he shows how both “have the same psalms as MT in the same order,”30 
but also how they repeatedly defend that order and arrangement.31 Mitchell 
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gives many examples of this,32 including the way Midrash Psalms 1.2 iden-
tifies the five books of David with the five books of Moses: “As Moses gave 
five books of Torah to Israel, so David gave five books of psalms to Israel.”33

After the Rabbis, Mitchell turns to the early church, where he also finds 
evidence of endorsement for the Psalms arrangement. Though less prominent 
than the rabbinical tradition, he cites Origen, Augustine, Gregory of Nyssa, 
and Hippolytus as examples of pastor-theologians who considered various 
aspects of the Psalms’ arrangement.34 In fact, Jerome reports that Athanasius 
“wrote a commentary now lost, De psalmorum titulis,” which is presumably 
about the titles or superscriptions in the Psalter.

Next, Mitchell turns to the Reformation. Here, he cites Luther, Bucer, and 
Calvin as recognizing the arrangement of the Psalms and the inspired nature of 
the Psalm superscripts. For instance, Calvin commented on the placement of 
Psalm 1 as an introductory psalm,35 Luther observed various author tendencies 
in the Psalms,36 and Bucer “regard[ed] the headings, especially those containing 
historical information, as relevant to correct interpretation.”37

Thus, until the Enlightenment and the introduction of higher-criticism, 
the uniform approach to the Psalms was more or less canonical. Sadly, that 
changed when methods of interpretation changed and the interpreter began 
to treat the Bible like any other book. With a hermeneutic of suspicion, 
biblical scholars began to look for and posit different voices behind the text. 
Thus, as Mitchell reports, “revisionist approaches” to the Psalms began to 
isolate and extract individual psalms. The superscriptions were believed 
to be fabrications by later scribes and the overall unity of the Psalms was 
rejected. Hence, throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the 
NT and rabbinic respect for the Bible was lost.

What was the effect? Until the end of the twentieth century, most Psalm 
studies refused to consider the Psalms as a whole. A few exceptions persisted 
(e.g., Hengstenberg, J. A. Alexander, F. Delitzsch), but on the whole every 
commentary until the mid- to late-twentieth century rejected or ignored a 
canonical reading.

As we noted above, this changed with Brevard Childs and Gerald Wilson, 
but the effect remained. Most scholars, and those who read their commen-
taries, approached the Psalms as a collection of isolated songs. After the 
Enlightenment, few evangelicals explained the Psalms like their theological 
forebears. Most treated the Psalms like a collection of praises and laments. 
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Even as evangelicals held to conservative views of the Bible, many employed 
a method of Psalm interpretation that mirrored the higher-critical scholars. 

As a result, the full understanding of the Psalms and an appreciation of its 
prophetic message has been missed. And it will be missed again, if current 
practices of PE teach readers to look for God’s voice behind the text. While 
canonical approaches to the Psalms have flourished in the works of Demp-
ster, Robertson, and Hamilton, the gains of those studies will be hindered 
if we do not retain the literary and theological unity of the Psalms. This is 
my animating concern with PE, and the rest of this article will consider the 
effect of PE on the Psalms.

 The Modern Tendencies of Prosopological Exegesis (PE)

In his seminal work on the subject, Hermeneutics of the Apostolic Proclamation, 
Matthew Bates picks up the Greek word prosōpon (“face,” “person”) and defines 
prosopological exegesis as “a reading technique whereby an interpreter seeks to 
overcome a real or perceived ambiguity regarding the identity of the speakers or 
addressees (or both) in the divinely inspired source text by assigning nontrivial 
prosopa (i.e., nontrivial vis-à-vis the ‘plain sense’ of the text) to the speakers or 
addressees (or both) in order to make sense of the text.”38

This definition suggests that in Scripture, there are places, especially in the 
Psalms, where we hear the voice of God directly. Or, to put it more precisely, 
“Prophets, such as David and Isaiah, were enabled to overhear conversations 
between God the Father and God the Son. The prophets took on the prosopa 
of the members of Trinity and spoke in character in their writings.”39 In Craig 
Carter’s “primer” to PE, he depends entirely on Bates and his development of 
this hermeneutical approach.40 And in his summary, he outlines four facets 
of PE, which I will engage with here.41

First, PE derives its origins from “ancient literary criticism, classical Greek 
drama, and classical rhetoric.”42 This means, that the authors of NT employed 
this Greco-Roman method of interpretation, applying it to divine speech 
in various OT passages. Moreover, ancient readers, and this would include 
the Apostles, would have known to look for speakers interrupting the flow 
of thought in ambiguous texts. On this point, Bates observes three kinds of 
“markers” found in ancient texts (e.g. “explicitly introduced,” “marked,” and 
“unmarked” prosopological exegesis), each of which provide more or less 
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clarity about who is speaking in the text.43 Carter builds on Bates, as well, 
arguing that Paul’s “Greco-Roman milieu” is as important as the background 
of Second Temple Judaism.44 The rationale for this “diachronic intertextuality” 
is based on Bates’ belief that a full contextual reading includes what came 
before the text, what comes alongside the text, and what comes after the text.45

Second, PE rejects a typological reading of Scripture as a modern inven-
tion of the Enlightenment. As Hans Frei, Frances Young, and others have 
defined typology, it was a “bridge” invented by Enlightenment scholars to 
fill the gap between the “literal sense” of the text and the theological/ethical 
meaning of the text.46 Because the ancient authors assumed the historical 
veracity of the (supernatural) events they reported, and critical scholars do 
not, typology is an acceptable way to turn history into theology and ethics. 

Accordingly, PE rejects a typological reading of Scripture as a product 
of anti-supernaturalism. Channeling Bates, Carter inveighs, “In the end, 
typology is a modern solution to modern problem and we would be wise to 
heed Bates warning not to ‘foist our peculiar modern notions of history and 
referentiality onto Paul.’ Modern concepts of typology serve more to mask 
the problem then to solve it.”47 In the place of typology, a prosopological 
reading is offered, which rejects the modern practice of typology and affirms 
the divine nature of God’s Word.

Third, PE offers the reader a theological explanation for trinitarian 
orthodoxy. This is why Psalm 2, 45, and 110 are three of the passages most 
commonly cited when explaining PE. In these passages, we find proof texts 
for eternal generation and eternal relations of origin, so it is argued. Accord-
ingly, theologians like Bates, Carter, and Madison Pierce, have appealed to 
PE over against “Biblicist” interpretations that deny classical theism.48 In 
truth, PE lends itself to a robust theological interpretation of Scripture, but 
at what cost? We will have to consider below.

Fourth, PE appeals to Hebrews as the biblical model for reading the Psalms. 
As Bates notes about the citation of Psalm 40 in Hebrews 10:8-10, there is 
considerable ambiguity about who is speaking in Psalm 40.49 Defending 
Bates’ interpretation, Carter writes, “The words of Psalm 40 make perfect 
sense when read as the words of the Messiah, Jesus Christ, which is exactly 
what the author of Hebrews does. But how can Jesus Christ be speaking in 
Psalm 40, a millennium prior to the incarnation of God in the birth of Jesus? 
This is the question answered by prosopological exegesis.”50 
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In fact, in her chapter on the “Son” in Hebrews 1, Madison Pierce says 
the same thing concerning Hebrews 1:5: “In each of these quotations from 
Scripture, first Psalm 2:7 and then 2 Samuel 7:14, the author of Hebrews 
capitalizes on an ambiguity or tension within the text or its subsequent 
interpretation in order to identity the addressee of the speech as Jesus.”51 
This ambiguity in the text is what permits the author of Hebrews to employ 
PE, so she argues.52 Similarly, in his book on the Trinity, Bates makes the 
same case, showing how the NT, including Hebrews, reads Psalm 2:7 and 
Psalm 110:1 and other passages as “divine dialogues from the dawn of time.”53 

Without describing every detail of PE, it is clear PE will have a significant 
impact on the Psalms—how they are read, interpreted, and applied theolog-
ically. Therefore, the question becomes: Will PE improve our reading of the 
Psalms and the unity found therein? Or will PE actually have the negative 
effect of analyzing the Psalms by separating them into various stratifica-
tions of speech? My questions frame the answer. Without intending to, PE 
undermines the unity of the Psalms, which impacts its message, meaning, 
and theology. In what follows, I will attempt to show how this happens and 
why PE is not as helpful as it purports itself to be.

Responding to Prosopological Exegesis

In attempting to retrieve pre-critical methods of interpretations, the 
purveyors of PE are still pursuing modern and postmodern methods of 
interpretation. By looking for voices behind the text and meaning in theo-
logical community who is reading the text, PE combines ancient practices 
with modern and postmodern hermeneutics. Additionally, by changing 
the way authorial intent is pursued, and by inserting divine speech that 
may or may not fit the context of the original psalmist, PE is dividing the 
canon of Scripture and creating a caste of proper interpreters (e.g., her-
meneutical priests) who can rightly see the voices behind the text. These 
are just a few of the problems that PE creates, as I will show in the four 
following responses. 

First, Peter Gentry has rightly observed that the Greco-Roman origin 
of PE is anachronistic for the prophets of Israel and the first generation of 
Christians. Concluding his evaluation of PE, he writes, 
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First, it is unlikely that the Apostles were aware of the methods promoted in 

the rhetorical handbooks. This is anachronistic. Certainly, the Church Fathers 

were trained in these techniques, but the evidence that Jews in the First Century 

interpreted texts this way is untenable. The evidence from the Aramaic Targums 

is also anachronistic. And why should we look for inspiration from Greek and 

Roman handbooks on rhetoric popular from the 2nd to 4th centuries AD and favor 

this over evidence, for example, from Second Temple Judaism?54 

Even if it can be proven that PE was practiced concurrently with the NT, 
as Dernell cautiously allows in his appraisal of PE, the influence on the NT 
writers remains a question.55 Moreover, the influence on OT prophets is even 
more unlikely. If the provenance of PE proves anything, therefore, it proves 
that PE is a method of reading, more than a self-conscience practice of the 
OT prophets. For those who uncouple divine authorial intent from human 
authorial intent,56 and for others who understand typology and allegory as 
methods of interpretation, as opposed to the way Scripture is written, this may 
not be a problem.57 But, if we believe that there is a meaning in the text, and 
that meaning is found in the words of the original author, then such a method 
of interpretation cannot work without doing damage to the Bible itself.58

Because PE places meaning in the mind of the interpreter, instead of the 
original author, we have returned to modern approach to the Bible. Equally, 
because PE engages in a “non-contextual form of exegesis,”59 it opens the door 
to a postmodern reading where meaning is supplied by the community who 
holds the text. Currently, scholars like Bates and Carter offer a theologically 
correct interpretation in the texts where they find personal ambiguities. While 
such orthodoxy, governed by the Great Tradition, may appear valid, it means the 
reader must supply the meaning. And that meaning will depend upon the tradi-
tion (i.e., the Great Tradition or something else) from which the reader comes. 

As Bates understands interpretation, it is appropriate to read the text of 
Scripture in light pre-texts, co-texts, and subsequent-texts, which he defines 
the latter as “any sociohistorical discourse that emerges in the wake of the 
text.”60 Pushing the envelope of interpretation which only depends on pre-
texts, Bates opens the door to understand passages based upon the way they 
are used by later readers. He calls this approach “diachronic intertextuality,” 
and it is bedrock for his hermeneutical method.61 In other words, he builds 
his entire approach to Scripture on the fact that later texts and interpreters 
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(i.e., reception history) can and should inform the meaning of earlier texts.62

Again, this is anachronistic, but worse, it threatens the canonical enterprise 
of interpreting Scripture with Scripture. The Reformation principle of Sola 
Scriptura leads us to read the text on its own terms and not to define the terms 
of Scripture by the later traditions of the church. This dependence on later tra-
ditions (i.e., reception history) is what the Reformation stood against, and it is 
something that stands against PE too. We will consider this further below, but 
for now, it is important to recognize how seismic Bates’ proposal is. What is at 
stake is not just the interpretation of a few verses, although interpretation of the 
Psalms is at issue. What is at stake are the principles of the Reformation itself. 

Second, if a typological reading of Scripture is a modern invention, created to 
resolve the fact-value problem that exists between a Bible replete with supernatural 
claims and anti-supernatural scholarship, then PE is absolutely correct to reject 
typology. However, there is another approach to typology which arises from the 
text of Scripture itself. As Graeme Goldsworthy, Ardel Caneday, Steve Wellum, 
Brent Parker and others have demonstrated, typology is not just a method of 
interpretation, it is the way Scripture is written.63 Therefore, to prefer PE over 
against all kinds of typology, because one typology is errant, is a red herring. 

The first question that needs to be answered is: What is typology? And who 
gets to define it? In the case of Bates, he is championing PE by condemning 
typology fabricated by those who deny the divine inspiration of the Bible 
and the supernatural work of God.64 At the same time, he does not consider 
other advocates of typology who share his supernaturalism and commitment 
to Scripture as God’s Word.

So, Bates rightly affirms God’s action in the world and the supernaturalism 
of Scripture. But he does so ignoring the way typology is found in Scripture, 
and has been articulated by Protestants for centuries. Sadly, by only interacting 
with modern interpreters and then retrieving interpretive practices from the 
Greco-Roman world, he throws the baby out with the bathwater. And worse, 
by not engaging with the principles of the Reformation, he conjoins ancient 
and modern methods of interpretation, with the result that the clarity and 
unity of Scripture is undermined.

Indeed, the entire project of PE depends upon ambiguity in the text. 
Instead of letting concentric circles of biblical context inform our interpre-
tation of difficult texts, PE suggests that there is voice behind the text that 
we can and must identify.65 This move is of a piece with higher criticism. In 
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source and redaction criticism, the question is: What community, school, 
or human voice is speaking behind the text? In PE, the question is similar: 
What member of the Trinity is speaking behind the author? By his own 
standards, he judges critical scholars as errantly seeking an “indubitably 
pristine” pre-history. But he does the same thing in the annals of eternity. 

Comparatively, PE is far better than JEDP, but is it true to the nature of 
God’s Word? Does PE rightly uphold the unity and clarity of Scripture? 
Moreover, for those who still claim to be courageously Protestant, does it 
permit the Reformation principles of sola Scriptura, where Scripture inter-
prets Scripture? I would argue not. Instead, it requires creedal statements 
to provide the orthodox interpretation of passages like Psalm 2 and Psalm 
110. Theologically, this may maintain theology proper, but only for so long. 
Ultimately, bad hermeneutics undermines good theology.66 

The third point follows directly from the second—namely, that it is impossible 
to maintain doctrinal orthodoxy when biblical unity is compromised. For a time, 
the church may be able to confess the creeds without proper biblical exegesis, 
but for those creedal statements to endure and have their intended effect—to 
maintain the faith of the saints—they must draw life from God’s Word. 

Ironically, many of those who are appealing to PE simultaneously criticize 
advocates of eternal functional subordination (EFS) for proof-texting their 
views on the Trinity. But what is PE but a more elegant attempt at proof-texting? 
When PE suggests that Psalm 2:7 or Psalm 40:6–8 is divine speech, indepen-
dent of the surrounding context, they find texts to support true doctrines, 
but without finding meaning in the texts themselves.67 To put it differently, 
advocates of PE are permitting (or affirming) ambiguity in the text of Scripture, 
instead of showing how apparent tensions are resolved in the text itself. Again, 
this may work in the short term, but in the long term, it castrates Scripture’s 
clarity and bids an uncertain Word to produce clear doctrine. It cannot work 
that way. Clear doctrines depend upon a clear Bible, not the other way around.

Fourth, Hebrews gives us a model for interpreting the OT. On this point all 
sides agree. The question is: How does Hebrews use the OT, and especially the 
Psalms? As noted above, PE sees in Hebrews a direct connection between the 
Psalms and the Messiah. Downplaying typology, advocates of PE prefer to see 
Psalm 40:6–8 and other texts as immediately placed in the mouth of the Messiah. 

In other words, instead of seeing the incarnate Son taking up these Psalms and put-
ting them in his mouth, they perceive that these verses were always and for eternity 



Reading the Psalms with the Church: A Critical Evaluation of Prosopological Exegesis in Light of Church History

91

the words of the divine Son. Again, this approach denies the progressive nature of 
revelation and biblical typology as a predictive reality in the OT. Simultaneously, 
it affirms the rhetorical use of divine persons and anachronistic reading of the text. 

Such an approach fails to appreciate the original unity of the Psalms, as 
well as, the progressive nature of Scripture that leads from the prophets to 
the incarnate Son (Heb 1:1-3). It also raises more questions about the unity 
and clarity of Scripture. If we learn anything from Church history, it is the 
fact the Roman Catholic Church came to formulate doctrines based upon 
apostolic tradition, the magisterium, and papal authority. In short, what PE 
offers in a pre-critical reading of Scripture, it takes away in its appeal to the 
Great Tradition, which is not located too far from Rome.

To put it more sharply, if sola Scriptura means anything, it means we 
must go back to Scripture and evaluate what it says, what it means, and 
which interpretation best handles all the biblical data—from the smallest 
unit of meaning (the sentence or stanza) to the largest (the whole canon). 
This Reformation principle of interpretation, often maligned and misunder-
stood, does not deny the place of tradition in the ministerial sense. It only 
denies Tradition in the magisterial sense.68 And as it relates to interpreting 
the Psalter and the use of the Psalms in places like Hebrews, we need to be 
unashamedly Protestant—which is to say, we need to let Scripture have the 
first and last word. This is what PE does not do.

Instead of leading the reader to see what the Scripture says at the textual, 
epochal, and canonical levels, or to see what the Psalms say at the level of 
psalm, Psalter, and canon, it permits and requires the interpreter—for the 
sake of theological orthodoxy—to look behind the text, remove verses 
from context, and espouse ambiguity in the Bible.69 To be fair, Bates and 
his followers argue for a canonical reading of the Psalms too. That canonical 
reading, however, does not proceed through the various concentric circles in 
context.70 Rather, their canonical reading is closer to a “ruled reading” that 
lets the regula fide (rule of faith) govern the final interpretation of a passage.

Again, this may be doctrinally helpful for those who are new to Scripture, 
just like a Study Bible provides instant understanding (rightly or wrongly) of 
the Bible. Methodologically, however, this is the way to Rome and its first-order 
dependence on Tradition. For this reason, the pre-critical reading strategies 
espoused by Bates, Carter, and others is not as helpful as they submit. Nor does 
their method of interpretation best interpret the Psalms or any part of Scripture.
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Reading the Psalms as They Were Written

For the four reasons listed above, I do not find PE a tenable option for 
reading the Psalter. More generally, I contend that PE, while advertising 
itself as a pre-critical method of interpretation, continues to proffer a thor-
oughly modern reading of the Psalms. As evidenced by a comparison with 
the critical tendencies of modern interpreters (e.g., Gunkel, Mowinckel, 
etc.), PE continues to look behind the text for a pristine word from God. It 
also divides up the Psalms into smaller, disconnected units, with the effect 
that it eliminates the unity of the Psalter, which in turn misses the message 
of the Psalms.

As more recent Psalm studies have demonstrated, the Psalms are a 
canonical whole. And any approach to the Psalms that ignores this fact or 
runs rough shod over them should be questioned. PE pays little attention to 
the historical context of the Psalms or the way in which the entire message 
of the Psalter moves eschatologically towards the Messiah. Rather, at the 
expense God’s work in history or in the literary message of the Psalter, PE 
finds isolated verses echoes from eternity. Surely, there is a better way to 
unite the historical unity and eschatological message of the Psalter with 
the ultimate revelation of the triune God in the world. Indeed, if those 
who have followed the path PE are adamant about proper interpretation, 
then they should go back to the Psalms with the question: What is the 
best way to read them?

Ultimately, we must let Scripture speak. And in Church History, when 
interpreters have done that and followed the interpretive principles of the 
Reformation—both before and after 1517—they have seen a canonical unity 
in the Psalter and have heard 150 voices leading to them Christ. Classical 
theism is not in jeopardy if we deny PE, because classical theism depends 
upon the whole Bible. What is in jeopardy, if we accept PE, is the clarity of 
Scripture, which threatens all doctrines and the majesty of the Word of God.

Indeed, if prosopological exegesis tells us to look for the eternal voices 
of the Father, Son, and Spirit in a few places in the Psalms, I am calling for 
the need to hear the voice of God in every verse of the Psalter—from Psalm 
1:1 to Psalm 150:6. And the way to do that is to read and understand the 
text in its literary, epochal, and canonical contexts. This canonical method 
of interpretation has been the burden of this essay. But another essay is 
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needed—one that shows how reading the Psalter canonically bears better 
theological fruit than prosopological exegesis.
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Center of Paul’s Method of Scriptural Interpretation (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2019), 10, as he puts 
forward his own hermeneutical project in 2013, saying, “I will show how my own project arises from 
certain perceived weaknesses in this ongoing conversation about Paul’s use of the Scriptures by setting 
forth a novel diachronic intertextual method grounded in reception history—a method that results in a 
new thesis regarding the center of Pauline hermeneutics.”

2.  For those keeping up with Eternal Functional Subordination (EFS) debate, my approach also eschews the 
“biblicism” that often supports that view. Ironically, those who support EFS with various prooftexts and 
those who reject EFS by means of prosopological exegesis are making the same interpretive error—i.e., they 
both take verses out their literary context and apply them immediately to matters of trinitarian doctrine. 
As Matthew Barrett, Simply Trinity: The Unmanipulated Father, Son, and Spirit (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2021), 
238–42, cautions, we should be far more circumspect in our applications of texts to the ontological trinity.

3.  See my “Reading Psalms 2 and 110 with the Text of Scripture: A Constructive Proposal for Reading the 
Psalter Canonically,” in this issue of SBJT.

4.  See e.g., Peter J. Gentry, “A Preliminary Evaluation and Critique of Prosopological Exegesis,” SBJT 23.2 
(2019): 105–22; William James Dernell, “Typology, Christology, and Prosopological Exegesis: Implicit 
Narratives in Christological Texts,” SBJT 24.1 (2020): 137–61; James M. Hamilton Jr., Typology: Under-
standing the Bible’s Promise-Shaped Patterns (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2022), 144–46.

5.  Herman Gunkel with Joachim Begrich, Introduction to Psalms: The Genres of the Religious Lyric of Israel (trans. 
James D. Nogalski; Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2020); Sigmund Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel’s Worship 
(trans. D.R. Ap-Thomas; Nashville: Abingdon, 1967). 

6.  For a brief introduction to the “Psalm types” identified by Gunkel and Mowinckel, see Gerald H. 
Wilson, Psalms, Vol. 1 (NIVAC; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), 57–75. Cf. Peter C. Craigie, Psalms 
1–50 (WBC; Waco, TX: Word, 1983), 45–46. 

7.  Gerald H. Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1985), 1.
8.  Ibid., 2.
9.  Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter.
10.  Brevard S. Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979), 511–22. In 

his dedication, Wilson says, “To ... Brevard Springs Childs, who taught me to respect the canon” (The 
Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, vi).

11.  Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 59–60. 
12.  Ibid., 13–60. 
13.  Ibid., 63–138.
14.  Ibid., 139. Wilson registers surprise at “the almost total absence of any explicit statement of organizational 

intent,” save the note following Psalm 72: “The prayers of David, the son of Jesse, are ended” (v. 20). 
15.  Ibid., 139–228.
16.  Ibid., 139–45. Interestingly, Childs adds this criticism: “With all due respect to Gunkel, the truly great 

expositors for probing to the theological heart of the Psalter remain Augustine, Kimchi, Luther, Calvin, 
the long forgotten Puritans in Spurgeon’s Treasury, the haunting sermons of Donne, and the learned and 
pious reflections of de Muis, Francke and Geier” (Introduction to the Old Testament, 523).

17.  Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 146–81.
18.  Ibid., 199.
19.  Ibid., 204–07.
20.  Ibid., 207–08.
21.  Ibid., 209–28.
22.  Frank-Lothar Hossfield and Eric Zenger, Psalms 2: A Commentary 51–100 (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005). 

The full context of Hossfield and Zenger’s statement is found here: “Because we do not regard the Psalter, 
as some other commentators have, as nothing but a ‘storage cabinet’ for individual psalms, but rather as a 



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 25.3 (2021)

94

successively developed, but nevertheless compositionally structured entity whose form gives an additional 
dimension of meaning to each individual psalm, the ‘introduction’ can be meaningfully composed only 
when we have analyzed all the individual psalms” (xi). Hossfield and Zenger demonstrate the growing 
prominence of scholars reading the Psalms canonically. 

23.  Singing in the Reign: The Psalms and the Liturgy of God’s Kingdom (Steubenville, OH: Emmaus Road, 2001); Ste-
phen G. Dempster, Dominion and Dynasty: A theology of the Hebrew Bible (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 
2003); O. Palmer Robertson, The Flow of the Psalms: Discovering Their Structure and Theology (Phillipsburg, 
NJ: P&R, 2015); James M. Hamilton, Jr., Psalms, Vol. 1–2 (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Academic, 2021).

24.  David C. Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter: An Eschatological Programme in the Book of Psalms (Newton 
Mearns, Scotland: Campbell Publications, 2003). 

25.  Ibid., 19.
26.  Ibid., 21–26.
27.  Ibid., 26.
28.  Ibid.
29.  Ibid., 27.
30.  Ibid., 28.
31.  Ibid., 28–30.
32.  Ibid., 30–31
33.  Ibid., 31.
34.  Ibid., 33–38.
35.  Ibid., 40.
36.  Ibid., 39.
37.  Ibid., 40.
38.  Bates, Hermeneutics of the Apostolic Proclamation, 218. This definition has been followed by Craig A. Carter, 

Interpreting Scripture with the Great Tradition: Recovering the Genius of Premodern Exegesis (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Academic, 2018), 192. Cf. Matthew W. Bates, The Birth of the Trinity: Jesus, God, and Spirit in New 
Testament and Early Christian Interpretations of the Old Testament (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016).

39.  Carter, Great Tradition, 193.
40.  Ibid., 192–201.
41.  While I will engage Bates throughout this section, I cite Carter to show how other are depending upon 

and using his methodology. 
42.  Carter, Great Tradition, 194.
43.  Bates, Apostolic Proclamation, 218.
44.  Carter, Great Tradition, 200. The 
45.  Bates, Apostolic Tradition, 54–55. Actually, he lists nine different “inter-texts” that readers should consider 

in their interpretation (53–54).
46.  Carter, Great Tradition, 195.
47.  Ibid., 196. Cf. Bates, Apostolic Proclamation, 135.
48.  Madison Pierce, “Hebrews 1 and the Son Begotten ‘Today,’” in Retrieving Eternal Generation, ed. Fred 

Sanders and Scott R. Swain (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2017), 117–31.
49.  Matthew W. Bates, The Birth of the Trinity: Jesus, God, and Spirit in New Testament and Early Christians Inter-

pretations of the Old Testament (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 1.
50.  Carter, Great Tradition, 194.
51.  Pierce, “Hebrews 1,” 120.
52.  Ibid.
53.  Bates, The Birth of the Trinity, 41–84. For my response to this chapter, see my second article.
54.  Gentry, “A Preliminary Evaluation and Critique of Prosopological Exegesis,” 119.
55.  Dernell, “Typology, Christology, and Prosopological Exegesis,” 139–40.
56.  See Carter, Great Tradition, 44. 
57.  For an appraisal of making allegory and typology a matter of interpretive method, see Brent Parker, 

“Typology and Allegory: Is There a Distinction? A Brief Examination of Figural Reading,” SBJT 21.1 
(2017): 57–83.

58.  Kevin Vanhoozer, Is There Meaning in this Text? The Bible, the Reader, and the Morality of Literary Knowledge 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998).

59.  Ibid., 140.
60.  Bates, Apostolic Proclamation, 54.



Reading the Psalms with the Church: A Critical Evaluation of Prosopological Exegesis in Light of Church History

95

61.  Bates, The Birth of the Trinity, 58.
62.  Engaging with critical scholars in his The Birth of the Trinity, 56–58, Bates criticizes the tendency to look 

for an “indubitably pristine” history behind the text. “The irony,” he writes, “is that in spinning stories of 
Christian dogmatic development, scholarship has by and large significantly overvalued the evidence of the 
hypothetical pre-history and redactional layers that we do not actually possess (and about which there is 
lack of scholarly agreement), but has undervalued the non-hypothetical coeval and subsequent Christian 
texts that we do actually have” (58). He then qualifies himself, but further discloses his commitments to 
higher-criticism, “This is not a drumbeat for uncritically back-reading later ideas into earlier texts, nor is 
it a rejection of source, form, and redaction criticism, but it is a call for methodological rebalancing by 
incorporating early reception history into our historical-critical toolbox” (58).

Importantly, Bates is describing the way doctrine is developed in church history more than way 
Scripture speaks. But that is the point. He does not make a sufficient allowance for the difference 
between the way we read Scripture and Tradition, which only reaffirms my concern that his method 
list towards Rome. 

63.  Graeme Goldsworthy, Gospel-Centered Hermeneutics: Foundations and Principles of Evangelical Biblical Interpre-
tation (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2006); A. B. Caneday, Covenant Lineage Allegorically Prefigured: 
“Which Things Are Written Allegorically” (Galatians 4:21–31), SBJT 14.3 (2010): 50–77, esp. 65–66; 
Peter J. Gentry and Stephen J. Wellum, Kingdom Through Covenant: A Biblical-Theological Understanding of the 
Covenants (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 102–08; Parker, “Typology and Allegory,” 57–83.

64.  It is striking that among the scholars he chooses to interact with in his first book, none are advocating 
typology in the Reformed Protestant tradition. Accordingly, he is responding to critical scholars with an 
approach that maintains many critical presuppositions (e.g., looking behind the text, denying authorial 
intent, and dividing the unity of the text), even as he affirms (thankfully) the divine inspiration of the 
Bible and classical theism. This is worlds apart from critical scholarship, and yet, because it methodological 
origins are reacting to certain tendencies in the academy (not unlike Neo-Orthodoxy), it is not wholly 
divorced from critical practices of interpretation.

65.  On the three contexts of Scripture, see Nicholas G. Piotrowski, In All the Scriptures: The Three Contexts of 
Biblical Hermeneutics (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2021).

66.  Ironically, this is a driving concern for Bates too. Raising the question of PE’s validity, he writes, “As 
this question is posed, much of Christianity itself is suspended over a precipice, hanging by a slender 
thread, for the question touches upon matters of supreme concern to all it holds dear. For if the thesis 
argued throughout this book is correct, that a specific theodramatic reading technique, prosopological 
exegesis, was irreducibly essential to the development of the doctrine of the Trinity, then if this method 
cannot find adequate hermeneutical footing, Trinitarian dogma as central as it is to every dimension of 
Christianity as currently conceived—might be undermined.” (The Birth of the Trinity, 176)

Bates question is vital, as it rightly understands a connection between biblical interpretation and 
doctrinal formulation. But his answer jumps the shark, as it puts too much weight—indeed the whole 
of Christianity—upon his hermeneutic proposal. Is it true that if prosopological exegesis is wrong, the 
whole doctrine of the Trinity collapses? I think not. Dernell’s assessment of the Early Church is far better, 
in large part, because it is more modest: “The Fathers often intuited biblically warranted connections, 
but the warrant is better explained in the trajectories established in Scripture itself. These are the ancient 
paths we should tread, and we honor the legacy of the Fathers by holding their methods accountable to 
the Scriptures they sought to explain and defend.” (Dernell, “Typology, Christology, and Prosopologi-
cal Exegesis,” 154). In agreement with Dernell, we should search for and make plain the trajectories of 
Scripture, with appreciation for but not enslavement to the Patristics. 

Ultimately, the doctrine of the Trinity depends upon the triune God who speaks in Scripture and a 
Spirit-led reading of the whole canon. It moves too quickly, and in the wrong direction, to say that PE 
is that right reading, just because the Patristics arrived at the right doctrine. If a wrong method resulted 
in a right doctrine, we can give thanks to God for his abundant mercy and providence. But we dare not 
hold fast to an errant method of interpretation if the Scripture leads us to a different conclusion. And 
that is the point at issue—What does Scripture say? 

67.  This is not to say, advocates of PE do not care about sensus literalis, it is only to say that like the Early 
Church, there is permission for the text to have multiple meanings. The question at issue is one of 
authorial intent. For those who affirm the need to find the author’s intent, as I do, PE cannot be adopted 
without significant qualification. On various forms of PE, see Dernell, “Typology, Christology, and 
Prosopological Exegesis,” 141–42.



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 25.3 (2021)

96

68.  On this difference between tradition as ministerial and tradition as magisterial, see Kevin J. Vanhoozer, 
The Drama of Doctrine: A Canonical-Linguistic Approach to Christian Theology (Louisville, KY: Westminster 
John Knox, 2005), 151–85. 

69.  On the importance of reading Scripture along the lines of textual, epochal, and canonical horizons, see 
Richard J. Lints, The Fabric of Theology: A Prolegomenon to Evangelical Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1993), 293–310. Applied to the Psalms, see John C. Crutchfield, Psalms in the Their Context: An Interpretation 
of Psalms 107–118 (Keynes, UK: Paternoster, 2011).

70.  So Lints and Crutchfield.



97SBJT 25.3 (2021): 97-120

Reading Psalms 2 and 
110 with the Grain of 
Scripture: A Proposal 
for Reading the 
Psalter Canonically
David Schrock

David Schrock is Pastor of Preaching and Theology at Occoquan Bible Church, Wood-

bridge, Virginia, and Professor of Systematic Theology at Indianapolis Theological 

Seminary, Indianapolis, Indiana. He earned his PhD in Systematic Theology from The 

Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, Louisville, Kentucky. Dr. Schrock has written 

for Credo Magazine, 9Marks Journal, Desiring God, Southern Baptist Journal of Theology, 

Southeastern Theological Review, Criswell Theological Review, and is the author of two 

books, Royal Priesthood and the Glory of God (Crossway, 2022) and Brothers, We are 

Not Plagiarists (Founders, 2022).

In this essay, I will show the internal logic behind Psalm 2 and Psalm 110 
and why many New Testament (NT) authors read them together. It is my 
contention that their connection is not based upon some later collection 
of verses, nor is it based upon a prosopological voice speaking in the text. 
Rather, there exists in the Psalter itself a literary and covenantal connection 
between Psalm 2 and Psalm 110. The NT, especially Hebrews, recognizes 
this fact and reinforces the point that a canonical reading of the Psalms is not 
forced upon the text, but arises from reading along the grain of Scripture.

Conversely, attempts to support doctrinal positions by reading select verses 
(e.g., Pss 2:7; 40:6-8; 45:6-7; 110:1, 4) in isolation from their native contexts 
does damage to the unity and clarity of Scripture. Even more, such reading, 
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as advocated by Matthew Bates, Craig Carter, and others, is unnecessary 
when we see how the Psalms can be read in context.

As I outlined in my first essay, prosopological exegesis (PE) is a growing 
exegetical technique that has roots in antiquity. Yet, this interpretive method 
also demonstrates a number of modern, postmodern, and Roman Catholic 
characteristics. More troubling, PE does not find its origins in the biblical 
text, as much as it superimposes later exegetical techniques upon the Bible. 
It then justifies these reading strategies by means of permitting “post-texts” 
to interpret the Bible, which is a clever way of saying that Tradition can 
inform the inspired Word. 

In contradistinction, this essay will seek to show how doctrine develops 
in Scripture—first in the Psalter and then in the entire canon. To say it 
differently, in seeking to hear God speak in his inspired canon, I will let the 
arrangement of the Psalms lead us to see how Psalm 2 and Psalm 110 relate 
to another. Then, I will consider how the NT, especially Hebrews, teaches 
us how to read the Psalms as unified whole, with Psalm 2 and 110 serving as 
“type” and “antitype” respectively. Finally, I will draw connections between 
biblical text and doctrinal formulation.

I will not rehearse all the reasons how and why the Psalms should be read 
canonically. Instead, this study of Psalms 2 and 110 will assume all the points 
made by Brad Baugham’s essay on the canonical psalms.1 Additionally, this 
essay will follow the perspective of David Mitchell, Stephen Dempster, and 
others who see the Psalms as unfolding an eschatological story of redemption 
from David to David’s greater son.2 

Due to the size of this study, I will not attempt to make all the exegetical 
points necessary to prove my case. Rather, I hope to make the modest case 
that reading Psalms canonically is more faithful to the text of Scripture than 
PE, which jumps from individual verses to the voice of God the Father or 
God the Son.3 Materially, I will show how Psalm 2 relates to Psalm 110, and 
why readers of Psalm 2:7 should not immediately fly from David’s words 
(“You are my Son, today I have begotten you.”) to the eternal decree or the 
doctrine of eternal generation.4 Instead, Psalm 2:7, set in the context of the 
Psalms, should set us on a course to find the man who will sit at God’s right 
hand (Ps 110:1). And from that Christological trajectory, followed all the 
way to the finished work of Christ, we can begin to develop Christological 
and trinitarian doctrines based upon the whole canon of Scripture.5 
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To focus on the Psalms alone, we should read Psalm 2 in the context 
of the Psalter before making theological decisions that relate to the entire 
canon—not to mention eternity. Inspired by the Spirit to point us to David’s 
greater Son, Psalm 2 is properly understood when it is related to Psalm 1, 
and then Psalm 3, and then every other psalm thereafter. Persuaded that the 
arrangement of the Psalter is both intentional and inspired, what follows is a 
canonical reading of Psalm 2 that finds fulfillment in Psalm 110 and thereafter 
in David’s greater son—the Lord Jesus Christ. 

How to Approach the Psalms: Three Levels of Context

In his excellent work on Psalms, Psalms in Their Context, John Crutchfield 
makes the case that we must read every Psalm with respect to three horizons. 
He writes,

If the current theories of the composition of the Psalter are to be taken seriously 

and applied to Psalms study as an exegetical method, then the interpreter must 

seek to answer questions which surround a given psalm in a canonical context 

as opposed to an historical or a linguistic context. It is our contention that this 

kind of approach to the Book of Psalms must ask contextual questions at three 

levels: (1) the immediate context (i.e., surrounding psalms); (2) the context of 

the entire book; (3) the context of the entire Canon.6

Notably, Crutchfield’s three horizons are similar to the three contexts 
of Richard Lints and others who argue that Scripture must be read in its 
textual, epochal, and canonical horizons.7 Because of its unified nature, 
the parts of the Bible must be read in light of the whole and vice versa. At 
the same time, such a unified reading also requires awareness of chronol-
ogy and the eschatological unfolding of covenant history. This is true of 
the whole Bible and it is true of the Psalms. On this point, Crutchfield is 
helpful. He states,

The interpreter begins with a careful analysis of the Psalm, employing all histori-

cal, literary and linguistic tools at his or her disposal. What are the themes of the 

psalm? How does the psalmist treat these themes? The next step is to compare 

this psalm to the surrounding psalms as they appear in canonical order. This is 
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the first concentric circle mentioned above. How do the themes and concepts 

of the surrounding psalms compare to the psalm in question? Is there any devel-

opment? contrast? disagreement?

The interpreter must also ask how the immediate context fits into the overall 

plan of the Psalter. Have the themes and subjects been treated earlier or later in 

the book? Is there an overall development? How does the present context further 

the theological purpose of the Psalter?

The most remote contextual circle is that of the entire canon of the Hebrew 

Bible. How do the themes and concepts compare with other canonical treat-

ments? Is there a conscious allusion to “antecedent scripture,” i.e., to passages 

that appear earlier, literarily speaking, in the Hebrew Bible? Other canonical 

contexts? How do these intertexts relate? Is there development? supersession? 

disagreement? How does the present context contribute to the canonical devel-

opment of a given theme?8

Crutchfield’s threefold approach connects individual texts to the whole 
biblical canon—i.e., the Hebrew Bible plus the later NT. As noted in my 
other essay in this issue of SBJT, Matthew Bates and those who follow him 
also call for a canonical horizon. But they are equally content to read verses 
of personal ambiguity in non-contextual ways.9 In other words, when the 
voice of God the Father or God the Son is spotted in a particular Psalm, that 
verse can be directly connected to the personal conversation of the Godhead. 
A couple examples will have to suffice.

First, when Matthew Bates reads Psalm 2, he focuses on verse 7 (“I will 
tell of the decree: The Lord said to me, ‘You are my Son; today I have 
begotten you.’”) and the way Jesus purportedly understood this Psalm, 
especially when he heard it spoken at his baptism (Matt 3:17; Mark 1:11; 
Luke 3:22).10 From this mediation on Jesus’s self-understanding, Bates 
speculates on Jesus’s internal logic11 and cites the Early Church (e.g., the 
author of Hebrews, Clement of Rome, Justin Martyr, etc.) to say that 
“Psalm 2:7 is to be understood ... as reflecting conversation between the 
preexistent Christ and the Father.”12 More expansively, Bates provides a 
theodramatic reading of Psalm 2:5–9 LXX, where he identifies the various 
persons in the text.
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DAVID himself: Then he [God] will speak to them in his wrath and in his anger 

he will trouble them. 

David in the prosopon of THE Son (providing the occasion for the direct speech in 

theodramatic setting “B”): But I was established as king by him upon Zion, his 

holy mountain, by heralding forth the decree of the Lord [God].55 

David in the prosopon of THE SON (continuing): The Lord [God] said to 

me... [begin REPORTED SPEECH] 

REPORTED SPEECH (with THE SON reporting a previous dialogue between 

GOD THE FATHER and HIMSELF that occurred in theodramatic setting “A”): 

You are my Son, today I have begotten you. Ask of me and I will give you the 

nations as your inheritance and the ends of the earth as your possession. You will 

rule them with an iron scepter; as a clay pot you will shatter them.13

In this dramatic reading, with characters identified by Bates, we see exactly 
what PE is doing and why it is an interpretive method that undermines 
contextual reading of the Psalm. Not only does it introduce a labyrinth of 
voices, but it makes impossible a contextual reading of the Psalter, where 
neighboring psalms relate to one another and all 150 Psalms unfold a sin-
gle-yet-escalating messianic message of hope.

Furthermore, by identifying conversations in the text that spring forth 
from behind the text—indeed, from eternity—we are watching a modern 
method of interpretation, even if it finds validation in ancient practices. 
In what follows, therefore, I will attempt to show why a literary reading 
that attends to multiple horizons in the text is a better approach. And, as 
William Dernell has noted, it is one that can even recognize various voices 
in the text, when they appear.14 Importantly, however, those voices are 
discovered by a careful reading of the text itself, not by depending on an 
extra-biblical methodology or a subsequent reception history.

A second example comes from Psalm 110, where Bates again points to 
the way Jesus uses Psalm 110 in Mark 12:35–37.15 Here is what Bates says 
Jesus is doing when he reads Psalm 110:1, or Psalm 109:1 LXX.
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The best explanation is that Jesus, as he is portrayed in Mark 12:35-7, is inter-

preting Psalm 109: 1 LXX [Ps. 110:1 EV] prosopologically, pointing out a 

conundrum in the text and then encouraging the audience to identify the speaker 

and the addressee correctly. More precisely, Jesus seems to believe that the 

Holy Spirit had inspired David to slip as an actor into what we might term “a 

theodramatic vision” and from within that visionary world to make a speech in 

the character (prosopon) of someone else. As such, the Spirit is really speaking 

the words through David (“David himself said while speaking by means of the 

Holy Spirit”—Mark 12:36), so the Spirit is supplying the script. For Jesus, the 

role in the theodrama that David adopts here is God, and God’s theodramatic 

addressee is a person David himself calls “my Lord.”16

In this example, Bates argues that David, according to Jesus, is a vehicle through 
which the Holy Spirit speaks. That is to say, David’s voice is replaced by the 
Spirit who “supplies the Script.” This interpretation of Jesus and of Jesus’s 
interpretation of David is debatable, but it shows the way PE works.17 Instead 
of reading Psalm 110 in the context of the Psalter, Bates argues that Jesus 
himself is taking individual verses and running them back to eternity—“divine 
dialogues from the dawn of time.” If so, Jesus himself is reading such verses out 
of context. But I do not think that is the case. Instead, this is another example 
of the type of interpretation I am attempting to address in this essay. 

Indeed, rejecting all interpretations that interpret verses by extricating 
them from their surrounding contexts, I will read Psalm 2 along the three 
lines of context suggested by Crutchfield. As I will show, we can better 
appreciate the message of Psalm 2, and how it leads to Psalm 110 and then 
to Jesus Christ when we pay attention to the Psalms ever-widening circle of 
context. In other words, while keeping our finger on the text of Scripture, 
we can both be assured of what the Spirit inspired, in the way he inspired it, 
and we can see how the Psalter fits into the entire canon to present a fulsome 
view of Christ when he comes in the fullness of time. 

Putting Psalm 2 in its Place

Following this threefold approach, we can assess Psalm 2 by looking at the 
flow of thought (1) in the Psalm itself, (2) in the two psalms next to it (Psalm 
1 and Psalm 3), and (3) in the narrative flow of the Psalter. In the same way, 
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when we get to Psalm 110, we will also consider the surrounding context. 
From this “thick” reading of the Psalter, we will see why reading the Psalms 
together results in a more faithful reading of Scripture, which in turn assists 
our understanding of the relationship between Psalm 2 and Psalm 110 in 
the NT. Moreover, this reading of the Psalter will begin to explain why it 
is impossible to read Psalm 2:7 or Psalm 110:1 in isolation, without doing 
damage to the message of the Psalms, which in turn impacts our theological 
formulations. So, let’s begin with Psalm 2.

First, in the flow of Psalm 2, verse 7—the verse which is supposed to directly 
support eternal generation—we find one of three verses (vv. 7–9) that address 
the king who will sit on God’s holy hill (v. 6). In the whole psalm, the twelve 
verses can be divided into four sets of three verses. Accordingly, verses 7–9 
should be read together and in connect with what comes before and after it. 

If this verse taken in isolation, as Bates reads it, the poetry of Psalm 2 is 
eviscerated and the propositions are left unstrung. As a result, making Psalm 
2:7 an independent verse related to the Son’s eternal generation, fails to 
consider the message of the Psalm and its place in the Psalter. 

The point of Psalm 2, taken as a whole, is not eternal generation, even if it 
may foreshadow or anticipate that doctrine when all things are considered. 
In the Psalter, the point of Psalm 2 is the enthronement of God’s son, a cov-
enantal title associated with David and his son, according to God’s promise 
in 2 Samuel 7:14. That Hebrews 1:5-6 unites Psalm 2:7 and 2 Samuel 7:14 
indicates that we have biblical warrant for reading Psalm 2 in conjunction 
with the Davidic covenant promised in 2 Samuel 7. But even before Hebrews 
gives us an inspired interpretation, the antecedent theology of “sonship” goes 
back to David (2 Sam 7:14), and before him Israel (Exod 4:22–23), and 
before them Adam (cf. Luke 3:38). Long story short, there is every reason for 
understanding Psalm 2:7 (“You are my son, today I have begotten you”) in 
the context of God’s covenant with David and his decree of an eternal throne.

Second, Psalm 2 cannot be read independent of Psalm 1 and Psalms 3 and 
the subsequent psalms. As Jamie Grant has noted, there are in the Psalter three 
pairs of psalms that conjoin law and royal themes.18 These pairs are Psalms 
1-2, Psalm 18-19, and Psalms 118-119. Importantly, Psalms 1-2 function as 
a double introduction to the whole Psalter. This is one reason why David’s 
second psalm (see Acts 4:25; 13:33) is lacking a Davidic superscript; Psalms 
1-2 are the superscript for the Psalms. Accordingly, we must read Psalm 1-2 
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as a packaged unit and one that prepares us to connect law and kingdom 
(cf. Deut. 17:14–20).

Even more, we find an inclusio between Psalm 1:1 and Psalm 2:12. At the 
beginning and end of these two psalms, we find two ways of blessing—perfect 
obedience or personal trust.

Blessed is the man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked, nor stands in the 

way of sinners, nor sits in the seat of scoffers. (Ps 1:1)

Kiss the Son, lest he be angry, and you perish in the way, for his wrath is quickly 

kindled. Blessed are all who take refuge in him. (Ps 2:12)

By reading these two psalms together, we gain an appreciation for the way 
the law works. Only the Psalm 1 man can ascend to the hill of the Lord and 
remain there (cf. Pss 15 and 24). It is not accidental, therefore, that Psalm 
2 is looking for a Psalm 1 man—a king who delights in the law of God—to 
sit on the throne. 

At the same time, for those who trust in the perfect king, the Son who 
shares the characteristic of God (Ps 2:7), there is salvation and blessing. 
Unfortunately, this king will not show up in David’s lifetime, or in any human 
born son of David. Hence, the need for a divine Son remains. Yet, this need 
for a “divine” Son does not come from behind the text in Psalm 2:7, as PE 
suggests. Rather, this need comes from reading the whole Psalter, only to 
find that all the sons of David have failed beginning with Absalom, who is 
named in Psalm 3.

Again, it is not accidental that as soon as Psalm 2 introduces the idea of a 
son of God (2:7) seated on God’s holy hill (2:6) that the first son of David 
named is Absalom, the one who betrayed David and sought his life (3:ss 
“A Psalm of David, when he fled from Absalom his son”). As I read 
it, the placement of Absalom’s Psalm (i.e., a Psalm written by David from a 
later period in David’s monarchy) is to stress the distance between the ideal 
(Psalm 1-2) and the real (David’s wicked son). Despite the promise to David 
of an eternal throne, this promise would not come quickly. Instead, Psalm 3 
indicates the short journey from promise to fulfillment is not short after all. 
In fact, it will take the rest of the Psalter to get to a place where the true Son 
is seen—and even then Psalm 110 is a vision of things to come. 
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Third, Psalm 2 must also be read with the rest of the Psalter in view. This 
is evident by the fact that Psalm 2 is part of the introduction for the Psalms 
and because of the tight relationship between the promise of a son (2:7) 
and the delinquency of a son in Psalm 3:ss. Due to the unity of the Psalms, 
all of the Psalms contribute to the message of the Psalter. Just as every note 
plays a role in the musical score and every instrument plays a role in the 
symphony, so every Psalm plays a part in the redemptive-historical message 
of the Psalms. To fully appreciate how the Psalms work then, we need to 
see the eschatological development of the Psalms from the historic David 
(Psalms 1-71) to David’s glorious son Solomon (Psalm 72) to the more 
glorious Son to come in Psalm 110 and surrounding psalms.

In context of the whole Psalter, Psalm 2 introduces the idea, well-founded 
in the Prophets that a son of David would sit in glory. Psalm 3 immediately 
casts doubt upon that promise, as Absalom’s name is mentioned in the 
superscript. Thereafter, the drama of the Psalter follows ups and downs of 
the historical David in Books 1-2 (Psalms 3-71) to the enthronement of 
Solomon (Psalm 72). Then following the downfall of David’s house in Book 
3 (Psalms 73-89), the promise of God’s intervention, salvation, and rule 
in Book 4 (Psalms 90-106), we finally come to the Son who would fulfill 
Psalm 2—the righteous and sacral king in Psalm 110. This is the one like 
Melchizedek who will rule over the nations, because of his righteousness. 

While space does not permit a full explanation of the drama that unfolds 
from Psalm 2 to Psalm 110, these two psalms are going to play a pivotal role 
in the NT. And that is because of how Psalm 110 fulfills the promise of Psalm 
2 in the Psalter itself. But how do we see that? At the risk of oversimplifying, 
let me offer this outline of the Psalter (Fig. 1), followed by a few highpoints.19

Fig. 1: The Rise, Fall, and Return of David’s Greater Son

Book Psalms Description

1 1–2 A Royal Priestly Son Introduced (Pss 1–2)

3–41 The Plight of David, son of Jesse (Pss 3–14)

The Promise of David’s Kingdom (Pss 15–24)

The Perils of David’s Rise to Power (Pss 25–41)
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2 42–72 The Exaltation of David in Zion (Pss 42–50)

Sin, Suffering, and Supplication in David’s Kingdom (Pss 51–71)

The Greater Exaltation of David’s Son (Pss 72)

3 73–89 The Downfall of David’s Throne (Pss 73–89)

The End of David’s Kingdom (Pss 89)

4 90–106 A New Exodus, Beginning with Moses (Pss 90–106)

The LORD Reigns (Pss 93:1; 96:10; 97:1; 99:1)

5 107–145 The Promise of and Plea for Salvation (Pss 107–110)

The Arrival of a Royal Priest (Pss 110)

The Establishment of a New Royal Priesthood (Pss 111–34)

The Praise and Warfare of this New Kingdom (Pss 135–45)

146–50 The Greater King’s Coronation of Praise (Pss 146–50)

If Books 1–2 follow the basic storyline of David’s earthly life—from suffer-
ing to glory—then Book 1 traces the difficult period of Saul’s persecution of 
David, followed by God’s salvation of David from Saul (see Ps 18:ss), which 
in turn leads to royal Psalms associated with David (see Pss 20–24). In Psalm 
25, we enter a new section of these Psalms and ones that move towards the 
temple (Pss 29–30) and then Davidic Covenant.

As I read it, the marital song of Psalm 45 is positioned roughly to corre-
spond with the Davidic covenant (2 Samuel 7). Notice, it comes after the 
temple songs (Pss 29–30 = David bringing the ark to Jerusalem, cf. 2 Samuel 
6) but before David’s adultery with Bathsheba (Ps 51; cf. 2 Sam 11). More 
closely, it is surrounded by the psalms of the sons of Korah (Pss 42–49), a 
selection of Levitical songs that place David in the center of the worshiping 
community. This fact matches his leadership in bringing the ark to Jerusalem 
(1 Chron 22–26). And in Psalm 45 itself, there is a glorious covenantal union 
between the unnamed king and his bride from the nations. 

Following this high point in David’s life is the sin with Bathsheba (Ps 51), 
which in turn leads to season of difficulty in David’s life. Psalms 52–71 follow 
this period time, as David’s throne again is in question.20 Without getting 
into all the details, David’s earthly throne is eventually passed to Solomon, 
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as Psalm 72 serves as a prayer for David’s greater son. Psalm 72 is another 
high point in the Psalter, and one that matches the highest elevation of Isra-
el’s history—namely, the glorious rule of Solomon (cp. 1 Kings 4–10). Like 
Psalm 2, Psalm 72 also typifies the royal rule of David’s son, and will even 
be applied to Jesus in his birth narratives, as the kings of the nations come 
to Christ bearing gifts (72:10–11; Matt 2:1–12, esp. vv. 10–12).

Continuing in the Psalter, we can also observe that Psalm 71 identifies the 
end of David’s earthly life (see vv. 17–18 esp.) and Psalm 72:20 concludes 
the end of David’s prayers, so Psalm 72 indicates the glorious inheritance 
that Solomon possesses—but only for a moment. This Psalm, like Psalm 2 
and Psalm 45, indicates something of the unfolding drama of salvation that 
centers on God’s promise to David and his greater son. In Israel’s history, 
these promises of glory flash and then fade into black. Yet, they build antic-
ipation for what is coming, and that eschatological anticipation is what the 
Psalter continues to foster and pursue.

Entering Book 3, Psalm 73 takes a downward turn. And throughout Psalms 
73–89, the fate of David’s house is falling, as a result of sinful kings. There flickers 
of hope, as in Psalm 86, but ultimately, Psalm 89 recounts the promises of the 
Davidic covenant and its ultimate devastation because of covenant unfaith-
fulness. This too matches Israel’s history and David’s disobedient sons. It also 
sets the stage for a new exodus in Book 4 and the need for God to be king. 

In fact, that is the message of Psalms 90–106—“Yahweh reigns” (see Pss 
93:1; 96:10; 97:1; 99:1). When Israel had no king, God was their deliverer. 
When they lost their kingdom, because David’s sons proved to be unrighteous 
men, Psalms 90–106 demonstrate how God still reigns. 

That said, God’s plan was always to put a righteous Son on the throne. 
This was the promise in Psalm 2 and in Book 5, God fulfills this promise. 
Or at least, he will promise the Son who is to come. Accordingly, Book 5 
is the most explicitly eschatological section in the Psalter, with Psalm 110 
identifying the Son for which all the Psalms have been looking. Putting it 
graphically, this is how Psalm 110 fits into Book 5.21
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Fig. 2. The Redemptive Effect of the Psalm 110 Son-Priest-King

Psalm Big Idea The Royal Priesthood of David’s Son

107 A New Exodus Psalm • The Son is God’s means of redemption from exile

108–110 “Right Hand” Psalms • The Son is an answer to prayer (Ps 108–09)

• The Son is the royal priest who defeats his 

enemies (Ps 110)

111–17 Hallel Psalms • The Son brings people to praise God

• The Son inaugurates an everlasting covenant (Ps 

111:5, 9)

• The Son brings the sanctuary to Judah (Ps 114)

118–19 Kingdom and Covenant 

Psalms

• The Son will be rejected by men, but finally his 

sacrifice will create a new temple (Ps 118:22–26)

• The Son brings a new covenant, with a heart that 

love the Law (Ps 119)

120–34 Ascent Psalms • The Son leads his people to God’s house (Ps 

127)

• The Son establishes a new priesthood (Pss 

132–34)

135–37 Praise, Thanksgiving, and Pain 

Psalms

• The Son brings praise and pain—God’s people 

praise him (Pss 135–36), but his enemies revolt 

against him (Ps 137)

138–45 David’s Warfare Psalms • The Son begins a holy war against his enemies with 

the Word of God (cf. Ps 110)

• The Son establishes the everlasting kingdom of God 

146–50 New Creation and a Sym-

phony of Praise Psalms

• The finished work of the Son ignites cosmic praise

• The Psalter concludes with glory and praise, just like 

the tabernacle (Exod 40) and temple (1 Kings 8)

Importantly, the psalms leading up to Psalm 110 set the stage for the words 
spoken by God in Psalm 110. In Psalms 108:6 and 109:31, the psalmist 
petitions God for salvation from God’s “right hand,” and in Psalm 110 God 
answers and places his Son, who is David’s Lord, at his right hand (v. 1).
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If we read the declarations of God in Psalm 110:1 and 110:4 as prosopolog-
ical dialogue, we miss the way that Psalm 110 is an answer to prayer. Moreover, 
we miss how the divine promise of salvation given in Book 4 will be transferred 
to the Lord identified in Psalm 110:1. Indeed, just as God condemns the wicked 
shepherds of Israel in Ezekiel 34 and then promises to be Israel’s shepherd, 
only to give that role to a new David (see vv. 23–24), so in the Psalms, after 
God promises to deliver Israel from wicked kings, he turns and gives Israel a 
new royal priest. Indeed, in Psalm 110, we have the fulfillment of everything 
promised in Psalm 2 and everything hoped for since the let-down of Psalm 3. 

Reading the Psalms as a unified canon, we discover how Psalm 110 is the lit-
erary fulfillment of Psalm 2. Accordingly, when we move from the Psalms to the 
NT, we find Matthew, Mark, and Luke framing the earthly life of Jesus by putting 
Psalm 2 at the beginning of Jesus’s ministry and Psalm 110 at the end. Similarly, 
Hebrews conjoins Psalm 2 and Psalm 110 no less than three times. Therefore, it is 
my contention that such consistent use of Psalm 2 and Psalm 110 demonstrates 
an awareness of the arrangement of the Psalter and the eschatological message 
of the Psalter. But to show that, we need to consider the NT.

Psalm 2 and Psalm 110 in the Synoptic Gospels

Without investigating fully the shape and substance of the Synoptic Gospels, 
we should observe the way Psalms 2 and 110 show up in Matthew, Mark, 
and Luke. Arguing against a prosopological interpretation of these psalms, 
I believe these Evangelists are incorporating Psalms 2 and 110 in ways that 
mirror the canonical arrangement of the Psalter. 

Taking the Synoptic Gospels together, we find a repeated pattern—namely, 
that each Evangelist begins their Gospel, introducing Jesus with the Father’s 
use of Psalm 2 at Jesus’s baptism (Matt 3:17; Mark 1:11; Luke 3:22). As Craig 
Blomberg observes about the Father’s voice at Jesus’s baptism, “The voice 
alludes first to Ps. 2:7, especially in its older, Markan form (“You are my Son” 
[1:11]).”22 Similarly, each Evangelist ends his Gospel recording the words 
of Jesus citing Psalm 110, first in his encounter with the priests in Jerusalem 
(Matt 22:44; Mark 12:36; Luke 20:42) and then with his interrogation by 
the high priest (Matt 26:64; Mark 14:62; 22:69). See Fig. 1.
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Fig. 3. Psalms 2 and 110 in the Synoptic Gospels
Matthew Mark Luke

At Jesus’s baptism, 

the Father speaks 

from heaven and 

addresses his son with 

the language of Psalm 

2:7, as well as Isaiah 

42:1, and perhaps 

Genesis 22.

Matthew 3:17
17 and behold, a voice from 

heaven said, “This is my 

beloved Son, with whom I 

am well pleased.” 

Mark 1:11 
11 And a voice came 

from heaven, “You are 

my beloved Son; with 

you I am well pleased.” 

Luke 3:22
22 and the Holy Spirit 

descended on him in 

bodily form, like a dove; 

and a voice came from 

heaven, “You are my 

beloved Son; with you I 

am well pleased.” 

In a debate with 

the priests about 

his authority in the 

house of God, Jesus 

asks a question about 

David’s son and cites 

Psalm 110:1.

Matthew 22:44 
44 “‘The Lord said to my 

Lord, “Sit at my right 

hand, until I put your ene-

mies under your feet” ’? 

Mark 12:36 
36 David himself, in the 

Holy Spirit, declared, 

“‘The Lord said to my 

Lord, “Sit at my right 

hand, until I put your ene-

mies under your feet.” ’ 

Luke 20:42  
42 For David himself 

says in the Book of 

Psalms, “ ‘The Lord said 

to my Lord, “Sit at my 

right hand, 

In response to the 

high priest’s question 

of Jesus identity (“Are 

you the Christ, the 

Son of the Blessed?”), 

Jesus answers by 

citing Psalm 110:1.

Matthew 26:64  

64 Jesus said to him, “You 

have said so. But I tell you, 

from now on you will see 

the Son of Man seated at 

the right hand of Power 

and coming on the clouds 

of heaven.” 

Mark 14:62

 
62 And Jesus said, “I am, 

and you will see the Son 

of Man seated at the 

right hand of Power, and 

coming with the clouds 

of heaven.” 

Luke 22:69  

69 But from now on the 

Son of Man shall be 

seated at the right hand 

of the power of God.” 

It is beyond the scope of this essay to examine just how Psalm 2 and Psalm 
110 fit into the matrix of each Gospel, but their shared order reflects the possi-
bility that the Evangelists are aware of the canonical arrangement of the Psalms 
and the meaning of that arrangement as suggested above. At this point, all I can 
do is offer the possibility. But that possibility is strengthened when we turn 
to the book of Hebrews, where the same order is found three times (1:1–4; 
1:5–14; 5:1–10), notably with two chiastic conjunctions in the first chapter.
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Psalm 2 and Psalm 110 in Hebrews 1

If the inclusion of Psalms 2 and 110 in the Synoptics demonstrates the possibil-
ity of an ordered Psalter with an eschatological message leading us to the Son of 
God incarnate, then Hebrews makes that possibility a probability. Following the 
chiastic observations of William Lane23 and Victor Rhee,24 I believe Hebrews 
1 is organized by two chiasms that run in parallel to one another.25 See Fig. 4.

Fig. 4. Two Christological Chiasms in Hebrews 1

Hebrews 1:1–4    Hebrews 1:5–14
A Greater than Prophets (v. 1–2a)                       A Greater than Angels (v. 4) 

B Psalm 2:8 (v. 2b)                                                     B The Son in Psalm 2:7 / 2 Samuel 7:14 (v. 5)

C Creation (v. 2c)                                            C Son Receives Worship in Creation (6)

D The Son in himself (v. 3a)                          D Angels Serve the Son (7)

D’ The Son in creation (v. 3b)                          D’ Son Receives His Throne (8–9)

C’ Creation (v. 3c)                                            C’ Son Renews Creation (vv. 10–12)

B’ Psalm 110 (v. 3de)                                           B’ The Son in Psalm 110 (v. 13)

A’ Greater than Angels (v. 4)26                                 A’ Angels are ministering spirits (v. 14)

If these literary structures are correct, then they offer a number of exegetical 
insights. 

First, both Hebrews 1:1–4 and Hebrews 1:5–14 allude to (vv. 2–3) and 
cite (vv. 5, 14) Psalm 2 and Psalm 110, respectively. Even more, in the chiastic 
structure, Psalm 2 and Psalm 110 mirror one another. Furthermore, if these 
two chiastic structures accurately reflect the author’s intention, the second 
chiasm expands and reinforces the first. Put this all together, and the author 
of Hebrews is doing a lot of work to organize his introduction around the 
Son who is defined by Psalm 2 and Psalm 110. 

Additionally, Hebrews 1 reinforces the possibility that the Gospels 
intended to follow the outline of the Psalms. And more certainly, in Hebrews 
itself, the opening chapter sets the stage for Hebrews 5:1–10, where Psalm 2 
and Psalm 110 are paired together in the center of another chiastic structure. 
See Fig. 4. below.

Second, the seven Old Testament (OT) citations in Hebrews 1:5–13 
center on the Son, where verse 5 begins with his resurrection (Ps 2:7) and 
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verse 13 ends with his ascension and enthronement (Ps 110:1). Paying close 
attention to the historical context of Psalm 2, where the nations rage against 
the Lord and his anointed (messiah), Dennis Johnson notes how Hebrews 
1:5 employs Psalm 2:7. He writes,

After Christ’s suffering, God enthroned and acclaimed him as Son, conferring 

the nations as his inheritance (Ps. 2:6, 8). Thus this psalm links sonship, inher-

itance, and enthronement. 

These three themes likewise converge in Hebrews 1:2–4 (“Son,” “heir,” “sat 

down ... on high,” “inherited”). The NT attributes the title “Son” to Christ with 

respect to his eternal preexistence (e.g., Gal. 4:4), his incarnation (Luke 1:32, 

35), his baptism (Luke 3:22), and his transfiguration (Luke 9:35). Here he 

“inherited” that “more excellent” name after his atoning suffering (Heb. 1:3). 

This means that the “today” of Psalm 2 is the day of Christ’s exaltation, encom-

passing his resurrection (Acts 13:32-37; Rom. 1:4) and his ascension to God’s 

right hand (Acts 2:32-36).27

Johnson’s interpretation pays careful attention to the contexts of Psalm 
2 and Hebrews 1, as well as the relationship between them. In so doing, 
he underscores the eschatological progression of covenant history and 
the way that Hebrews applies Psalm 2 to Jesus in his exalted status—a 
condition that moves from resurrection to ascension. This exalted position 
in time and space reflects the Son’s exalted position in eternity, but it is 
not the same. Rather, this progressive revelation of God’s Son focuses on 
the economy of redemption rather than the ontology of the Godhead. 
The doctrine of eternal generation can therefore be affirmed in the end, 
without strip-mining the biblical text from the beginning. We will consider 
this further at the end.

For now, in Hebrews 1, the progression of Christ’s exaltation starts with 
Psalm 2 and ends with Psalm 110, as these two pillar psalms begin and end 
a dramatic retelling of the whole Psalter, now fulfilled in Christ. Here’s what 
I mean: With the addition of 2 Samuel 7:14 to ground Psalm 2:7 historically 
in verse 5 and Deuteronomy 32:43 (LXX) and Psalm 104:4 to speak about 
the angels in verses 6–7, the arrangement of the Psalms about the Son follow 
the order of the Psalms. See Fig. 5.
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Fig. 5. Psalm Citations about the Son in Hebrews 1
Psalm 2:7 Hebrews 1:5

Psalm 45:6–7 Hebrews 1:8–9

Psalm 102:25–27 Hebrews 1:10–12

Psalm 110:1 Hebrews 1:13

Again, the two chiasms in Hebrews 1 suggest that the author of Hebrews 
is doing more than rattling off the first few psalms that come to mind. It is 
better understood that he is making a case that what the Psalter (as a literary 
whole) anticipated has now come to fulfillment in the exalted Christ. Even 
more, Psalm 2:7, which begins the catena of verses, follows a statement of 
Christ’s exaltation in Hebrews 1:3–4.

In these verses, we read, “After making purification for sins, he sat down 
at the right hand of the Majesty on high, having become as much superior to 
angels as the name he has inherited is more excellent than theirs” (vv. 3b–4). 
Clearly, this refers to Christ’s reward for his finished work on the cross. As 
Hebrews 2:9 will say shortly, referencing Psalm 8, Christ is “crowned with 
glory and honor because of the suffering of death.” 

Thus, the context in Hebrews 1:5–2:18 is not the Son’s eternal glory shared 
with the Father, even if that is referenced in Hebrews 1:3a (“He is the radi-
ance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature”). Rather, the 
glory described in Hebrews 1:5–13 is what he received in his resurrection 
and ascension. Later in Hebrews 5:5–6, we will see that Psalm 2:7 and Psalm 
110:4 refer to Christ’s exaltation to the right hand of God for the purpose 
of high priestly service. Like Acts 13:23–33 and Romans 1:4, both of which 
apply Psalm 2:7 to Christ’s resurrection, it follows that Hebrews 1:5 is also 
focusing on the resurrection, not the eternal “today.”

Confirming this redemptive-historical reading of the Psalms, we find a 
third observation: That it is best to see Psalm 2 and Psalm 110 focusing on 
Christ’s royal and priestly offices. Grammatically, Hebrews 1 shows us that 
we should read these psalms together as mutually interpreting. And it does 
this because, these Psalms are already held together in the Psalter. To put 
it differently, Psalm 2 is not just about divine sonship, but is about the son 
who has the right to be a priestly king.28

Going back to Melchizedek, the exemplary king presented in the OT 
has always been a king of righteousness, who brings peace by means of his 
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priestly service. This type was set in Genesis, when Abraham recognized 
Melchizedek’s greatness (14:17–24), and again when he walked in Melchize-
dek’s glorious shadow. For example, he is called righteous because of his 
faith (15:6); he is told kings will come from his lineage (17:6, 16); and he 
offers a sacrifice on Mount Moriah, near Melchizedek’s Salem (22:1–18).29 

With this historical background in place, when God installed David as 
king and promised him a son to sit on his throne (2 Sam 7), he required that 
his son would obey the law (7:14). In the Psalter, this righteous requirement 
accords with Psalm 1 which stands in direct connection with Psalm 2. From 
the start of the Psalms, therefore, we find an invitation to look for a son of 
David who will prove to be righteous in every way. Ultimately, no son of 
David ever proved to be a true son or a priestly king like Melchizedek—and 
hence the Davidic kingdom came to an end in Psalm 89. Yet, on the other 
side of God’s salvation in Psalms 90–106, there comes the promise of a future 
king, who will be none other than God himself. 

This is where Psalm 110 comes in. In Hebrews, we learn that the son who 
was promised to David has perfectly obeyed his Father, thus proving himself 
to be the true Son, and hence deserving the role of priest and king. Making 
the connection between Psalms and Hebrews, we can say that in Psalm 2, 
God promised a royal priestly figure who would receive the title of God’s son 
(v. 7). This is the one who would sit on God’s holy hill (v. 6), and in Psalm 
110, he is given a seat at God’s right hand (v. 1), where he would serve as 
priest and king (v. 4). Only in the fulness of time and the final revelation 
of Jesus Christ as God the Son incarnate could this reality be fully grasped. 
And that is exactly what Hebrews is showing—that the Son has taken on 
flesh (Heb 2:10–18) in order to become to true royal priest.

Indeed, while Psalm 2 and 110 speak of sonship, they are equally descrip-
tive of kingship and priesthood. Therefore, to isolate Psalm 2:7 and Psalm 
110:1, 4 as two or three verses that define the eternal divine nature of the 
Son does more than damage Hebrews and Psalms. Theologically, this kind 
of reading advances Christ’s person at the expense of his work. Put dog-
matically, we know the Son in himself (ontology) by means of the Son in 
his actions (economy). This is what Hebrews 1 is doing. And it is why we 
do not need to press for eternal generation on the first pass in Psalm 2:7 or 
Hebrews 1:5. Importantly, we need to listen to what the divine voice is 
saying in all of Scripture, instead of delimiting the divine voice to hot spots 
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in certain ambiguous parts of Scripture. Indeed, there is at issue here a matter 
of theological method, but before attending to that, we have one more place 
to look in Hebrews.

Psalm 2 and Psalm 110 in Hebrews 5
In Hebrews 5:1–10, we have the first step in an argument for Christ’s supe-
rior priesthood. After the author of Hebrews explains that priests can never 
appoint themselves to service in God’s house (5:1–4), he explains how God 
chose Jesus. 

So also Christ did not exalt himself to be made a high priest, but was appointed 

by him who said to him, “You are my Son, today I have begotten you”; as he says 

also in another place, “You are a priest forever, after the order of Melchizedek.” 

(vv. 5–6)

Remarkably, Psalm 2 and Psalm 110 show up again. This reinforces my gen-
eral argument that the NT authors read the Psalter according to its unified 
arrangement. More specifically, however, there is a theological meaning to the 
canonical Psalms—namely, the priestly ruler in Psalm 110 is the fulfillment 
of the promised royal son in Psalm 2. Notice how Hebrews brings these 
Psalms together at the center of another chiasm.30 See Fig. 6.

Fig. 6. The Chiastic Support For Christ’s Royal Priestly 
Sonship

A Appointed High Priest (v. 1)

B Priest and People (v. 2–3)

C Aaron Did Not Exalt Himself (v. 4)

D Psalm 2:7 (Son) (v. 5)

D’ Psalm 110:4 (Priest) (v. 6)

C’ Jesus Did Not Exalt Himself  (v. 7)

B’ Priest and People (vv. 8–9)

A’ Appointed High Priest (v. 10)

As I have argued in other works, true sonship is the true prerequisite 
for priesthood.31 And in the Davidic Covenant, this is what God promises 
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David—a true son. Hence, it is not surprising that the triumvirate of son-
ship-priesthood-kingship shows up throughout the Prophets, the Psalms, and 
finally, in Hebrews. What would be surprising is if sonship was isolated from 
kingship and sonship, or read out independently from the biblical covenants.

As we find in Hebrews, the identity of the Son is explained in relation-
ship to the biblical covenants. And in Hebrews 5:1–10, where the author 
begins to explain the way in which Christ’s obedient sonship qualifies him 
for a priestly office greater than Aaron, he is focusing on the human nature 
of the Son, not his eternal begotteness. Psalm 2:7 is united to Psalm 110:4 
to identify Christ as the long-expected royal priest. And in Hebrews 5, the 
message is one of covenant obedience—Jesus did not exalt himself to the 
position of priesthood (vv. 7–10), just as Aaron did not exalt himself (vv. 
1–4). Rather, by means of his suffering unto death (v. 8) and his resurrection 
(v. 9), he was exalted by the Father with the “Son,” which was first promised 
to David (Ps 2:7). Yet, with this exalted title, Jesus would also receive the 
priestly office associated with Melchizedek (Ps 110:4).

Of course, it would be possible for the author of Hebrews to conjoin these 
two passages together on his own. But as it was argued from the Psalter itself, 
there is an internal logic in the Psalms that connects Psalm 2 and Psalm 110. 
Or to say more precisely, Psalm 110 is the fulfillment of Psalm 2. In fact, 
every other royal Psalm (e.g., Pss. 20–24, 45, 72, 89) stand between Psalm 
2 and Psalm 110 to help bridge the gap.

To invoke the language of typology that is usually assigned to the canon, we 
can say that the intermediate royal psalms are “ectypes” that stand between the 
“type” (Psalm 2) and the “antitype” (Psalm 110). Together, this typological 
framework established in the Psalms prepares the way for Christ to come 
and fulfill all the Psalms. And this is why, in other places in the Hebrews, 
the words of the Psalter (e.g., Ps 40:6–8) can be put in Jesus’s mouth (Heb 
10:5–7). This is not because David heard a divine conversation “from the 
dawn of time,” but because the Spirit of Christ led David and all the proph-
ets to inquire of the Messiah who would suffer and then be glorified (1 Pet 
1:10–12, 19–21). In other words, the entire OT, but especially the Psalms, 
is organized by a series of typological promises that prepared the way for 
Christ. Yet, only in the fullness of time, when the Son took on flesh, and 
then rose to glory to send the Spirit, could the full doctrine of Christ and 
the Trinity be known.
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Before then, the doctrine of the Godhead remained a mystery—par-
tially revealed, partially hidden. And attempts to read NT revelation and 
Chalcedonian Christology back into the OT do not improve our biblical 
doctrines. These anachronistic attempts only makes the Bible more unwieldy 
and difficult to understand. In other words, a faithful interpretation of the 
OT does not need to load the final form of Christian doctrine into earlier 
periods of revelation. Instead, holding the canon of Scripture together and 
appreciating the progressive nature of revelation we read the OT with the 
New, so that we never read the OT without its proper fulfillment in Christ. 
But neither do we read the full revelation of Christ back into the OT. 

Again, the book of Hebrews teaches us how to do that as it recognizes the 
canonical shape of the Psalter, which in turn leads to Christ. This, I am con-
tending, is a better approach to the Bible and to doing theology, such that we 
can properly interpret the Psalms and apply the Psalms to Christian doctrine.

Avoid Impatience in Interpretation: Moving from Text to 
Theology Takes Time
In the end, as we conclude this two-part study on the Psalms, I am making 
the case to avoid all theological short cuts. As David Helm has said, as he 
applies the principles of Edmund Clowney and Richard Lints to preaching: 
The long way round is the safest way home. This is true for biblical inter-
pretation and for doing theology. Today, PE offers a shortcut to support to 
various theological doctrines. And thankfully, most of these shortcuts are 
defending orthodoxy, and in some cases even reclaiming various neglected 
doctrines (i.e., the eternal generation of the Son). But how long can ortho-
doxy last when isolated texts are defined extra-textually? 

It could be argued that the number of instances and the specifics of the PE 
delimit such an extra-textual danger. And others, endorsing PE, may deny the 
premise—that PE is trading in anything extra-textual. But as I have attempted 
to show, there is a way to read Psalm 2 and Psalm 110 as divine speech that 
holds fast to the context of each Psalm, the authorial intent of David and 
the “editor” who arranged the Psalter, as well as the redemptive-historical 
context of Psalms in the whole Bible.32 

Instead of denying historical context of Psalm 2 or Psalm 110 or inserting 
a prosopological voice in Psalm 2:7 or Psalm 110:1, 4, there is a way to read 
these verses in their literary, epochal, and covenantal contexts. When this 
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is done and carried forward to questions of doctrine, it will lead to a full-
throated classical theism—even if it takes longer to make the case.

Indeed, the method offered here affirms the unity of the Scripture and 
all eternal and ontological glory of the Son, and it does so without compro-
mising biblical clarity and historical context. Certainly, such a reading of 
Scripture takes more time to articulate, and it does not provide a quick set 
of proof-texts for eternal generation, but in the process of letting Scripture 
unfold according to its own timeline, we come to learn in time the triune 
God who is eternal. This, I have argued, is a better approach to the Bible, 
because it reads Scripture on its own terms and according to its own timeline.

Certainly, more examples need to be tested. But I would offer that a reading 
of the Psalms that pays attention to the three horizons in the Psalter is far 
better than anything that comes from a non-contextual approach to certain 
verses in the Psalter—even those that claim access to the halls of eternity. 

If we gain the full doctrine, but lose the Bible, what have gained? What 
we have gained is a right doctrine without a right reading of God’s Word. 
And maybe that will fly in academic circles or modern classrooms—for 
a time!— but it will not sustain the church for long, nor lead the people 
of God to have confidence in their Bibles. Instead, it will lead pastors and 
parishioners to depend upon an educated class of prosopological priests, 
which a dead end that Rome has already tried.

 Because PE depends so heavily on later Traditions, I am arguing for a 
different approach to Scripture which sticks closer to the text. Readers will 
have to decide if my approach is any better than prosopological exegesis, 
but ultimately, we, with the help of the Spirit, need to let Scripture interpret 
Scripture. And that begins when we read the Psalms and every other part of 
Scripture along the grain. May the Lord help us in that endeavor, so that we 
might hear the voice of God in every verse of Scripture.
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On a number of levels Psalms 105-106 do not trouble interpreters as like 
many psalms. Their purpose and thrust is quite clear as they offer their com-
plementary accounts of Israelite history. Psalm 105 attests God’s enduring 
promises in the Abrahamic covenant and Psalm 106 completes the picture 
by confessing his people’s faithless response and petitioning him to save and 
gather them (106:6, 47). Moreover, their content broadly follows the larger 
Pentateuchal narrative, albeit without strict adherence to its chronology 
at some points, and so raises few, if any, issues of historical referentiality.1 
Nevertheless, these psalms also confront the reader with challenges regard-
ing their canonical appropriation and intertextual relationships within the 
broader OT canon. Long noted as a deliberate pair of anonymous “historical 
psalms,” Psalms 105-106 stand conspicuously at the conclusion of Book 
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4 in the Psalter marked by its closing eulogy (106:48).2 At the same time 
formulaic and lexical ties bind them to Psalm 107, prompting claims that 
the Book 4/5 division is superficial.3 Meanwhile, the appearance of Psalms 
105-106 in 1 Chronicles 16 raises further questions about their history vis-
à-vis the MT Psalter. 

This article examines how Psalms 105-106’s placement in the Psalter and 
biblical-historical context informs their interpretation. These issues are usu-
ally framed in macrostructural and composition-historical terms as scholars 
seek to decipher the Psalter’s overall design and untangle the relationship 
between biblical texts.4 That is well, but one finds relatively little discussion 
of their implied speaker within such discussions, apparently because of their 
anonymity and obvious relevance to corporate life in the second temple 
period (cf. 1 Chron 16).5 Who speaks them? I contend that the “David” of 
Psalms 101-103 continues to speak in the subsequent “anonymous” psalms, 
and that this contributes something vital to their interpretation and their 
macrostructural significance in the Psalter. In so doing it advances a view 
advocated by Gunild Brunert and develops an argument I made more briefly 
several years ago that “editors intended “David” as the continuing speaker of 
Psalms 105-106 … proclaiming God’s faithfulness (Ps 105) and confessing 
Israel’s (pre-monarchic!) unfaithfulness and petitioning YHWH’s help (Ps 
106).”6 This continuing Davidic voice presupposes an enlarged vision or 
idealization of kingship beyond the Davidic covenant’s founding figure, David 
ben Jesse, who speaks as a “new Moses” by interceding for YHWH’s sinful 
people. He is thus instrumental to the covenant renewal implied in Psalm 
105 (vv. 8–11; cf. 103:7–13) like Moses was in Exodus 32-34.7 After a brief 
explanation of what is meant by “Davidic voice” and a general introduction 
to Psalms 105-106, revisits the question of continuity and discontinuity 
across the Book 4/5 boundary and these psalms’ relationship to 1 Chronicles 
16 to develop the argument that a continuing Davidic voice traverses the 
anonymous psalms with which they are juxtaposed (i.e., 104–107). Finally, it 
explores how features within these psalms further inform their interpretation 
in this manner and concludes with some suggestions about their reception 
in the church and the NT’s witness to Christ.
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The Davidic Voice and its Messianic Significance in the Psalms 
Most of the psalms throughout Books 1-2 are attributed to “David,” with 
twelve of the Psalter’s thirteen historical notes alluding to episodes in David’s 
life recounted in 1-2 Samuel.8 This has led to numerous promising studies 
that explore connections with the DH as the Psalter presents David amid 
his conflicts with Absalom and Saul and the succession of the throne to 
Solomon.9 At this literary-canonical level David is more than the subject of 
a metanarrative within the Psalms, however; he speaks in the first person 
through many of them. Although an obvious point and one necessary for 
probing the “story” of David in Books 1-2, the fuller significance of David 
as a speaking persona in the Psalms for their theology, canonization, and 
even liturgical importance has only begun to be recognized,10 and raises 
some important questions. How does David speak long after his death in 
the Psalms, the Psalter being an editorial product of later times?11 How does 
this literary-canonical “speaking David” relate, in principle, to those psalms’ 
historical and cultic use, contested though such questions are? What about 
later Davidic psalms like those surrounding Psalms 105–106 (101–103, 
108–110)?

1-2 Chronicles shed some important light on all these questions. 1 Chron-
icles 16:8–36 reproduces 105:1–15, all of Psalm 96, and 106:1, 47–48. 
According to the Chronicler in that chapter, David, the anointed king over 
all Israel (1 Chron 11:3; 14:8; cf. 29:22) authorized the Levitical choir to 
“call to remembrance” (ּוְלַהְזִִּכי֙ר), “confess/give thanks” (ּוְלהו֣דות), and “give 
praise (ל  before YHWH the God of Israel” on behalf of king and nation (ּוְלַהֵָּל֔
(1 Chron 16:4).12 The Levitical choir, led by Asaph and his brothers (1 
Chron 16:5, 7), thus sang on behalf of David and by his authority. According 
to the Chronicler, then, through his institution of the Levitical choir David 
continued to offer praise “regularly” (cf. יד  in 1 Chron 16:6) in the daily ְָּתִמ֔
divine service long after his death. Two further texts in 2 Chronicles both 
clarify and amplify this point. In 2 Chronicles 7:1–6 Solomon offers his 
dedicatory prayer as the divine Glory enters the sanctuary and the people 
respond with the thanksgiving formula (vv. 1-3). After the dedicatory offer-
ings (vv. 4-5) the priests take up their positions, then the Levitical choir also 
assumes its post between the altar and the congregation (vv. 4-6),13 “with 
YHWH’s instruments of song which David the king had made to confess/
give thanks to YHWH—for his hesed is forever—whenever David offered 
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praise (יד ל ָָּדִו֖ ם) by their hand (ְְּבַהֵָּל֥  Strikingly, the Chronicler .(v. 6) ”(ְְּבָיָד֑
describes David as the one who offers praise, even though the choir does 
the singing at the practical level and the narrative is set in Solomon’s time 
after David’s death (1 Chron 29:28)! David thus continues to offer regular 
praise through the choir. 2 Chronicles 29:30 likewise confirms that the psalms 
they sing are not their own words but David’s. “Hezekiah the king and the 
officials commanded (ֹּיֹאֶמר ה) the Levites to offer praise to YHWH (ַו֠ יהָו֔  (ְלַהֵָּל֙ל ַלֽ
with the words of David (יד י ָדִו֖  and Asaph the seer” at the daily divine (ְְּבִדְבֵר֥
service. Once again, the words the choir sings are David’s or those of Asaph 
whom David had appointed (1 Chron 6:31, 39; 16:4–5).14 According to the 
(postexilic!) theology of the Chronicler, then, David continued to speak 
through the choral performance of psalms at the temple as head and repre-
sentative of the nation into perpetuity.15 As messianic (anointed) king of 
Israel (e.g., 1 Chron 11:3; 29:22), David spoke “by the hand of ” the choir 
ם) -on behalf of the nation through the psalms used at the temple. Accord (ְְּבָיָד֑
ing to the Chronicler this was not a consequence of exile and loss of kingship, 
as though tasks proper to kingship were now transferred to others, but had 
always been the case since the beginning of worship at Jerusalem.

When we turn to the Psalter as a literary product, then, it is not at all sur-
prising to find David is the implied speaker of many of its psalms. This is most 
obvious in Books 1–2, where we find the greatest concentration of Davidic 
psalms that reflect his personal struggles. Yet even these psalms point to one 
greater than David, as Andrew Witt’s investigation of the Davidic voice in 
Psalms 3–14 shows. Witt argues that while the historical notes foreground the 
figure known from 1–2 Samuel (biographical David), David also represents 
“everyman” (typical David) and, under the pressure of Psalms 1–2, even 
foreshadows the messianic heir (typological David).16 Indeed, the Psalter 
does not engage merely in nostalgic reminiscences on the historical David or 
offer a poetic remembrance of a failed Davidic covenant.17 Rather, it opens 
by foregrounding YHWH’s messiah installed on Zion (2:2, 6–7), David’s 
idealized successor coming more directly into view from Psalm 72 as the 
Psalter shifts its primary focus from the head of the dynasty, David ben Jesse, 
to his eschatological heir (e.g., Pss 101, 110).18 The Psalter thus sheds light 
in the other direction too, showing how the postexilic community—and 
indeed all users of the Psalms—could participate proleptically in God’s 
eschatological victory through the mediation of their awaited messianic 
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king. Accordingly, this paper makes the case that at the literary-canonical 
level it is the voice of idealized Davidic kingship whom we hear speaking in 
Psalms 105–106, mediating between God and people.

About Psalms 105-106 
But first, what kind of psalms are Psalms 105-106? In Psalm 105 the speaker 
spotlights YHWH’s wonders and faithfulness to his promises, couching his 
poetic history in an opening call to thanksgiving (ּו֣דוֹה) and remembrance 
 .of YHWH’s deeds (105:1–6) and a closing halleluiah (105:45c) (רכז)
Accordingly, Psalm 105 has been described as an “imperative hymn.”19 By 
contrast Psalm 106 confesses Israel’s repeatedly faithless response to YHWH’s 
goodness, though like 105 is hymnic in character.20 As in Psalm 105 he begins 
with a call to confess (ּו֣דוֹה), then asks YHWH to “remember me” (רכז) when 
he saves his people (v. 4) whereupon he confesses Israel’s corporate sin, 
iniquity, and wickedness (v. 6). His poetic history throughout the rest of 
the psalm—a litany of Israel’s faithlessness—thus amounts to a confession 
of Israel’s concrete sins.21 Far from a despondent show of spiritual self-flag-
ellation, however, its confession of sin is at once a true, honest, plenary 
account of “our” corporate guilt and offered in hope before the merciful and 
gracious Lord (103:8), oriented toward thanksgiving. Why can the speaker 
urge such confession? Because YHWH is good (106:1)—a summation of 
his character that assumes his grace, compassion, eagerness to forgive, etc. 
(Exod 33:19; 34:6–7; cf. Ps 103:3–6). Suitably, the speaker culminates this 
confession by petitioning YHWH to “save and gather us” (ֹּהוִׁשיֵ֨ענוּ ...ְוַקְְּבֵצנ֮ו) 
followed by a closing eulogy and halleluiah (106:47–48).

Psalm 105’s episodic account focuses especially on YHWH’s covenantal 
commitments to Abraham that bookend the psalm (vv. 8–11, 43). YHWH 
made his people prosper (105:12–15, 24), sent Joseph, Moses, and Aaron 
as savior figures (105:17–22, 26), delivered them from Egypt (105:26–38), 
provided for them in the wilderness (105:39–42), and gave them the land 
(105:43–44). Conspicuous by its absence is the Sinai covenant-making, 
whose recounting evidently did not fit the poet’s purpose of foregrounding 
YHWH’s covenant promises to the Patriarchs.22 Nonetheless, by its end the 
poem anticipates the people’s faithful response via their sanctified life in the 
land, as per the Sinai covenant (105:45). Similarly, Psalm 106 lacks a direct 
account of Sinai as it narrates Israel’s faithless response to YHWH’s salvific 
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and providential works. Yet 106:19’s reference to the golden calf at Horeb 
offers an unmistakable if grim reminder of the broader Sinai covenantal 
context of its poetic history. 

Chronologically, Psalm 106’s history overlaps with Psalm 105’s. It, too, 
recounts the exodus (106:7–12), then recalls various episodes from Exodus 
and Numbers to illustrate that generation’s faithlessness toward YHWH. 
These concrete events include their craving in the wilderness (106:13–15; cf. 
Num 11:4–6, 31–34), the Korahite rebellion (106:16–18; cf. Num 16:1–35), 
the Golden Calf at Horeb and Moses’ intercession (106:19–23; cf. Exodus 
32–33), their rejection of the land (106:24–27; cf. Num 14:1–38), the Baal 
of Peor and Phineas’ intervention (106:28–31; cf. Num 25:1–18), and the 
Meribah incident (106:32–33; cf. Num 20:2–13; also Ps 95:8–11). Following 
these episodes is a summary of the cycle of rebellion, enemies’ oppression, 
and YHWH’s gracious response as narrated throughout the Book of Judges 
(106:34–46). This last section thus provides a chronological counterpart 
to 105:44–45 highlighting Israel’s failure to keep YHWH’s statutes etc., for 
which purpose he gave them the land (105:45).

Looking Back: Psalms 105–106 and the Preceding Psalms

Psalms 105–106 conclude Book 4 of the Psalter, advancing Psalm 104’s 
creation and flood motifs by their attention to Israel’s patriarchal and premo-
narchic history. Indeed, the parallel between Psalms 104–106 and the greater 
narrative trajectory of Genesis–Exodus is clear even though Psalm 104 con-
temporizes its creation and flood motifs and does not simply rehash the 
primeval history.23 Moreover, Psalm 104’s “contemporizing” focus on the 
divine sustaining and renewing of creation aligns it pragmatically with Psalms 
105–106. All three are finally concerned not with creation as a protological 
event or premonarchic history for its own sake, but with God’s acts and his 
creatures’ response in the present.24 Also binding 105–106 to Psalm 104 is 
an impressive number of verbal links between Psalms 104 and 105 that high-
light their similarly theocentric focus.25 As Hossfeld notes, YHWH “makes”
,(28 ,26 ,105:17 ;30 ,104:10 ;ׁשלח) ”sends“ ,(105:5 ;31 ,24 ,19 ,104:13 ;ַמֲעֶׂשה/עׂשה)
“establishes” (105:27 ;9 ,104:3 ;ִׂשים through Moses and Aaron’s agency), “gives”
 through] , 16 ,104:13 ;ׂשבע)”and “satisfies ,(44 ,32 ,105:11 ;28–104:27 ;נתן)
“waters”], 28; 105:40).26



One Mediator Between God and People: “David” as the Speaker of Psalms 105-106 

127

Along with other common motifs these verbal links confirm “a continuity 
in his working, from creation to the present time.”27 Like Hossfeld, Peter Ho 
deems Psalms 104–106 a “Janus collection” at Book 4’s end that transitions 
to Book 5. More specifically, according to Ho these psalms join Psalm 107 in 
transitioning between two Davidic triads, Psalms 101–103 and 108–110, the 
latter triad developing David’s characterization in significant ways.28 This is 
an important insight to which we shall return. For now we note that whereas 
Hossfeld sees Psalms 101–106 comprising three psalm pairs (101–102; 
103–104; 105–106), Ho considers Psalms 101–103 to be “clearly a unit 
(Davidic triad) and separate from Pss 104–106 (Hallelujah triad).”29 Taken 
together, both Hossfeld’s and Ho’s observations suggest Psalms 101–106 
form an interlocking group. Indeed, Psalms 101–103 form a rather obvious 
Davidic triad with Psalm 102 Davidized by its placement between Davidic 
Psalms 101 and 103. Yet the linkages Hossfeld observes also defy a clear break 
from the one triad to another, as seen most obviously in Psalms 103–104’s 
common opening, “Bless YHWH, my soul” (103:1 ;ְיהָ֑וה ְָּבֲרִ֣כי ַ֭נְפִׁשי ֶאת־, 
104:1) and overlapping focus on angelic ministers (cf. ְ֝מָׁשְרָ֗תיו in 103:21 and 
104:4). If the above-noted ties between Psalms 104–106 establish them as a 
deliberate “narrative” sequence, these ties between Psalms 103–104 suggest 
Psalms 105–106 likewise continue the Davidic group begun with Psalm 101 
and that “David” continues to speak them.30

Despite the evident continuity between Psalms 101–106 noted above, 
however, scholars question whether the Davidic group consists of just Psalms 
101–103(104) or extends to include Psalms 105–106.31 Such discussions 
have tended to confuse the content of these psalms (what is said in them) 
with the issue of psalmic voice (who says it), however. For example, Michael 
McKelvey’s meticulous study suggests that Psalms 105–106 form an inclu-
sio with Mosaic Psalm 90 via the figure of Moses in view of their strongly 
Mosaic emphasis (cf. 105:26; 106:16, 23, 32). Book 4 thus returns to a 
Mosaic perspective on Israel’s historical experience on the heels of David’s 
“voice” in Psalms 101–104.32 Indeed, it is well known that Book 4 places 
unique emphasis on the figure of Moses and his mediatory role with respect 
to YHWH and Israel, accounting for seven out of eight mentions of Moses 
in the Psalter.33 But the “Mosaic” theological perspective of Psalm 105–106 
does not mean Moses voices them at the editorial level (cf. Psalm 90). To the 
contrary, whereas Moses “speaks” in Psalm 90, he is “spoken about” in Psalms 
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105–106.34 The manner of his appearance in Psalms 105–106 thus deviates 
little from his previous mention in 103:7, where the speaker is clearly David. 
Throughout Psalms 103, 105, and 106, Moses and pre-monarchic Israel are 
the object of the speaker’s historical reflection; he is not the implied speaker. 
Indeed, the manner of Moses’ appearance in Psalms 105–106 confirms their 
continuity with the preceding psalms in respect to him, rather than signal a 
purposeful shift from a Davidic “voice” to a Mosaic one. 

In Psalms 105–106 also, then, the same the implied Davidic speaker recalls 
God’s restorative, forgiving ways with his people made known to Moses (103:7; 
cf. v. 8), God’s sending Moses and Aaron at the exodus (105:26), the people’s 
envy toward them (106:16), Moses’ intercession after the golden calf (106:23), 
and his misdemeanor at Meribah (106:32). In doing so the speaker is instru-
mental in renewing “[YHWH’s] covenant” (ְְּבִריֹ֑תו in 105:8; 106:45; and 
ֹעוָֽלם  in 105:10; cf. Jer 31:31–34), the premonarchic Abrahamic and ְְּבִ֣רית 
Sinaitic covenants having been conflated within the 105–106 pair. 

Indeed, Psalms 105–106 lend themselves well to this function at Book 4’s 
conclusion. Even though 105–106 refer directly to episodes in Israel’s history, 
they are decidedly contemporary in how they function, whether exhorting 
people to sing, praise, seek, remember, etc. (105:1–6, 45b; 106:1, 48), or 
confessing sin and voicing a communal lament (106:6, 47).35 In this respect 
they are similar to Psalm 104, which, as noted above, does not confine itself 
to protological matters but celebrates YHWH’s ongoing, present, even future 
renewal of his creation. Just as Psalm 104’s parallels to the creation account 
in Genesis 1 (and Genesis 2, 6–9) celebrate the renewal of the created order 
and actuate the Noahic covenantal promises (104:9), so 105–106 invoke and 
renew the Abrahamic covenantal promises (105:8–11). That is, by recalling the 
Abrahamic covenant the speaker in effect proclaims it anew as he exhorts his 
audience to sing, praise, remember, etc. These psalms do not simply recount his-
tory then. Rather, their speaker enacts covenant-renewal by invoking YHWH’s 
steadfast promises, confessing the people’s guilt and making supplication, 
enjoining them to join him in praising YHWH’s mighty works.

Looking Forward: Psalms 105-106 and the Book 4/5 Division 
What, then, of the relationship of Psalms 105–106 to 107? The question has 
drawn considerable interest in discussions about the fivefold book-division of 
the Psalter in general and the fourth eulogy (106:48) in particular. The issues 
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are several, but can be summarized relatively briefly.36 Psalms 106 and 107 
share the same opening acclamations, “Give thanks/Confess to YHWH for he 
is good; forever is his hesed!” indicating continuity between them. Moreover, 
106:47’s petition to YHWH to save (יׁשע) and gather (קבץ) his people from 
the lands (ארץ) finds answer in Psalm 107’s thanksgiving song, in particular 
107:1–3 and the repetition of 106:44’s phrase, “in their distress” (ְַּבַּ֣צר ָלֶ֑הם; 
107:6, 13, 19, and 28).37 These examples of concatenation between Psalms 
106–107 are unmistakable signs of their deliberate juxtaposition. Moreover, 
as noted earlier the Chronicler employs 106:1, 47–48, which suggests the 
eulogy at 106:48 belongs with the verse preceding it. How, then, should this 
continuity across Psalm 105–107 and the correlations with 1 Chronicles and 
the closing eulogy at 106:48 be assessed? 

According to Christoph Levin the continuity is best explained if 106–107 
were part of an original sequence and 106:48 was added later to yield the Book 
4/5 division.38 According to Levin, 106:48 was concocted from 41:14—the 
most similar of the earlier eulogies—and the people’s response throughout 
Deut 27:15–26 (“and let all the people say ‘Amen’”). The second half of the 
Psalms so divided, we are left with the five-part structure wherein Books 3 
and 4 are balanced at 17 psalms apiece and Book 5 approximates the length 
of Book 1. On this view the resulting “Book 4” and “Book 5” have limited 
exegetical value because they never existed as distinct groups of psalms. 
Having so explained the origins of 106:48, Levin explains 1 Chron 16:36 
as secondary.39 

In support of 106:48 marking a more significant juncture after Psalm 
106, the halleluiah inclusio about Psalm 106—but not Psalm 107—sug-
gests a moment of (penultimate) climax to the preceding group of psalms 
(i.e., Book 4) akin to the final Hallel group (146–150).40 Indeed, this holds 
decisive importance for Hossfeld.41 While agreeing with Levin that the 
“Torah symbolism was imposed on the Psalter at the very last moment and 
altogether from outside,”42 Hossfeld deems this the result of the Psalms’ 
“progressive division into five books” rather than the insertion of 106:48.43 
106:48 thus marks the end of Book 4 as an intended group. Furthermore, the 
comparatively greater continuity across Psalms 106–107 vis-à-vis the other 
book divisions is in part a consequence of their anonymous character, which 
makes them incapable of marking a sharp transition between “author groups” 
like the other book divisions. By contrast, the Book 1/2 division marks a 
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transition from David (41) to the Korahites (42), the Book 2/3 division 
from David/Solomon (72) to Asaph (73), and the Book 3/4 division from 
Ethan the Ezrahite (89) to Moses (90). Scholars also point to the “cohesion” 
of Book 4, especially in respect to Moses’ prominence and common themes 
between the bracketing Psalms 90 and 106.44 

Moreover, v. 48 seems best judged as belonging to Psalm 106, rather than 
a later “redactional” addition as Levin maintains. First, while not in itself 
decisive, other baruch formulae belong to the psalms in which they occur, 
suggesting a similar judgment in the case of 106:48.45 In particular, the baruch 
formula at 135:21—clearly part of the psalm in view of the twice-occurring 
verb ברך in the preceding v. 20—offers the closest lexical parallel to the 
eulogies both in form and location at the end of a psalm.46 Second, 1 Chron 
16:35–36 is almost identical to 106:47–48 and thus attests to the eulogy’s 
belonging with the preceding verse. Levin’s theory that 106:48 was not orig-
inal to Psalm 106 when placed in its canonical location requires either that 
this final “addition” to the Psalter was made early enough in the postexilic 
period for the Chronicler to include it, or that the eulogy in 1 Chron 16:36 
was a post-Chronicler insertion in that chapter.47 Of these the former is the 
more plausible, while the latter adds one speculation to another. Meanwhile, 
the reverse dependence of Psalms 105–106 on 1 Chronicles 16 makes it 
more difficult to explain the eulogy as a later addition to an otherwise estab-
lished MT sequence that lacked it. Why would the scribes responsible for a 
eulogy-less Psalms 106–107 sequence initially omit the eulogy from their 
1 Chronicles Vorlage only to add it later? Again, one must resort to 1 Chron 
16:36 as a post-Chronicler insertion to sustain 106:48 as a late insertion 
also in the Psalter. Thus 1 Chronicles 16 offers evidence for the originality 
of the eulogy to Psalm 106 in the postexilic period that is hard to ignore. The 
eulogy was likely not a later “artificial” addition at all, and if an explanation 
of the textual relationship between the Psalter and 1 Chronicles 16 is to be 
sought the most plausible option is that the proto-MT Psalter complete 
with its 106:48 eulogy provided the Chronicler his Vorlage.48 A difference 
in verbal aspect between a ר  in 1 Chron 16:36 is ַוֹּיֹאְמ֤רּו in 106:48 and ְוָאַמ֖
most easily explained on this basis. The Chronicler adjusted 106:48 to his 
own his narrative context by modifying its jussive clause calling the people 
to respond, “let all the people say (ר  to a finite clause reporting their ”,(ְוָאַמ֖
response, “and the people said (ַוֹּיֹאְמ֤רּו).” Indeed, the Chronicler’s addition of 
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“say” (ְוִאְמ֕רּו) before v. 35 (= 106:47) already demonstrates an appropriation 
of the psalm to his narrative as he recalls its performance.49 On the other hand, 
alternative views tend to complicate the textual relationships unnecessarily.

How then should the comparatively “soft” moment of disjunction at the 
Book 4/5 division be interpreted? In my view, framing the issue of how 
105–106 relate to 107 by pitting the continuity rendered by their shared 
opening and lexical links against the discontinuity suggested by 106:48’s 
concluding eulogy and the halleluiah inclusio only obscures the interpretive 
significance of all the data. Rather, these data yield a coherent picture when 
taken together. That both Psalms 106 and 107 are anonymous and share the 
same opening call to confess/give thanks indicates a continuity of voice as 
the speaker enjoins others to join him. Meanwhile the disjuncture between 
them correlates to a transition from thanksgiving-couched confession of sin 
and petition (106:6, 47) to thanksgiving-couched praise of YHWH’s redemp-
tive response in Psalm 107 closely associated with Book 5’s subsequent 
thanksgivings and praises. 

If an individual speaker leads the congregation in thanksgiving in Psalm 
107, what better candidate for its implied speaker than the “David” of Psalms 
101–106, especially given that Davidic Psalms 108–110 immediately follow? 
Already the Chronicler’s appropriation of these psalms recognizes the histor-
ical David as the chief architect of Israel’s liturgical thanksgiving (1 Chron 
16:7) and patron of the tabernacle, who offers the burnt and peace offer-
ings and appoints the Levites for their service in YHWH’s house (1 Chron 
16:1–4). At the same time the disjunctive elements suggest that the climactic 
petition of 106:47 finds answer not only in Psalm 107 but in the whole of 
Book 5 for which it serves as introduction—a book bounded by the Davidic 
voice (108–110, 138–145) and replete with thanksgiving and praise.

Reading Across the Book 4/5 Division: Psalms 101–110

As noted above, a second Davidic triad follows Psalms 104–107. Indeed, Psalms 
108–110 correspond in some striking ways to the earlier Davidic triad in 101–103. 
Both groups begin very similarly, the Davidic speaker in 108:2 resolving to “sing 
and sing praise” (ָאִׁש֥יָרה ַ֝וֲאַזְּמָ֗רה) just as he had in 101:1. Moreover, this same 
verbal combination also occurs in intervening Psalms 104–105! 104:33 replicates 
the same 1cs volitive forms from 101:1 (ָאִׁש֥יָרה + ַוֲ֝אַזְּמָ֗רה) whereupon in 105:2 
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the speaker enjoins the people to sing YHWH’s praise with him (ַֹזְּמרּו־֑לו ִֽשירּו־ל֖ו). 
This itself suggests we hear the continuing voice of David in these intervening 
“anonymous” psalms, especially since this verbal combination is otherwise 
found only on David’s lips in the Psalms.50 In addition to the recurring ִׁשיר + זמר 
combination, both opening psalms of their respective triads contain petitions for 
divine help (101:2b; 108:13). So although Psalm 101 functions more narrowly 
as a royal vow and Psalm 108 also assumes a pronounced prophetic purpose 
(108:8–10), these psalms overlap in function in some obvious ways, the latter 
rehearsing but intensifying the former in terms of function. 

The same is true of Psalms 102 and 109 at the center of their respective 
groups. Psalm 109 returns to the mode of lament last seen in Davidized Psalm 
102, itself a rehearsal of Davidic Psalm 86 before it. As in those psalms the 
speaker is YHWH’s servant (109:28 ;ַעְבְָּדָ֥ך)—a highly significant Davidic 
epithet in the Psalms51—who, though “poor and needy” (ֹ֣יון  ,(v. 22 ;ָעִ֣ני ְוֶאְב
weakened (109:23–25), and surrounded by enemies (109:2–4a), petitions 
YHWH for help and rescue (ֹהוִׁשיֵ֣עִני ֭  All these features are .(109:26 ;ָ֭עְזֵרִני…
common to Psalm 102.52 Where Psalm 109 deviates from these, however, 
is in its midsection (109:6–19), where we find one of the most protracted 
and abrasive imprecatory prayers in the whole Psalter.53

Finally, Psalm 103 and 110 are both oracular in function and character. 
In Psalm 103 the Davidic speaker proclaims YHWH’s favor and forgiveness. 
He thus functions as YHWH’s mouthpiece as seen, for example, when he 
takes on his own lips the grace formula once delivered by YHWH himself 
to Moses (103:7–8). Meanwhile Psalm 110 plainly comprises two divine 
oracles concerning the Davidic speaker’s “lord” (י אדִֹנ֗ -describing his vic (ַלֽ
torious session as the messianic priest-king at YHWH’s right hand. In both 
cases a Davidic voice speaks (ד  the word of God.54 (ְלָדִו֗

The symmetry between these two Davidic triads underscores the continu-
ity throughout the psalms that lie between them and traverse the Book 4/5 
division (Psalms 104–107), inclining the reader to hear David’s voice uttering 
them also. Moreover, these groups elicit themes that have been programmatic 
for the Psalter since its introduction. Whereas the first Davidic triad high-
lights the speaker’s righteousness (101), suffering and intercession (102), 
and announcement of YHWH’s absolution (103), the second accentuates the 
king’s victory and recompense against his enemies who resist him. This latter 
rehearses Psalm 2 in obvious ways; YHWH’s king will finally triumph over 
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his foes and rule at his right hand. But Psalm 2’s royal son is also the means 
of reconciliation with YHWH (2:8–12), whom YHWH invites to “ask of 
me” that he may inherit the nations (2:8). We see this specifically in the royal 
speaker’s prayer for Zion’s restoration and proclamation that the “nations” 
and “kings of the earth” will fear YHWH’s name and glory (102:14–18]; cf. 
2:2), then confirmed in 108:8–10, where YHWH lays claim to the nations! 
So, both Davidic triads realize Psalm 2’s messianic vision. Meanwhile, Psalms 
105–106 function according to this programmatic picture as the ideal “David” 
confesses faith (105), Israel’s national sins, and petitions on their behalf (106).

We shall return to some specific features of Psalms 105–106 soon, but at 
this point observe Peter Ho’s similar conclusion of 101–103 and 108–110 as 
parallel Davidic triptychs despite seeing a reverse correspondence between 
the psalms of each group.55 Ho observes that the 108–110 group “develops 
the characterization of the Davidic figure as the Messianic priest-king,”56 and 
“no longer presents a fallen Davidic king, but a victorious Davidic king.”57 On 
the other hand, he deems Psalms 104–107 a group distinct from the Davidic 
triads, drawing heavily on the contrast between their anonymity vis-à-vis these 
Davidic psalms.58 To be sure, they are technically anonymous. But it must be 
asked if they are anonymous by design or by reception, and whether editors 
intended them to be heard under the Davidic voice and authority in the wake 
of Psalms 101–103, as is supported by 1 Chronicles 16. Such Davidization is 
already apparent in “anonymous” Psalm 102, raising the possibility for 104–106 
+ 107 between Davidic triads in the Psalms 101–110 sequence that straddles 
the Book 4/5 boundary.59 Though Ho observes notable developments across 
101–110 in terms of the (meta)narrative and characterization of David, then, 
the question of implied speaker for all these psalms bears further consideration. 
The figure of “David” is not simply “characterized” in the Psalms; he speaks. 
Meanwhile the editorial continuity between the two Davidic triptychs that 
Ho catalogues suggests the intervening psalms also belong on “David’s” lips.

Biblical-Narratival Background: Comparing Psalms 105-106 
and their Use in 1 Chronicles 16

As discussed earlier, the Chronicler tells how David instituted the Levitical 
choir to voice his own royal praise, thanksgiving, petition etc. on behalf of 
the nation when he brought the Ark to Jerusalem (1 Chron 15:25–16:1). We 
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observed, too, that Psalms 105-106 feature prominently at this auspicious 
occasion in Israel’s liturgical history. How, then, the Chronicler’s use of Psalm 
105-106 compare with their appropriation in the Psalter? Does 1 Chronicles 
16 offer further clues about their reception and theological associations in 
the postexilic period that might shed further light on them? 

From the outset, it is noteworthy that the Chronicler’s psalm-selection in 1 
Chron 16:8-36 begins with 105:1-15 and ends with 106:47-48. It thus begins 
and ends with the psalm pair’s opening and closing verses; they thus give 
substantial shape to the thanksgiving/confession David offered to YHWH 
ֹה֖דות ַליהָ֑וה)  through Asaph. Moreover, it comes after David offers the (ָנַ֤תן…ְל
burnt and peace offerings and blessed the people (1 Chron 16:2). This does 
not mean that David personally officiated at the sacrifices—a duty reserved 
for priests under the law (Exod 29:38-46; Leviticus 1-7; Lev 9:7; cf. 1 Sam 
13:8-14) as the Chronicler confirms when recounting Uzziah’s desecration of 
God’s holiness by assuming the priestly duty of burning incense in the holy 
place (2 Chron 26:16-21).60 Nonetheless, both sacrifice and thanksgiving come 
under Davidic authority in 1 Chronicles 16; David “does” everything, and is 
credited with realizing Jerusalem as the resting place for the Ark. 

Several important observations arise from this. First, the Chronicler’s 
account mirrors David’s prominence in the Psalter, which also accentuates 
the historic dynasty and figure of David in some places (Books 1-2) while 
bringing into focus the future house of David and messianic king elsewhere 
(esp. Ps 72, Books 4-5). In both cases the house of David is foundation-
ally important for the worship life of Israel. Just as David authorizes the 
performance of Psalms 105-106 making them his words according to the 
Chronicler, the “Davidic” speaker of Psalms 101-103 continues to voice also 
these “anonymous” psalms.61 Within their context in Books 4-5, however, the 
“David” who speaks them is no longer ben Jesse but his idealized, messianic 
heir. Having announced Zion’s renewal (102:14, 17; 103) this “David” now 
leads the community in thanksgiving-couched remembrance of YHWH’s 
faithfulness and confession of Israel’s sin in Psalms 105-106. 

Second, whereas the Chronicler puts forth little effort to keep priest and 
king unambiguously distinct or avoid confusion between them, the Psalter’s 
idealized picture of Davidic kingship actively conflates the royal and sacerdotal 
offices! This conflation is in fact systemic to the Psalms’ messianic picture. 
Psalms 1-2 draw in both royal and priestly imagery in their portrayal of the 
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righteous man/king.62 The concentrically arranged Psalms 15-24 likewise 
identify the priestly figure who qualifies for entry into the sanctuary (15:1-5; 
24:3-5) with the king at this group’s center (Psalms 18, 20-21). Further-
more, we find an allusion to the priestly blessing of Numbers 6:24-26 on 
David’s lips in 67:2.63 Then there is Psalm 110 where the idealized Davidic 
savior figure is a Priest-King!64 The Chronicler’s use of Psalms 105-106 and 
David’s instrumental role in establishing YHWH’s sanctuary in Jerusalem 
thus bears notable similarity to these psalms’ appropriation in the Psalter 
where “David” voices them shortly after announcing Zion’s renewal (102:14, 
17; 103). The difference is that whereas 1 Chronicles 16 looks back to the 
first David’s institution of these psalms’ choral performance in the temple, 
the Psalter places them in the mouth of his messianic heir where, we may 
adduce, they ultimately belong.

Indeed, this shift explains the subtle but well-noted differences between the 
petition as it appears in 1 Chron 16:35 and in Psalm 106:47, which functions 
differently in each context. In 1 Chron 16:35 King David commands Asaph 
and the Levitical singers to petition to YHWH on behalf of the congregation 
to “save, gather, deliver.” By so doing David appointed petitionary prayer to 
be offered regularly at Jerusalem where the Ark and Name were to reside.65 
Similarly, when Solomon brought the Ark into the temple in 2 Kings 8 he 
prayed that YHWH might hear the petitions of his “servant” the king and 
his people in keeping with his promises to YHWH’s “servant” David and 
“forgive” (ְוָסָֽלְחְָּת; see vv. 25-30). But in 106:47 the speaker directly petitions 
YHWH on behalf of the people to “save” and “gather.” As an ideal royal figure 
and representative of the greater institution of monarchy, then, the implied 
speaker enacts the royal petitionary prayer instituted by David as the head 
of the dynasty. What is more, the following Psalm 107 confirms that God 
indeed hears the speaker—YHWH’s servant!—as Solomon had asked, while 
the confession of sin in 106:6 presupposes that YHWH forgives them in 
response to the speaker’s intercession on their behalf (cf. 103:3 סלח).

Psalm 106:48’s Eulogy, 1 Chronicles 16:36, and the Psalter’s First Three 
Eulogies.
Comparison between the closing eulogy in 106:48 and 1 Chronicles 16:36 
further illuminates the eulogy’s significance for the whole psalm. As noted 
above, in 1 Chronicles 16:36 the Chronicler reports the people’s response 
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to the eulogy proper, “and all the people said (ַוֹּיֹאְמ֤רּו), ‘Amen’.” The people 
thereby assent to all that David appointed and participate in the choir’s 
thanksgiving, petition, and praises at this inaugural service in Jerusalem.66 
But 106:48 differs subtly in function. There, after eulogizing YHWH, the 
speaker invites all the people to say (ר  amen.” By doing so he enjoins“ (ְוָאַמ֖
all the people to assent to his act of intercession on their behalf and partic-
ipate in his eulogization of YHWH. Their “amen” makes the whole psalm 
and its confession their own, including the speaker’s earlier prayer that 
YHWH “remember me when showing favor to your people…enact[ing] 
your salvation” (v. 4). In the mouth of “David,” v. 4 is not simply a request 
by the speaker to be included in God’s salvation of his people; rather, by it 
he leads others to their inclusion in God’s salvation!67

As the fourth and final eulogy dividing the five books, comparison of 
106:48’s with the first three eulogies also proves instructive. 106:48 bears 
most similarity to the first eulogy in 41:14 at the conclusion of Book 1, which 
is wholly Davidic. After a near identical formula, “Blessed be YHWH, the 
God of Israel, from everlasting to everlasting,” David personally utters his 
double “amen” (ן ן׀ ְוָאֵמֽ ֵמ֥  Concluding 72:18–19, David ben Jesse (v. 20) .(ָא֘
again speaks his double “amen” to conclude Book 2 after an extended eulogy 
extolling YHWH, his name, and his glorious presence (בודו  a fitting—(ְכ֭
end to his prayer for the successor king. Psalm 89:53 similarly concludes 
Book 3 with a double “amen” after its comparatively muted eulogy following 
Psalm 89’s extensive lament for the rejected king: “Blessed be YHWH forever. 
Amen and amen.” 

In 106:48, however, the speaker does something altogether different by call-
ing on the people to say “amen.” This is significant in at least two respects. First, 
Moses had similarly called upon the people to say their “amen” to the curses 
of the covenant (Deut 27:16–26). But here the speaker has them speak their 
“amen” to the blessedness of YHWH who hears prayer. Second, in the Psalter’s 
first two eulogies (41:14; 72:18–19) David ben Jesse, the “sweet psalmist of 
Israel” (2 Sam 23:1), affirms the blessedness of YHWH after being delivered 
from his many trials attested in Books 1–2’s numerous laments. But now at 
Book 4’s conclusion “David” anticipates YHWH’s saving and gathering of all 
the people, having lamented (confessed!) their sins and unfaithfulness toward 
God. Via their “amen” the people thus agree with the speaker’s confession on 
their behalf, and join him in eulogizing YHWH in anticipation of their own 
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deliverance for which he, the psalm’s speaker, has prayed.

Halleluiah 
The addition of a final halleluiah takes the speaker’s invitation to respond 
one step further as he enjoins those for whom he prays to praise YHWH. 
In comparing this with 1 Chron 16:36, we observe the Chronicler again 
adapting a command, “praise YH” (ְללּו־ָיּֽה  to a report of the people’s (ַהֽ
response, “and [they] praised YHWH” (ה יהָוֽ ל ַלֽ -Moreover, the pre 68.(ְוַהֵָּל֖
ceding two psalms ended the same way. The halleluiah at Psalm 104’s 
conclusion amounted to a victory shout upon God’s preservation and renewal 
of the created order and the speaker’s anticipation of the destruction of the 
wicked (104:35). The halleluiah at Psalm 105’s end likewise responds fittingly 
to YHWH’s promises and fidelity in the covenant celebrated throughout 
that psalm. All three halleluiahs that append Psalms 104, 105, and 106 thus 
anticipate the very end of the Psalter as a whole, where the speaker calls 
upon everything with the breath of life in it (ְְּנָׁשָמה ל ַה֭  ”to “praise YHWH (ִּכֹ֣
ּה) ל ָי֗  followed by a final halleluiah (150:6; cf. Gen 2:7). The halleluiahs (ְְּתַהֵָּל֥
throughout Psalms 104–106 thus function as a proleptic cry of victory 
anticipating YHWH’s sure and final victory over the wicked celebrated in 
the final Hallel group (cf. 149:6–9), even as the wicked seem to prosper and 
give cause for lament (e.g., Psalms 109, 137, 140–143). YHWH’s victory is 
eschatological, yet it is already assured, the speaker securing their redemption 
and leading them in his victory cry of halleluiah here in 106:48 and through-
out the final Hallel, which is itself introduced by “David” (145:21; cf. 146:1; 
150:6).69 

Psalms 105-106 “In the Mouth of David”: Further Observations

So far the preceding discussion has explored numerous characteristics of 
Psalms 105-106, including such features as their celebration of YHWH’s 
promises in the Abrahamic covenant (Psalm 105) confession of sin (106:6), 
petition (106:47), eulogy (106:48), and halleluiahs (105:45; 106:48). Having 
argued that Psalms 105-106 are voiced by “David” in the Psalms, it remains 
briefly to account for certain other features of Psalms 105-106 that have a 
bearing on the speaker’s identity.

First, as noted earlier Psalms 105-106 have the premonarchic era ostensibly 
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in view. How, then, does Psalm 106 connect with postexilic life and the notion 
of and idealized Davidic speaker? Content-wise Hossfeld sees chronological 
continuity with the (postexilic) present day. Psalm 106 recounts the story 
“from the beginnings of Israel in Egypt until the distress of the exile, up to the 
threshold of a new, second exodus,” so that “[t]he ancestors are united with 
the present Israelites in sin.”70 This idea has much to commend it in certain 
respects, though further nuance is needed. Indeed, 106:34-46 offers a summary 
description in the style of Judges 2 more than anything we find in later books 
of the DH addressing the failings of the monarchic period.71 Indeed the first 
two-thirds of the psalm concentrate squarely on the Mosaic period so that vv. 
34–46 incline the hearer to recognize the pattern of life under the judges and 
defy clear identification with the traumatic events of the 6th century B.C., in 
contrast to psalms like Psalm 74. Accordingly, Psalm 106 does not implicate 
kingship in any obvious way, which even the Chronicler does despite his 
relatively positive view of it compared to the DH. Thus Psalm 106 calls to 
mind the earlier premonarchic era, which amply illustrates Israel’s besetting 
sins but without indicting kingship. This is consistent with an implied speaker 
of neo-Davidic, messianic identity. In keeping with Psalm 78’s theology, the 
people’s cyclical and perennial sins are addressed through supplication by the 
coming of “David” whom YHWH has elected (78:70–72). Human sin and 
unbelief are the problem, messianic kingship the solution. 

Yet vv. 34–46 are no less poignant or relevant a confession of Israel’s 
perennial sins on this account, as the confession and petition in vv. 6 and 47 
demonstrate. When 106:27 tells how YHWH “made their seed to fall among 
the nations (ְַּבֹּגוִי֑ם)” and “scattered (זרה) them among the lands” it brings 
into view the exilic diaspora as divine judgment according to Leviticus 26: 
“If in spite of this you do not listen to me … I will scatter you among the 
nations (ם ה ַבֹּגוִי֔  The continuity between .(Lev 26:27, 33 [ESV]) ”(ְוֶאְתֶכ֙ם ֱאָזֶר֣
Israel’s cyclical faithlessness throughout its premonarchic history and “con-
temporary” life in the postexilic period is, then, theological in nature rather 
than chronological; that is, it does not rely on a full enumeration of sins 
through the monarchic era to the present time. Indeed, Psalm 106’s “gapping” 
of the monarchic period is significant not just because a faultless Davidic 
voice speaks it; it also fits the broader theological profile of the Psalter as a 
whole and its idealized picture of kingship. 

Second, Psalm 105’s repeated use of the term “servant” (ֶבד  stands out (ֶע֗
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in the Psalms. In keeping with his premonarchic horizon, Psalm 105 cele-
brates Abraham, Joseph, and Moses as YHWH’s “servants” to whom he made 
irrevocable promises or through whom he delivered his people (105:6, 17, 
26, 42; cf. v. 25), while David is nowhere named such within the psalm.72 
Might this, too, indicate that the speaker’s own identity typologically absorbs 
these figures, and that they add further shape and coloration to his charac-
terization? This seems plausible in view of the observation made above that 
the speaker of Davidic Psalm 109 calls himself “your [i.e., YHWH’s] servant” 
 in keeping with the larger pattern in the Psalms wherein ,(in v. 28 ַעְבְָּדָ֥ך)
“David” is “YHWH’s servant” (see above). Like Abraham, he receives 
YHWH’s steadfast, covenant promises. Like Moses, he is an intercessor and 
leader of a new exodus. Like Joseph he descends only to rise! 

Indeed, this last Josephite dimension commands special attention within 
the psalm. Having celebrated YHWH’s promises in the Abrahamic covenant 
and his divine protection and blessing of his people (vv. 7–15), Psalm 105 
singles out only Joseph among all the brothers for celebration (vv. 16–22), 
whom YHWH “sent before” Israel (v. 17). In doing so Psalm 105 attributes 
to Joseph the preeminence befitting his station as Israel’s honorary firstborn 
(1 Chron 5:1–2; cf. Deut 33:17) and accords him nomenclature that on the 
surface seems ordinary but is nonetheless theologically loaded in the Psalms 
 Accordingly, Mitchell claims that the 105–106 pair “eulogizes 73.(ֶעֶבד ,ִאיׁש)
Joseph as Israel’s saviour, and presents him as a type of the one to come.”74 

Moreover, there seems to be a connection between Joseph’s prominence 
in Psalm 105 and its much-discussed depiction of the plagues, amplifying 
this Josephite theme even further throughout the psalm. Most of the plagues 
follow in their approximate Exodus order. The noteworthy deviations are 
that 105:28 begins with the ninth plague of darkness and omits the fifth 
“livestock plague” (Exod 9:1–7) and sixth plague of boils (Exod 9:8–12) 
on man and beast. Then, whereas Psalm 78 identifies “their cattle and live-
stock” (ם ם ּ֝וִמְקֵניֶה֗  as particular targets of the hail (78:48; cf. Exod (ְְּבִעיָר֑
9:20–21), the hail strikes only trees in 105:32–33, especially fruit-bearing 
ones while livestock are omitted.75 What might account for such 
deviations? 

Fifty years ago scholars typically sought tradition-historical explanations.76 
One may question this approach given the evident poetic selectivity in play 
throughout Psalm 105 where Joseph enjoys such prominence. Mitchell’s 
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observations about the specifically Josephite mores of the “fruitful vine” 
motif seems an important clue for why Psalm 105 depicts the plagues as an 
attack especially on Egypt’s fruitfulness.77 YHWH makes his own people 
fruitful (ַוֶֹּיֶ֣פר in v. 24; cf. Exod 1:7), while the poet also made sure to include 
the locusts devouring all vegetation, “the fruit (י  of [the Egyptians’] (ְְּפִר֣
ground” (vv. 34–35; cf. ץ י ָהֵע֔ -in Exod 10:15). Moreover, by fore ִָּכל־ְְּפִר֣
grounding Joseph the psalm makes clear that Egypt rose from the “broken 
[royal] supply of bread” (105:16) only through their de facto monarch Joseph 
(vv. 21–22), on whom his father Jacob had bestowed the greatest blessing 
of fruitfulness (Gen 49:22, 25–26; cf. Deut 33:13–16)! Having risen under 
Joseph, then, Egypt’s fruitfulness was undone when later they turned against 
YHWH’s people/servants (v. 25) who likewise received their bread from 
the hand of YHWH’s servant Joseph. 

The other major deviation, the promotion of the ninth plague of darkness 
to first in v. 28 (cf. Exod 10:21–29), constituted a direct assault on Pharaoh’s 
assumed divine authority as the incarnation of Horus and son of the Egyptian 
sun-god Re. As Psalm 105’s “opening plague” it therefore forms an inclusio 
with the tenth and final plague when YHWH struck the firstborn—also a 
direct attack on Pharaoh. The scribes responsible for collocating Psalms 
104 and 105 seem to have noticed this too, for Psalm 105’s promotion of 
the darkness plague resonates with Psalm 104’s subversive polemic against 
the Aten Hymn and its divinized sun.78 As Book 4 moves to a close, then, it 
roundly rebukes both the sun deity and his earthly representative (105:28) by 
the mouth of “David,” befitting its programmatic denunciation of all would-be 
rival gods (cf. 95:3; 96:4–5; 97:7). Little wonder, then, that “David” leads 
the halleuiah victory shout appending Psalms 104–107!

Both major deviations from the Exodus account thus contribute to 
105:28–36’s unique character and profile. Bookended by YHWH’s attack 
on Pharaoh’s pretensions to deity the plagues highlight especially God’s 
assault on Egypt’s fruitfulness. They stand testimony to YHWH’s covenantal 
commitment to his people for whose sake he sent his servant Moses and 
Aaron to do these things (v. 26), just as he had sent Joseph “before them 
[i.e., Israel]” (ם  in v. 17). Significantly, these images go back to Psalm ִלְפֵניֶה֣
1, whose allusions to Joshua—himself a Josephite!—are well known (cf. 1:3 
and Josh 1:8) and whose “blessed man” (1:1) finds further identification 
with Psalm 2’s ideal king. This editorial conflation of Josephite and Davidic 
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images suggests the same possibility in Psalm 105, only this time “David” is 
the speaker. To be sure, as speaker he talks about God’s faithful, salvific works 
in Israel’s history through his “servants” Abraham (v. 6), Joseph (v. 17), and 
Moses (v. 26). Yet such figures exemplify God’s faithful promises to save his 
people and so anticipate the future redemption for which the speaker himself 
petitions YHWH in 106:4, 47! In view of the editorial identification of 
“David” as ה ֶבד ְיהָו֗  in the Psalms, the implied speaker of Psalms 101–106 ֶע֥
fulfills classically Josephite and Mosaic roles recounted within these final 
psalms of Book 4. The ideal Davidic servant thus realizes his people’s renewed 
fruitfulness and the destruction of their enemies through his intercession, 
his own victorious exaltation becoming explicit in the second Davidic triad 
(110:1–7).

Concluding Remarks: Psalms 105-106 and Christ 

The implications of the preceding investigation are, I would suggest, most 
profound for Christian readers. Throughout the psalms straddling the Book 
4/5 we see Christ’s earthly ministry to his second advent reflected. Like the 
Davidic voice in Psalms 101-103, Christ suffered vicariously for sinners 
pleading on their behalf during his first advent, which he continues to do 
for the church militant (Luke 23:34; Heb 5:7-10; 7:25; 13:12). As he sum-
marily declares in John 3:17, his first advent was in humility, not to condemn 
the world but to save it. Both in his earthly and ascended life he intercedes 
for Zion (102:14; cf. Heb 5:7; 7:25). Yet Christ, the eschatological heir of 
David, will also come again in glory to judge the living and the dead (Acts 
10:42; 2 Tim 4:1; 1 Pet 4:5; Rev 22:16, 20) at which time he will repay the 
unrepentant and those who reject faith him (Rev 22:12-15). As noted, the 
second Davidic triad in Psalms 108-110 differs from the first precisely in 
respect to the demise of those at enmity with the royal servant of YHWH 
(109:6-20; 110:1-2, 5-7; cf. 2:9). What is more, as an introduction to Book 
5 alongside Psalm 107’s thanksgiving, this second triad sets the horizon for 
the whole book by foregrounding the king’s ultimate victory alongside his 
laments (cf. Psalms 140–143 vis-à-vis Psalms 144–145). Indeed, Davidic 
lamentation persists throughout Book 5 as it mingles victory with lament, 
beginning with this second Psalms 108-110 triad. But this is precisely the 
picture in the Letter to the Hebrews, which, appealing especially to Psalm 
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110, proclaims Christ’s ongoing intercessory ministry as priest-king begun 
in his first advent when he “made purification for sins” and continuing with 
his session at God’s right hand (Heb 1:3b; 5:5–10; 6:19–20; 7:15–8:2). 
Moreover, the whole Psalter will culminate with universal praise where 
all that gives breath will praise YHWH (146-150; esp. 150:6). Just so, the 
church militant looks forward to that Day when all is made new, death is 
swallowed up, God’s enemies are finally and fully vanquished, and halle-
luiahs will ceaselessly resound (Rev 19:1-5; 21:1-8). In the meantime she 
is sustained by Christ’s intercession, already joining heaven’s song as she 
celebrates the Lord’s Supper, the foretaste of the feast to come (Rev 19:9), 
and led by Christ her chief liturgist in thanksgiving and praise of the Father.

Indeed, the NT itself recognizes Jesus’s fulfilment of the Psalms not only 
in terms of a discerned metanarrative about him as Messiah, but as their 
speaker. In Hebrews 2:12 the author draws on Psalm 22:22 in a remarkable 
way. There Jesus says (λέγων), “I will announce your name to my brothers, 
in the midst of the congregation I will sing your praise (ὑμνήσω σε; cf. LXX 
70:8).” Jesus speaks David’s words to praise the Father in the Christian 
congregation, thus assuming the liturgical role David had exercised through 
the Levitical choir.79 As Christians hear the Davidic voice speaking Psalms 
105-106, then, we hear Christ, our one Mediator between God and people 
(1 Tim 2:5), leading all his people to confess God’s faithful promises (105), 
helping them confess their sin (106:6-46), petitioning God’s salvation on 
their behalf (106:47), and leading them in eucharistic thanksgiving and 
eternal praise for God’s redemption (106:48; 107; 146-150). 
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15.  Noteworthy here is 1 Chron 16:7, “Then in that day David as head (lit. “in/at the head” [ְָּב֔רׁאׁש]) 
appointed thanksgiving be sung.” We observe a similar qualification of princes “at the head of the people” 
 as “leader” or “chief” in Deutׁ רׁאׁש in Deut 20:9 and 1 Kgs 21:9, 12 (cf. the similar sense of [ְְּב֥רׁאׁש ָהָֽעם]
1:13; 1 Sam 9:22; Jer 31:7; 1 Chron 4:42). Indeed this exact prepositional phrase ָב֜רׁאׁש describes God 
“at the head” of priests and people under Abijah in 2 Chron 13:12, thus denoting his station as Judah’s 
divine head and location as their champion in battle. On the other hand, the usual translation of ְָּב֔רׁאׁש 
in 1 Chron 16:7 as a temporal clause (“at first”) is unlikely. ְָּב֔רׁאׁש nowhere else functions as a temporal 
clause, ב +  ֵראִׁ֖שית being more usual (e.g. Gen 1:1). On the few occasions when רׁאׁש combines with a 
preposition in a temporal clause we usually find it prefixed with ִמן (cf. ֵמרׁאׁש in Isa 40:21; 41:1, 26) or in 
a cst. ch. (e.g., “at the beginnings of your months [ּוְבָראֵׁ֙שי ָחְדֵׁשיֶ֔כם] in Num 28:11; “at the head of the year” 
 in Ezek 40:1) rather than used absolutely as in 1 Chron 16:7. Meanwhile the consonantal [ְְּב֨רׁאׁש ַהָׁשָ֜נה]
equivalent בראש is always literal, locative, or metaphorical, not temporal (e.g., Exod 24:17; Lev 13:29, 
44; 21:5; Num 5:7; 20:28; Josh 2:19; Judg 9:7, 57; 1 Sam 25:39; 2 Sam 2:16; 5:24; 1 Kgs 2:33, 37, 44; 
7:35; Isa 17:6; 51:29; 59:17; Jer 18:16; Ezek 9:10; 16:12, 31, 43; Ps 72:16; 2 Chron 6:23; et al.). Finally, 
the Chronicler reports David’s appointment of thanksgiving as a singular action in 16:7 undertaken only 
once. David performs no other actions “on that day” (ֹֹּ֣יום ַה֗הּוא  of which this could be the “first;” he (ְַּב
simply “leaves” (עזב) those he appointed to their duties described throughout vv. 37–43.

16.  Witt, A Voice Without End, 205, writes: “First, aligning with the “Blessed Man” in Ps 1, the biographical 
David [known from 1–2 Samuel] extends into a typical figure, which allows the reader to imitate David 
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as she seeks to walk in the way of the righteous, under the providential gaze of Yhwh. Second, aligning 
with the “David” of Ps 2, the biographical David is extended typologically. Here, the episode of Absalom’s 
rebellion has been re-cast over the storied world of Ps 2, such that the life of David’s heir is nascent within 
David’s own biography, the heir actualizing the Davidic promises as he embodies a life paralleled by his 
ancestral father. Psalms 3–6, then, can be read within the storied life of David in 2 Sam 15–18, as well 
as with the anticipated story of his promised heir.”

17.  So Gerald H. Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter (SBLDS 76; Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1985), 213.
18.  The idealization of kingship in the Psalms is widely observed. See e.g., Ho, Design, 193–264; Jamie A. Grant, 

The King as Exemplar: The Function of Deuteronomy’s Kingship Law in the Shaping of the Book of Psalms (Atlanta, 
GA: SBL, 2004); David C. Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter: An Eschatological Programme in the Book of 
Psalms ( JSOTSup 252; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1997); Robert L. Cole, Psalms 1–2: Gateway to the 
Psalter (HBM 37; Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix, 2012), 29, 37–38; Ian Vaillancourt, The Multifaceted Savior 
of Psalms 110 and 118: A Canonical Exegesis (HBM 86; Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix, 2019). The postscript in 
72:20 signals this shift in focus most explicitly (see Adam D. Hensley, “David, Once and Future King? A 
Closer Look at the Postscript of Psalm 72.20” JSOT 46 [2021]: 24–43; and Covenant Relationships, 51–56). 

19.  The description goes back to Frank Crüsemann, Studien zur Formgeschichte von Hymnus und Danklied in Israel 
(WMANT 32; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1969), 76; cf. Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 
65, and Kraus, Psalms 60–150, 308, who cite Crüsemann approvingly in this respect. 

20.  Kraus, Psalms 60–150, 316–17.
21.  Delitzsch, Psalms III, 151, calls it “a penitential Psalm, or Psalm of confession, a ִוָּדּוי (from ִהְתַוָָּדה to 

confess, Lev. xvi. 21)” citing Deuteronomy 26 and Solomon’s prayer in 1 Kgs 8 as the oldest examples. 
Nehemiah 9 provides a notably similar example of corporate confession (cf. ַוִֹּיְתַוָּדּו…ִמְתַוִָּ֣דים in Neh 9:2–3).

22.  Kraus, Psalms 60–150, 309. 
23.  For further discussion of Psalm 104 see my forthcoming volume, Psalms 101–150 in the Concordia 

Commentary Series.
24.  Similarly, see Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 75.
25.  Although Hossfeld considers Psalm 104 subject to postexilic redaction (Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 

75) he seems to consider its juxtaposition with Psalm 105 largely a result of the selection of two already 
compatible psalms, rather than the product of extensive redaction: “the independent psalm corpora of 
Psalms 104 and 105 were deliberately placed after one another because, despite all their differences, they 
yield a continuing hymnic historical narrative from the beginning of creation” (ibid., 74–75). 

26.  Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 74. To these commonalities between Psalms 104 and 105 McKelvey, 
Moses, David, and the High Kingship of Yahweh, 216–19, adds בקׁש = “seek” (104:21; 105:3–4); ִקְנָין = “pos-
session” (104:24; 105:21); חֶֹׁשְך = “darkness” (104:20; 105:28); and ׂשיח = “meditate”/“meditation” 
(104:34; 105:2). 

27.  Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 74, who add “the motif of bread accompanies that of satisfying (Pss 
104:14–15; 105:16, 40).”

28.  Ho, Design, 117–24, 241–47.
29.  Ibid., 117–18; cf. Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 96.
30.  Ho, Design, 103, lists Zenger, Vesco, Auwers, Koorevaar, Labuschagne, Roberston, Gunderson, Kim, 

McKelvey, and Howard among those who posit a break at 100/101 despite other structural variations 
among these two main subdivisions, which also suggests that 100/101 marks the decisive break in Book 4.

31.  Brunert, Psalm 102, 270–73, takes the latter view.  By contrast, when discussing Psalm 105’s relationship 
to adjacent psalms Hossfeld comments: “The hymn (Psalm 103) belonging to the Davidic triad of Psalms 
101–103, about the royal and merciful Yhwh (the so-called Song of Songs of Grace), has been tied by 
means of the various secondary self-exhortations (“Bless Yhwh, my soul”) in Pss 103:22b and 104:1, 
35 to the individual creation hymn and by way of Yhwh to a pair of individual hymns, and at the same 
time removed from the Davidic triad” (Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 75 [italics added]). While he offers 
clear evidence for this “tying” of Psalm 103 to 104 and the 105–106 pair, he offers no explanation as to 
how Psalm 103 is psalm is “removed” from the 101–103 triad.

32.  McKelvey, Moses, David, and the High Kingship of Yahweh, 218–19, 267–77.
33.  E.g., Wilson, Editing, 187; McKelvey, Moses, David, and the High Kingship of Yahweh, 250–52; Snearly, The 

Return of the King, 108. “Moses” appears in 90:1; 99:6; 103:7; 105:26; 106:16, 23, and 32, in Book 4 and 
once in Book 3 (77:21).

34.  Brunert, Psalm 102, 271, is sensitive to this important distinction, “Die Psalmen 105 und 106 sind 
moseorientiert, aber sie sind nicht in dem Sinn Mosepsalmen wie die Psalmen 90–92. Mose ist zentraler 
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Inhalt dieser Gebete, aber ganz offensichtlich nicht ihr Sprecher.” 
35.  So Allen, Psalms 101–150, 57, 67–68, who assumes a postexilic date for 105 and entertains an exilic 

origin for Psalm 106, when it “was doubtless used in a service of penitence.” According to Allen Psalm 
106 “would have lent itself naturally to reuse in the postexilic period, in hope of the return of the 
Diaspora Jews” (67). The view that Psalms 105–106 originated from (post)exilic times largely rests on 
common higher-critical opinion dating the Pentateuch to exilic times or later since they presuppose “a 
knowledge of the Pentateuch in its canonical form” (ibid, 55). Nonetheless, Allen’s observation about 
these psalms’ “reuse” is apropos.

36.  For a fuller treatment of the issues, see Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 64–68 and Hossfeld and Zenger, 
Psalms 3, 76–78; cf. Snearly, The Return of the King, 105–109, who, discussing Psalms 106 and 107, concludes, 
“[w]hile there are many correspondences between them—which should be expected because they are 
neighboring psalms—the evidence suggests that there is also a clear distinction” (109).

37.  So Snearly, The Return of the King, 106–107, who draws on the work of Barry C. Davis, “A Contextual 
Analysis of Psalms 107–118” (PhD diss., Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, 1996), 68. Similarly, 
Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 93–94.

38.  Levin, “Entstehung.” 88.
39.  Ibid. 

40.  LXX conjoins Αλληλουια with LXX Psalm 106 (= Hebrew Psalm 107) in keeping with its pattern of 
standardizing Αλληλουια as a superscript. See Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 40.

41.  Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 77–78, deem Psalms 104–106 a small halleluiah group concluding Book 
4, which models a structuring technique that continues in Book 5.

42.  Ibid., 77, quoting Levin, “Entstehung,” 89 (as translated by volume translator Linda M. Maloney)
43.  Ibid., 77.
44.  See, e.g., Snearly, The Return of the King, 108–109, who cites the use of נחם (“have pity”) in 90:13 and 

106:45, albeit that 90:13 is petitionary in force while 106:45 reports YHWH’s past mercies. He also 
notes זכר (“remember”) as another lexical tie binding 106 to 105 but not 107 (105:5, 8, 42; 106:4, 7, 45). 

45.  28:6; 31:22; 66:20; 68:20, 36; 119:12; 124:6; 135:21; 144:1.
46.  See Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 67–68.
47.  Levin, “Entstehung,” 86–87, seems to agree with Helmut Gese’s view that 1 Chron 16:36 was a post-Chronicler 

addition, though takes issue with Gese’s argument for a reverse dependence of 106:48 on 1 Chron 16:36. 
48.  So Patrick Skehan, “Qumran and Old Testament Criticism,” in Qumran: sa piété, sa théologie et son milieu 

(ed. M Delcor; BETL 46; Gembloux: Leuven University Press, 1978): 167–68. Wilson, Editing, 81, judges 
Patrick Skehan’s “assumption that this passage [i.e., 1 Chron 16:8–36] represents “selections” of canonical 
psalms” as “not satisfactorily verifiable.” But this judgement applies to most accounts of the parallels between 
1 Chronicles 16 and the Psalms, not least of all Wilson’s own. For example, Wilson, Editing, 185, deems the 
Psalter’s appropriation of Psalm 106 to have post-dated 1 Chronicles 16 on dubious grounds, claiming that 
1 Chron 16:36’s “perfect verb form (otherwise unparalleled in these doxologies) is clear evidence of 
the dependence of Ps 106 on 1 Chr 16.” The differences in verbform can be explained at least as easily 
by the reverse dependence, however. 

49.  So Delitzsch, Psalms 3, 140–41, holds against Hitzig.
50.  Psalms 21:14; 27:6; 33:2–3; 57:8; 59:17–18; 68:5, 33; 144:9; cf. a possible inclusio about Psalm 7 (vv. 

1, 18), and 138:1, 5.
51.  See Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 174–77; “David, Once and Future King,” 35, 39–41.
52.  Additionally, Ho, Design, 234–35, observes an impressive number of relatively rare lexical and thematic 

links between these central psalms of each triptych, 102 and 109, though otherwise sees an inverse parallel 
relationship between the two groups (101//110; 102//109; 103//108). These include נטה + צל + כ 
 allusions to ;(109:21 ;102:13) ְוַאְָּ֣תה ְ֭יהָוה the formula ;(7 ,109:4 ;18 ,2 ,102:1) ְְּ֭תִפָָּלה ;(109:23 ;102:12)
“the specific motif of “broken/wounded heart” in Pss 51:19 and 69:21 earlier” (102:5 where the speak-
er’s hear is “withered” [יבׁש]; 109:22 where it is “pierced” [ָחַ֥לל]); ֹשר ָ  ;102:27) ְֶּבֶגד ;(109:24 ;102:6) ְָּב
109:19); and “cursing” (102:9; 109:17–18, 28) and “fasting” (102:5, 10; 109:24).

53.  Some question whether the speaker makes his own imprecatory prayer against enemies in 109:6–19 
quotes his accusers. For a summary of the issues see Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 128–30, who take 
the latter view; cf. Ho, Design, 244–45. Though significant for Psalm 109’s interpretation this question 
goes beyond our present purposes.

54.  When considering the psalmic voice implied by ד -in these psalms, there is of course an implied dis ְלָדִו֗
tinction between the Davidic speaker of Psalm 110 and the messianic figure of whom the divine oracle 
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speaks (cf. Matt 22:42–45). It thus appears that the speaker implied by ד  in 110 reverts to David ְלָדִו֗
as head of the dynasty and founding figure of the Davidic covenant; cf. the oracle delivered to him by 
Nathan in 2 Samuel 7 and its similar focus on David’s “son” (2 Sam 7:12–16). Two comments may be 
made here. First, as I discuss elsewhere (Covenant Relationships, 51–56; “David, Once and Future King”), 
although the Psalter shifts from an ostensive focus on David ben Jesse to idealized monarchy after Book 2, 
neither loses sight of the other; the Davidic dynasty, its ideal fulfiller, and David its head belong together 
so that the shift is one of focus. Second, such reversion only becomes obvious in Psalm 110, leaving 
the reader to hear the preceding psalms as per the continuing (messianic, idealized) Davidic voice from 
Psalm 101. In 110, then, the founding figure of the dynasty proclaims his eschatological heir by divine 
oracle, confirming that he has indeed ceded the throne to him.

55.  See footnote 52 above.
56.  Ho, Design, 242.
57.  Ibid., 246, who comparing Psalm 108 with its “doublets” Psalms 57 and 60,  observes an “unfettered 

triumphal characterization in Ps 108” in contrast to “the veiled and fettered “triumphalism” of Ps 60 (and 
Ps 57)” (italics original). 

58.  Ibid., 253, describes Psalms 104–107 as “community psalms.” 
59.  Ibid., 230, also recognizes 102 as Davidic by association. It should also be noted that such synchronic 

observations about Psalms 101–110 do not preclude Book 4 as an editorial unit; see, e.g., Hossfeld, 
Psalms 3, 93–94, who contends that “the links between Psalms 106 and 107 are so numerous that one may 
suppose that Psalm 107 was deliberately attached to the history of sin in Psalm 106 and was understood 
to be a bridge psalm from the Fourth to the Fifth Book of Psalms.” 

60.  The confusion of priestly and royal duties was not a matter of contention for the Chronicler as in preexilic 
times when incumbents occupied both the royal and priestly offices (e.g., 1 Sam 13:8–15). 

61.  Similarly Delitzsch, Psalms III, 151.
62.  Cole, Psalms 1–2, 37–38, summarizes as follows: “the man of Psalm 1 is portrayed as a priest, king and 

conqueror, which functions are also attributed to the anointed on in the second psalm.” 
63.  See further my discussion in Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 167–71. Interestingly, the question-answer 

sequence in 106:2–3, “Who will/may speak YHWH’s mighty acts [and] make his praise heard? ... Blessed 
are those who guard justice … etc.” resembles those in the entrance liturgies of Psalms 15 and 24 whose 
“wisdom style” also “corresponds to the conclusion in 107:43” (Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 84). 

64.  Vaillancourt, Multifaceted Saviour. 
65.  So Kleinig, The Lord’s Song, 147, who says, “[o]n behalf of the people, the singers therefore asked him [i.e., 

YHWH] to deliver them from their enemies and gather them…etc.” Indeed, 1 Chron 16:35’s opening 
“say” (ְוִאְמ֕רּו) is clearly additional to 106:47, suggesting it is part of the Chronicler’s narrative adaptation 
of the psalm. David thus vocalizes this imperative as he instructs the choir, “say: save us…gather us and 
deliver us” (so also Kleinig, ibid. 134–35). The alternative—that ְוִאְמ֕רּו is part of the psalm that the choir 
spoke to the gathered people, instructing them to petition YHWH—is therefore unlikely. 

66.  Kleinig, The Lord’s Song, 139, writes, “the rubrics in Ps. 106.48b are made part of the narrative in 1 Chron. 
16.36b to show the validity of congregational involvement in the choir’s praises by finding a precedent 
for it in the inauguration of the choral service in Jerusalem.” 

67.  Goldingay, Psalms 90–150, 225, interprets 106:4 to mean that the “individual suppliant wants to make 
sure of sharing in Yhwh’s dealings with the people as a whole,” but also entertains an idea approaching 
what we are proposing here; namely, that the speaker “articulat[es] as an individual a prayer that wor-
shippers are implicitly invited to make their own.”

68.  Grammatically, ְללּו־ָיּֽה  is a Piel pl. imperative that enjoins others to praise YHWH, so resembles the ַהֽ
jussive ר  let [all the people] say,” just preceding it. In both cases 1 Chron 16:36 adjusts these volitives“ ,ְוָאַמ֖
to effective pf. verbs, the Hiph. inf. cst. ל  .ַוֹּיֹאְמ֤רּו adopting the mood of the preceding pf. verbform ְוַהֵָּל֖
Indeed, the LXX confirms this by rendering it an aorist (καὶ ᾔνεσαν τῷ κυρίῳ). 

69.  For fuller discussion see Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 244–45; cf. Wilson, Editing, 189, 194.
70.  Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 94. Similarly Delitzsch, Psalms III, 158.
71.  See, e.g., Melvyn D. Gray, “Psalm 106,15b: Did the Children of Israel Get What They Asked For?” 

SJOT 7 (1993), 132, who observes an “explicitly “Judges-pattern” of treatment found particularly in the 
later verses of the Psalm” (following Harris Birkeland, The Evildoers in the Book of Psalms [Oslo 1955]).

72.  Aaron, YHWH’s “holy one,” might be included here by implication.
73.  The basic meaning of ֶעֶבד applied to Joseph in 105:17 is, of course, “slave.” Yet the prominence of this 

term throughout the psalm—and of Joseph himself—evokes its deeper theological significance also.
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74.  David C. Mitchell, Messiah ben Joseph, (Newton Mearns, Scotland: Campbell, 2016), 62. Mitchell observes 
a “Josephite core” in the Psalter between Psalm 60–108 for which the parallel portions 60:7–14 and 
108:7–14 referencing Joseph’s sons Ephraim and Manasseh constitute an inclusio. Psalms 105–106 are a 
“coda to this Josephite core.”

75.  B. Margulis, “The Plagues Tradition in Ps 105,” Biblica 50 (1969): 496, similarly observes that “[t]he 
psalmist…restricts the effects of the hail to arbor and plant life, conspicuously excluding the animal life.” 
This despite the longstanding observation remarked upon by Samuel E. Loewenstamm, “The Number 
of Plagues in Psalm 105,” Biblica 52 (1971), 34, “that the plague tradition of the late Ps 105 is closer to 
the Pentateuch than that of the earlier Ps 78.” 

76.  Writing in 1971, Loewenstamm, “Number,” 37, e.g., appeals to “late sources” that “provide evidence 
that the plague of livestock does not represent an essential part of the plague tradition.” See further the 
discussion in Allen, Psalms 101–150, 55.

77.  Mitchell, Messiah ben Joseph, 49–62 (esp. 51).
78.  For a summary of scholarly discussion of Psalm 104 and its possible Egyptian and Canaanite background, 

see Allen, Psalms 101–150, 40–41.
79.  Kleinig, The Lord’s Song, 185. How such conclusions relate to “prosopological exegesis” as it developed 

among patristic authors goes beyond this paper, which nonetheless suggests some exegetical starting points. 
See, e.g., Peter J. Gentry, “A Preliminary Evaluation and Critique of Prosopological Exegesis,” Southern 
Baptist Theological Journal 23.2 (2019): 105–22, and the discussion in Witt, A Voice Without End, 30–47.
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Introduction

In a recent treatment on the birth of the doctrine of the Trinity, Matthew 
Bates appeals to Jesus’ treatment of Psalm 110 in Mark 12:35-37. He describes 
Jesus’ interpretation as employing prosopological rhetorical technique. This 
is best presented in his own words:

The best explanation is that Jesus, as he is portrayed in Mark 12:35-37, is inter-

preting Psalm 109:1 LXX prosopologically, pointing out a conundrum in the 

text and then encouraging the audience to identify the speaker and the addressee 

correctly. More precisely, Jesus seems to believe that the Holy Spirit had inspired 

David to slip as an actor into what we might term “a theodramatic vision” and 

from within the visionary world to make a speech in the character (prosōpon) 

SBJT 25.3 (2021): 149-168
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of someone else. As such, the Spirit is really speaking the words through David 

(“David himself said while speaking by means of the Holy Spirit”—Mark 12:36), so 

the Spirit is supplying the script. For Jesus the role in the theodrama that David 

adopts here is God, and God’s theodramatic addressee is a person David himself 

calls “my Lord.” We might paraphrase Mark’s depiction of Jesus’ reading and the 

persons assigned to the words thus:

David Himself (reporting the setting): The Lord [God] said to my Lord,

David in the prosopon of God (spoken to My Lord, the Christ): Sit at my right 

hand, O Christ, Lord of David, until I make your enemies a footstool for our 

feet. (Ps. 109:1 LXX)1

Bates continues by explaining and paraphrasing verses 2 and 3 of the LXX 
as follows:

David Himself (reporting the setting to “my Lord”): The Lord God will send forth 

your rod of power, O my Lord, from Zion. (Ps. 109:2 LXX)

David in the prosopon of God (spoken to My Lord, the Christ): Rule in the midst 

of your enemies! With you is the sovereign authority on the day of your power 

in the midst of the bright splendors of the holy ones; from the womb, before the 

dawn-bearing morning star appeared, I begot you. (Ps. 109:2-3 LXX)2

Among other things, Bates concludes that Jesus has construed himself as 
the Lord whom God addresses in the psalm. Moreover, verses 2-3 from the 
LXX also apply to Jesus and affirm that before creation Christ was begotten 
by God with the phrase “from the womb” hinting at being born of a virgin.3

One does not have to follow so-called prosopological exegesis to grasp 
that the coming king or messiah is being addressed in an oracle or prophetic 
message being cited or quoted by David.4 The bigger question pursued in this 
article is this: Should we follow the translation of the Septuagint (LXX) 
and understand v. 3 to speak of the Christ or Messiah being begotten by God 
before creation? Do we have good evidence that this is the way Jesus and 
the apostles understood Psalm 110:3? Were they following the rendering of 
the Septuagint in Psalm 110? In a footnote on the reading and translation of 
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verse 3 in the Septuagint, Bates claims, “my concern here is to give a plausible 
reconstruction regarding how this psalm was being read toward the end of 
the Second Temple era by Jesus and his contemporaries, not with the origin 
or compositional history of the psalm.”5

Bates has been followed by others in his approach to the text such as Fred 
Sanders6 and J. V. Fesko.7 It is appropriate to evaluate this interpretation and 
ask, “Is there evidence that Jesus and his contemporaries construed Psalm 
110:3 this way?” And what do we make of the translation of the Septuagint? 
Should we regard it as based on a better text than what we currently have 
in the Masoretic Text? This is claimed by some scholars in dealing with the 
text of Psalm 110:3.

The Text of Psalm 110:3

The text of verse 3 of Psalm 110 is difficult and we begin by acknowledging 
this fact. As we shall see, our earliest sources and translations show that 
the verse was also difficult for interpreters already before the time of Jesus.

Recently, three detailed treatments have argued that the parent text behind 
the LXX is earlier and/or better, and that what we have in the Masoretic Text 
is a literary and theologically motivated attempt to revise and smooth over 
the earlier text as found in the LXX.8 It should be important for Christians 
who acknowledge the authority and inspiration of the text to ask: What is 
the original text in verse 3? What does this verse mean in the context of the 
psalm? And were Jesus and his contemporaries following the version of the 
LXX in their interpretation of Psalm 110? These questions are the focus of 
the present study.

All early sources attested for this verse are displayed in a chart at the end. 
Each text is cited from the best editions or manuscripts and translated into 
English. All major medieval Jewish commentators have been consulted as 
well.9

Following Barthélemy, we will divide verse 3 into seven problems in textual 
transmission where we need to decide which attested reading has the greatest 
probability of being the best and earliest form of the text and which readings 
represent corruptions or misunderstandings on the part of early translators.10 
After dealing with problems caused by each word or phrase, we can consider 
the textual value of the different sources from a global perspective.
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1. MT ַעְּמָך = your people. MT is supported by the second century Jewish 
translation of Symmachus, by Jerome’s “Psalms According to the Hebrew” 
(PIH), by the Syriac Peshitta (second century AD) and the later Jewish 
Aramaic Targum. The Septuagint has “with you” which attests the same 
consonantal text but vocalized differently as ִעְּמָך. This is supported by the 
second century Jewish translation in Greek by Aquila, by another Jewish 
Greek version known from Origen’s Hexapla as Quinta, and by early Jewish 
interpretation attested from Bereshit Rabbah 39:8 and Tanḥuma. Thus, both 
readings are well attested; perhaps the reading of the LXX is earlier. We can 
decide after considering the next word.

2. MT ְנָדבֹת = your freewill offerings. Construed with the previous word 
it could mean “your people are volunteers.” If ְנָדבֹת is a numerical plural, 
we would have “your people are freewill offerings.” If it is an abstract plural 
marking a characteristic condition, the phrase can mean “your people are 
voluntariness,” i.e., a collective 11.ְנָדָבה The LXX has ἡ ἀρχή which means 
“rule.” So, the translation would be “with you is rule.” Barthélemy proposes, 
as do others, that the LXX construed the same consonants with the vowels 
 but does not explain this word.12 Presumably it would be an abstract ְנִדֻבת
noun from nādab that is otherwise unattested. The Dictionary of Classical 
Hebrew (DCH) emends to ְנִדבֹת which would be a feminine plural either from 
the adjective ָנִדיב or from a proposed noun ְנִדיָבה. This could be translated 
“with you is noble deeds” but does not adequately explain the translation 
of the LXX. MT Isaiah 32:5, “the fool will no more be called noble” is ren-
dered by “no longer will they say to the fool to rule” in LXX. This is the only 
place where any form of the root nādab is connected with the αρχ- root in 
Greek in the LXX. If the proposal of DCH is correct, one would expect the 
word to be spelled with a yodh; if the proposal of Barthélemy is correct, 
one would expect the word to be spelled with a waw. Thus, the spelling we 
have in Hebrew does not accord well with the rendering in the LXX. One 
has the impression that LXX is struggling with a difficult text. Parallel is his 
treatment of difficult terms in the superscriptions.

The readings of MT and LXX are both syntactically possible. MT would 
have the support of Psalm 109:4 (ַוֲאִני ְתִפָָּלה), Psalm 92:9 (ְוַאְֶּתם ָמרום), 
Psalm 120:7 (ֲאִני־ָׁשֹלום). As for the reading of LXX, it can be based on Psalm 
 ִעּמו) Job 12:13 ;(ִעם־יהוה ַהֶחֶסד ְוַהְרְֵּבה ִעּמו ְפדּות) 7 ,(ִעְּמָך ַהְּסִליָחה) 130:4
ֹעז ְותּֽוִׁשָֹּיה) 16 ,(ָחְכָמה ּוְגבּוָרה .(ַהְמֵׁשל ָוַפַחד ִעּמֹו) 25:2 ;(ִעּמו 
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The translator of the Greek Psalter certainly had a reading tradition, but 
given the spellings in Hebrew his rendering looks more like a contextual 
guess. Barthélemy argues that in this place in the Psalm, however, a consid-
eration on the availability and the pugnacity of a group of combatants seems 
rather out of place. He argues “the Psalm has insisted (vs 1b) that it is the 
Lord himself who will make the enemies of his Messiah the footstool of his 
throne and he will again insist (vs 5b) that it will be the Lord who will smash 
kings in the day of his wrath.” This argument is not as strong as may seem.

The army of the king is eager and willing. They are ready to fight the battles 
of the Lord as we see in Judges 5:2 and 9: “my heart is with Israel’s princes, 
with the willing volunteers among the people” [NIV].13 Barbiero notes that 
although many argue that the Messiah is replaced by a messianic people in 
books 4-5 of the Psalter, Psalm 110 presents the two realities side-by-side, 
with the Davidic king and “your people,” the messianic priest and his people 
who are clothed in holy regalia both referenced.14 In a canonical exegesis 
of Psalm 110, Vaillancourt shows that victory results from an interplay 
by Yahweh, his anointed King, and the people of this King.15 Similarly in 
Revelation 19, the rider on the white horse is accompanied by the armies 
of heaven but apparently he achieves the victory largely on his own. In the 
Hebrew mentality, the victory is credited to God, whether he uses human 
instruments or not.

3. MT ֵחיֶלָך = your power. MT is supported by the LXX, by the Jewish 
revisers Aquila, Symmachus, and Quinta and by Jerome’s PIH. The Commit-
tee in CTAT suggests that the Syriac Peshitta and Aramaic Targum represent 
an abbreviated translation due to style but in fact, both support the same 
text as MT.16

The word ַחִיל means “force” or “power” and secondarily can mean “army” 
or “money” as both of these are forces to be reckoned with. In English, we also 
speak of our army as our forces. What is meant by “the day of your power”? 
Delitzsch interprets it to mean “the day you call your forces to war” (2 Chron 
26:13).17 Barthélemy counters, “The expression ‘the day of your army’ to 
designate a day of mobilisation would have no parallel in biblical Hebrew. But 
we can understand: ‘the day when your valor unfolds’ by taking ֵחיֶלָך in the 
sense of ִֹּגְּבור ַחִיל, just as we speak of the ‘day of wrath’ or ‘day of vengeance’ 
or ‘day of my distress’ (Gen 35,3), we can speak of the ‘day of your valor’, 
that is to say when you accomplished exploits which testify to it.”18 Here 
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Barthélemy is seeking to support an interpretation which eliminates any 
reference to “volunteers” who follow and support the king. The claim that 
this phrase cannot designate a day of mobilization is unsubstantiated. The 
phrase is comprehensible as “the day of your (military) power” and could 
imply a military leader who is followed by a huge army. Alternatively, “power” 
could be a metonymy of cause for effect, i.e., “power” is put for “victory.” 
DCH emends the word to ִחיֶלָך and renders “the day of your birth.”19 This 
is clearly a stretch because if the word is ִחיל it should mean “birth pains” 
and the “your” would refer to the birth pains of the mother. Nonetheless 
some suggest this because it matches the reading “I have begotten you” even 
though the emendation is entirely without any textual witness.

4. MT ְְּבַהְדֵרי־קֶֹדׁש = in adornments of holiness. MT is supported by the 
LXX, by Theodotion, Aquila, Quinta, and Sexta, Jewish Revisers from the first 
and second centuries and by the Syriac Peshitta and Aramaic Targum. Another 
reading is בהררי קדש, “on the holy mountains.” Symmachus and Jerome’s 
PIH attest “mountains” from the second and fourth century respectively. 
Since Jerome was frequently influenced by Symmachus, it is doubtful that 
he represents an independent witness here. Some 30 Kennicott manuscripts 
and 41 De Rossi manuscripts plus the first hand of approximately a dozen 
others have “mountains.” These are later medieval manuscripts. The number 
of manuscripts reading “mountains” is small given the huge number (more 
than 1,000) collated by Kennicott and De Rossi. Finally, Bereshit Rabbah 
39:8 follows this interpretation.

The confusion of dalet and resh is common in Hebrew manuscripts whether 
in the paleo script or the later square script. Barthélemy notes that the read-
ing בהדרי, however, is protected here by List 7 of the Okhla of two hapax 
words which are distinguished only by the fact that one is written with dalet 
and the other with resh.20 A marginal note (masora parva) in the Aleppo 
Codex specifies here the uniqueness of the sequence ְְּבַהְדֵרי־קֶֹדׁש and of the 
sequence ְְּבַהְרֵרי־קֶֹדׁש in Psalm 87:1. In Kennicott, one medieval manuscript 
each reads בהדדי and בהרדי respectively, showing other readings that entail 
confusion of dalet and resh.

Can we determine if it was easier for scribes to read “mountains” or “adorn-
ments”? The latter reading, בהדרי, seems to be more difficult. The form ַהְדֵרי 
is construct masculine plural of ֶהֶדר or ָהָדר. The former noun occurs only 
in Daniel 11:20 and the latter occurs elsewhere in twenty-nine instances, all 
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singular. Hossfeld-Zenger note “unusual, though not grammatically impossi-
ble, is the word combination ְְּבַהְדֵרי־קֶֹדׁש, “in holy array,” or “in the splendor 
of the sanctuary” in v. 3c, because we have here a plural construction with 
a masculine ending, although הדר, “splendor, magnificence,” is feminine.21 
This argument is flawed because the noun הדר is, in fact, masculine as Psalm 
149:9 and Gesenius 18 make plain.22 Nonetheless, Hossfeld-Zenger are cor-
rect that the expression is unusual, though not impossible. And this makes it 
probable that scribes changed “adornments” to “mountains” (we have holy 
mountains already in Psalm 87:1) and not vice-versa. Moreover, it is hard to 
accept the claim of Barthélemy that seven of our earliest witnesses against 
just one or perhaps two represent the graphical error. After all, “mountains” 
is the easier reading. So “adornments” is the majority reading and the harder 
reading, just as we also find in the medieval manuscripts. It also makes sense 
in the context that the king’s people who represent “a collective voluntary 
offering” are in holy regalia.

5. MT ֵמֶרֶחם ִמְׁשָחר = from the womb of the dawn. All witnesses agree on 
the first word. The second word is attested by Aquila. The LXX, Theodotion, 
Symmachus, Quinta as well as the Secunda and the Syriac Peshitta have 
vocalized the same consonants as ִמַּׁשַחר, “from the dawn.” The Sexta and 
the Targum have vocalized the same consonants as ְמַׁשֵחר, “be early, seek 
eagerly.” Barthélemy lists Jerome’s PIH supporting MT, but orietur no doubt 
interprets the consonants as ְמַׁשֵחר as well.

There is an obvious reason why the majority of witnesses construe the 
consonants as “from the womb:” a noun ִמְׁשָחר is otherwise unattested in the 
Old Testament (OT). It is certainly the harder reading, but is it impossible? 
The analysis of Rendsburg is excellent:

The second word [מׁשחר] should be understood quite simply: מׁשחר is a 

byform of the more common word ׁשחר meaning “dawn.” Note that words of 

this semantic field typically bear mem before the root—thus מזרח “sunrise, 

east”, מוצא “sunrise, east”, מבוא “sunset, west”, and מערב “sunset, west”—so 

it should not be surprising to encounter the word מׁשחר “dawn” in the ancient 

Hebrew lexicon.23

So here the majority of witnesses reveals difficulty speakers of post-biblical 
Hebrew had with the text rather than support for an alternative reading. Many 
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of the translations also resulted in two prepositional phrases in sequence 
that appears awkward and redundant semantically.

The variants in the textual transmission relating to יָך ל ַיְלֻדֶתֽ ָ֗ך ַט֣  in MT are ְל֝
divided by Barthélemy into two, treating ְלָך ַטל and ַיְלֻדֶתיָך separately. This 
is artificial and may prejudice analysis as the first word is marked in MT by 
rebiaʿ mugraš and the second word by a munaḥ, thus construing יָך ל ַיְלֻדֶתֽ  ַט֣
as a bound noun phrase. We can list the witnesses for them separately, and 
then treat them together evaluating global considerations and perspectives 
on the problems in 110:3 as a whole.

6. MT ְלָך ַטל = to you belongs the dew [of your youth]. Witnesses attesting 
the same text as MT are Aquila, Symmachus, Quinta, Sexta, Secunda, and 
Jerome’s PIH. The word טל was understood by the Syriac Peshitta as Aramaic 
for “youth” and not “dew” but he had the same consonantal text. The Aramaic 
Targum represents a paraphrase, but is also based on the same text. These two 
words are not in the renderings of LXX and the Jewish Reviser Theodotion. 
After describing the variants on ַיְלֻדֶתיָך we can evaluate the witnesses.

 your youth. As Barthélemy notes, we must distinguish here = ַיְלֻדֶתיָך .7
between an issue of spelling and a problem of vocalization. Barthélemy’s 
treatment of the problem of spelling is cited in full:

Early editions hesitated on the spelling of this word. It is written ילדותך in 

the editio princeps of the Psalter (with commentary by Radaq) by Ezechias de 

Ventura, on August 29, 1477. Then, in the Naples edition of the Psalter (N1, 

again with Radaq), on March 28 1487, Joseph ben Jacob Ashkenazi has 

 a reading that the same printer takes up in the editio princeps (N2) of ,ילדותיך

the Ketubim, on September 26 of the same year. Then the editio princeps of the 

Bible (S), given by Joshua Shelomo Nathan, in Soncino, on February 13, 

1488, has ילדותך a spelling that the polyglot of Alcala will take over and the 

edition that Münster will give in Basel in 1534. Then, the edition of the Bible 

that Gershom Soncino gives in Brescia on May 24-31, 1494 has ילדותך. 
Justiniani, in the Polyglot Psalter which he published in Genoa in 1516 has 

 Felix de Prato, in the editio princeps (B1) of the Rabbinic Bible .ילדותיך

which Bomberg published in 1516-1517 in Venice, gives in his text ַיְלדּוֶתָך, 
but this is the first Bible that has variants in the margin: ילֻדתיָך. Finally, still 

at Bomberg, in 1525, Jacob ben Ḥayim ibn Adoniya, in the editio princeps 

(B2) of the Masoretic Bible, which will serve for a long time as a model for the 
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editions which will follow, writes ילדתך with the mp: ל׳ וכתי׳ כן = “unique 

and so written.” The same spelling and same mp is in the Warsaw 1860-1866 

edition of the Miqraot Gedolot. And it is naturally this spelling that BH2 [Biblia 

Hebraica 2nd Ed.] still transmits. However, whereas in 1720, in the Halle edition, 

J.H. Michaelis copied this spelling without mentioning any variant, the Minḥat 

Shay edition, in Mantua in 1744 wrote ילדתיך justifying this spelling with a 

precise note that Shelomo Norzi had written in 1626 for his Goder Pereṣ: וא"ו 
 בספבספים ַיְלֻדֶתיָך, במקצת מדוייקים מלא יו"ד בתבת תו"ו וחסחס
 ’in part of the carefully written manuscripts, ‘yod = בתבת דלת ויש חילופים

plene after ‘taw’ and ‘waw’ defective after ‘dalet’. And there are variations in 

the manuscripts. That there are ‘variations’ in the manuscripts is shown by de 

Rossi who, taking as the basic text that of Ben Ḥayim, quotes as attesting the 

spelling 59 ילדתיך mss Kennicott and 33 mss of his collection, and further, 

the first hands of 4 mss and the second hands of 4 more. Note finally that the 

mss Aleppo, Leningrad, and Cambridge Add 1753 agree on the spelling ילדתיך 
on which the ms L places the mp ל׳ וכתי׳ כן. This agreement of the three main 

witnesses of the classic Tiberian text allows us to conclude that this spelling is 

indeed the authentic spelling of this textual form. Let us add that this spelling is 

also that of the Babylonian ms Ec 22 (Yeivin V 139) and, it seems (the photo 

being difficult to read) of the ms Ec 17 (id. 96).24

Why such a detailed investigation is necessary will become clear when 
we consider how it was vocalized.

The consonantal text ילדתיך has been vocalized in two ways. The LXX 
construed the form as ְיִלְדְִּתיָך, “I have begotten you.” The Syriac Peshitta 
supports the LXX here but it may be dependent on the LXX. The Secunda 
has ἰελεδεθέχ and represents a vocalization of the Hebrew current in Caesarea 
around 240 AD. Some uncertainty attends interpretation of the form in the 
Secunda. Yuditsky believes it represents a nominal form.25 Benjamin Kantor, 
on the other hand, is producing a new critical edition of the Secunda and 
thinks it is a verbal form since the suffix is definitely a verbal suffix and 
explanation of changes in the vowels is at hand.26

The form ילדתיך has also been vocalized as ַיְלֻדֶתיָך which would be an 
abstract noun meaning “youth” with a pausal spelling. The following wit-
nesses (in chronological order) support the vocalization of MT: Theodotion, 
Aquila, Symmachus, Quinta, Sexta, Jerome’s PIH and the Aramaic Targum.



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 25.3 (2021)

158

Although the spelling ַיְלֻדֶתיָך seems unusual, the noun ַיְלדּות follows a 
normal noun pattern for an abstract noun and is found three times in MT. 
The other occurrences are Ecclesiastes 11:9 and 11:10 and both instances 
are instructive. First, the instance in Ecclesiastes 11:9 is pausal and is spelled 
with a yod exactly as we have in Psalm 110:3. Second, in Ecclesiastes 11:10 
the word is paired with ַׁשֲחרּות. Although this word is a hapax, it is almost 
certainly derived from the same root as the word for “dawn” and refers to 
youth as the dawn of life.27

9 Rejoice, O young man, in your youth, and let your heart cheer you in the days 

of your youth. Walk in the ways of your heart and the sight of your eyes. But 

know that for all these things God will bring you into judgment.
10 Remove vexation from your heart, and put away pain from your body, for youth 

and the dawn of life are vanity. (ESV)

Interpreting the last part of Psalm 110:3 in MT is difficult but not impos-
sible. We can render it “from the womb of the dawn, to you belongs the dew 
of your youth.”

According to the accents in MT, verse 3 is divided into three cola or lines 
as follows:

ָך  יֶל֥ ַעְּמָ֣ך ְנָדבֹ֮ת ְְּב֪יום ֵח֫
ר  ֶחם ִמְׁשָח֑ ֶדׁש ֵמֶר֣ ַהְדֵרי־קֹ֖ ְְּבֽ
יָך  ל ַיְלֻדֶתֽ ָ֗ך ַט֣ ְל֝

This colometry or stichometry indicates that “the dew of your youth” is par-
allel to “the day of your power” according to an A-B-A´ pattern.28 Delitzsch 
notes that ָֹּגלּות, a noun formed just like ַיְלדּות, can mean “exile” or “exiles,” 
so ַיְלדּות might mean “youth” or “young men.”29 So the phrase “your youth” 
would refer to the followers of the king and not the youth of the king him-
self. Hossfeld-Zenger reject this interpretation but the parallelism favors it.

The noun ַטל meaning “dew” occurs thirty-one times in MT. In the 
land of Israel/Palestine, where spring and fall rains in precisely the right 
amounts and at precisely the right time are crucial to a good harvest, dew 
is essential to life.30 When Isaac blesses Jacob, the best gift he can give is 
“the dew of heaven.” The dew is part of the “blessing of heaven above” 
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passed to Jacob’s favorite son Joseph in his deathbed blessing and Moses 
makes this clear in his deathbed blessing for Joseph in Deuteronomy 
33:13. Dew represents the greatest blessing of creation according to Psalm 
133:3. In Isaiah 26:19, the generative power of dew symbolizes the gift of 
resurrection life.31 Just as dawn silently removes the secrecy of night, so 
dawn reveals dew in abundance and generative power.32 We can interpret 
“from the womb of the dawn to you belongs the dew of your youth” to 
speak of the multitude and vigor of the young men who freely volunteer 
for battle under the king.

Hossfeld-Zenger categorically affirm that “youth” must refer to the king’s 
own adolescence and not to his “young men.”33 In spite of this, he cites 
Schenker in support of a suitable interpretation where “(morning) dew” and 
“youth” present a metaphorical statement about the life force and effective 
power of the king Yahweh places on Zion:

Youth and dew from the womb of the morning are alike. Both stand at a begin-

ning, the dew at the beginning of a new day and youth at the beginning of a life. 

Both are promises and both represent fertility, since dew brings the moisture 

the day needs and the king’s youth brings the strength needed for a happy reign 

over the people.34

Having proposed at least a reasonable interpretation of MT, we can now 
consider the problems in the text from a global perspective assessing again 
our textual witnesses and other interpretive proposals.35

Assessing Other Interpretive Proposals

Barthélemy in CTAT, Schenker, and Hossfeld-Zenger believe that the puta-
tive parent text of the LXX represents an earlier form of the text that was 
redacted by the editors of MT. Let us scrutinize this proposal. 

Schenker argues that since the translation of the LXX is so literal every-
where else in Psalm 110, the translation of v. 3 is also literal and based upon 
a parent text that, for example, omitted the words 36.לך טל This argument 
is flawed. What the translation of the LXX shows in v. 3, as does every early 
translation, is that verse 3 created problems for the translator. Since he 
vocalized ילדתיך as “I have begotten you,” in conformity with Psalm 2:7, he 
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then did not know what to do with the words לך טל. They simply did not 
fit in as Barthélemy admits. He states:

One would be tempted to rely on 𝔐 to keep ַטל and on the 𝔊 to omit ְלָך, but 

that would be a misuse of criticism. Better to admit either that ְלָך is the intro-

duction of an oracle and must be understood as ְלָך ָאַמְרְִּתי in the sense of “I 

declared about you,” or that it is an imperative of הלך: “come out!”37

No one appears to have followed the proposals of Barthélemy for לך and 
he has only demonstrated that once one reads the last word as a verb, the 
words לך טל do not fit.

It is worth noting that Theodotion revises the LXX ἐγέννησά σε “I have 
begotten you” to νεότητός σου “of your youth.” There is nothing in The-
odotion corresponding to לך טל. This may mean it was not in his parent text 
or it may just mean he didn’t bother to revise LXX at this point. It is typical 
of Theodotion to revise some things and not others in LXX.38 So we cannot 
prove whether or not these words were absent or extant in his Hebrew Text. 
Note that the text of the Secunda, which is the only other possible support 
for “I have begotten you” also clearly had the words לך טל.

Adrian Schenker argues that the form in MT represents a modification 
of the original text to avoid polytheistic traits (YHWH begets a ruler from 
a womb, from the morning light, i.e., from an astral greatness) and a parallel 
between the Son of the Dawn and the ruler in Psalm 110:3. He further posits 
on the basis of a parallel with the account of Gideon that the metaphor dew 
in MT was an editorial creation that follows the most natural of the previous 
metaphors “womb” and “morning light” and from the connection of dew 
and blessing.39

We would want to affirm with Schenker that the text of v. 3 of both LXX 
and MT derives from a common original form.40 But Schenker’s arguments 
that LXX is closer to the original text and that MT is a redaction of this are 
weak. Why would the tradents of MT be offended by Yahweh begetting a ruler 
when this idea is already in Psalm 2? Supposed parallels with Isaiah 14 on the 
one hand and the Gideon narrative in Judges 6:36-40 on the other, moreover, 
are forced and stretched. It is doubtful that the tradents of MT inserted the 
metaphor about dew when support for the text of לך טל is as old as Aquila 
(Second Century) and the witness of the LXX is not certainly, convincingly 
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or necessarily a support for their absence. The proto-Masoretic text has early 
support and Schenker’s argument fails when he has to acknowledge that the 
supposed editorial redaction was so early.

While Barthélemy, Schenker, and Hossfeld-Zenger all argue that the text 
of MT is a later redaction and relecture (reinterpretation) of the original text 
motivated theologically, they disagree on how to reconstruct the prior stage of 
the text. Moreover, after accepting ְיִלְדְִּתיָך as original, Hossfeld-Zenger do not 
offer a clear path from the original to the redaction in MT. They simply show how 
the reading in MT suits the final Edition of the Hebrew Psalter and how other 
readings may or may not suit their putative original text without a principled 
solution according to the science of textual criticism. They devote four paragraphs 
to נדבת ,עמך ,לך טל,ילדתיך, and בהדרי קדש presenting only suggestions as 
to what might be in the “prior stage of the text” and not arguing as to why these 
proposals should be convincing or satisfying.41 At the same time, they present 
good arguments as to why the “redaction” or “reinterpretation” in MT does suit 
the final Edition of the Hebrew Psalter.42 Wouldn’t it be a lot simpler to admit 
that the translator of the LXX was operating outside the circle of the Temple 
scribes and may not have had as reliable a reading tradition as the one passed 
down to us in MT? Nonetheless, he doubtless had the same Hebrew parent text.

Gary Rendsburg in reaction to the emendations of Brown reminds us 
that when we abandon the vocalization of MT there is no longer any fixed 
ground on which to stand and no solution has satisfied scholars so that fur-
ther proposals and treatments are multiplied.43 Over a dozen detailed recent 
treatments are referenced by Hossfeld-Zenger and interpretations are legion.44

Text-critical analysis, then, shows that the vocalization behind the LXX, 
possibly supported by the Secunda (the Syriac Peshitta is likely not inde-
pendent here), is likely based on a faulty reading tradition wrestling with a 
difficult verse while all our other early witnesses support MT (Theodotion, 
Aquila, Symmachus, Quinta, Sexta, Jerome’s PIH and Aramaic Targum). 
Exegesis demonstrates the difficulties entailed in almost every proposed 
parent text, but also plausible interpretations of MT are at hand.

We return to the claims of Matthew Bates, who states “the Masoretic 
vowel pointing is unlikely to reflect how this was being read in Jesus’ era, as 
the other ancient manuscript traditions make clear.”45 Text-critical analysis 
has shown that his claim is not clear from “the other ancient manuscript 
traditions.” Moreover, we know that Psalm 110 is one of the most alluded 
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to or cited texts from the OT in the New (Matt 22:44, 26:64, Mark 12:36, 
14:62, Luke 20:42-43, 22:69, Acts 2:34-35, Rom 8:34, 1 Cor 15:25, Eph 
1:20, Col 3:1, Heb 1:3, 13, 5:6, 10, 7:17, 21). Among these many allusions 
and citations, no author cites verse 3 according to Psalm 110. Moreover, in 
Hebrews 1:3 and 1:5 as well as in 5:5 and 5:6 the author combines citation 
of Psalm 2:7 with Psalm 110:1 or 4. This means that the author wanted to 
turn to Psalm 2 for the statement “I have begotten you” and connect this 
particular statement with Psalm 110 rather than cite Psalm 110:3 from the 
LXX for “I have begotten you” and connect this with verse 1 or 4 in Psalm 
110. If Jesus and the apostles were engaging in prosopological exegesis, why 
didn’t they appeal to Psalm 110:3 LXX in the context of referring to Psalm 
110? Instead, they appeal to Psalm 2 for the statement “I have begotten you.”

Were Jesus and his contemporaries engaging in prosopological exegesis? 
Earlier I published a preliminary assessment and answered in the negative.46 
Instead, Jesus and his apostles were reasoning from the metanarrative or 
storyline of Scripture. 

Correct interpretation begins by noting that the final edition of the Psalter 
comes from the period of time after the prophets.

At this point we need to consider the contribution of the writing prophets. 
If we look at the prophetic literature, there are two separate streams of thought. 
One is that Yahweh alone saves and God himself will rule his people. Another 
line of thought is that God will act through the Davidic king. We see this 
clearly in Isaiah. The prophet announces a coming king. This is not bad king 
Ahaz and not even good king Hezekiah. The future king is described in three 
panels in Isaiah 7-11. He is Immanuel born of a virgin in Isaiah 7:14. He is 
given divine names in Isaiah 9. He is given the Spirit sevenfold in Isaiah 11 and 
61 and his righteous rule issues in a new creation. There are also three panels 
in Isaiah 49-53 depicting the coming king as the servant of Yahweh. Here he 
accomplishes atonement for his people that results in the forgiveness of sins 
and while he bears their sins, he, in turn, gives them his victory over death.

Parallel to these themes is the claim that Yahweh is King. Yahweh is clearly 
king over the human king in Isaiah 6. The divine king is mentioned again in 
Isaiah 24:23 as reigning on Mt. Zion. He is confessed as king in 33:22: “Yahweh 
is our Judge, Yahweh is our Lawgiver, Yahweh is our King; it is he who will save 
us.” Yahweh identifies himself as Israel’s king in 41:21, 43:15, and 44:6, passages 
which emphasize his sovereign power and authority. Isaiah 66:1 loudly proclaims 
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Yahweh as King without using the word and this forms a bookend for Isaiah 6.47

Moreover, not only is Yahweh proclaimed as Israel’s Savior in 43:3 and 
45:15, but 43:11 states that apart from Yahweh there is no Savior. So, when 
the former passages indicate that the coming human king will rule the world, 
will atone for sin, will inaugurate a new covenant that eventually brings the 
Spirit, the lines between Yahweh and the coming human king are becoming 
blurred. This is what we also see in Psalm 45.

The picture in Psalms 2 and 110 is built from 2 Samuel 7, but shares with 
the development in Psalm 45 relations between Yahweh, the future King, and 
his people. Although the future king will conquer the nations as empowered 
by Yahweh, Psalm 110:3 does include a place for the people of the king in the 
coming battle even though the victory belongs solidly to the king and God.48

Conclusion

In thinking about the use of Psalm 110 by Jesus in Mark 12, the argument 
is better derived from the narrative storyline of the OT than by appealing 
to an analysis of characters as per the rhetorical techniques (prosopological 
exegesis) found in the later Roman Period and patristic scholarship. The 
appeal of Matthew Bates to this text to warrant his appeal to prospological 
exegesis is not warranted by our assessment of the text.

Appendix: Textual Witnesses for Psalm 110:3

MT (Aleppo Codex, Codex Leningradensis)

יָך ל ַיְלֻדֶתֽ ָ֗ך ַט֣ ר ְל֝ ֶחם ִמְׁשָח֑ ֶדׁש ֵמֶר֣ ַהְדֵרי־קֹ֖ ָך ְְּבֽ יֶל֥ ַעְּמָ֣ך ְנָדבֹ֮ת ְְּב֪יום ֵח֫

Dead Sea Scrolls — Not Extant for Psalm 110:3

Medieval Hebrew MSS – De Rossi49 
 ,203 ,180 ,176 ,166 ,150 ,148 ,142 ,131 ,125 ,118 ,93 ,73 ,1 בהררי [בהדרי
206, 208, 214, 215, 250, 252, 253, 311, 328, 355, 377, 454, 477, 497, 509, 
519, 591 [= 30 mss]; primo 130, 158, 358; forte 240, mei 1, 2, 3, 4, 31, 34, 
36, 39, 204, 215, 231, 244, 263, 276, 319, 343, 368, 385, 446, 447, 478, 510, 
517, 554, 564, 593, 595, 613, 632, 640, 677, 696, 732, 758, 759, 824, 864, 
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865, 867, 874, 910 [= 41 mss], primo 209, 270, 304, 350, 551, 553, 572, 596, 
846, videtur 789, videntur primo 32, 196 [= 83 mss total]

 ,203 ,192 ,180 ,176 ,171 ,130 ,121 ,102 ,89 ,41 ,36 ,31 ,30 ,17 ,2 ילדתיך [ילדתך
204, 207, 208, 209, 210, 213, 215, 219, 227, 239, 242, 251, 252, 319, 330, 399, 
400, 402, 403, 404, 423, 425, 437, 444, 455, 456, 477, 495, 496, 497, 520, 539, 
546, 559, 572, 587, 598, 601, 602, 606, 625, 638, 639, 646 [= 59 mss]; primo 3, 
326; nunc 141, mei 3, 32, 33, 35, 36, 40, 196, 204, 209, 231, 234, 249, 263, 276, 
287, 319, 328, 331, 385, 412, 596, 628, 632, 670, 681, 758, 775, 824, 828, 846, 
873, 941, 942 [=33 mss], primo 633, 789, nunc 270, 518, 782, [= 100 mss total]

LXX50 
μετὰ σοῦ ἡ ἀρχὴ ἐν ἡμέρᾳ τῆς δυνάμεώς σου
ἐν ταῖς λαμπρότησιν τῶν ἁγίων·
ἐκ γαστρὸς πρὸ ἑωσφόρου ἐξεγέννησά σε.51 
With you is rule on a day of your power
among the splendors of the holy ones
From the womb, before Morning-star, I brought you forth [NETS]52 

Early Jewish Revisors of LXX53 

Secunda
μηρὲμ μεσσαὰρ λακ τὰλ ἰελεδέχεθ (ἰελεδέθεχ)

Aquila (Epiphanius Pan. 65.4.5 [GCS], Eusebius [PG 23], Cat. 17 [1134])
μετὰ σοῦ ἑκουσιασμοὶ ἐν ἡμέρᾳ εὐπορίας σου.
ἐν διαπρεπεἰας ἡγιασμέναις.
ἀπὸ μήτρας ἐξωρθρισμένης σοι δρόσος παιδιότητός σου.
ἐξωρθρισμένης] ἐξωρθρισμένου Cat. 17
With you are voluntary offerings on the day of your power
in consecrated splendors
from early offspring [early morning womb] to you belongs the dew of your youth

Symmachus (Epiphanius Pan. 65.4.5 [GCS], Eusebius [PG 23], Cat. 17 [1134])
ὁ λαός σου ἡγεμονικοὶ ἐν ἡμέρᾳ τῆς ἰσχύος σου
ἐν ὄρεσιν ἁγίοις
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… ὡς κατ’ ὄρθρον σοι δρόσος ἡ νεότης σου
σοι δρόσος] δρόσου Epiphanius; δρόσος σου σ΄θ΄ Cat 17
Your people are leaders in the day of your strength
on holy mountains
… like in the early morning your dew is your youth
(Your youth is for you as early morning dew)

Theodotion (Epiphanius Pan. 65.4.5 [GCS], Cat. 17)
… ἐν εὐπρεπεἰᾳ ἁγίου [θ΄ε΄ acc. to Cat 17] [ἐν ἁγίου εὐπρεπεἰᾳ Ἕτερος 
Chrys. PG 55,274]
ἐκ μήτρας ἀπὸ πρωΐ νεότητός σου
in holy appearance/decorum
from the womb, from the early morning of your youth

Quinta (Epiphanius Pan. 65.4.5 [GCS], Eusebius [PG 23], Cat. 17, 
Chrysostom)
μετὰ σοῦ ἑκουσιασμοὶ ἐν ἡμέρᾳ δυνάμεώς σου.
ἐν δόξῃ τῶν ἁγίων [σ΄ acc. to Cat 17] [ἐν δόξῃ ἁγίων Ἄλλος Chrys. PG 55,274]]
ἐκ μήτρας ἀπὸ ὄρθρου σοι δρόσος νεότητός σου
νεότητός σου] ἐν νεότητί σου GCS; om σου Cat 17
with you are freewill offerings in the day of your power
in the glory of the holy ones
from the womb from early morning to you belongs the dew of youth

Sexta (Epiphanius Pan. 65.4.5 [GCS], Cat. 17)
ἐκ γαστρὸς ζητήσουσί σε, δρόσος νεανικότητός σου 
om δρόσος Cat 17; νεανισκοτης Cat 17
from the womb they will seek you early—the dew of your vigour

Vulgate54 
Gallican Psalter (= LXX)
tecum principium in die virtutis tuae
in splendoribus sanctorum
ex utero ante luciferum genui te

Psalmi iuxta Hebraeos (PIH; Psalms according to the Hebrew)
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populi tui spontanei erunt in die fortitudinis tuae
in montibus sanctis quasi de vulva orietur tibi ros adulescentiae tuae
Your people will be willing in the day of your strength
on holy mountains as from the womb will arise for you the dew of your youth

Aramaic Targum55 

 עמך דבית ישראל דמתנדבין לאוריתא ביום אגחות קרבך תסתייע עמהון בשיבהורי קודשא רחמין דאלהא יסתרהבון לך

היך נחתת טלא יתבין לרוחצן תולדתך׃

As for your people, the house of Israel, who offer themselves voluntarily to 
the Law, on the day of the waging of your war you will join with them; in 
the splendor of holiness the compassion of God will hasten to you like the 
descent of the dew; your generations will dwell securely.56 
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 The Psalter’s Royal Orientation

One very important upshot of approaching the Psalter redemptive-histor-
ically is the royal orientation of the Psalter. By “royal orientation” we mean 
that the king is the central figure. Fundamentally, the Psalms are both by and 
about the king. The Psalter can be thought of as a royal hymnbook, and its 
individual psalms have the house of David as its subject matter and point of 
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reference. Obviously, not all the psalms are about the king; many are about 
Israel without reference to the king. This is especially true in the fourth and 
fifth books (e.g., 90, 93, 113, 114, 115). But ideally, Israel is to be ruled by 
the king. According to D. M. Carr, “the education of scribes in the biblical 
world was designed to train in them royal values and national culture.”2 But 
“it was the king, not the scribe, who embodied the fullest ideal of humanity.”3 
The royal orientation anticipates David’s greater Son promised to him in 2 
Samuel 7:8–16 and finally realized in the Lord Jesus Christ. At this point 
we want to establish that this is indeed the orientation of the Psalter and 
just how it is so.4 

The importance of this discussion is immediately evident: it determines 
how we ought to read and understand the Psalms. Is the Psalter in fact oriented 
to the king? Who is the “I,” the “me,” the “my,” and the “he” who speaks in 
the Psalms? If these refer to “everyman” or even “every pious man,” that is 
one thing. But if they refer to David or the Davidic king who represents the 
kingdom of God and the people of God, quite another understanding arises. 

For example, Psalm 4, “A Psalm of David,” is not about personal opposition 
and interpersonal conflict; opposition to the king is in view. The difference is 
important and determines how we are to understand the psalm. Or if Psalm 
63 was in fact written by David during his flight from Absalom, then his 
reflections on the sanctuary (v. 2) take specific significance; the superscript 
provides this context, and without it we are left with no context. 

In his study of the Psalter, Hermann Gunkel identified ten or eleven 
“royal” psalms—Psalms 2, 18, 20, 21, 45, 72, 101, 110, 132, 144:1–11, and 
possibly 89 (cf. vv. 47–52). Gunkel’s determination was based on the specific 
mention of the “king,” God’s “anointed,” or David himself. And indeed, these 
psalms pertain to some specific aspect of the king’s career: his coronation 
(2, 110), his marriage (45), his leading the nation into battle (20) and his 
victorious return (21), the qualities of his person and rule (18, 72, 144), 
his zeal for the ark of God (132), God’s covenant with him (89), and his 
personal aspirations (101). But in most psalms the king serves the national 
interests, not his own, and in that sense they too are royal. According to the 
superscripts fully half of the Psalter is Davidic, and therefore royal. Moreover, 
on the one hand, the somewhat random scattering of these “royal” psalms 
suggests a royal orientation and, on the other hand, when we examine the 
final arrangement, shape, and message of the Psalter, these uniquely royal 
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psalms were placed strategically to signal just this Davidic/royal perspective. 
In Psalm 2, the psalm of God’s anointed commanded to ask for the nations 
as his inheritance, is placed up front to help introduce the Psalter and estab-
lish its leading figure. In Psalm 3 we hear the king in prayer surrounded by 
his enemies. Similarly, the uniquely royal psalms are placed at the seams of 
the five “books” of Psalms to remind us of the same. The entire first book is 
Davidic (Pss 3-41), as is most of the second. The inspired editor(s) added 
more psalms of David in the other three books. The large number of psalms 
by David and the strategic placing of uniquely royal psalms in the Psalter’s 
editing seem to justify this understanding of its orientation.

John Eaton’s landmark work, Kingship and the Psalms scrutinizes many 
Psalms in detail and demonstrates that this royal orientation goes further 
and is, in fact, pervasive. His work begins with the most obvious clue, the 
superscripts’ explicit identification of David, and proceeds to display further 
evidence from the rest of the Psalter. Here we will summarize his primary 
lines of evidence.5 

1. The heading “Of David” appears over seventy-three of the psalms (eighty-

four in the Septuagint.

2. Strong biblical tradition (1 Chron 15–16; 25:1–8; 2 Chron 29:25–26; Neh 

12:36; Amos 6:5, etc.) and later Jewish tradition also, including one of the 

Dead Sea Scrolls, unanimously attribute the Psalter to David. 

3. Throughout the ancient Near East the king was responsible for the temple 

worship, and David took this initiative also (1 Chron 15–16; cf. Hezekiah, 

2 Chron 29; Isa 38:20). 

4. The only identifiable “situation” in the “psalms of the individual” (“I”) is 

that of the king. 

5. “Coupled with the preceding point is the general homogeneity of the psalms 

... There is a prevailing similarity which is in accord with an origin within 

a restricted royal and national cultus.”

6. The “enemies” in view in various psalms are frequently nations (e.g., 18:43; 

20; 21; 28; 61; 63; 89; 144), indicating again that the king is in view. Psalm 

21, for example, opens with the king’s rejoicing in victory. 

7. In some of the psalms the “I” and “we” alternate (e.g., 9–10; 44; 60; 66; 

75; 102). This interpretive problem is easily resolved by a recognition of 

the representative character of the king. 
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8. Royal references occur frequently throughout the “psalms of the individual.” 

Here Eaton cites Gunkel. “All nations attend to the psalmist’s thanksgiving 

(18:49; 57:9; 138:1, 4; 119:46). His deliverance has vast repercussions 

(22:27–31). He invokes a world-judgment to rectify his cause (7:7–8; 

56:7; 59:5, 8; cf. 43:1). He depicts himself as victorious over the nations 

through God’s intervention (118:10). He confronts armies (3:6; 27:3; 56:2; 

59; 109:3; 120:7; 140:2, 7–8). He is like a bull raising horns in triumph 

(92:10; 1 Sam. 2:1). He is God’s son (2:7).”

9. “In many cases the royal interpretation is especially to be preferred because it 

allows the psalm as it stands to be seen as a consistent and meaningful whole.”

10. “It is almost unthinkable that a collection of hymns stemming from the 

royal temple—one large court enclosed ... both the Lord’s Temple and 

the king’s palace—should not include the petitions and praises of the king.” 

Each of Eaton’s ten points may be expanded at some length. Eaton com-
ments further: 

The speaker vows continual psalmody. He stands out before the vast festal con-

gregation (22:33, 26; 40:10f.). His head is raised on high ... His glory receives 

special mention ... He is blessed with superabundant life ... His designations of 

God as his helper are often related to warfare ... Enemies, military and national 

in character, aim at him personally rather than at his country and people.6

All of this reflects a royal orientation. And we should keep in mind those 
that mention David and his house (18:50; 78:70; 89:3, 20, 35, 49; 132:1, 
10–11, 17; 144:10; cf. 122:5). The psalmist’s concern for the fate of his 
people, as in Psalm 94, is best accounted for with reference to the king. Some 
of the Psalms are prayers of intercession for the king (cf. 28:8; 61:6–7; 63:11; 
84:8–9; 72). Ethan’s lament in Psalm 89 is all about the king. In Psalm 84 the 
pilgrims make their way to Jerusalem for the festival, and when they arrive 
they sing of their king: 

9 Behold our shield, O God; 

 look on the face of your anointed!
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The “shield” is the king, God’s anointed, and the prayer is for him, and he 
represents to the covenant congregation who is in corporate solidarity with 
him—David and his kingdom and proleptically Christ the true King and his 
church. The covenant people participate in the king’s defeat and victories. 
If we read the psalms as pertaining to “everyman” we miss that the psalms 
speak of the king’s battle: “Behold our shield, O God!” It is not our battle—it 
is his. Our hope hangs on his success.

So also in Psalm 44 the sons of Korah sing of the king: 

5 Through you we push down our foes; 

 through your name we tread down those who rise up against us.
6 For not in my bow do I trust, 

 nor can my sword save me.
7 But you have saved us from our foes 

 and have put to shame those who hate us.
8 In God we have boasted continually, 

 and we will give thanks to your name forever. Selah.

Is it not most likely that the king represents the defeated army of Israel in prayer 

before God? Who is a more likely candidate than the king as the speaker of the line, 

“I do not trust in my bow, my sword does not save me” (v. 6)? It is also instructive 

to note that in this psalm, as in many others, there is a fluid interchange between 

the plural pronoun “we” and the singular pronoun “I.” This psalm begins, for 

example, “We have heard with our ears ... our fathers have told us that you did 

in their days” followed by “You are my King and my God who decrees victories 

for Jacob” (v. 4). This change can best be explained on the assumption that the 

human subject is the king representing the people. In short, although the psalm 

is assigned to the sons of Korah, the human subject is a king. Does not this also 

suggest that other Psalms not assigned to David were composed for Israel’s king?7 

James Hutchinson argues at length that the Psalter itself is intended by the 
editor(s) to be understood as an extended reflection on Psalm 2,8 and John 
Woodhouse argues that “the reader of the Psalms is not allowed to forget” 
Psalm 2 and its promise of the reign of God’s Anointed. Even the exilic Psalm 
137 is about David, he argues: “What else does ‘we remembered Zion’ (Ps. 
137:1) mean? Psalm 137 is about the city of David, and the promises of God 
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associated with it.”9 Many expressions are found throughout the Psalms that 
are especially appropriate with reference to the king. 

From you comes my praise in the great congregation; 

 my vows I will perform before those who fear him (22:25). 

But you have exalted my horn like that of the wild ox; 

 you have poured over me fresh oil (92:10). 

All nations surrounded me; 

 in the name of the Lord I cut them off (118:10).

I will also speak of your testimonies before kings 

 and shall not be put to shame (119:46).

The Davidic covenant, often in view in the Psalms, most prominently in 
Psalm 89, indicates that the royal sons remain in view also. Indeed, in light of 
this promise (2 Sam 7:12–16) “it would be most surprising if David did not 
intend his many and varied types of psalms to be used by and for the house 
of David at the house of the Lord. Almost certainly these royal psalms had 
a royal significance in Israel’s cultus.” Each next Davidic king inherited the 
covenant promise and thus, at least in his ideal, inherits the nations (2:8) 
and reigns in righteousness over the world, and also “suffers on behalf of 
the kingdom of God and wrestles with God in prayer” for that kingdom.10 

It is surely significant also that this royal orientation of the Psalter parallels 
the literature and hymns of the contemporary ancient Near Eastern religions. 

A legitimate conclusion from this is that all these themes and more indi-
cate that pervasively it is the king who is in view throughout the Psalter. It is 
abundantly evident that the subject of the Psalms is not the common man or 
even the outstandingly pious man. And the many about Israel are about the 
kingdom of God over which the Lord set the house of David. More basic to 
an understanding of the Psalms than a recognition of the various psalm types 
is the recognition that the king is the subject in view throughout—not just 
in the praise psalms but in the laments and acknowledgment (traditionally, 
“thanksgiving”) psalms also. And after the fall of the house of David, the 
eschatological dimension of the royal psalms took even sharper focus.
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Some (particularly older) commentators were so convinced of the spe-
cifically Davidic orientation that they would labor to reconstruct historical 
background to psalms where none is provided in the superscript. Such a task 
should be considered tentative at best. There are exceptions to the Davidic 
orientation, of course, but even in psalms written after the collapse of the 
Davidic kingship the Davidic orientation is not necessarily absent, as Psalm 
137. The royal orientation of the Psalter is pervasive. It is essentially a Royal 
Hymnbook with all the people of God gathered around the king at the temple. 

The Significance of the Psalter’s Royal Orientation

The significance of this point is readily apparent. Apart from this royal ori-
entation many of the psalms would lack unity and coherence, as have seen 
in Psalm 4. Without a recognition of the Davidic authorship of the psalms 
attributed to him this royal orientation would be less apparent, and the 
exposition of those psalms would go astray, as happened after historical 
criticism hit academics like a tsunami.

The significance of this goes further as we seek to understand the Psalms 
in canonical perspective. Although, this truth needs to be explored further, 
here we can note already that the Davidic king is prospective of David’s greater 
son. And often the Psalms present the king in his ideal, in which case Christ 
comes into view more directly. Moreover, the king represents the people, 
Israel—the two were inseparable. And just as the king is prospective of the 
greater King, so also Israel is prospective of the church. This royal orientation 
of the Psalter defines its place in the canon and gives us the right to sing the 
Psalms with reference to Christ. As we understand that the Psalms concern 
the king, and when we observe that David delivers his psalms “to the choir-
master” to sing about the king, he gives us warrant to sing of the King also. 
If we miss this, we will individualize the Psalms and read them as though 
they are talking about us—an interpretive mistake that would rob Christ of 
his glory and us of their original and canonical significance. 

The Psalms are ultimately the prayers of Jesus Christ, Son of God. He alone is 

worthy to pray the ideal vision of a king suffering for righteousness and emerg-

ing victorious over the hosts of evil. As the corporate head of the church, he 

represents the believers in these prayers. Moreover, Christians, as sons of God 
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and as royal priests, can rightly pray these prayers along with their representative 

Head. Dietrich Bonhoeffer also reached the conclusion that Jesus Christ is the 

one praying in the psalter. “The Psalter,” he wrote, “is the prayer book of Jesus 

Christ in the truest sense of the word.”11

Furthermore, with this royal understanding we lay a firm foundation for 
a Christological interpretation of the Psalms, a point that requires further 
development. But we are on solid ground since Jesus said that the Psalms 
speak of him, and here we see just how that is so—they speak of the king, 
and he, the son of David, is the King par excellence. The experiences and 
emotions of the king in the Psalms—his passions, his sufferings, his struggles, 
his heartaches—foreshadow the experiences and emotions of the Lord Jesus, 
the Messianic King, the Christ who in fact has taken on all of our sufferings 
and emotions. Even he, on the cross, felt abandoned by God. He was tempted. 
And yet he triumphed and in doing so both accomplished our redemption 
and showed us how we may triumph also. With this historical approach 
and royal orientation in mind we see our Savior more clearly in the Psalter.

1.  This article is an excerpt from a forthcoming book by Bruce K. Waltke and Fred G. Zaspel, How to Read 
and Understand the Psalms (Crossway, forthcoming), a book designed to equip Christians, especially 
pastors, to read the Psalms profitably. It is used by permission.

2.  Gordon J. Wenham, Psalms as Torah: Reading Biblical Song Ethically (Baker Academic, 2012), 45, citing David 
M. Carr, Writing on the Tablet of the Heart: Origin of Scripture and Literature (Oxford University Press, 2003).

3.  Carr, Writing on the Tablet of the Heart, 31.
4.  See Bruce K. Waltke, “A Canonical Process Approach to the Psalms” originally published in John S. 

Feinberg and Paul D. Feinberg, Tradition and Testament: Essays in Honor of Charles Lee Feinberg (Chicago: 
Moody, 1981), 3–18; republished in Bruce K. Waltke, The Dance between God and Humanity: Reading the 
Bible Today as the People of God (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2013), 58–74. 

5.  Here we follow John Eaton’s landmark work, Kingship and the Psalms (1986), 20–26.
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8.   James Hely Hutchinson, “The Psalter as a Book,” in Andrew Shead, ed., Stirred by a Noble Theme: The 

Book of Psalms in the Life of The Church (Apollos, 2013), chapter 2.
9.  John Woodhouse, “Reading the Psalms as Christian Scripture,” in Shead, Stirred, 54–55. 
10.  Waltke, “Canonical Process,” 13-14.
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Introduction to Psalm 1451

Today’s sermon comes as the final message of our series on the Psalter. One 
goal of this brief series has been to help us see that the Psalter is not a random 
collection of one-hit wonders from Israel’s history. The Psalter does not come 
to us as a cabinet of unorganized sheet music. Rather, the Psalter presents us 
with a well-tempered collection, a well-ordered oratorio singing the story of 
the Old Testament (OT). The Psalter celebrates one grand story across five 
books: The God Who Makes Us Sing and Trust in His King.

Another goal of our brief series has simply been to help us fall in love with the 
Psalms for the first time, or all over again. The psalmists sing God’s instructions 
(torah) to us for every mood and season of life. The one who learns the psalms 
well, learns to weep and rejoice well. I hope you will make reading the Psalms, 
even just one a day, a regular part of your Bible reading. The Psalter is the inspired 
prayer book and songbook of the Bible. In these 150 psalms, God gives us model 
prayers and model songs that should fill our quiet times and playlists.

As Calvin remarked in his commentary on the Psalms, the Psalter is “‘An 
Anatomy of all the Parts of the Soul’; for there is not an emotion of which 
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anyone can be conscious that is not here represented.”2 As Anthony Gilby 
explained when writing a dedication for a work on the Psalter in the 1500s, 
“This book of Psalms is most necessary for every Christian … While all other 
Scripture teaches us what God says to us, these prayers of the saints teach 
us what we should say to God.”3 In every mood and moment, God teaches 
how to sing the blues or dance an ode to joy—all for his glory.

The Story of the Psalter: The Context of Psalm 145

The Psalter opens with a grand introduction of Psalms 1-2. The two psalms 
sound the opening overture; they belong together. Echoing God’s commands 
for Adam in the opening chapters of Genesis, God’s requirements for a 
king in Deuteronomy 17, and God’s promises to King David in 2 Samuel 
7, Psalms 1-2 introduce us to the main melodies in the symphony of the 
Psalter. Namely, we need a blessed man (Psalm 1) and king (Psalm 2) who 
will treasure God’s word and rule God’s world well.

Books 1-3 of the Psalter provide part one of the story (Pss 1-72). Books 
1 and 2 of the Psalter are taken up almost entirely with songs of David, and 
many of those are songs of sadness. David’s life and experiences in Books 
1-2 show us the kind of king we should look for and the experiences we 
should expect as we wait for the king.4 Even though David appears to be 
the blessed man and anointed king of Psalms 1-2, enemies hound him like 
a wild animal in Books 1-2. Nevertheless, Book 1 ends in Psalm 41 as David, 
echoing the grand promises of 2 Samuel 7, praises God for “setting him in 
his presence forever,” even in the face of suffering (Ps 41:12 ESV). David 
is the messiah-king to whom and through whom God promised the future 
Messiah-King would come. David, God’s messiah-king, sings and prophesies 
of God’s final Messiah-King as early as Psalm 2.

Book 2 of the Psalter records more bitter threats against King David. The 
songs of Book 2 continue to show us that lament is a common experience of 
God’s people, and even God’s king. Book 2 (like Book 1 in Psalm 32) also records 
David’s moral failure in Psalm 51. Alas, as good and righteous as David appears, 
he cannot be the final blessed man and righteous king for whom we long.

As Book 2 of the Psalter ends with Psalm 72, the songs of the historical 
King David come to an end (Ps 72:20). David, the son of Jesse, is laid to 
rest, and his son Solomon sings his father’s final words.5 Remarkably, even 



A Sermon on Psalm 145: A Universal, Unending Song of Praise to God the King

179

as David is laid to rest at the end of Book 2, both David and Solomon know 
that God’s great promises for a future Messiah-King remain alive. Both 
David and Solomon looked out beyond themselves toward the horizon for 
the coming of the Messiah-King. 

Then comes Book 3 (Pss 73-89). After the death of Israel’s greatest king 
comes Israel’s greatest darkness. Book 3 discloses dark song of crisis. The 
psalms in Book 3 track the demise of Israel and all their kings and follow 
them deep into the darkness of the exile. Book 3, especially Psalms 88-89, 
haunts us with the bleak Good Friday of the Psalter’s story.

But then comes Book 4. Books 4-5 provide the conclusion and part two 
of the Psalter. Book 4 opens with the oldest song in the Psalter. Moses, the 
man of God, writes Psalm 90. This old song by the old prophet reminds us of 
our old hope—God the everlasting refuge of his people for all generations. 
David’s line and promises may look dead, but the Lord still reigns (Pss 93-99). 
And, when Book 4 ends, the first hallelujahs anywhere in the Psalter erupt. 

What does hallelujah mean? It is a command to “praise the Lord.” For 
a book called “Praise Songs” (tehillim), one would have thought that the 
command to “praise the Lord” (hallu–YAH) would sound throughout the 
Psalter. But the command does not appear throughout the Psalms.

The command hallelujah appears only twenty-five times across 150 psalms. 
An editor like Ezra placed all twenty-five appearances of the word hallelujah 
at the end of the Psalter, in Books 4-5. Four appearances come strategically 
at the very end of Book 4.6 The remaining twenty-one occurrences of the 
hallelujah command appear in Book 5. Nearly half of them explode into 
praise in Psalms 146-150 alone.7 A volley of hallelujah fireworks forms the 
finale of the Psalter. Book 5 gives us the hallelujah book of the Psalter, and 
the sermon today comes from this hallelujah Book 5 of the Psalter. The 
sermon passage today is Psalm 145.

The Hallelujahs of the Palter: The Hope of Book 5 and Psalm 145

Before settling into Psalm 145, I want us to keep thinking about the concen-
tration of hallelujahs at the end of the Psalms. Why are all the commands to 
“praise the Lord” reserved for the end of the Psalter, and almost entirely in 
Book 5? Because the story will end better than it begins. The concentration 
of hallelujahs at the end of the story of the Psalter shows the movement of 
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our lives, of Israel, and their king. Our lives move from lament to praise.
Think of the movement of the Psalter’s story like this. The Psalter moves 

from an opening series of five laments by David in Book 1 (Pss 3-7) to a closing 
cosmic call of five hallelujah songs in Book 5 (Pss 146-150). The final psalm, 
Psalm 150, even ends with a double hallu-YAH that concludes the entire Psalter: 
“Let all that has breath praise the Lord, Praise the Lord” (Ps 150:6).

Thus, the high concentration of hallelujahs at the end of Book 5, especially 
in Psalms 146-150, shows us the slow but certain crescendo of the entire 
Psalter. What is it? We are made for glory and destined for praise. All of 
us. We are made for worship. Yet the fundamental problem of the human 
condition is our failure to worship God through Jesus Christ alone. We are 
made for praise. But we praise and enjoy everything else but God. That is 
what is wrong with you and me. 

Our lives as believers, like the flow of the Psalter, are moving towards 
eternal hallelujahs. When the end comes, the hallelujahs of life that seem 
oft interrupted by the laments of life now will then be sustained forever by 
an eternal fermata. So, if we ask, “How does Book 5 function in the story of 
the Psalter?”, we could say that Book 5 signals the final return to praise after 
the laments of Book 1-3. In fact, are you in Psalm 145? 

Notice the title of Psalm 145. What is the title? The first line of Psalm 145 
says what? “A song of praise” (tehillah). What other songs in the Psalter do 
the authors describe as a “praise song” or the like? In the book of Psalms, a 
book whose name means something like “praise songs,” (tehillim) how many 
songs other than Psalm 145 bear a title of “song of praise”? Do you know 
how many? None. Psalm 145 is the only Psalm in the entire Psalter called a 
“song of praise” (tehillah). The only one.

Think of the significance of Psalm 145 as the only song bearing the super-
scription, “a song of praise,” in a book whose name means “praise songs.” Out 
of all the places an editor like Ezra could have placed Psalm 145, “a song of 
praise,” he placed Psalm 145 here, near the very end of the Psalter. Why? Because 
though sad songs dominate the score of Psalter, and our own experiences at 
times, sad songs are not the final note in the score of the Psalter. Sadness may 
sound a common chord in our lives, but it is never the root chord in our lives. 
Our lives, like the story of the Psalter, are moving from lament to praise.

Far from being a misnomer, then, the title “praise songs” (tehillim) reflects 
the appropriate title of the Psalter. Why? Because the title of the Psalter 
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indicates the invincible and inevitable telos (goal) of the believer’s life.8 The 
story of the Psalter tells us that “we are [indeed] called to live in a real world 
of undeniable suffering and pain. Yet [book 5 shouts to us telling us that] 
lament is not God’s final word.”9

Thus, Psalm 145 bearing the only “song of praise” title (tehillah) in the 
Psalter and coming at the very end of the entire story gives a fitting conclusion 
to the book of Psalms. Think, then, of what the placement of psalms of praise 
at the end of the Psalter means. Matthew Henry explains the significance.

That the book of Psalms concludes with psalms of praise, all praise, for praise, is the 

conclusion of the whole matter … And it [indicates] that God’s people, towards 

the end of their life, should abound much in praise, … because, at the end of their 

life, they … [go] … to the world of everlasting praise, and the nearer they come 

to heaven the more they should accustom themselves to the work of heaven.10

What a wonderful reality. Psalm 145, the only titled “song of praise” in the 
Psalter, comes at the end of the Psalter to remind us what will come at the 
end of our days—praise. One final breath of praise or pain, the eyes close, 
and then eternal breaths of praise forevermore. Hallelujah.

In the storyline of the Psalter, after the journey from sufferings and lament 
of Books 1-2 to the dark crisis of Book 3 where God’s flickering promises for 
his king seem snuffed out, Books 4-5 sound the note that God’s reign and 
promises are alive and well. Book 5, in particular, with its concentrations of 
hallelujahs and the strategic placement of Psalm 145 at the end, signals the 
return to praise, now and forever.

Book 5 not only signals the return of praise, but it also signals the return 
of the King. Again, look at the title of Psalm 145. What comes after the 
phrase “a song of praise”? “Of David.” If you are following the story of the 
Psalter in our sermon series, seeing David as an author at this point should 
make us shout and shiver at the same time. What do I mean? “What is the 
big deal?” “David wrote most of Psalms anyway.” Yes, but do not forget that 
the Psalter presents us with a well-ordered musical, a story. 

Nearly all the psalms that David wrote appear in Books 1-2. Remember 
this historical David, son of Jesse, was laid to rest in Psalm 72:20. But a few 
psalms of David appear after Psalm 72. What does this mean as we take in 
the story of the Psalter? I think the appearance of “psalms of David” after 
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Psalm 72 indicates that even though the first David died, we are still looking 
for the final David to come. Such a Davidic messianic logic reflects other 
places in the OT where prophets still speak of David as the coming king, 
even though David has been dead for centuries (cf. Ezek 37:24–28). As 
James Montgomery expresses the desire in his hymn, “Hail to the Lord’s 
Anointed,” we long for “great David’s greater son!”11

David’s voice has been nearly silent since Book 2, but now suddenly the voice 
of the King returns in Psalm 145. At this point in the Psalter’s story, we have 
the dramatic return of the Davidic king and God’s messianic promises through 
him.12 After a prolonged silence, we have the return of the king predicting the 
coming of the final King, Jesus Christ the son of David. Hallelujah, he reigns! 

In Psalm 145, at the end of Book 5, King David celebrates God’s eternal 
kingdom (and King). Psalm 145, at the end of the Psalter, forms a closing 
frame with Psalm 2, at the opening of the Psalter, where God installs his 
Messianic-King and Son on David’s throne. Then God commands all to take 
refuge in him.13 Thus, the two psalms form a messianic frame (inclusio) around 
the Psalter calling all creation to sing praise to God and trust the (coming) 
King. Indeed, the Psalter ends with a climactic chorus of hallelujahs in Psalms 
146-150, with anticipatory overtones of the final book of the Bible in which 
“the kingdoms of this world … become the kingdoms of our Lord and of his 
Christ, and he shall reign forever and ever” (Rev 11:15). Praise the Lord. 

This is the God who calls us to sing and put our trust in his King—Jesus 
Christ, King of Kings and Lord of Lords. Warren Wiersbe summarizes the 
hopeful end of Psalter by explaining that “like the book of Revelation that 
closes the New Testament, [these final psalms] say to God’s people, ‘Don’t 
worry—this is the way the story will end. We shall all be praising the Lord!’”14

With the context of Book 5 and the Psalter in mind, we now turn to examine 
Psalm 145. Psalm 145 is a song by a great king for the greatest king. This psalm 
points our eyes beyond this world to God the King and his coming King.

Setting Up the Exposition of Psalm 145

Before reading Psalm 145, notice one final matter. Each verse of Psalms 145 
begins with a different letter of the Hebrew alphabet. David appears blinded 
by the splendor of God’s goodness and greatness; he does not know where 
to begin his praise. So, with marvelous poetic imagination, David takes every 
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letter of the Hebrew alphabet and praises God. 
David’s method of meditation on God’s goodness and greatness provides 

a model for us. David offers us a way to meditate on God’s glory. Sit down 
and write a line of praise to God based on every letter of our (English) alpha-
bet. In such an exercise, we increase our delight in God and experience the 
blessings promised to the one who meditates on God’s word “day and night” 
(Ps 1:1–2). Even children can cultivate such a simple way to meditate on 
God and his glory. If you are hearing this message as a child, write the word 
“great” on your paper, because God is great. Using every letter in the word 
“great,” write a sentence describing God’s goodness and greatness. Such an 
exercise reflects the precise discipline that David does here. From A–Z, we 
would say, David shows us how to meditate on the greatness of God the king. 

Now let us read this great psalm of praise. I am reading from the English 
Standard Version (ESV). In reading Psalm 145, I will supply some headings, 
emphasize some repeated ideas, and provide brief explanations.15

The (Annotated) Text of Psalm 145

“A Song of Praise.” “Of David.”

I Praise You (Daily and Forever)

[’] 1 I will extol you, my God and King,   (Here is the purpose of the psalm.)

and bless your name forever and ever. (145:1b, 2b form an inclusio with 145:21b)

[b] 2 Every (kol) day I will bless you 

and praise your name forever and ever.

The Cause of Praise (All to follow in Psalm 145 expands the theme of God’s 

greatness.)

[g] 3 Great is the Lord, and greatly to be praised, (Here is the cause and theme. 

and his greatness is unsearchable.  (We cannot fully search out his greatness.)

Generations Praise Your Works and Character
[d] 4 One generation shall commend your works (ma‘aseh) to another, 

and shall declare your mighty acts (gevurah).

[h] 5 On the glorious splendor of your majesty, 

and on your wondrous works (dabar) I will meditate.



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 25.3 (2021)

184

[w] 6 They shall speak of the might of your awesome deeds (yare’), 

and I will declare your greatness.

[z] 7 They shall pour forth the fame of your abundant goodness and  

shall sing aloud of your righteousness

Causes of Praise

[kh] 8 The Lord, is 

 gracious and merciful,

 slow to anger and 

 abounding in steadfast love.

[t]   9 The Lord, is good to all (kol),

 and his mercy (rachamim, compassion) is over all (kol) that he has made.

All Your Works & Saints Praise Your Universal Kingdom (Rule)

[y] 10 All (kol) your works (ma‘aseh) shall give thanks to you, O Lord,

 and all your saints (khasid) shall bless you!

[k] 11 They shall speak of the glory of your kingdom (malkhut)

 and tell of your power (gevurah),

[l] 12 to make known to the children of man your mighty deeds (gevurah),

and the glorious splendor of your kingdom (malkhut).

[m] 13a Your kingdom (malkhut) is an everlasting kingdom (malkhut), 

and your dominion endures throughout all (kol) generations.

[[n]] 13b [The Lord is faithful in all (kol) his words 

and kind in all (kol) his works.]16

Your Universal Provision and Providence are Worthy of Praise

[s] 14 The Lord upholds all (kol) who are falling

 and raises up all (kol) who are bowed down.

[‘] 15 The eyes of all (kol) look to you,

 and you give them their food in due season.

[p] 16 You open your hand; 

you satisfy the desire of every (kol) living thing.
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[ts] 17 The Lord is righteous in all (kol) his ways 

and kind [faithful] (khasid) in all (kol) his works.

[q] 18 The Lord is near to all (kol) who call on him, 

to all (kol) who call on him in truth.

[r] 19 He fulfills the desire of those who fear him; 

he also hears their cry and saves them.

[sh] 20 The Lord preserves all (kol) who love him, 

but all (kol) the wicked he will destroy.

[t]   21 My mouth will speak the praise of the Lord, 

and let all (kol) flesh bless his holy name forever and ever.  

(145:21b forms an inclusio with 145:1b, 2b.)

An Exposition of Psalm 145

Psalm Title and Sermon Theme
Psalm 145:1-2 and 145:21 provide bookends of the psalm. David ends this 
psalm as he starts it—telling us what his song of praise is about. In Psalm 
145:1, David opens his song by exulting in God the King. In Psalm 145:21, 
David concludes his song with a summons for universal exultation in God the 
King: “Let all flesh bless his holy name.” The word all appears sixteen times in 
this psalm; twice the word appears as every in the ESV (Ps 145:2, 16). Thus, 
we can say that Psalm 145 provides us with a universal (kol) praise song to 
God the King. 

But Psalm 145 is also an unending praise song to God the King. Psalm 
145:1, 2, and 21 all end the same way. David ends each of those verses by 
extoling God’s greatness as a theme worthy of unending praise, “forever and 
ever” (Ps 145:1b, 2b, 21b). Thus, we can land on a fuller title for Psalms 145. 
Psalm 145 contains David’s universal, unending praise song to God the King. 
That is our working title: “A Universal, Unending Song of Praise to God the 
King.” King David summons us all to praise God the King with universal and 
unending praise. We are made for God’s glory and to rejoice in that glory 
“forever and ever” (Ps 145:21). In Psalm 145, King David summons us to 
join him in universal, unending praise to God the King.
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The Structure and Outline of Psalm 145
Earlier I mentioned that every line of Psalm 145 begins with a letter of the 
Hebrew alphabet. David’s lovely acrostic structure makes it difficult to divide 
the psalm neatly, as David riffs on God’s greatness one letter of the alphabet 
after the next. But four times in Psalm 145 David moves from (1) describing 
the Lord’s character to (2) describing the Lord’s actions. Look at the four 
descriptions of his character with me. They all start with “the Lord is.”

1. Great is the Lord and greatly to be praised. (Ps 145:3)

2. The Lord is gracious and merciful. (Ps 145:8)

3. The Lord is good to all. (Ps 145:9)

4. The Lord is righteous in all his ways and kind (khasid) in all his works. 

(Ps 145:17)

For this message, I will take each description of the Lord’s great character 
in these verses as the rough beginning of a new section. Each section opens 
with (1) a declaration of God’s character followed by (2) verses detailing 
his actions. As Psalm 145:8-9 are similar, I will treat them together. So here 
is the outline we will use.

1. Great is the Lord and greatly to be praised. (Ps 145:3)

2. (Universal, Unending Praise for Our Great and Praiseworthy King)

3. The Lord is gracious and merciful. (Ps 145:8)

4. The Lord is good to all. (Ps 145:9)

5. (Universal, Unending Praise for Our Good and Gracious King)

6. The Lord is righteous in all his ways and kind (khasid) in all his works. 

(Ps 145:17)

7. (Universal, Unending Praise for Our Righteous and Kind/Faithful (khasid) King)

Universal, Unending Praise for Our Great and Praiseworthy King (Psalm 
145:3–7)
After the opening call to praise God the King, praise that must be both daily 
and unending (Ps 145:1–2), David calls us to sing of our great and praisewor-
thy king. First, David explains God’s unsearchable greatness. David means 
that God is full of greatness, so deep and running over with greatness, that 
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you cannot fully fathom his greatness. It remains unsearchable. 
Think of trying to capture God’s greatness like a happy child who runs 

down to the ocean with a sand bucket. They come waddling, tottering back, 
and muscling a bucket with tightfisted hands. You say to them, “What is in 
the bucket?” They say back to you with confidence, “The ocean. I have the 
ocean in my bucket!” That sounds like us thinking we have grasped the ocean 
of God’s greatness. But as Charles Spurgeon explains, “There is nothing little 
about God, and there is nothing great apart from him.”17

Then David explains God’s greatness as so boundless that one generation 
after another will speak of God’s mighty acts and yet not come close to 
exhausting God’s greatness. Not even the timeless eternity of heaven will 
deplete the measureless depths of God’s unsearchable greatness. Here is an 
application for parenting. In parenting, we declare the mighty acts of God to 
our children, grandchildren, and beyond, should God lengthen our days. We 
tell our children (as the song for children goes) how big God is; how strong 
and how mighty God is; how there is “nothing my God cannot do.” All the 
generations passing one after another and then expanding into eternity will 
not empty our souls of reasons to praise God’s greatness.

David insists on meditating on God’s mighty acts in Psalm 145. It is like 
David lest us see the streaming YouTube clips of God’s mighty acts playing 
in his mind as he writes Psalm 145. David replays God’s deeds which leave 
all who watch in awe. God’s greatness is truly awesome. 

First, we could say that David meditates on God’s mighty acts in creation. 
God created the world from nothing, using nothing but a word. Have you 
ever done that? Have you have created anything from nothing—with just 
a word? God has. An entire world—at the microbiological level and the 
cosmological level. If you look out, untold galaxies surround us. If you look 
in, your eye under digital imaging looks like a galaxy. The stars above and the 
cells within all testify to his greatness. God created all of it with such vivid 
color and clarity that still outpaces digital technology’s ability to capture it.

We went to the Columbia Zoo in Columbia, South Carolina, recently. I am 
approaching the half-century mark in age. I grew up reading magazines like 
Ranger Rick and National Geographic and watching the underwater explorations 
of Jacques Cousteau. I thought I had seen it all. But as we walked through the 
Colombia aquarium, I saw species of fish, brilliant colors of fish I never knew 
existed. Spectacular colors. One fish glowed with purple and orange like bright 
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fluorescent lights. (It was a strange comfort to see the wonderful purple and orange 
colors of Clemson in the heart of the University of South Carolina territory.) The 
greatness and beauty of the ocean are unsearchable, but the greatness of God is 
greater still. God’s person, deeper than the bottom of the ocean, plunges with 
unimaginable delights, for God is not only great, but he is also infinite in all his 
greatness. God’s mighty acts in the ocean testify to his unsearchable greatness.

But there was more to see at the zoo than just the water creatures. We 
saw tiny monkeys, miniature-looking monkeys, which looked like miniature 
golden lions. Then around the corner, we saw two hulking Rhinos. They lined 
up across from each other as if in a football drill and charged toward each 
other, ending with a loud, percussive thud. Then these massive pre-histor-
ic-looking beasts galloped off as gracefully as a thoroughbred. 

As we drove down to the zoo, my daughter asked God to “help us not to 
fall in love with the animals but with You, God, who made them all.” God 
answered that prayer for me on that trip. God spoke beauty in being. Such 
animals are merely the rays of his glory, but God is the sun. The earth shines 
with his “mighty acts” and “awesome deeds” (Ps 145:4, 6). Yet such won-
drous creatures are but murky reflections of his terrible beauty and power.

David not only meditates on God’s mighty acts of creation, but he also 
meditates on God’s mighty acts of redemption. God’s “wondrous works” 
(Ps 145:5) involve his judgment and salvation at the same time. For exam-
ple, think of some wondrous work of God. In one night, God killed all the 
firstborn sons in Egypt. He did it without a weapon. No one is safe from the 
Lord when he comes to judge. No one. 

But neither can anyone judge when the Lord determines to save. For in 
one day, the Lord parted the Red Sea as easily as you part your hair. Then he 
drowned one of the greatest armies in the known world in a moment. Pharoah’s 
mighty army sunk to the bottom of the sea like a stone that a little boy chucks 
into a lake. You cannot save when the Lord determines to judge, and you cannot 
judge when the Lord determines to save. Behold, his mighty acts!

But we can explore more of his wondrous works in redeemption. Think 
how God brought a nation to its knees and redeemed his people through 
the blood of a lamb. What a mighty, wondrous work indeed. “Who would 
have thought a Lamb could rescue the souls of men?”18

And what of Korah? When Korah rebelled against God’s servant, Moses, 
the desert earth opened wide in wrath like a lion’s mouth and swallowed 
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Korah and his kin alive. This, too, was a wondrous work, a mighty act of 
God. How about another one?

When the venomous Assyrian King Sennacherib threatened God’s people 
like a coiled and hooded cobra, the Angel of the Lord struck down 185,000 
soldiers and left their dead bodies to stink in the morning air (2 Kgs 19:35). 
Why? Because the Lord had declared, “I will defend this city to save it, for 
my own sake and for the sake of my servant David” (2 Kgs 19:34). You cannot 
save when the Lord determines to judge, and you cannot judge when the 
Lord determines to save. Praise him for his wondrous works and mighty acts. 

Thus far I have given a short glimpse into David’s exultation in God’s 
greatness. God’s greatness abounds with his mighty acts of creation and 
redemption. No one can measure all his greatness (Ps 145:3). Of course, 
we can sing Psalm 145 in light of all the Lord’s mighty acts, not simply those 
David mentions. If David could praise God for such greatness, have we not 
much greater causes to praise God? David could look at God’s mighty acts 
of creation or God’s mighty acts of salvation at the Red Sea, but what of us? 

We see the wonder of his mighty acts not at the Red Sea, but at Mt. 
Calvary. At the cross, the Word who was made flesh died for human flesh. 
There, Jesus Christ was judged like Pharaoh’s army, drowned in God’s wrath, 
so that we could be saved from that same wrath. Jesus was also the innocent 
lamb, the final Lamb, who paid the penalty for our sin, died in our place, and 
came back from the dead that we might pass over into the arms of God’s 
love. At the cross, God forgave us all our trespasses. He disarmed the rulers 
and authorities and put them to open shame, by triumphing over them in 
him (Col 2:13–15). God is great and no one can measure his greatness. His 
greatness summons our praise. Add your voice to universal, unending praise 
for our great and praiseworthy King.

Universal, Unending Praise for Our Good and Gracious King (Psalm 
145:8–9)
In Psalms 145, David also praises the Lord as the good and gracious King. Few 
verses in the Bible give us so grand a view of Lord’s character as these. David 
has read his Bible. He has meditated on it. Now, in Psalm 145:8–9, he quotes it. 
David quotes from Exodus 34. In Exodus 34, God reveals himself as “gracious 
and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love” (Exod 34:6). 
With these words, God discloses his name, his essential character. Think how 
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different the Lord is from us. We are quick to anger and slow to love, but not 
the Lord. He is slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. God gives us a 
clear view of his loving heart with his words to Moses. But what God reveals 
most clearly, we doubt most certainly. We do not believe God loves us. John 
Owen explained, “The greatest sorrow and burden you can lay on the Father, 
the greatest unkindness you can do to him, is not to believe that he loves you.”19

Whom do you think is the greatest sinner in the OT? We could make a 
case that it is David himself, as God gave him so much. If David were alive 
today, every one of his psalms might be removed, canceled, and his name 
could never be mentioned. But David, the great sinner, is an example of the 
scandal of God’s great love. 

God’s justice should not shock you. Hell should not shock you. Heaven 
should shock you. God’s grace should shock you. David is an example of 
God’s scandalous grace. Friend, are you shocked by God’s justice or his love? 
John Newton did not sing “Amazing Justice,” he sang “Amazing Grace.” “The 
Lord is gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love” 
(Exod 34:6). That is the scandal of his great love, and David celebrates God’s 
scandalous, steadfast love in Psalm 145.

The scandal of God’s love provides security for our souls. God chastised 
David deeply, but he loved David eternally. “My steadfast love I will not take 
from him” (2 Sam 7:15). Is this not even the lesson of Psalm 89, the darkest 
psalm in the darkest book of the Psalter (Book 3)? “I may punish him severely, 
but I will not take my steadfast love from him,” God says in Psalm 89:32–33. No 
wonder David sings in Psalm 145 of God’s greatness as the good and gracious 
King. The Lord’s steadfast love was his only hope. Is it yours?

Beloved, if David could sing of God’s steadfast love, how much more can 
we? Jesus shows us the full extent of the Father’s love. Jesus forgave the woman 
at the well with her sordid sexual past, and he gave her water (as the old song 
goes) that “was not from the well.” Jesus filled her thirsty soul with his love. 

Jesus washed the feet of his disciples, including the one who was to betray 
him. He forgave Peter, who forcefully disowned Jesus three times when Jesus 
needed love the most. And when it was over, Peter left everything, even Jesus, 
and went back to fishing. But Jesus loved Peter. “Go tell my disciples, and 
Peter,” Jesus commanded after he arose (Mark 16:7). Oh, how Jesus loved 
Peter. Oh, how he loves you and me, too.

Have you forgotten the languished cry of the Lord from the cross? Can 
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you try to hear it again for the first time? In his own dereliction at the cross, 
what does Jesus cry out? When hell was at its hottest for him, his heart was 
at its tenderest for us. “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they 
do” (Luke 23:34). As J.C. Ryle reflected, “As soon as the blood of the Great 
Sacrifice began to flow, the Great High Priest began to intercede.” Jesus 
returned their hatred with a volley of his redeeming love. No one can measure 
his greatness. He is such a gracious and good King. 

Even after his death, the wonders of his love continue. In Acts 2, some of the 
same leaders who crucified Jesus were forgiven. The prayers of the Redeemer 
resulted in the redemption of his enemies. Peter declared to a gathered crowd 
that some hearing his voice killed Jesus: “This Jesus … you crucified and killed” 
(Acts 2:23–24). Yet, when the sermon was done, many were “cut to the heart” 
and believed (Acts 2:37). What love is this? He abounds in steadfast love (Ps 
145:8). Richard Sibbes was right. “We have this for a foundation truth, that 
there is more mercy in Christ than sin in us.”20 God forgave those who killed his 
Son, and the Son willingly, joyfully died, so that they could be forgiven. “The 
vilest offender who truly believes that moment from Jesus a pardon receives.”21 
Add your voice to universal, unending praise for the good and gracious King.

The section of verses following Psalm 145:8–9 also praise the Lord as a 
gracious and good King. David celebrates God’s kingship in Psalm 145:11, 
12, 13. Again and again, he sings the praise of God’s rule.

• They shall speak of the glory of your kingdom (malkhut). (Ps 145:11)

• They will tell of ‘the glorious splendor of your kingdom (malkhut).’ (Ps 

145:12)

• Your kingdom is an everlasting kingdom (malkhut). (Ps 145:13) 

David does not summon us to praise just anyone. He summons us to praise 
the King and his glorious kingdom. David’s song of Psalm 145, with overtones 
of the song of Moses (Exod 15:1–18), surges forward and anticipates the 
very song we will hear as part of the praise of the new heavens and earth: 

Great and amazing are your deeds, 

 O Lord God the Almighty! 

Just and true are your ways, 

 O King of the nations! (Rev 15:3).
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Stuart Townend and Keith Getty put such kingly thoughts of God to a 
modem hymn setting:

King of the Ages, Almighty God; 

Perfect love, ever just and true 

Who will not fear You and bring You praise? 

All the nations will come to You.

Your ways of love have won my heart, 

And brought me joy unending. 

Your saving power at work in me, 

Bringing peace and the hope of glory.22

Come, add your voice to universal, unending praise for the good and gra-
cious King.

Universal, Unending Praise for Our Righteous and Kind (khasid) King 
(Psalm 145:17)
Finally, David exults in God’s greatness as the righteous, kind, and compas-
sionate King. In Psalm 145:14-17, God lifts up all who are bowed down. The 
eyes of all things look to God, and he gives them their food at just the right 
time (Ps 145:15). God opens his hand and satisfies the need of every living 
thing (Ps 145:16). What a kind king we have. He is full of power, but he bends 
his power to bow to our need. 

When we were at the Columbia Zoo, we walked through the farmyard 
area around a big barn. Alpacas and goats strained their necks over their gates 
begging for a bite of food. My son opened his hand wide with some pellets, 
and they gobbled up the food. Psalm 145:16 was fulfilled.

O worship the king, all glorious above. 

And gratefully sing of his power and his love. 

Frail children of dust, and feeble as frail, in you do we trust, nor find you to fail. 

Your mercies, how tender, how firm to the end, our Maker, Defender, Redeemer, 

and Friend!23
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Psalm 145 gives us unending and universal praise that fits our king. God is a 
great and praiseworthy king. He is a good and gracious king. And now recall 
from Psalm 145:17 that God is our righteous and kind king. “He is righteous 
in all his ways and kind (khasid) in all his works” (Ps 145:17). 

I wonder if that word kind (khasid) could also have the sense of faithful. David 
has already used the word in Psalm 145:10, where khasid appears as saints: “All 
your saints shall bless you.” The idea carries the idea of “godly ones,” maybe even 
“faithful ones.” The word translated as saints in Psalm 145:10 appears down in 
Psalm 145:17 as David describes God as kind. With the poetic parallelism and 
pairing of kind with righteous in Psalm 145:17a, I think the word here could have 
the sense of faithful (NIV 2011 and CSB 2017) That is, the Lord is just and true, 
or righteous and faithful. David praises the Lord as the righteous and reliable King. 

On the other hand, if the word should be translated kind as the ESV does, 
then David’s celebrates how the Lord is righteous and kind, or just and 
gracious. The Lord not only radiates with justice and righteousness, but he 
also overflows with kindness and graciousness (Ps 145:17).

Moreover, as David continues to extol God’s greatness in the next verse, 
he exults in God not only the transcendent King, but also as the King who “is 
near to all who call on him” (Ps 145:18). David praises God, not as a faceless 
immensity, or a powerful but distant king, but as the God who is near. Indeed, 
in the fullness of time, Jesus steps into time as Emmanuel, God with us.

Coming to the Conclusion of Psalm 145

Are we not a room full of people who have experienced Psalm 145:19: “He 
hears their cry and saves them”? Friends, do you think we need saving this 
morning? There is an old story about G. K. Chesterton, a brilliant British 
writer who passed in 1936. Reportedly, the editor of The Times posed a 
question to readers and invited replies to the following: “What’s wrong with 
the world?” Chesterton did reply. So characteristic of Chesterton, his reply 
was simple and memorable. He wrote: 

Dear Sir, 

 In response to your question of what’s wrong with the world, here is my reply.

 I am.

Yours, G. K. Chesterton.24
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Do you see yourself as the greatest problem in your life? We all want to be 
king. We want to be the master and commander of our lives. We want Psalm 
145 to be about us. “I extol you, myself, as King. Every day, I will celebrate 
me, and bless my name forever and ever.” Such estimation reveals our great 
problem: we want to be the king. We want self to be sovereign. We are deeply 
religious, each one of us. But the message of this King in Psalm 145 cuts 
across the cultural obsession with the sovereign self. “If anyone comes after 
me, he must deny himself,” King Jesus declares (Matt 16:24). Who will be 
your king? Psalm 145 ends with a word of hope, but also a word of warning.

The Lord preserves all who love him,

 but all the wicked he will destroy (Ps 145:20).

Join your voice of faith to this universal, unending song of praise to God the 
King. For he has set his King on his holy hill in Zion, and he will give the Son 
the nations of the earth as his heritage. Therefore, be warned you who see 
yourself as king and ruler over your life. Give homage to Jesus, God’s King, 
lest he be angry, and you perish. But blessed are all those who take refuge 
in this great God and his great King, Jesus (Ps 2:6–12). 

A Coming King

The day will come when a king greater than David will sing and fulfill Psalm 
145. King David first sang Psalm 145, but his voice gives way to a greater King. 
God exalted David and gave him rest from all his enemies (2 Sam 7:11). But a 
day will come, as God promised to and through David (2 Sam 7:12–18), when 
God will finally exalt a Son of David par excellence, and give him a “name that is 
above every name” (Phil 1:9). On that day, “every knee [in the universe] shall 
bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the 
Father” (Phil 2:10–11). And so, Psalm 145 shall be forever true, when all the 
saints, led by great David’s greater Son, shall bless the Lord, the King, forever 
and ever (Ps 145:1–2, 21) Then will come the end, when “every day” “we will 
always be with the Lord” (Ps 145:2; 1 Thess 4:18). Amen.
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1.  This article is adapted from a sermon I preached on Psalm 145 in 2021. In it, I have tried to demonstrate 
how canonical sensitives to the Psalter’s final form add christological depth and texture for sermons. 
As an adapted sermon, I have left in many sermonic stylistic elements (e.g., applications, use of the 
first person, time markers, exhortations) for the present article. My desire in providing such a sermon 
is to provide the reader with an example of how a canonical hermeneutic helpfully intersects with the 
preacher’s homiletical task that would, in turn, help the pastor form insights and instincts for his own 
exegetical process. I preached Psalm 145 as part of seven-part series on the Psalter that I delivered for the 
congregation of Emmanuel Bible Church in Mauldin, South Carolina. For the sermon series, I selected at 
least one psalm from each book of the Psalter (a one message overview of the Psalms, plus Psalm 1, 2, 72, 
89, 90, and 145). I used the aforementioned psalms to trace the overall melodic flow and metanarrative 
of the Psalter: the God who makes us sing and trust in his King. The seven-part sermon series, “The Story 
of the Psalter,” may be accessed at SermonAudio, https://tinyurl.com/4u5e3n79. 

2.  John Calvin, “The Author’s Preface Upon the Commentary to the Book of Psalms,” in Calvin’s Commentaries 
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Introduction

I want to thank President R. Albert Mohler, Jr., Provost Matthew Hall and 
Dean Hershael York for the honor of giving this faculty address. What a 
privilege it is to serve on this faculty among such gifted colleagues. I’d also 
like to thank my wife for being here. She is a lovely, wise, and holy woman. 
My parents, Paul and Sonja Plummer, are eighty years old and live outside 
Nashville, TN. They are not able to be here, but I want to recognize them as 
wonderful parents. I owe them a debt I can never repay. Also, it is a special 
privilege to have my Doctorvater Mark Seifrid here.

My lecture is entitled, “The Necessity of Biblical Languages in Ministerial 
Training.” As the Fall 2021 semester was about to begin, a blog post appeared 
in my social media feed. The president of a major evangelical seminary had 
written a piece entitled, “Is It a Waste of Time for Seminary Students (and 
Pastors) to Learn the Biblical Languages?”2 It is not his response but the fact 
that he had to ask this question in the first place that irks me.

Do we ever see seminary presidents writing blogs entitled “Is it a waste 

SBJT 25.3 (2021): 197-211



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 25.3 (2021)

198

of time for seminary students to learn systematic theology” or “Is it a waste 
of time for seminary students to learn preaching” or even “Is it a waste of 
time for seminary students to learn church history?” What is it about the 
biblical languages that requires a public apology for their inclusion in a 
seminary’s curriculum?

Regardless of what got us here, the truth is that many people do question 
the value of the biblical languages for ministerial training, and I am here to 
contend, in continuity with the curricular tradition of this great seminary, 
that the biblical languages are absolutely necessary. Because I specialize in 
New Testament (NT) studies, in this lecture, I will focus mainly on Greek. 
I will now enumerate five reasons that the biblical languages are essential for 
ministerial training, followed by a consideration of four challenges in our day.

Five Reasons Why Biblical Languages are Essential

1. Biblical languages are essential in our curriculum because we value the 
Word of God.

I have in my hand an English Bible. I do not hesitate to affirm this Bible 
as the inerrant Word of God. In colloquial usage, no further clarification 
is needed. But, we must admit, that in the end, English Bible translations 
differ—dramatically in some places. In 1 John 1:1 the NET Bible translators 
have rendered the final five Greek words (περὶ τοῦ λόγου τῆς ζωῆς) with 
a parenthetical remark in English [quote] “concerning the word of life.” 
In the NET Bible, “word” is not capitalized, indicating the apostle John is 
referring to the gospel message as “the word of life.” On the other hand, the 
translators of the New Living Translation make a new sentence of the five 
Greek words (περὶ τοῦ λόγου τῆς ζωῆς) and capitalize “Word,” resulting in: 
“He is the Word of Life.” So, does 1 John 1:1 refer to Jesus as the incarnate 
Logos, or is it a reference to the gospel message received by the congregation. 
One could argue that John intends some level of ambiguity in his original 
expression, encapsulating both the NET Bible and New Living Translation 
meanings—but the English translations do not include such ambiguity. 
They land on distinct and different interpretations. We are forced to admit 
that one or both translations are wrong or deficient. In the end, we do not 
affirm that English words of an English Bible are breathed out by the Holy 
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Spirit. We do make that affirmation of the underlying Greek and Hebrew 
words. The Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy (to which this faculty 
gladly adheres) is correct to affirm the inerrancy and complete truthfulness 
of the actual Greek and Hebrew words that the apostles and prophets wrote.

A.T. Robertson (And, prepare yourself. I’m going to quote A.T. Robert-
son a lot, so get used to it!]), no doubt, was provocative when he said this:

The real New Testament is the Greek New Testament. The English is simply 

a translation of the New Testament, not the actual New Testament. It is good 

that the New Testament has been translated into so many languages. The fact 

that it was written in the koiné, the universal language of the time, rather than in 

one of the earlier Greek dialects, makes it easier to render into modern tongues. 

But there is much that cannot be translated. It is not possible to reproduce the 

delicate turns of thought, the nuances of language, in translation. The freshness 

of the strawberry cannot be preserved in any extract.3

Because we value the breathed-out, inerrant Word of God as the final author-
ity for our Christian beliefs and practices, we must be students of the original 
languages.

In 1518, Martin Luther’s companion Philip Melanchthon said it this way:

Since the Bible is written in part in Hebrew and in part in Greek, …we must learn 

these languages, unless we want to be “silent persons” as theologians. Once we 

understand the significance and the weight of the words, the true meaning of 

Scripture will light up for us as the midday sun. Only if we have clearly understood 

the languages will we clearly understand the content… If we put our minds to 

the [Greek and Hebrew] sources, we will begin to understand Christ rightly.4

Modern English Bibles go through periodic revisions. The wording in 
them is changed. Is this not an implicit acknowledgement that, though 
the translations are accurate, changes must be made so that they would 
read more accurately?

God inspired the underlying Hebrew, Greek, and Aramaic words of Scrip-
ture and if the Scripture is the ultimate authority for our lives and ministries, 
when disagreements happen and push comes to shove, we must ultimately 
appeal to those Hebrew, Greek, and Aramaic grammatical constructions.
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Many Christian traditions no longer affirm the Bible as uniquely authorita-
tive. It is no surprise that we see mainline seminaries abandoning the biblical 
languages. In fact, when a community affirms that the Bible is no longer 
authoritative, it is completely logical to conclude that studying the biblical 
languages is a waste of time. The rejection of biblical authority goes hand-in-
hand with the removal of biblical languages from a seminary’s curriculum.

In these days of catastrophic moral and cultural decline, if we are not 
moored by the never-changing Scripture, we will soon look no different 
than the culture around us.

I confess I find it embarrassing that evangelical seminaries are reducing 
languages to an optional part of the MDiv curriculum. When I see a CV 
or resume having the words “with languages” added after the letters MDiv, 
I cringe. I cringe because I think of the many hundreds or thousands of 
graduates who graduated “without languages.” We’re sending soldiers into 
battle with muskets and powder horns rather than with the most powerful 
and accurate weaponry.

You may remember years ago when the president of the United States 
encouraged the public schools to improve with a competitive “Race to the 
Top.” Removing the biblical languages from the seminary curriculum is 
nothing other than a “race to the bottom.” It’s a marketing ploy to make the 
MDiv degree faster, easier and in the end, devoid of necessary foundational 
skills and knowledge.

In his first convocation address at Westminster Theological Seminary in 1929, 
J. Gresham Machen declared, “If you are to tell what the Bible does say, you must 
be able to read the Bible for yourself. And you cannot read the Bible for yourself 
unless you know the languages in which it was written… in his mysterious wisdom 
[God] gave [his Word] to us in Hebrew and Greek. Hence if we want to know 
the Scriptures, to the study of Greek and Hebrew we must go.”5

So, to recap point #1, the biblical languages are essential to the seminary 
curriculum because we as Christians value the Word of God as our inerrant 
and ultimate authority. God gave this Word in Greek and Hebrew.

2. The biblical languages are an essential part of ministerial training because we 
value teaching and preaching that is both biblical and original, fresh, relevant.
Many of you know that I provide free Greek instruction through an online 
platform called The Daily Dose of Greek (www.dailydoseofgreek.com). 
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I receive emails from people of many different Christian backgrounds. I 
received a note from a Methodist minister who lamented that many of his 
fellow Methodists pastors not only were not preparing sermons from the 
Greek NT but were preaching other people’s sermons as their own (appar-
ently not doing any sermon preparation at all!). This Methodist pastor told 
me that what kept his teaching fresh, original, and engaging was the work of 
preparing weekly messages from the Greek NT and Hebrew OT.

In Jeremiah 23:29, God said, “Is not my word like a fire and like a hammer 
that breaks a rock in pieces” (NIV). You cannot enter the blinding forge of 
God’s Word and fail to emerge with a fresh, timely and faithful message.

When people come to your house to eat, do you reheat yesterday’s leftovers 
to serve them? Or, worse, do you go to the neighbor’s house and ask them 
for their leftovers and warm them up in your microwave for your guests? 
Perhaps you sprinkle a bit of cheese on top first to freshen them up?

John Piper warns us, “Secondhand food will not sustain and deepen our 
people’s faith and holiness… What is more important and more deeply 
practical for the pastoral office than advancing in Greek and Hebrew exegesis 
by which we mine God’s treasures?”6

In his book Clash of Visions, Robert Yarborough explores the actual hand-
written notes of Martin Luther on the text of Romans.7 In doing so, it becomes 
clear Luther did not get his ideas on righteousness by listening to a podcast or 
looking it up in Gregg Allison’s Historical Theology. His understanding of God’s 
gift of righteousness in Christ to wicked sinners exploded out of Romans 
and the Psalms as he studied the biblical texts in the original languages.

Luther speaks of this experience himself when he wrote, “Although the 
Faith and the Gospel may be proclaimed by preachers without the knowl-
edge of languages, the preaching will be feeble and ineffective. But where 
the languages are studied, the proclamation will be fresh and powerful, the 
Scriptures will be searched, and the Faith will be constantly rediscovered 
through ever new words and deeds.”8

3. The biblical languages are an essential part of ministerial training because 
we have limited time.
This third point may initially seem counter intuitive. If we have limited time, 
shouldn’t we just run to an English translation and homiletical helps?

Allow me to offer this parable: if you must chop a stack of kindling, is it a 
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waste of time to pause and first sharpen your axe? A. T. Robertson observed, 
“If theological education will increase your power for Christ, is it not your 
duty to gain that added power? . . . Never say you are losing time by going to 
school. You are saving time, buying it up for the future and storing it away. 
Time used in storing power is not lost.”9

As I work through biblical texts in classes, I’m always struck by how many 
excellent questions the students ask that are not addressed by commentaries. 
Even very good commentators neglect pivotal questions. I tell students, “Do 
you not realize that the people who write these commentaries are flawed 
and short-sighted persons like you? Perhaps the published commentator 
did not notice the insight that you are raising, or maybe he had a similar 
question to what you are asking, but not knowing the answer, he avoided 
the matter completely in his writing. Only by you engaging the inspired text 
of Scripture for yourself, do you consistently have access to the most central 
questions and the data for the answer to those questions.”

Scott Hafemann once noted, “One hour in the text [of the original lan-
guages] is worth more than ten hours in the secondary literature.”10 To read 
the Scripture only in translation is like kissing your bride through a veil, as 
one Jewish poet has said.11

Without a doubt, commentaries can be very helpful in wrestling through 
the meaning and implications of a biblical text. And, with limited time, 
pastors want to be able to use and understand the best commentaries on 
the passages they are preaching. The best commentaries are often tracking 
closely the Hebrew and Greek text, and without a working knowledge of 
the biblical languages, the minister is shut out from the most helpful tools.

My grandmother Lucille Plummer used to tell the grandchildren that 
when my father (Paul Lewis Plummer) was a young boy learning to read, if 
he didn’t know a word or could not pronounce it, he would just say “steam-
boat” and keep reading. (that is, he would replace each word he did not know 
with the word “steamboat”)

I pulled off my shelf the very helpful technical commentary on Paul’s Letter 
to the Romans by John Harvey.12 I wondered what it would be like to try 
to read it without a knowledge of Greek grammar. Perhaps it would be like 
replacing every Greek or grammatical term with the word “steamboat.” Let’s 
listen. From page 91, reflections on Romans 3:21: “The steamboat steamboat 
could be steamboat, but it is more likely steamboat, modifying steamboat 
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steamboat. The present tense is steamboat; steamboat + steamboat indicates 
the steamboat of the simple steamboat. The steamboat with steamboat is 
steamboat; the steamboat with steamboat is steamboat. “Law and Prophets” 
occurs nowhere else in Paul. See Longenecker for Jewish background on the 
phrase. “Prophets” is a steamboat for their writings.”

One can see that a minister untrained in Greek and Hebrew is at a signif-
icant disadvantage for reading and understanding the best resources. As we 
already noted, Melanchthon said that without the biblical languages, we will 
be “silent persons” as theologians. We might add that without the biblical 
languages, we are deaf and blind theologians too, unable to benefit from the 
insights of church’s best scholars and teachers.

Time is limited. A working knowledge of Greek and Hebrew saves time 
by connecting the pastor directly with the text and directly with the best 
resources.

One semester, after overseeing a final exam in Greek Syntax and Exegesis, 
in the grassy areas just west of the Norton building, I ran into a female stu-
dent from the class. She said to me (I paraphrase), “You know, Dr. Plummer, 
I’ll never be a Greek scholar, but after two semesters of Greek, I think I can 
detect both sound and unsound argumentation in the commentaries.” To 
which I say, “Mission accomplished. Well-done, faithful student.”

4. The biblical languages are essential to the seminary curriculum because 
they are the sap in the tree which nourishes the other disciplines. 
What are some of the most debated topics of our day? If we were to list these 
issues, in the top five would certainly be matters of sexuality, gender and 
marriage. Within the last few years, I have been contacted multiple times 
by people inside and outside the seminary looking for a clear and accurate 
understanding of the terms in the Greek NT related to homosexuality. You are 
surely aware that there are creative exegetes who claim that the Bible does not 
condemn homosexual behavior. Such flawed assertions are often grounded 
in the inaccurate meanings of particular Greek and Hebrew expressions. In 
other words, a biblical understanding of sexual ethics must be grounded in 
a proper understanding of Greek semantics. 

If we are going to respond to an ever-shifting ethical landscape, we need 
Greek and Hebrew. If we are going to be effective in sharing about the 
true identify of Jesus Christ with Jehovah’s Witnesses, we need Greek for 
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evangelism. If we are going to reflect the structure and emphasis of the 
inspired authors in our own proclamation, we need Greek and Hebrew for 
preaching. If we are going to rightly understand the doctrine of sanctification 
and submit our articulation of that doctrine to the contours of Scripture, we 
need Greek and Hebrew for Systematic Theology. 

Ethics, Counseling, Evangelism, Missions, Preaching, Music & Worship, 
Systematic Theology—these and other important theological disciplines are 
undergirded and informed by knowledge of and submission to the Hebrew 
OT and Greek NT.

5. The biblical languages are essential to remain true to our heritage as 
Southern Baptists and specifically to the heritage of The Southern Baptist 
Theology Seminary, a seminary which is Trusted for Truth, a truth we know 
from the inspired Greek, Hebrew, and Aramaic words of Scripture.
It’s hard to imagine a more fitting spokesman for our denomination than 
the 90-year old patriarch Jerry Vines. Dr. Vines is the Pastor-Emeritus, First 
Baptist Church, Jacksonville, Florida and Two-time President, Southern 
Baptist Convention. In a personal email, he wrote to me, 

From my first class in New Testament Greek Grammar through a fifty-year 

pastoral ministry and now my itinerant ministry, Greek has been indispensable 

to me. As a pastor I led my people through all the New Testament books many 

times. I could not have done this effectively without some working knowledge 

of the language.

The faithful interpreter and preacher of God’s Word should make it his goal to 

be the best student of the Greek New Testament he can possibly be. To be sure 

there is much to be gained from a study of English translations. But, there are some 

insights and interpretations that can only be derived through the study of Greek.

Through the years I have pursued a constant review of new Grammars, syn-

tactical studies and specialized books on the Greek language. This has enabled 

me to stay fresh and current in the language. I am daily amazed at what the Lord 

reveals to me through a study of the Greek text.13

On another occasion, Dr. Vines mentioned to me that he has long had the 
practice of reading through the Greek NT once per year.

Let us think specifically about our seminary and the legacy we have 
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inherited. In 1923, ninety-eight years ago, A.T. Robertson wrote, “In the 
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary… three hundred young ministers 
were enrolled during the past session in the various classes in the Greek New 
Testament, besides those who had carried such works in previous sessions. 
This is nearly three-fourths of the total number of students and shows con-
clusively that Greek is not dead in this institution.”14

I’m glad to report that in the Fall term of 2021 at The Southern Baptist 
Theological Seminary, 427 Masters-level students are enrolled in Greek 
classes, not counting undergraduates or doctoral students.

Both in our denomination and specifically in our seminary, we have been 
given a unique stewardship. In addition, the Lord has opened up for us place 
of influence around the world. Through the Daily Dose online platform, our 
own Roberto Carrera is teaching Greek to native Spanish speakers around 
the globe. Recent PhD graduate Dr. Hanbyul Kang is providing daily Greek 
insights in Korean on the Gospel of Matthew to Korean pastors. Student 
Ivan Chagas is preparing to launch a similar service in Portuguese. Boyce 
faculty members Adam Howell, Tyler Flatt, and other Daily Dose hosts have 
recorded thousands of instructional videos that are viewed regularly in well 
over 100 countries (including Saudi Arabia and the Vatican!). In fact, videos 
from the various Daily Dose websites (centered here at Southern Seminary) 
have had more than 2.3 million views last year. None of this would be pos-
sible without Southern Seminary PhD student Jonathan Ahlgren skillfully 
overseeing the technology. In engaging in this work, we (overwhelmingly 
Southern Seminary faculty and doctoral students) are doing nothing other 
than receiving the baton that an earlier generation of Southern Baptists has 
passed to us.

In July of this last summer, Southern Seminary hosted the bi-annual “Greek 
and Hebrew for Life” conference. We welcomed not only many Southern 
Baptist alumni, but Methodists, Presbyterians, Lutherans and even some 
Benedictine monks – in their full monkish attire. One of them emailed me 
prior to coming (I quote):

And I am even more grateful that you and those gathering this … weekend 

are keeping scholarship and interest in God’s word alive for Catholics like me 

who, rightly or wrongly, rely more heavily on devotional practices than we do 

the Bible! Oh that more Catholics would be as interested in the Bible…!15
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What a joyful and unique stewardship we have been given in our day—not 
only to keep alive the legacy we have received, calling Southern Baptists to 
know and love the Scriptures but to trumpet the value of the Word of God 
around the world—and to expect a new Great Awakening, a new Refor-
mation—a personal revival of Scripture-infused passion, spilling over to 
churchly renewal and (we pray) societal transformation.

Four Challenges in Teaching the Biblical Languages to the 
Next Generation of Ministers

Challenge #1: Bad models
It is unfortunate that many students, pastors and professors have been turned 
off to the value of Greek and Hebrew by the experiences they have had sitting 
under the preaching and teaching of those who have used the languages poorly.

Tim Beougher related to me this saying of Charles Spurgeon: [quote] 
“Our Lord was crucified under a sign written in Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and 
since then, many congregations have been crucified weekly by their pastors 
under those same languages.

Sadly, we could all recount examples of misguided grammatical reflections 
under which we have suffered—etymological fallacies, illegitimate totality 
transfers, and so on. We do not have the time to explore such exegetical 
fallacies in detail and I have written about them elsewhere, but one can 
understand why many people question the value of the biblical languages 
if they have not seen them used rightly.

I regularly and frequently appeal to my students that explicit references 
to Greek and Hebrew should be quite rare in their sermons. As a general 
rule, Greek is like underwear. It should provide support but not be visible.

For example, in 1 John 1:5, we read, ὁ θεὸς φῶς ἐστιν καὶ σκοτία ἐν αὐτῷ 
οὐκ ἔστιν οὐδεμία. God is light and in him is no darkness at all. Now even 
a superficial reading of the Greek quickly notes a double negative—with 
both the words οὐκ and οὐδεμία employed. Literalistically, “God is light 
and none darkness is not him.” It would be a misstep, in my opinion, for 
the pastor to offer grammatical commentary on double negatives in Koine 
Greek or to even mention the words οὐκ and οὐδεμία. Better is to let the 
strength of this assertion infect the preacher’s passion, so that he can say 
something like: “God is light—completely holy—there is not the tiniest 
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particle of darkness or sin in him at all!” There’s a wonderful feeling as 
a preacher of standing on the sold ground of the text’s actual assertions 
and structure.

Otherwise, you might end up like the pastor whose notes were discovered 
and alongside the margin of the manuscript at one place were scribbled the 
words, “Weak point. Yell loud here.”

Students sometimes ask me how they should deal with a pastor in their 
home church who uses Greek poorly. Most likely, you should say nothing. 
You should be glad, based on when and where he went to seminary, that 
he is a faithful Christian. You should pray for him. And when he asks 
you about the Greek in his sermon and what you thought about it, you 
can honestly say, “Sir, your sermon laid bare my sin. Thanks be to God.” 
Because, in honesty, your sins of pride and judgmentalism were exposed 
by his preached word.

Challenge #2: Distraction and Laziness
We may think distraction and laziness are modern problems, but nearly 
100 years ago, A. T. Robertson wrote, “The chief reason why preachers do 
not get and do not keep up a fair and needful knowledge of the Greek New 
Testament is nothing less than carelessness, and even laziness in many cases.”16

How many hours per week does the average seminary student or professor 
or pastor spend on Instagram, FaceBook, Twitter, on other social media, or 
watching Netflix or sports, or doomscrolling the News? 

Perhaps we say that we wish we had more time to study, more time to use 
or revive our knowledge of the biblical languages, but it is what we actually 
do that shows what we want to do. We don’t have time to explore this topic 
more fully, but James K. A. Smith speaks poignantly to it in his book You are 
What you Love: The Spiritual Power of Habit (Brazos, 2016).

We are weak creatures who find ourselves easily addicted to technology 
and entertainment. If we are not going to fall into a new dark age of ignorance 
and passivity, we need Spirit-empowered habits and discipline. Ben Merkle 
and I have tried to provide practical solutions to these problems in our book, 
Greek for Life: Strategies for Learning, Retaining and Reviving New Testament 
Greek (Baker, 2017). And there’s a companion volume for Hebrew—Hebrew 
for Life (Baker, 2020), with Adam Howell as the lead author.
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Challenge #3 (for language professors): There’s a danger that we will not adapt 
to a quickly changing environment with the best pedagogy and technology.
There’s a danger that we will not adapt by shifting to the best technology 
and pedagogical methods. We must continue growing as teachers, or we will 
wither and die in ineffectiveness and obsolescence.

The teaching of Greek faces a challenge that economist call the problem 
of “Lock in.”  We can illustrate this with the Qwerty typewriter keyboard. 
(I’m drawing heavily here on a recent podcast on the Qwerty keyboard by 
the podcast “50 things that made the modern economy” with Tim Hartford. 

In my office I have a manual typewriter. One of the challenges of typing 
quickly on a manual typewriter is that multiple keys can become enmeshed 
and get stuck—like the club of multiple golfers crashing together as they all 
hit the same ball (Tim Hartford’s excellent analogy). So, apparently one of 
the purposes of the order of the Qwerty keyboard was to slow down typing 
and prevent this crash of the levers.

A gentleman named August Dvorak patented a different keyboard layout 
in 1936 that multiple studies have shown allows superior typing speed, 
especially with modern computer keyboards where there is no concern 
about physical key levers becoming stuck together. 

Even though objective studies have shown that it is economically worth-
while to retrain typists to type on Dvorak keyboards. And with computers 
now, it’s easy to change any keyboard to work on the Dvorak pattern, and there 
are countless free videos online about how to retool yourself to the Dvorak 
keyboard… why do 99% of us still use the Qwerty keyboard. We’re “locked 
in.” When we took a typing class online or in school, that’s the keyboard 
pattern we learned. Every keyboard we buy—virtual or real—is Qwerty. So 
what if it will make us slightly faster to learn to type on the Dvorak model. 
It will be annoying and slow us down for a few weeks—and is the increase 
in speed really worth the short-term pain?

The comparison of Qwerty and Dvorak keyboards is similar to a number 
of issues in Greek pedagogy. Professors are locked-in to inferior textbooks. 
Professors are locked-in to a particular form of pronunciation, and though 
most of you do not know it, the battle is raging fiercely over what the most 
accurate and pedagogically sound system of Greek pronunciation is. Profes-
sors are locked into a grammar-translation method, when research challenges 
us to incorporate living language acquisition techniques to aid the long-term 
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retention of biblical languages. Professors are locked-in to in-person instruc-
tion and are slow to adapt class structures and pedagogical methods to 
online and modular students. I have written more extensively on these issues 
elsewhere and time limits force me to move on.

Challenge #4: It’s difficult to prioritize biblical language instruction when 
professors and pastors whom students admire have not learned Greek and 
Hebrew or have not retained their skills. 
If I may just speak bluntly, I am sure in a gathering of this size, there are multiple 
people who regret either (a) not learning the biblical languages or (b) letting 
their skills seriously atrophy. Perhaps, if you close your eyes for a moment, 
you’ll find that in your imagination, you’re staring out over a valley of dry 
linguistic bones and you hear a voice say, “Son of man, can these bones live?”

I’m happy to tell you that they can. I’ve seen so many persons successfully 
revive their knowledge of Greek. It has never been easier. We live in an unpar-
alleled moment of world history—it has never been easier to learn, revive 
or progress in your ability to read the Scriptures in the original languages!

I don’t think it would betray his confidence to tell you the story of one 
of our former colleagues, Dr. Bill Curtrer. Dr. Curtrer sadly passed away on 
Saturday, July 13, 2013. He was 62 years old. I was teaching at an underground 
seminary in the mountains of China when I heard the news. Bill graduated 
from Dallas Theological Seminary and had a solid foundation in Greek but 
had allowed his skills to erode over time. It was 2013. This was back in the 
day when we mailed out DVDs to online students, and Bill checked out two 
sets for himself. He worked through two Masters-level courses—Elementary 
Greek and Greek Syntax and Exegesis. Then, he sat in an on-campus course, 
the Greek exegesis of the Epistle of James.

Bill passed away suddenly on a bike ride. I like to imagine him instantly 
transported into the presence of God, and I know there was no hesitation 
as he joined with the heavenly chorus saying, ἅγιος ἅγιος ἅγιος κύριος ὁ 
θεὸς ὁ παντοκράτωρ, ὁ ἦν καὶ ὁ ὢν καὶ ὁ ἐρχόμενος (“Holy, holy, holy is 
the Lord God Almighty, the one who was and is and is to come”).

Conclusion

Today, we’ve considered five reasons why teaching Greek and Hebrew is 
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essential for ministerial preparation. We’ve also looked at four challenges 
to prioritizing that instruction. Let’s end with a biographical vignette from 
the life of a famous NT scholar.

In the early 1900s, one of the most respected Greek grammarians in the 
world was James Hope Moulton (1863-1917). Some of you know his last name 
as one of the authors of the British multi-volume Greek reference grammar 
known as MHT (Moulton, Howard, Turner). Moulton’s devotion to the text 
of Scripture and the God who inspired that Scripture drove him to missionary 
service in India. (ASIDE: You must understand, the deeper someone goes 
into the Greek NT, the more he or she is propelled as a witness, or a preacher 
or a missionary for Christ into this world! Think of Jim and Elizabeth Elliott! 
Think of Granville Sharp and his fight against slavery! Think of our recent 
graduates David and Stacey Hare who are pouring out their lives in West Africa 
to proclaim the gospel and translate the Bible into a new language!)

So, Moulton had been in India (propelled and ignited by his study of the 
Greek NT). After some time of missionary work, he was journeying home 
to his native Great Britain in April 1917 (in the midst of WWI). His ship 
was torpedoed by a German submarine. Moulton survived for several days 
on a lifeboat but finally passed away and was buried at sea.

As I close today, I want to read to you a poem Moulton wrote in Banga-
lore, India, on Feb 21 1917 (just a few weeks before he died). It’s a prayer 
in poetic form, and I offer it up today as a closing petition to the Lord. It is 
entitled, “At the Classroom Door.”

Lord, at Thy word opens yon door; inviting

Teacher and taught to feast this hour with Thee;

Opens a Book where God in human writing

Thinks His deep thoughts, and dead tongues live for me.

Too dread the task, too great the duty calling, 

Too heavy far the the weight is laid on me!

O if mine own thought should on Thy words falling

Mar the great message, and men hear not Thee!

Give me Thy voice to speak, Thine ear to listen,

Give me Thy mind to grasp Thy mystery;



The Necessity of Biblical Languages in Ministerial Training

211

So shall my heart throb, and my glad eyes glisten,

Rapt with the wonders Thou dost show to me.17

(Amen)
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Book Reviews
Three Views on Israel and the Church: Perspectives on Romans 9-11. Edited 
by Jared Compton and Andrew David Naselli. Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel 
Academic, 2018, 266 pp., $21.99 paper.

Debates regarding the relationship between Israel and the church seem to have 
no end in biblical studies. While these discussions and arguments ultimately 
involve how one puts together the whole canon of Scripture and understands 
the meaning and interrelationships of the biblical covenants, there are many 
crucial texts that receive attention and focus. One such passage is Romans 9-11. 
Jared Compton and Andrew Naselli, the editors of this multi-view work, aim 
to address the meaning of Romans 9-11 and its bearing on the status of Israel 
and Israel’s role in biblical theology, and what implications may be drawn for 
the relationship between Israel and the church. The editors indicate that they 
are interested in how Romans 9-11 factors on one’s view of typology (is the 
nation of Israel a type of Christ or the church in such a way that Israel’s role is 
climatically fulfilled?) and the relationship of the covenants. What spawned 
this inquiry is the progressive covenantalism movement which was primarily 
initiated by Stephen Wellum and Peter Gentry (235-36). 

The three main positions presented are framed around the discussion 
of typology and Israel. The three, somewhat unwieldy, names of the views 
are: 1) A Non-Typological Future-Mass-Conversion View, 2) A Typological 
Future-Mass-Conversion View, and 3) A Typological Non-Future-Mass-Con-
version View. As observed in the titles of the views, the goal was to have 
two positions (views 1 and 2) that affirmed a future mass-conversion of 
Jews but differed on Israel’s typological role in biblical theology, and two 
positions which differed on the mass-conversion of ethnic Israelites but 
agreed on Israel’s typological role (views 2 and 3). The views in the book did 
not line-up into such clean-cut categories however, as all three views differ 
on their understanding of typology, while all the contributors agreed that 
“Israel” in Romans 9-11 always refers to ethnic Jews. 

The first view, presented by Michael Vlach formerly of The Master’s Seminary 
(now he is a professor at Shepherds Theological Seminary), is a dispensational 

SBJT 25.3 (2021): 213-261
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view, which not only rejects Israel as a type of Christ or the church (unless 
typology is redefined to refer to mere correspondences), but argues that 
Romans 9-11 teaches that a mass-conversion of ethnic Israel will be saved at 
the second coming of Jesus and that Israel will be restored, in accordance with 
OT restoration promises, as a nation. Israel’s national identity and role are not 
fulfilled or superseded by Christ or the church, “Israel’s salvation involves the 
nation’s entrance into the new covenant and the bringing in of greater world 
blessings ([Rom] 11:12, 15, 26-27)” (25). The second position represented 
by Jim Hamilton and Fred Zaspel, both associated with the Southern Baptist 
Theological Seminary, makes the case that Romans 9-11 points to a future 
mass conversion of Jews who come into the church at the second coming of 
Christ. They stop short of the dispensational view, as Hamilton and Zaspel 
do not think Paul teaches that corporate Israel will be restored nationally. 
However, they do not view Israel’s promises being transferred to Gentiles 
as the OT expectations for Israel remains, though there is more continuity 
between Israel and the church. They contend that the whole church, Jew and 
Gentiles together, inherit the Abrahamic promises. Benjamin Merkle of the 
Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary defends the third position, pre-
senting the view that Romans 9-11 is about God’s continual preservation of 
a remnant within Israel, saved throughout redemptive history until the end 
of time, and therefore, Paul is not teaching a future mass-conversion of Israel 
at or near the return of Christ. In making his case, Merkle’s understanding of 
typology and the relationship between Israel, Christ, and the church aligns 
with progressive covenantalism, even though some advocates of progressive 
covenantalism affirm a future mass-conversion of ethnic Jews in the future 
based on Romans 11 (e.g., Thomas Schreiner, Richard Lucas; Peter Gentry 
and Steve Wellum also seem to go in this direction in their response to the 
Kingdom through Covenant reviews hosted on The Gospel Coalition website).

From the outset, it should be observed that the view that “all Israel” (Rom 
11:26) refers to the church, which was the position of John Calvin and is 
supported by the world-renown scholar, N. T. Wright (and by other scholars I 
believe, such as Chris Bruno), is not presented in this book. Perhaps the book 
could only be so long and consider what has become the three most common 
positions, but not having a separate view advancing the Calvin/Wright view is 
a shortfall for any work discussing the perspectives on Romans 9-11. All the 
views presented in the book understand “Israel” to refer to ethnic Israel and 



Book Reviews

215

so there is no disagreement on that point. Having the Calvin/Wright position 
articulated would have added discussion if Paul is advancing the title “Israel” 
to the church. Moreover, all the contributors to this work are Baptists. What is 
missing is a perspective from a more traditional covenantal stance. Covenant 
theologians do differ on Romans 9-11 as the Baptists do in this work, but not 
having a covenant theologian contribute is unfortunate considering the larger 
biblical-theological questions that this book seeks to address.

Each contributor helpfully provides an exegetical analysis of Romans 
9-11 and each in turn applies their insights to the larger biblical-theological 
questions regarding Israel, the Israel-church relationship, and typology. 
Unfortunately, only Merkle provides a thorough definition of typology in 
his main essay (163-64; Vlach does discuss typology in more detail in his 
response to Zaspel and Hamilton, see p. 145-46). More importantly how-
ever, the question of typology is not entirely germane to the discussion of 
Romans 9-11 because all the contributors agree that “Israel” refers to ethnic 
Israel. A case could be made that Paul’s citations of Hosea 2:23 and 1:10 with 
reference to believing Gentiles in Roman 9:24-26 is typological, indicating 
that the eschatologically restored Israel expands to include Gentiles (i.e., 
the church) but Vlach treats the citations in a non-typological manner: the 
citations of Hosea to believing Jews and Gentiles is analogical (33-35, 63). 
Hamilton and Zaspel do see more than a mere analogy, viewing Hosea’s 
prophecy as including Gentiles via the larger context of Hosea 1:10 involv-
ing the Abrahamic blessings to the nations (76-77, 103-105), while Merkle 
makes no mention of Rom 9:24-26 in his essay or responses.

As one who is convinced of the progressive covenantalism perspective, 
it is not surprising that I found Vlach’s essay to be the least convincing. The 
difficulty for Vlach is that he not only has to demonstrate that Romans 9-11 
teaches a salvation of ethnic Jews in the future, but also that the passage affirms 
the national restoration of Israel in keeping with Vlach’s dispensationalism. 
A number of problems could be mentioned. I will highlight only three.

First, Vlach seems to overstress the privilege and benefits of Israel in Romans 
9:1-5 (27-30, 65, 67-68). For Vlach, Israel’s national vocation, Jerusalem, and 
the temple service have relevance beyond the new covenant era (29). It is 
difficult to see how Romans 9:1-5 can support such sweeping conclusions. 
These verses showcase that Paul does have concern for his people, the Jews 
and these verses highlight the prerogatives and privileges of the Jewish people. 
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But Paul does not expound on these privileges and as Daniel J-S Chae has 
shown, the once exclusive privileges mentioned here were already applied to 
believing Gentiles in Romans 1-8 and elsewhere in Paul’s writings (see Chae, 
Paul as Apostle to the Gentiles: His Apostolic Self-Awareness and its Influence on the 
Soteriological Argument in Romans [Carlisle, UK: Paternoster, 1997], 226-27). 
The point is that God is faithful, and while many Israelites are not enjoying 
the reality of these privileges, many Gentiles are (Rom 9:6).

Second, when reading Vlach’s essay, one gets the sense that there are two 
peoples of God. For example, “National Israel remains strategic to God’s 
purposes and does not lose its significance with the arrival of Jesus and the 
church” (22). Further, while arguing that the concept of the people of God 
expands without the expansion of Israel to include Gentiles, Vlach states 
that “God’s plan is to bless Gentiles as Gentiles alongside believing Israel” 
(35). The use of the word “alongside” suggests that there are two peoples 
of God – Gentile believers and the nation of Israel. Or, consider how Vlach 
posits that both “the church of believing Jews and Gentiles and national 
Israel are strategic in God’s purposes” (71). It is difficult not to conclude 
based on these statements that there are two peoples of God with the church 
on the one hand and national Israel on the other. However, none of this is 
supported in Romans 9-11. In fact, there is only one olive tree (Rom 11:16-
24) made up of Jewish and Gentile believers, but for Vlach, the olive tree 
imagery is about the place of blessing (44-48). The distinction between 
Gentiles and Israel must be maintained even though the olive tree imagery 
has implications for ecclesiology. In their response to Vlach, Hamilton and 
Zaspel are correct when they point out the problems of a “supposed two 
peoples of God” distinction (82-83). I would only add that Vlach does not 
seem to reflect upon the significance that even if Israel is saved in the future 
and is brought into the new covenant when the redeemer comes from Zion 
(Rom 11:25-26; cf. Isa 59:20-21), which Vlach dubiously concludes is a 
reference to Christ’s second coming (58-59; see Merkle’s response p. 95), 
then does it not follow that Israel will become incorporated into the people 
of Christ, the church? A mass conversion of Jews to Christ (and so becoming 
Christians) would occur according to this view. To be saved and to belong 
to Christ means that one is a member of the church. But for Vlach, Israel’s 
future salvation is spiritual, but the emphasis is upon a national restoration 
with Israel existing “alongside” the church. 
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Third, Vlach’s reading and presentation of the sequences of Romans 
11 is fraught with difficulty. Over and over again Vlach states that after 
the salvation and future restoration of “all Israel,” with the nation of Israel 
being brought into the new covenant, there will be great blessings for the 
world and for Gentiles (see 23, 25, 27, 36-37, 40-41, 43, 58, 60, 62, 65-66, 
68-73). What exactly are these worldwide blessings, and how can there be 
worldwide blessings and salvation for Gentiles when Israel’s salvation occurs 
after the fullness of the Gentiles (Rom 11:25; a point Merkle points out as 
well, p. 92)? Like other dispensationalists Vlach relies on Romans 11:12 
and 15 in positing that after Israel’s salvation there will be blessings to the 
world and Israel will fulfill its role in blessing other nations (41). Unfortu-
nately, while Vlach references the essay written by Richard Lucas, he fails to 
actually engage with Lucas’ forceful arguments against the dispensational 
handling of the salvation-historical sequence in Romans 11 (see Richard J. 
Lucas, “The Dispensational Appeal to Romans 11 and the Nature of Israel’s 
Future Salvation,” in Progressive Covenantalism: Charting a Course between 
Dispensational and Covenant Theologies, ed. Stephen J. Wellum and Brent E. 
Parker [Nashville, TN: B&H Academic, 2016], 242-51). 

Hamilton and Zaspel make a good case that Romans 9-11 teaches a future 
salvation of Israel while rejecting the dispensational position and affirming 
more continuity between Israel and the church (130, 136). Nevertheless, 
there are a couple of points to register in terms of disagreement. First, Merkle 
is much more convincing that Rom 11:26-27 with the citation to Isa 59:20-
21 refers to the first coming of Christ (197-99; cf. 158-59). Hamilton and 
Zaspel argue that Romans 11:26-27 is in regard to the second coming of 
Christ (115, 120, 127). Moreover, the way typology functions for Hamil-
ton and Zaspel is akin to the complementary hermeneutic of progressive 
dispensationalism. They write, “whatever anticipations of the church are 
seen in Israel, and however much the church may realize blessings promised 
to Israel, for the Paul the OT expectation for Israel continues. Typological 
fulfillments, then, do not imply that the implications of the promises God 
has made or the patterns of his saving activity have been exhausted” (135, 
emphasis original; see also 122-23). The problems of this view of typology are 
pointed out by Vlach (141, 145, 149) and in the conclusion by Jared Compton 
(251-52). As I have argued elsewhere, typological fulfillment may follow 
the contours of inaugurated eschatology, but the arrival of the antitype does 
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mean the type has reached its designed end. The question then, is how Israel 
is typological of Christ and the church. I think Israel in its national identity 
and in its role and vocation is typologically fulfilled in Christ primarily and 
derivatively, through the church. However, that does not mean that Israel as 
an ethnic people group, as Jews, is typological (cf. 207). Clearly on any view 
of Romans 11, the continuation and presence of Jews as an ethnic people is 
important and vital. In other words, even if Romans 11 is not about a future 
mass conversion of Jews at or near the second coming of Christ, ethnic Israel’s 
presence is vital for Merkle’s view as their provocation to salvation through 
Gentile salvation happens throughout history until the return of Christ (see 
p. 205-206). Hamilton’s and Zaspel’s typological understanding of Israel is 
confusing and needs refinement therefore, and they don’t seem to use this 
“both/and” approach (complementary hermeneutic) when it comes to the 
land promise (136-38). It is also not clear to me why Hamilton and Zaspel 
added a subsection on the millennium (138-39). It seems to be somewhat 
of a leap to include a discussion of the millennium from Romans 9-11. As a 
dispensationalist, Vlach does not mention it in his essay.

For the third and last perspective, Merkle makes a solid case that Romans 
9-11 teaches that there will be a remnant of believing Jews until the end of time. 
Whether one fully concurs with this view of Romans 9-11, Merkle’s understand-
ing of biblical theology, typology, and his overall hermeneutic is most reflective 
of progressive covenantalism. According to Compton’s conclusion, the middle 
view (Hamilton/Zaspel) was supposed to be reflective of progressive cove-
nantalism, not the Merkle position (237-38). This demonstrates that Romans 
9-11 in terms of understanding the Israel-church relationship, Israel’s role as 
a type, and a test case for progressive covenantalism was not the best choice.

Finally, Compton provides a helpful summary of the positions in the con-
clusion (235-53). One point of clarification: it is rather odd that Compton 
would count George Eldon Ladd as someone who would be a representative 
of progressive covenantalism (237). Ladd’s emphasis was on the kingdom of 
God and while he was neither a covenantalist nor a dispensationalist, he did 
not emphasize the covenants or how they are interrelated the way progressive 
covenantalists do. I also wonder if Compton takes Richard Lucas’ citation of 
Douglas Moo out of context (see fn. 6 on p. 238). Secondly, Compton lays 
out the rationale for this book with its focus on Romans 9-11 to unpack the 
Israel-church relationship and as a way of testing progressive covenantalism 
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(Wellum’s and Gentry’s thesis in Kingdom through Covenant). However, the 
problem is that singularly focusing on Romans 9-11 is not enough. Moreover, 
having written a long dissertation on the Israel-Christ-church relationship, I 
found that Romans 9-11, once it is recognized that the restoration of national 
Israel is not in view (contra Vlach), is not a pivotal passage for establishing the 
typological role of Israel. What is needed instead is actually a multi-view book 
that concentrates on the broader sweep of redemptive history and the relation-
ships of the biblical covenants in order to reveal the pinch points and significant 
differences among evangelicals. Therefore, Three Views on Israel and the Church 
succeeds in laying out various interpretative options for Romans 9-11, but it 
is lacking in adjudicating theological systems with Romans 9-11 as a test case.

Three Views on Israel and the Church: Perspectives on Romans 9-11 is a book 
pastors and students should engage to better understand Romans 9-11 and 
the interpretative differences evangelical scholars have. While the book 
does engage the issues surrounding the Israel-church relationship, there are 
other books, such as Benjamin Merkle’s Discontinuity to Continuity: A Survey 
of Dispensational and Covenantal Theologies and my multi-views book with 
Richard Lucas (Covenantal and Dispensational Theologies: Four Views on the 
Continuity of Scripture, InterVarsity Press) that are more suited to address 
the larger interpretative issues surrounding the covenants and the biblical 
theology of the Israel-church relationship.

Brent E. Parker, PhD
Assistant Editor, The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology

Redeeming Our Thinking About History: A God-Centered Approach. By Vern 
S. Poythress. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2022, 247 pp., $24.99 paper. 

The question of how to write and think about history has been the subject of 
much debate in Christian circles over the past several decades. In particular, 
there has been fierce disagreement about the acceptability of making explicit 
reference to providence and the purposes of God in the writing of history and 
biography. In his book, Redeeming Our Thinking About History, Westminster 
Theological Seminary professor and prolific author Vern Poythress sought to 
address this controversy and provide a “God-centered approach” to the way 
that Christians should think about history. The book covers a wide swath 
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of considerations related to Christian consideration of history, but Poyth-
ress’ primary argument throughout was that all our thinking about history 
should be shaped by our understanding of the sovereign purposes of God 
as revealed in Scripture. This understanding should, Poythress suggested, 
work itself out in different ways depending on the context and the degree 
to which Scriptural principles can clearly be seen in the situation, but the 
providence and purposes of God should always be present in our thinking. 

Though the primary purpose of the work is to defend the use of providence 
in Christian writing and thinking about history, Poythress did not begin with 
that controversy, but rather sought to build a Christian understanding of 
history from the ground up, starting from a biblical basis for the significance 
of history. The book argues that we should study and value history because 
God’s glory and his works are revealed in it. Though this is consummately 
true in biblical history, Poythress argued, it remains true to a lesser degree in 
every part of history, from the grand world-scale events to the private history 
of an individual. From a theological perspective, Poythress also suggested 
that our studies must be based around the understanding that history is a 
web of interrelationships between events, persons, and meanings, which 
together reflect the unity and diversity of the triune God. We may focus on 
one particular aspect more than others, but we must always include both 
unity and diversity if we are to be truthful in our telling of history. 

After providing a theological introduction to the study of history, Poythress 
then turned to the main thrust of his argument – his understanding of cau-
sality in history. Based an analysis of historical writing in Scripture, Poythress 
argued that biblical commands and prophecy provide the lens through which 
history must be interpreted. Though we must be cautious in our applications 
of biblical teaching to extra-biblical history because we, unlike the biblical 
authors, cannot claim divine inspiration, the effort to apply Scriptural truth 
to history remains legitimate and even imperative for faithful Christians. Poy-
thress ardently defends the legitimacy of a church prayer circle identifying the 
purposes of God in the events of personal histories, and on that basis argues 
that the same can be done on a broader scale in academic and public history. 

Overall, the book provides an account of history and historical thinking 
that is biblically and theologically robust. While much ink has been spilled 
on the subject of Christian historiography in recent years, and there have 
been many treatments of the issue of providence in history, few go into detail 
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that Poythress did on the biblical and theological backdrop of the issues. The 
first fifteen chapters, which are arguably the most valuable portion of the 
book, are replete with the careful exegesis of Scripture. His assessment of 
the historical books and their method of conveying the purposes of God are 
both insightful and unique among literature of this type. On the theological 
side, Poythress’ connections between the three aspects of history (events, 
people, and meanings) and Frame’s three approaches to ethics, and the 
three persons of the Trinity are particularly thought-provoking. Poythress’ 
expertise as a systematic theologian is clearly on display in this section, as 
well as in his skillful treatment of the issues of God’s sovereignty and the 
limitations of human knowledge and objectivity. 

For readers who hoping for practical advice on the writing of history, 
Poythress does leave something to be desired. Though the book does include 
two examples of the way that his account of historical thinking would play 
out in the consideration of particular historical periods (the persecution of 
the early church and the theological debates surrounding the reformation), 
both examples are very broad, and there is little discussion about how this 
way of thinking might apply to the more specific questions considered by 
most academic historians. Poythress addressed many of the concerns of 
those who would oppose the use of providence in the academic writing 
of history by stating the need for humility and caution in our applications 
and admitting that it has been done badly in the past, but he did not give a 
particular vision of what a legitimate application of Scripture to an academic 
historical study might look like. In fairness to Poythress, however, the book 
is primarily focused on presenting an approach to thinking about history, not 
writing history, so perhaps the omission is a result of that focus.

Despite the lack of specific application, Redeeming Our Thinking About History 
provides an in-depth and fresh approach to the task of thinking about history 
in a distinctly Christian way. The depth of Poythress’ biblical and theological 
considerations is rare among this type of literature, and he speaks into the 
often-heated controversy regarding providence with considerable charity and 
grace. Lay Christians, pastors, and academic historians alike will find material 
for contemplation in Poythress’ comprehensive and well-written treatment, 
and his many footnotes and substantial bibliography provide ample resources 
for further study. Overall, Poythress succeeds extremely well at providing 
what the subtitle claims, a “God-centered approach” to thinking about history, 
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from the metanarrative of Scripture to the histories of our own personal lives. 
Hannah Turrill
PhD Student, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Respect the Image: Reflecting Human Worth in How We Listen and Talk. By 
Timothy M. Shorey. Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2020, 226 pp., $13.69 paper.

Timothy M. Shorey is a bright voice from the wilderness of 2020’s rhetorical 
chaos. In Respect the Image: Reflecting Human Worth in How We Listen and 
Talk, Shorey distinguishes himself as a trustworthy guide for all Christians 
who know that something about their communication needs to change but 
don’t know where to start. 

Many books have been written on communication that can provide helpful 
insights on how to converse with others, even some from a Christian worl-
dview. Respect the Image should be considered one of the crème de la crème 
volumes available on communication and practical theology. 

Timothy Shorey has written an accessible volume on communication with 
a theological framework rooted in the biblical doctrines of God, revelation, 
and image bearing. This book competently addresses the posture of the 
communicator and the dialogical process from the angle of God-reflecting 
attentiveness. He lays out his approach while keenly perceiving the value 
of respect exemplified in one another dialogue (14). At the same time, he 
maintains that all communication habits are theological convictions poorly 
or properly being applied. Shorey explains that all “bad communication is 
a result of poor or unapplied theology,” while “good communication is a 
conscious application of what we know about God, what we know about 
humans, and what we know about the gospel—all of which leads to respect, 
healing, peace, and love” (22). This book shows readers how godly com-
munication is the disciplined application of a healthy theology fused with 
a vibrant respect for other image bearers. 

Respect the Image addresses human dignity in the context of relationships 
from theological, anthropological, and existential presuppositions that the 
author lays out at the start of his volume and which undergirds his writing 
(15-16). Shorey’s three major presuppositional classifications will serve the 
reader by orienting them to the book’s argument:



Book Reviews

223

1. Theological Presupposition– “God talks and listens” (15). Communication starts 

with God and human communication reflects the God who has spoken; “[t]o 

communicate is to be godlike; to communicate well is to be godly” (15, 24). 

2. Anthropological Presupposition– “Humans are made in the image and likeness 

of God” (15). Disciplined godly speech “honors those who bear the image 

and elevates our discourse” (16). All speech is governed by implicit and 

explicit ways we see and value other people (13).

3. Existential Presupposition – “In all our communication efforts, we need gospel 

assurance” which answers our guilt and produces confidence for the way 

ahead” (16). Redemptive grace in Christ is available for all who imperfectly 

strive for godly speech.

Shorey’s work largely comprises of a chapter-by-chapter exposition on his 
theological method of communication which is structured according to his 
pedagogical acronym, “COMMUNICATE” (7, 16).  Each letter represents 
a chapter and concept that rings true to Scripture and that serves a helpful 
purpose in Christian living. However, Shorey’s creative attempt at construct-
ing a memorable communication paradigm was a tad too lengthy to serve 
that purpose in my estimation. Nonetheless, the book content is excellent, 
biblical, and livable. This is a recommendable resource that is sure to bring 
personal edification to the reflective reader. 

For example, Shorey’s “Open Up” principle for godly communication 
was personally challenging (chapter 2). He writes, “a choice not to speak is 
a choice not to love. But a choice to open up is a choice to discover, and to 
be discovered, in ways that are more delightful everyday” (60). As an intro-
vert who has been called out a time or two for my ability to stay disengaged 
from the present conversation, I was helped to remember that I must seek 
to share myself as a means to loving other people. 

Readers will easily appreciate Shorey’s irenic ability to acknowledge human 
finiteness in the midst of sinful responses. He is perceptive, honest, and gentle 
in his biblical construal of the human condition which is both produced in 
sin and prone to sin. For example, he says, “[w]e lose our chill easily because 
we have so many emotional vulnerabilities and weak points—and because 
there are so many things that happen in this world that can legitimately make 
us angry, but which we nevertheless need to process with restraint” (42). 

Furthermore, the author has a knack for insightfully describing the human 
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experience in relationship to God. Theology informs the human experience 
in dialogue; we are sanctified by remembering “what God is like” while also 
remembering “how we are to be like him” (42). Shorey goes on to say that 
God never lashes out in sin, he ‘is not hot-tempered” but kind toward his 
creatures in patient ways that are immeasurably gracious (42).

If “[c]ommunication is a theological exercise before it is a relational one,” 
as Shorey contends, then “[w]hen you and I interact, we apply our up-to-
this-very-second core beliefs” (22). Perhaps, it would be better to say that 
all communication is a simultaneous exercise and display of what we believe 
(theological) and what we believe about one another as moral, responsible 
image bearers (relational). Either way, I commend Shorey’s assertion that 
everything we do as communicators in relationship can be traced back to 
what we believe about God. Refining one’s theological beliefs to the biblical 
truths in this book will be a helpful exercise as we get equipped to enter into 
transformative dialogues with one another.

Respect the Image is a balanced resource on godly communication that is 
pervasively theological while remaining practical to a wide audience. Essen-
tially, this book is a meta manual for how to view and attend to the ways we 
relate to one another in the conversational sphere of human relations. Shorey 
writes, “[t]his book will not address all the issues and conflicts that people 
may face. But it will address how to address them,” which he rightly believes 
is the more necessary starting point (15). His success at this task is why I 
heartily commend this book to communicators, writers, and counselors. 
Before you pick up another issue-specific Christian resource on communica-
tion, I recommend you make Respect the Image your communication primer.

C. Jordan Williams
PhD Candidate, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

The Same God Who Works All Things: Inseparable Operations in Trinitarian 
Theology. By Adonis Vidu. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2021, 372 pp., 
$50.00.

Adonis Vidu serves as professor of theology at Gordon Conwell Theological 
Seminary. In addition to various articles, Vidu has published several monographs 
on various theological topics ranging from hermeneutics (Postliberal Theological 
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Method, Paternoster, 2008) to the doctrine of the atonement (Atonement, Law, 
and Justice, Baker Academic, 2014). And with the installation of The Same God 
Who Works All Things: Inseparable Operations in Trinitarian Theology, Vidu adds 
his voice to the resurgence of patristic and medieval Trinitarianism, offering this 
book-length treatment of the nature of divine action with a particular focus on 
the inseparability principle—opera trinitatis ad extra sunt indivisa.

In this volume, Vidu argues that proper theological grammar must include 
a hard reading of the inseparability principle. Hard inseparability posits “that 
every act token of any Trinitarian person is also an act token of the other 
persons” (xv). According to Vidu, hard inseparability is not a theological 
construct foisted upon the text of Scripture but is grounded in the biblical 
data itself. In the first three chapters, Vidu lays out the biblical foundation of 
inseparable operations (chap. 1), the historical formulation of the principle 
(chap. 2), and his systematic presentation of the metaphysical logic of the 
principle (chap. 3). In chapters 4-9, Vidu examines the viability of hard insep-
arability against various theological loci, testing its explanatory capability. 

In what follows, I summarize the contents of chapters 3-9, giving particular 
attention to chapter 3, which is the heart of Vidu’s proposal. I then conclude 
with a brief commendation of and two suggestions for this excellent volume.

Chapter 3 serves as a systematic presentation of the metaphysical logic of 
inseparable operations as well as a critique of social Trinitarianism. For Vidu, 
explaining God’s operations must begin with an examination of God’s nature 
without reference to creation. God’s identity is found through examining 
the notion of a divine person as subsistent relation and divine procession. 
The processions of the persons—Father, Son, and Spirit—are internal to the 
divine essence and are grounded in essential divine causality and the numerical 
singularity of the will. This reality eventuates in the inseparability principle, 
which, as Vidu explains, does not imply a society of divine agents cooperating 
but the presence of real distinctions within the singular essential divine agency. 
Thus, Vidu can assert, “Just as ontologically the persons are distinguished as 
relations within the unity of the essence, so operationally they are distinguished 
as modes of activity within the single yet undifferentiated work of God” (104). 
Thus, divine action ad extra evinces unity and differentiation: unity as ascribed 
to the divine essence when considered under efficient causality and differen-
tiation when seen through the lens of the personal processions and missions, 
particularly, in terms of the divine missions and final causality. Vidu concludes 
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this chapter with a critique of Richard Swinburne’s social Trinitarianism.
Launching from his explication of inseparable operations, Vidu shifts focus 

to examine the implications of the inseparability rule for various theological 
loci. Beginning with the doctrine of creation (chap. 4), Vidu aptly demon-
strates—contra the mediation accounts of Wolfhart Pannenberg and Colin 
Gunton—that inseparable operations can adequately offer an apparatus for 
God to have a tangible relation to the world and to create through the Son in 
the Spirit while maintaining the Creator-creature distinction and the equality 
of the divine persons. From the doctrine of creation, Vidu unpacks the latent 
difficulties regarding the doctrine of Christ and hard inseparability over the 
next four chapters. Chapter 5 tackles the mystery of the incarnation by high-
lighting the difference between act and state. As an act, the incarnation is 
properly ascribed to the whole Trinity; as a state, the incarnation is properly 
ascribed to the person of the Son. In this way, the act terminates on the Son 
while maintaining the singularity of divine efficient causality, thus revealing the 
procession of the Son—alongside the person of the Father and the Spirit—in 
his visible mission. In chapter 6, Vidu tackles the formulation of the operation 
of the incarnate Christ, arguing that the acta prima of Christ’s human nature 
is attributable to the Son alone because he took on a real human nature. The 
actus secundus, on the other hand, “belongs to the Trinity as a whole” (213). 
One of the significant challenges facing inseparable operations is how one 
ought to conceive of the doctrine of the atonement—the subject of chapter 
7. Vidu fleshes out the understanding that “[t]he Trinitarian logic of salvation 
prevents pitting the Father against the Son, and it also prevents casting the 
human actions of the Son in a constitutive, antecedent, or causal role with 
respect to the actions of the Father” (245). Rather, proper emphasis on insep-
arable operations centralizes the notion of union with the triune God in the 
doctrine of salvation. Following this discussion, Vidu examines the relation 
between Christ’s ascension and Pentecost (chap. 8). With careful qualifica-
tion, Vidu postulates that the divine missions—as extensions of the divine 
processions—necessitate the return of the Son to the Father in love prior 
to the Spirit—to whom love is appropriated—proceeding externally. This 
theological articulation brings the Holy Spirit’s mission to indwell believers 
to the fore (chap. 9). Articulating the appropriation approach, Vidu argues that 
the presence of the Spirit is through the “formality of the Spirit’s indwelling 
in terms of the created effect of love” (318). This love is “the love by which 
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Christ loves the Father, and the Father loves Christ” (318). 
As a whole, Vidu’s accomplishment is a remarkable work of trinitarian 

reasoning. Parsing the nature of divine action requires a knowledge of historic 
theological terms as well as various metaphysical categories. This contribution 
will be fertile soil for years to come. First, of particular significance, this volume 
offers a robust defense of the viability of classical Trinitarianism against various 
challenges posed by social Trinitarians, and Vidu’s proposals will serve as a 
useful guide for those embracing classical Trinitarianism. Second, I found 
Vidu’s explication of the divine action in the incarnation particularly helpful. 
His distinction between act and state regarding the life of Christ makes sense 
of the triune nature of the Son’s activity while preserving the Chalcedonian 
framework against the charges of Nestorianism. By way of critique, first, the 
procession-mission paradigm that Vidu presents in practice moves from creation 
to incarnation. This move leaves out a wide swath of Scripture, and I am left 
wondering what explanatory power this principle has for Genesis 4 to Matthew 
1. Second, Vidu assumes a classical view of the nature of God, mentioning the 
divine attributes necessary to safeguard both classical theism and inseparable 
operations as God acts in the world, but Vidu is lacking on some of the more 
“communicable” attributes. For instance, he signals the need for penal notions 
in the atonement, but does inseparable operations have bearing on the nature 
or the giving of the law as tied to God’s very nature? All this to say, I do not 
have disagreements per se, but I would love to see Vidu apply inseparable 
operations to other theological loci in future works.

Adonis Vidu’s The Same God Who Works All Things is a masterful artic-
ulation of the inseparability principle, and it is a much needed statement 
in the midst of a revival of Trinitarian thinking in the twenty-first century.

Alex C. Tibbott, PhD Candidate
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Pastors and Their Critics: A Guide to Coping with Criticism in the Ministry. 
By Joel R. Beeke and Nick Thompson. Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 
2020, 177 pp., $12.00 paperback. 

In spite of all of the encouragement I received after preaching months ago, 
the only feedback I remember is that frustrated and partly all-caps email. This 
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likely familiar experience is what makes Joel R. Beeke’s and Nick Thompson’s 
Pastors and Their Critics such a gift to pastors and all Christians who want to 
grow in their ability to handle criticism. Beeke is a prolific author and the 
president of Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary; Nick Thompson is a 
graduate of the same seminary. Their purpose in this collaborative volume 
is to deal “comprehensively with the various dimensions of criticism in the 
Christian ministry from a biblical and Reformed perspective” (14). 

Pastors and Their Critics is broken into four parts. The authors first argue 
that though criticism withers many pastors’ joy and resolve, it is largely an 
“unaddressed problem” in pastoral training (14). They then show the origins 
of criticism in Satan’s slanderous criticism of God in Eden and trace the con-
tinued critical assaults against the leaders of God’s people throughout the OT 
(19-35). Satan knows that the most effective way to destroy God’s people is 
to destroy their leaders; criticism is one of his favorite ploys. Christ, however, 
is our example for dealing with criticism, particularly in his meek silence and 
bold love towards his enemies as he faced slanderous criticism (40-41, 47-50).

Part two focuses on how to cope with criticism. Pastors should be real-
istic about the inevitability of criticism and seek to be realistic about the 
character and motivations of those who criticize them (56-62). Moreover, 
criticism is God’s agent to expose our pride and self-centeredness; we should 
cultivate humility in general and specifically humble ourselves before our 
critics by inclining our ears, inspecting our hearts, and involving others to 
help (76-82). Beeke and Thompson then commend sober and grace-filled 
responses to criticism. Spiritual sobriety results in prayerful, patient, and 
prudent responses to criticism (85). A grace-filled response to criticism 
is one girded with the strength that God provides; it comes from a clean 
conscience, a willingness to learn from God in the “school of criticism”, and 
a love for our critics (101). 

Part 3 of Pastors and Their Critics articulates a vision for healthy criticism, 
arguing first that pastors are to be the loving agents of criticism for the good of 
their people (121-123). To do this they will need to demonstrate godly ethos 
(their character and love for their people), pathos (compassion, affirmation, 
clear warning, and hope) and logos (careful wording and grounding) in their 
giving of criticism (123-136). Secondly, pastors are to build cultures of healthy 
criticism in their churches through preaching, praying, being open about their 
failures, and providing platforms for constructive criticism (137-147).
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Pastors and Their Critics concludes with an encouragement for pastors to 
place the criticism they bear in a broader perspective. Here the authors remind 
pastors that they minister not for approval or comfort, but for God’s glory, 
the church’s well-being, and the day when they will stand before Christ and 
enjoy him forever (163). Nick Thompson contributes an appendix designed 
to help seminary students prepare for the fires of criticism in ministry.

This is a wonderful book I would recommend to every pastor and most 
Christians, especially because of its broad applicability. Though directed to 
those in ministry, this volume could have been entitled Christians and Their 
Critics. Any Christian in a vocation that is prone to criticism (one particularly 
thinks of scholars!) should read this book. However, even Christians who 
are not regularly criticized will be blessed by its contents. While certainly 
focused on criticism, Pastors and Their Critics will challenge and warm a 
reader’s soul in a variety of ways. Chapters four through six are so rich with 
spiritual insight they could be read just for edification. The authors’ remarks 
about humility and sobriety in the face of criticism were convicting to the 
point of being painful; there were several times I stopped reading mid-chapter 
to pray in repentance. 

At the same time, this book is full of practical wisdom. There is both 
seasoned guidance on when one should remain silent or respond publicly 
to criticism and also discerning advice on how to give criticism to others. 
Concerning giving criticism, Beeke and Thompson appropriate Aristotle’s 
categories of ethos, pathos and logos with excellence, describing them in 
ways that are thoroughly biblical and applying them in ways that are wise and 
practical. The authors also recognize that a church’s culture can easily veer 
towards either being overly critical or fearfully uncritical; they then show 
how a pastor might cultivate balance in his church’s culture. 

I appreciated several smaller elements of Pastors and Their Critics. First, 
Beeke and Thompson provide a biblical theology of criticism, tracing it from 
its beginnings in Satan’s slanderous criticism against God all the way to the 
return of Jesus, “when criticism will be silenced forever” (103). Secondly, 
the complicated issue of how Jesus is and isn’t our example in his unique 
role as Messiah is handled well and with nuance. Finally, the authors are 
conversational with a variety of sources, quoting Jonathan Edwards, recent 
blog posts, and everything in between. This is a book steeped in Scripture, 
church history, and modern realities.
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My quibbles with this excellent volume are few. In several chapters the 
authors summarized their main ideas in brief introductory paragraphs but 
did not expound them, instead using the body of the chapter for application. 
I would have appreciated more space given to the main ideas, particularly in 
the chapters about sober judgement and grace. Readers should also know that 
the cover art does not do justice to the seriousness of this book and that the 
authors’ exclusive use of the King James Version for Bible quotations could 
be challenging in several places for those unacquainted with the translation. 

Overall, this is an excellent book on an overlooked and important topic. 
In a culture with an increasing propensity toward criticism and slander, 
Pastors and Their Critics will only grow in its relevance. 

Leland Brown, PhD Candidate
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Handbook on Hebrews through Revelation. By Andreas J. Köstenberger. Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2020, 304 pp., $34.99 hardcover.

In his Handbook on Hebrews through Revelation, Andreas Köstenberger pro-
vides a brief commentary on each of the general epistles and Revelation. 
Having decades of scholarly expertise in Johannine literature and biblical 
hermeneutics and being research professor of NT and biblical theology at 
Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, Köstenberger is a welcome guide 
through these final books of the NT.

Köstenberger succeeds in “briefly set[ting] the stage for each individual 
book in the respective chapter introductions” before “plowing through the 
contents of each book” (xiii). For example, in a mere five pages, he introduces 
readers to Hebrews and then spends fifty-four pages commenting on Hebrews 
section by section. He provides a six-page bibliography for Hebrews at the 
end of the chapter. The relative lengths of book introductions, commentary, 
and bibliography are consistent for each of the general epistles’ and Revela-
tion’s chapters. Köstenberger’s brief expositions also include contemporary 
application of the biblical texts. For example, he concludes from Hebrews 
6:1, “preachers should provide both instruction for unbelievers to convert 
(evangelism) and instruction for believers to grow in their faith (disciple-
ship)” (25, emphasis in original). Evangelical readers will also appreciate 
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Köstenberger’s worshipful tone, such as in his comment on the crown of 
glory in 1 Peter 5:4: “the present is shot with suffering; the future will be shot 
with glory—in fact, even now we have a glimpse of glory in that the glorious 
Holy Spirit rests upon us and we anticipate the glorious return of our Lord 
Jesus Christ!” (139). With concise expositions of the general epistles and 
Revelation that include contemporary application and exaltation of God, 
pastors and seminary students alike will profit from this handbook.

Köstenberger’s treatment of Revelation may be the most valuable chapter 
of the book. Given that “Revelation has confounded many interpreters,” 
Köstenberger’s “careful study and application” of the final book of the Bible 
may be most helpful to preachers and teachers of the Bible (xi). In the series 
preface, the series editor Benjamin Gladd notes that this handbook uses 
footnotes “sparingly,” (ix). Nevertheless, Köstenberger’s fifty-page chapter 
on Revelation includes 115 footnotes, all of which are necessary and none 
of which distracts the reader from understanding his exposition of that 
challenging book. Though brief, Köstenberger’s exposition of Revelation 
is among the most straightforward and understandable treatments of Rev-
elation available. For every book he expounds, Köstenberger presents its 
central message in his introductory comments to that book. His proposed 
central message for Revelation helps readers not lose sight of the forest 
of this book’s overall argument for the trees of its exegetical intricacies: 
Revelation reassures “suffering Christians … that, contrary to how it may 
appear at the moment, evil will not forever triumph, but God will eventually 
vindicate believers and judge the unbelieving world” (221). Of course, in 
commenting on Revelation, Köstenberger gives his own interpretation of 
this book. The seven seals, seven trumpets, and seven bowls in Revelation 
6-16 may “be interpreted in strictly linear terms as conveying chronological 
succession …, in terms of total recapitulation …, or somewhere in between 
these two extremes” (239). Köstenberger interprets them in a “telescoping” 
fashion in which “the first five seals, and then the six trumpets and bowls, 
refer to the end-time judgment, but that the sixth and seventh seal open 
the seventh trumpet and bowl” (239). He interprets Revelation 20 from 
a premillennial standpoint (256-7). Even as Köstenberger commendably 
presents his own interpretation of Revelation in a cogent manner, he also 
portrays different perspectives fairly. For example, he frequently interacts 
with Thomas R. Schreiner, who in his recent commentary on Revelation 
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in the ESV Expository Commentary “expresses a ‘slight preference’ for the 
amillennial position” (219n4). Though some readers may disagree with 
some of Köstenberger’s interpretations of particular verses or chapters in 
Revelation, all readers will profit from his clear exposition of Revelation, 
which is perhaps the most-often misunderstood book of the Bible.

Though Köstenberger’s chapters on Hebrews and Revelation are espe-
cially helpful, there are a few shortcomings in this handbook. Commenting 
on Revelation, Köstenberger not only mentions interpretive disagreements 
but also cites proponents of various positions, but he does not always 
provide footnotes for debated issues in the general epistles. For example, 
Köstenberger notes, “there are some scholars who deny that the author 
of Hebrews espoused a belief in Jesus’s preexistence” (8). He does not 
provide a footnote naming these scholars or citing their writings. Com-
menting on 1 Peter 4:17-19, Köstenberger suggests that “the expectation 
of the beginning of messianic woes” may be “the backdrop for Peter’s 
statement” (136). But he does not define what the messianic woes are, nor 
does he provide a footnote to literature that does discuss the messianic 
woes (such as, e.g., Mark Dubis, Messianic Woes in First Peter: Suffering and 
Eschatology in 1 Peter 4:12-19 [New York: Peter Lang, 2002]). As noted 
above, this series of handbooks intentionally keeps footnotes minimal, but 
footnotes for debated matters of interpretation and technical language are 
nevertheless essential.

Köstenberger’s bibliographies for these NT books also occasionally omit 
resources that his audience would likely find helpful for studying the gen-
eral epistles and Revelation more deeply. The Hebrews bibliography does 
not cite Dana M. Harris’s 2019 Hebrews volume in the Exegetical Guide 
on the Greek NT series. Pastors would find this book useful in working 
through the challenging Greek of Hebrews as they preach or teach it. The 
Jude bibliography similarly is missing Herbert Bateman’s 2015 commentary 
on Jude in the Evangelical Exegetical Commentary series. Over 400 pages 
long, this most thorough commentary should not be overlooked by pastors 
or seminary students studying Jude.

These minor flaws notwithstanding, Handbook on Hebrews through Rev-
elation is a welcome addition to this pastor’s library. I know I will reference 
this handbook whenever I preach or teach through any of the general epistles 
and Revelation. Though pastors and seminary students alike will need to 
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supplement this book with others, they should not overlook using Kösten-
berger’s Handbook on Hebrews through Revelation as a study aid.

Jordan Atkinson, PhD Candidate
Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary

Where Was the Biblical Red Sea?: Examining the Ancient Evidence. By Barry J. 
Beitzel. Bellingham, WA: Lexham, 2020, 163 pp., $25.99 paper.

Barry J. Beitzel wrote Where was the Biblical Red Sea? in response to two 
recent dissertations on the term yam sûf/erythra thalassa (Red Sea) in the 
Hebrew Bible and other ancient literature. Beitzel is professor emeritus of 
OT and Semitic languages at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School and has 
researched and written extensively on Near Eastern geography and archae-
ology (including editing the Lexham Geographic Commentary series and 
authoring The New Moody Atlas of the Bible). The primary argument Beitzel 
is countering in Where was the Biblical Red Sea? is that the term only refers 
to the Gulf of Aqaba/Elat in the OT but never refers to this body of water 
in other ancient sources. 

Beitzel attempts to draw five conclusions in his book. The first conclusion 
is that the Hebrew Bible uses yam sûf in multiple ways. It can refer to the 
Gulf of Suez, the Gulf of Aqaba/Elat, or an inland lake separating Egypt 
from Sinai. Second, classical literature also uses the Red Sea to reference 
multiple bodies of water including the Bay of Bengal, the Indian Ocean, 
the Persian Gulf, the Gulf of Aden, the classical Gulf of Arabia, the Gulf of 
Suez, and the Gulf of Aqaba/Elat. Third, the Greek Septuagint follows the 
standard practice of using the single term (erythra thalassa) to reference 
multiple bodies of water. Fourth, the exodus narrative shows that the body 
of water was near Egypt not hundreds of miles away. Fifth, many significant 
scientific achievements during the classical period, including cartography 
and geography, were lost in large part to the rise of Christianity and decline 
of the Roman Empire (5–6).

All these conclusions are primarily derived as a response to the premises 
of Glen Fritz’s dissertation. Beitzel presents the ancient sources for each area, 
Hebrew Bible, classical literature and monuments, and ancient cartography to 
argue his major points. The conclusion that Beitzel presents is not so much a 



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 25.3 (2021)

234

positive identification of the Red Sea but a warning against misidentification. 
As Beitzel concludes, “wherever the people of Israel miraculously crossed the 
Red Sea, or wherever Mt. Sinai is to be located, I would contend a so-called 
Gulf of Aqaba/Elat exodus hypothesis or a purported Mt. Sinai in Saudi 
Arabia hypothesis cannot on this basis withstand the scrutiny of the biblical, 
classical, and early cartographically related traditions presented here” (124).

One positive aspect of the book is the wide range of disciplines that Beitzel 
draws upon, which may not be familiar to many biblical scholars. For example, 
Beitzel presents a table describing the location and date of twenty-five mile-
stones laid along a highway built by Trajan from “the border of Syria as far as 
Mare Rubrum” (79). This contributes to the argument about the ancient use 
of Red Sea for multiple bodies of water, but it is outside the timeframe that 
most OT scholars study (AD 111-114) and so is not commonly referenced 
in conversations about the Exodus or the Red Sea. Drawing upon this wide 
variety of references creates a more complete, and complex, picture of the 
issues but also broadens the vision of the reader.

One negative aspect of this book is the reliance on late sources, specifically 
in the cartography chapter. It is helpful to see the linguistic range and devel-
opment of a term in Hebrew and the Greek and Latin translations. However, 
when Beitzel is arguing for the ancient world having a deep knowledge of 
cartography, all his sources are Greek and the one he interacts with the most, 
Claudius Ptolemais, lived in the second century AD. This clearly undermines 
Fritz’s claim that Ptolemy’s cartography is unreliable, but it does not advance 
the argument much further (108). The issue is not whether the Greeks had 
sufficient knowledge of the Sinai Peninsula to know the difference between 
the Gulf of Aqaba/Elat and the Gulf of Suez but how the Israelites would have 
used the term Red Sea. The cartographic examples are not related to the OT 
text, ancient Israel, or the New Kingdom of Egypt so it is unclear how they 
directly to the title of the book which is the location of the biblical Red Sea.

A second negative aspect is the informal and tangential style. Though 
informality can make the book easier to read, at times Beitzel appears to take 
a stand on an unrelated subject. One example of this is the end of chapter 
four, where Beitzel concludes his discussion of medieval Christian cartog-
raphers failing to use the scientific advances of the Roman world. His point 
is critical to the thesis. If Fritz bases his low view of ancient cartography on 
medieval or early Renaissance cartography and these later cartographers 
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are shown to be less skillful than the ancient ones, then Fritz is in error. 
However, Beitzel ends this discussion warning that these Christian maps 
“ought to serve even today as a reminder of the harm that inevitably derives 
when extra-scientific ecclesiastical dogma that seeks to provide warrant for 
personal belief systems or sectarian creeds is allowed to substitute for an 
authentically scientific epistemological enterprise” (122). This danger may 
be true, but the relevance of it is unclear. Perhaps Fritz is the person who 
lets personal belief substitute for science, or maybe Beitzel has some other 
person or institution in mind. Beitzel made a strong argument for ancient 
Greek cartography being superior to medieval Christian cartography but 
then took an unnecessary step to warn readers not to let dogma overpower 
science, which seems to be outside the scope of the book.

Overall, Where was the Biblical Red Sea? is worth the read. The wealth of 
ancient sources and modern discussion contained in the footnotes are worth 
the price of the book by themselves. Some of the tangential and informal 
discussions might not resonate with every reader but the sheer number 
of ancient sources that Beitzel uses makes the argument compelling. The 
discussion of somewhat obscure ancient authors makes it ideal for college 
level readers, but Beitzel writes in a way that even the lay person interested 
in the subject can follow the argument.

Nicholas J. Campbell, PhD Candidate
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Who Is God? Key Moments of Biblical Revelation. Acadia Studies in Bible 
and Theology. By Richard Bauckham. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 
2020, vii + 110 pp., $17.59.

Richard Bauckham is a distinguished biblical scholar and theologian of 
the late twentieth and early decades of twenty-first centuries. He served as 
Professor of NT Studies at the University of St Andrews, Scotland for fifteen 
years until 2007. Since the early retirement at the university, he moved to 
Cambridge and has concentrated on researching and writing. He is probably 
known as one of the most prolific writers in biblical and theological studies. 
His prodigious publications include scores of monographs and articles 
since the late middle of the latter half of the twentieth century. Some of his 
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acclaimed books are Jesus and the Eyewitnesses: The Gospels as Eyewitness 
Testimony (2006), God Crucified: Monotheism and Christology in the New 
Testament (1998), The Theology of the Book of Revelation (1993) and Bible 
and Ecology (2010).

In the present volume of rather short monograph, Bauckham aims to 
deliver the answers to the question “Who is God?” from a Christian knowl-
edge of God. Following the shared tradition of Christianity, he attributes 
our knowledge of the existence and characteristics of God to the divine 
revelation in the canon of Scripture as a whole. Indeed, he views that there 
are key moments of revelation which resonate with the whole story of Scrip-
ture, and he further argues that those key moments of revelation disclose 
the knowledge of God for us to grasp and define his identity—who God 
is—and his characteristics—what he is like. Among the key moments of 
divine disclosure, he refers to four which he believes the most crucial in 
Scripture. The four moments of divine revelation which shape our knowl-
edge of God are “Jacob’s dream at Bethel (Gen 28:10-22), the revelation 
to Moses at the burning bush (Exod 3), the revelation to Moses on Mount 
Sinai (Exod 33:17-34:8), and the three key moments of revelation in the 
Gospel of Mark (1:9-11; 9:2-8; 15:37-39)” (2).

Then what does God speak about himself in the four crucial moments 
of revelation? Unfortunately, Bauckham refuses to unfold it immediately 
at the beginning of each chapter where he proceeds to deal with each key 
moment of divine revelation. In other words, he leaves it for readers, so that 
they could comprehend what God defines about himself while they reflect 
upon the author’s biblical exposition of the passages associated with the key 
moments of divine disclosure. Nonetheless, Bauckham’s exposition of biblical 
passages is succinct in such a way that readers will unambiguously see what 
God reveals about himself in each key event of divine disclosure. The first 
key moment of divine revelation, Jacob’s dream at Bethel (Gen 28:10-22), 
unfolds the presence of God who is with his people. God’s promise to Jacob 
that he would be with him wherever he would go (v. 15) foreshadowed his 
mobile presence at the Tabernacle with his covenant people of Israel during 
the wilderness sojourn. Not only so, but the appellation “the house of God” 
uttered by Jacob (v. 17) anticipated the Jerusalem temple which represented 
God’s permanent presence with the Israelites. Further, another significance 
of Jacob’s dream lies at the staircase to the bottom of which God descended 
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to be with him. In John, Jesus identifies the staircase with the Son of Man 
( John 1:51) who came down and became incarnate to manifest God’s tan-
gible presence in human form with his people. Jesus who came down and 
became concrete expression of Immanuel would be lifted up to accomplish 
his redemptive mission as the Son of Man.

The second key moment of divine revelation, the event of burning bush 
(Exod 3), discloses the divine name to Moses. God identifies his name 
with YHWH (v. 15), “known as the Tetragrammaton, which means “four 
letters”” (35). The revelation of divine name YHWH affirms his identity as 
the self-determining God— “I will be who I will be” (v. 14)—who acts out 
of his free love to choose the nation Israel and commit himself—“I-will-be” 
(v. 14)—to redeem them, so that he would make them his people and, by 
becoming the God of Israel, he would incorporate all nations into his people. 
In the NT, Jesus prayed the divine name to be sanctified by the holy God 
himself (Luke 11:2). That the Tetragrammaton was to be hallowed was the 
prophetic anticipation (Ezek 36:22-23), awaiting its ultimate fulfillment 
when all nations will call on the divine name which Jesus shares with the 
Father, the name “that is above every name” (Phil 2:9).

The third key moment of divine disclosure occurred at Mount Sinai where 
the LORD God revealed to Moses “what he was like,” i.e., his characteristics. 
Those characteristics are divulged as grace, mercy, patience, steadfast love, and 
faithfulness (Exod 34:6), all of which convey relational overtones. Yahweh 
in his relationship with his people of Israel demonstrated to Moses that he 
would act in abounding, enduring, and remitting grace when he would deal 
with the unfaithful Israelites rebelling against him at Mount Sinai. And the 
revelation of his characteristics as infinite loyal love and faithfulness toward 
his rebellious people characterizes his future dealings with them as well 
when they repeat rebellion in flagrant rejection of him. In the NT, God’s 
characteristics of inexhaustible loyal love and faithfulness became visible 
and concrete in Jesus the utter revelation of God. While Moses only heard 
what the LORD God was like, John testified that he saw what he was like in 
Jesus. He saw the full embodiment of steadfast love and faithfulness of God 
in the incarnate Son of God Jesus who was “full of grace and truth” ( John 
1:14). Because the apostle substituted love for grace in the rest of the Gospel 
after the Prologue, John identifies what God is like in his inner being with 
love which reveals the loving relationship between the Father and the Son. 
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The fourth key moment of divine revelation consists of the threefold 
moments which unveil the Trinity according to the Gospel of Mark. They 
refer to the baptismal event (Mark 1:9-11), the Transfiguration (9:2-8), and 
the centurion’s confession (15:37-39). The trinitarian revelation began with 
baptism of Jesus. At baptism, the rending of the heavens and descending of 
the Spirit upon Jesus was the fulfillment of the prophetic hope of Isaiah (Isa 
64:1). Still at baptism, the Father revealed to Jesus that he was his beloved Son 
who was to embark on messianic missions. Second, at the Transfiguration, 
the Father revealed to the disciples—encircled by the presence of the Holy 
Spirit—that Jesus was his beloved Son to whom they were to submit for the 
accomplishment of atoning mission of the Messiah. Third, at the moment of 
death, Jesus breathed his last. This act revealed the going forth of the Spirit 
from him. Again, the centurion revealed to us, when he saw his death, the 
identity of Jesus as the Son of God could not be divorced from his suffering 
and death which entailed “the extreme pain, the extreme rejection, the 
extreme shame of this sort of death … in the extreme point of his following 
his Father’s will for the salvation of the world” (107).

The author did a commendable job when he successfully led us to see 
the identity and characteristics of God uncovered in the four key moments 
of revelation which he narrated with intelligible exposition and arresting 
comments through his exceptional skill of clear writing and careful analysis. 
Readers will laud him for his thoughtful comments when he says that (1) 
Jacob’s dream at Bethel already anticipated the dual reality of God’s mobile 
and static presence with his people; (2) we encounter the word “holy” for the 
first time in the entire canon of Scripture when the LORD God identified the 
place where Moses was standing with “the holy ground” (Exod 3:5); (3) the 
name which Jesus addressed when he taught disciples a prayer (Luke 11:2; 
Matt 6:9) refers to the Tetragrammaton; (4) the apostle John never used the 
word “grace” after the Prologue, but he substituted love for grace in the rest 
of the Gospel; (5) in the Gospel of Mark, no human being acknowledged 
the eternal identity of Jesus as the Son of God until the Gentile centurion 
did; (6) and more. We will give credit to the author for such brilliant remarks 
demonstrating his erudite profundity as a distinguished biblical scholar.

While we commend him for his illuminating contributions, we must 
address a few theological concerns which remain unsettling. First, we demand 
a unifying answer to the question “Who is God?” the answer which will 
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provide a point of juncture at which to integrate our knowledges of God 
which we have grasped from the reflection of the four key moments of divine 
revelation. According to Bauckham’s exposition, God—whom Christians 
believe as revealed in the canon of Scripture—is the deity who reveals (1) 
his presence with his people, (2) his Divine Name indicating his ontological 
transcendence and sovereign freedom to choose his people and redeem 
them, (3) his characteristics as unfathomable loyal love and faithfulness; and 
(4) his triadic being expressed as the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. 
Bauckham seems satisfied with varying answers to the inquiry, but astute 
readers will conclude that the author did not provide a substantial thesis 
which should serve as a reference point to incorporate what God speaks 
about his identity and attributes made known from those four revelations.

Second, we do want to hear more about robust theological explanations 
from the author concerning the divine presence, divine name, and intratrin-
itarian relationship. First, regarding the divine presence, Bauckham should 
have mentioned God’s more intimate and immediate presence in his people 
of the New Covenant era which surpasses his presence with his people of 
the Old Covenant era. By virtue of the coming of the Son of God and his 
incarnation, God’s presence with his people became tangible, visible, and 
concrete in human Jesus. Yet, God’s concrete presence with his people by 
the coming of Jesus anticipated the fulfillment of a greater degree of the 
divine presence in respect to his people: on the day of Pentecost and since 
that day on, God has dwelt, or tabernacled, in his people through the abiding 
presence of the risen Jesus—the baptizer of the Holy Spirit—and by the 
outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon their hearts. While the divine presence 
with his people was a key theme until the coming of Jesus, it awaited the 
fulfillment of a greater moment in Scripture, God’s enduring presence in 
his people by the application of the New Covenant efficacy at Pentecost. 
Second, concerning the divine name, the author should have given more 
stress on the covenantal significance of the Tetragrammaton, and it harks 
back to the Garden of Eden where the redemptive history began as Yahweh 
established the covenant with Adam (if one holds the Covenant of Works). 
While the author centered more on God’s ontological transcendence and 
sovereign freedom—seen in “I will be who I will be”—and his commitment 
to make the Israelites his people—seen in “I-will-be,” God’s revelation of his 
personal Divine Name to Moses in terms of the entire canon of Scripture 
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underscores that he is the covenant LORD who commits himself as the 
Redeemer of his people. In this regard, the Tetragrammaton given to the 
exalted Jesus (Phil 2:9) affirms not only that he shares the name with the 
Father—indicating his identical oneness in essence with the Father—but 
also that he is the supreme revelation of the covenant LORD in fulfillment 
of redemptive mission for the inauguration of the New Covenant. Third, 
regarding intratrinitarian relationship, the author exhibited departure from the 
acknowledged tradition of trinitarian theology when he stated: “After Jesus’s 
death, the Spirit becomes the Spirit of Jesus Christ at work in his name in the 
world” (104). This remark denotes Spirit Christology and risks the rupture 
of eternal relations of origin between the Son and the Spirit. According to 
the Western classical trinitarianism, the Spirit is eternally the Spirit of the 
Father and the Son in the inner life of God as he eternally proceeds from 
the Father and the Son. In the redemptive economy, the Spirit’s personal 
relation to the Father and the Son sustains the same trinitarian relationship 
in the immanent life of the triune God. 

Though the author presented us with fine answers to the grand inquiry of 
who God is and what he is like, he left theological precisions undone, some 
of which may scathe our knowledge of the living and true God as revealed 
in Scripture as a coherent whole.

Jeong-hyeon Choe, PhD Candidate
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

The Resurrection of Jesus: Apologetics, Polemics, History. By Dale C. Allison, 
Jr. New York: Bloomsbury, 2021, ix + 403 pp., $150.00 hardcover, $47.95 
paperback. 

In The Resurrection of Jesus, noted Gospel scholar Dale Allison (Richard J. Dear-
born Professor of NT at Princeton Theological Seminary) builds and expands 
on some of his earlier work (The End of the Ages has Come, Resurrecting Jesus 
and Night Comes) to present a full-orbed assessment of the evidence regarding 
Jesus’s resurrection. Rather than developing a central thesis throughout the 
book—Allison himself describes it as “a collection of disparate preambles to a 
much larger work that I shall never write” (7)—it consists of four parts, each 
developing and exploring Jesus’s resurrection from a different angle. 
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Part One is a brief introduction to the work as a whole, laying out Allison’s 
goals and methods for the pages to follow as well as an overview of schol-
arly views regarding the historical events surrounding Jesus’s resurrection. 
Allison self-consciously limits himself to a historical-critical analysis (to 
make his project’s scope more manageable) such that “those looking for 
religious bread will find here only a historical-critical stone” (6). In Part 
Two (the longest and most cohesive part of the book), Allison develops his 
case for the likely historical events that may be surmised from the primary 
sources (both canonical and non-canonical) that testify to Jesus’s burial, the 
empty tomb, and post-resurrection appearances. Highlighting the paucity 
and laconic nature of the evidence, Allison states: “Our guesses are many, 
the critical results few” (92). Nonetheless, he offers tentative conclusions 
regarding the historical events which may be gleaned from the sources, 
including burial in Joseph of Arimathea’s tomb, discovery of the empty 
tomb by female followers, and Mary Magdalene’s vision of Jesus, followed 
by similar visionary claims, first by Peter, then other members of the twelve, 
and later still a group of “more than five hundred.” Subsequently James and 
Paul also testified to encounters with the risen Jesus. Part Two concludes 
with brief chapters on the historicity of Matthew 27:51b-53—which Allison 
classifies as “a rumor ... from the evangelist’s tradition” (178-9)—as well a 
discussion on the impact of pre-Easter expectations on post-Easter resurrec-
tion belief—which Allison sees as a significant contributor but insufficient 
apart from post-Easter experiences. 

In Part Three, Allison ventures into comparative materials from a broad 
range of sources in an attempt to illuminate Jesus’s post-resurrection appear-
ances. Since “critical history relies on the principle of analogy, and the more 
analogies ..., the greater the historian’s confidence …” (277), Allison explores 
accounts of apparitions, visions, and experiences involving the deceased 
from a wide range of religious, cultural, and historical contexts, and com-
pares these to various accounts of post-resurrection encounters with Jesus. 
Allison argues such experiences—which are widely and reputably reported, 
are often experienced as very real, and sometimes involve multiple people 
and multiple encounters—cannot simply be ignored by either Christian 
apologists or their skeptical critics. Against the backdrop of his historical 
investigation and exploration of analogous material, Allison proceeds in Part 
Four to point out the weaknesses in many arguments often employed by 
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apologists and critics for and against the historicity of Jesus’s resurrection. 
The scant evidence available to the historian leaves Allison unable to write 
a conclusion to his historical-critical project (he writes a “Coda” instead). 
According to Allison, “we require more than critical study if we are to find 
what may lie beyond historical finitude” (364-5). For Allison, beyond his-
torical finitude, “God is in the experience” (365).

Allison has a personable writing style that makes The Resurrection of Jesus 
easy to read. The parts and chapters are also well organized so that the lack of a 
unifying thesis does not make it difficult to track with Allison’s development of 
specific arguments. He offers thought-provoking analysis of common arguments 
presented both for and against the historical veracity of the resurrection, includ-
ing extensive engagement with secondary literature on this subject (mostly 
in footnotes). As such The Resurrection of Jesus will become an indispensable 
conversation partner for both apologists and those engaged in historical Jesus 
studies. Allison also highlights the complexities accompanying historical 
inquiry into the question of Jesus’s resurrection, which defies the wooden, 
binary options of all-in or all-out sometimes presented in defense of or attack 
against the sources for the historicity of Jesus’s resurrection. Revisiting some 
form of Allison’s “excluded middle” (346) in both historical Jesus studies as 
well as apologetic arguments may well result in a more robust understanding 
and argument for the resurrection in both these fields.

One should not, however, look to the present volume by Allison for any 
guidance on how to formulate such a robust view. Apart from brief comments 
dispersed throughout, Allison does not attempt to offer theological guidance 
on how one should consider the resurrection. This is especially evident in the 
section on parallel accounts. Allison points out similarities between many of 
these accounts and some elements of Jesus’s resurrection—and urges apolo-
gists and skeptics alike not to shy away from these similarities—but he offers 
hardly any discussion as to what the historical and/or theological implications 
of such comparisons might be. Allison’s assessment of common arguments, 
both for and against the resurrection, similarly leaves the reader with little 
more than uncertainty regarding what can be said about the resurrection. 
All one is left with is objections to arguments and speculative possibilities. 
Although Allison is to be commended for his efforts at fair-minded inter-
action with the data, the results left this reader frustrated and unsatisfied. I 
do not think Allison will be surprised by this conclusion. Reflecting on the 
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results of his own study, he points to “the frustrating failure of historical 
investigation to hand us theological conclusions” (364). 

Aldert J. Vorster, PhD Candidate 
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

The Eye of the Beholder: The Gospel of John as Historical Reportage. By Lydia 
McGrew.  Tampa, FL: DeWard Publishing, 2021, 524 pp., $24.99 paper.

This book is unique in that the author, Lydia McGrew, has no credentials 
in NT studies. She received her PhD in English from Vanderbilt University 
and her publications have been in the areas of the theory of knowledge, 
formal epistemology, and the philosophy of religion. In this respect, McGrew 
comes to this field of Gospel studies as an “outsider”. This however should 
not be a reason to ignore this book. Propositions and arguments should be 
considered based on the evidence that is presented by any given author. It 
is worth recalling that Granville Sharp (1735-1813), a British abolitionist 
and philanthropist, became famous in NT studies for the publication in 
1798 of what came to be known as ‘The Granville Sharp Rule’. This Rule 
states that when a grammatical construction of the article + noun is joined 
with an anarthrous noun by the conjunction (“and”), where the nouns are 
personal and singular, they referred to the same person as seen in Titus 2:13 
and 2 Peter 1:1. Prior to Sharp, Bible translations rendered these passages 
as referring to two persons, God the Father, and the Son, Jesus Christ. The 
Granville Sharp Rule sharpened and highlighted the full deity of Christ in 
these passages in applying the words “God” and “Savior” to the same person, 
Jesus Christ.

The overall thesis of McGrew’s book is to argue that the Gospel of John 
is reliable historical reportage, that John is a careful writer, and that he accu-
rately records his eyewitness testimony of the events in the life of Jesus. In 
Gospel studies, particular among liberal scholars, the tendency is to view 
the Synoptic Gospels as having more historical weight to them, and that 
John as a later Gospel, has reworked or recast the story of Jesus in his own 
theological framework. Jesus essentially becomes John’s mouthpiece. This 
would include among other things, John deliberately changing the day 
Jesus was crucified, and placing the temple incident at the beginning of his 
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Gospel rather than on Passion Week. McGrew expresses grave concern that 
this type of approach to John is not only inadequate, but it is misleading, 
unsubstantiated by the facts, and should be rejected. It is disconcerting to 
McGrew that this liberal view on John has also been adopted by a number 
of conservative evangelical scholars. McGrew does not have an agenda in 
her book to argue from the perspective of inerrancy. She claims she is not 
an “inerrantist” (38) when it comes to Scripture.  

The chapters in McGrew’s book are full of argumentations that challenge 
the traditional liberal views on John. At the end of each chapter a helpful 
summary is provided which highlights the main points that were argued. 
McGrew begins her book by describing the treatment of John in Gospel 
scholarship as that of a “red-headed stepchild” (1) that has been given neg-
ative attention. McGrew argues that our views on John should not be based 
on majority opinions of scholarship. The majority is not always right. The 
Fourth Gospel is historically reliable according to McGrew and arguments 
against it should be investigated with hard evidence.

In the second chapter McGrew investigates the way scholars have 
approached John. She argues that scholars have hastily assumed that John 
engages in paraphrasing, or “fictionalizing literary devices” (31), or inventing 
the words of Jesus to meet his own theological framework and focus. These 
views are rejected by McGrew as unsubstantiated. Inventing words for Jesus 
that he never uttered, altering, combining, and creating events in the story 
of Jesus (such as the appearance of the risen Jesus to Thomas), amounts to 
nothing short of deception and the production of a pious fraud.

In the third chapter McGrew investigate external evidence that corrobo-
rates the historical accuracy of John as opposed to non-historical. McGrew 
canvasses John’s careful detail on geographical locations and topography in 
both Galilee and Judea, including minor details about customs, culture, and 
personal names with disambiguation.

In the fourth chapter, McGrew argues that the apostle John, the son of 
Zebedee is in fact the author of the Gospel, therefore placing him as an 
eyewitness to Jesus. McGrew cites the unanimous consensus of the Patristic 
writers in church history that the disciple John was the author of the Gospel, 
a point acknowledged even by Gnostic opponents. The internal evidence 
in John 19:35 and 21:24 suggests according to McGrew that a personal 
eyewitness disciple of Jesus wrote the Gospel.
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In the fifth chapter, the issue of scholars assessing John by the Synoptics is 
addressed. McGrew notes that the distinctiveness of the way Jesus speaks and 
sounds in John is used against him vis-à-vis the Synoptics as an indicator that John 
embellished the sayings of Jesus. Notorious among these are the “I am” sayings 
of Jesus which have been questioned as theological reflections and summaries 
by John. This McGrew argues does not follow. Much of the criticism that John 
receives in scholarly circles seems to be presumed and accepted as academically 
normative. Some conservative scholars have gone against the grain in arguing for 
John’s reliability. McGrew mentions the likes of D. A. Carson, Craig Blomberg, 
and Leon Morris to name just a few. McGrew argues that John is careful to dis-
tinguish between his theological reflections and the words of Jesus, the former 
being put in the narrator’s voice (e.g., John 2:21-22).

In the sixth chapter, McGrew explores the relationship between the way 
Jesus talks in the Synoptics and in John. Examples are provided in both the 
Synoptics and John where Jesus speaks with the same voice. The famous 
“Johannine thunderbolt” in the Synoptics (Matt 11:27; Luke 10:22) is cited 
as an example of this same voice. The attribution of these Synoptic passages by 
several scholars to the Q source believed to date to the 50’s A.D. pushes John’s 
similar language back to an earlier period than the presumed later dating of 
John. Other similar terminology is also common to both John and the Syn-
optics, such as the sending passages where the Father sends Jesus, the notion 
that to receive Jesus is to receive the Father, as well as references to “eternal life”.

In the seventh chapter, McGrew addresses the ‘myth of the monologuing 
Jesus,’ that there are long discourses of Jesus. When such long discourses are 
connected to the “I am” sayings they are historically suspect according to most 
scholars. McGrew dismisses the idea that there are seven “I am” discourses 
of Jesus in John as a “scholarly myth”. She also questions Craig Evans’ view of 
the Fourth Gospel. Evans maintains that Jesus speaks as an allegorical figure 
especially with the “I am” sayings, and he does not believe Jesus actually 
uttered these sayings. McGrew also rejects the notion that John has longer 
discourses than the Synoptics, arguing that this contributes to confusion and 
is rather arbitrary and unconvincing. The repetitious statements of Jesus in 
John need not indicate ahistoricity according to McGrew. Perhaps Jesus did 
in fact repeat himself, a point that can be demonstrated by comparing similar 
statements of Jesus in both John and the Synoptics. It is a well-known fact 
among present day preachers that they often repeat themselves.
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In the eighth chapter, McGrew argues for the historical authenticity of 
the Gospel of John. She calls into question, but not wholesale, some of 
the ‘criteria of authenticity’ that NT scholars utilize in assessing various 
passages in the text. She feels that subjecting the Gospel texts wholesale to 
these criteria can be misleading and unfair as a test to their reliability and 
only engenders agnosticism. There is no neutrality here. McGrew cites Craig 
Evans’ negative use of the criteria on John’s unique material to dismiss it as 
historical. An extreme example of this can be seen in the evaluation of the 
sayings of Jesus by the Jesus Seminar in using these criteria which led them 
to conclude that Jesus only spoke 20% of the words attributed to him. The 
only true saying Jesus could have uttered in the Lord’s Prayer according 
to the Jesus Seminar, were the words “Our Father,” the rest being suspect. 
McGrew calls for a better historical method which views books such as the 
Gospels as historically reliable instead of subjecting individual passages to 
criteria that are externally imposed on the texts.

In the ninth chapter, McGrew addresses various objections to the historical 
reliability of the Fourth Gospel with attention given to passages such as John 8:58 
and 10:30 and their relevance to Jesus’ self-claim to deity. The lack of multiple 
attestation of these sayings should not be grounds to dismiss them. The standard 
argument in the majority of scholarly circles that John deliberately displaced 
the cleansing or temple incident from Passion Week to the beginning of Jesus’ 
ministry in John 2 for theological reasons, should also be rejected because it is 
not cogent. McGrew argues as some other scholars have, that Jesus cleansed the 
temple twice. The notable presence of the religious leaders investigating Jesus 
early on in his ministry (e.g., Mark 2), may be due to the first temple incident. 
Similarly, the moving of the crucifixion day in John which has become a staple 
of Johannine distinction from the Synoptics is prima facie intrinsically implau-
sible and can easily be harmonized with the Synoptic passion narratives. Other 
narratives that have been proposed even by conservative scholars as alterations 
or even fictionalizing such as the risen Jesus’ appearance to Mary Magdalene 
and the risen Jesus breathing on the disciples to receive the Holy Spirit need be 
abandoned as ahistorical. McGrew also addresses the position of a few evangel-
ical scholars suggesting that John invented the sayings of Jesus on the cross such 
as, “I thirst,” and “It is finished” as indirectly impugning John with distortion.

In chapter ten, McGrew defends John as an author who is intricately con-
cerned about truth and eyewitness testimony. The attention that John pays 
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to fine details in place, number, time, and manner indicates his concern for 
precision. A number of details are vivid and point to an author with a sharp 
memory. If John is not recording what he saw and heard, then his work is 
nothing less than a “hyper-realistic fiction” (71, 267, 348) while pretending 
to be historical. This is nothing short of misleading the audience. In chapter 
eleven McGrew addresses unexplained allusions or undesigned coincidences 
in John which have corresponding interlockings with the Synoptics one 
of which is the much noted ‘messianic secret’ in Mark. John is interested 
in both history and theology and he does not argue or present one at the 
expense of the other.

In chapter twelve, McGrew examines the portrait of Jesus in John as com-
pared to the Synoptics. She argues that to treat John as partially historical is 
to present an incomplete or “fuzzy” (376, 415) picture of Jesus, and leaves 
the reader unsure what is to be deemed historical or not. The measuring rod 
for this assessment of John are the Synoptics. Jesus in the Synoptics does 
not sound like Jesus in the Fourth Gospel, and hence the latter is probably 
being unhistorical in these cases. McGrew views this approach as false and 
misdirected. There are many parallels McGrew argues between the Syn-
optics and John, in terms of the sayings of Jesus and his modes of thought, 
and these parallels appear in different settings. The character of Jesus is the 
same in the Synoptics and John, not different.

In the conclusion, McGrew ends by discussing the Johannine dilemma. 
Either John is a reliable witness to Jesus, or he is a hoax who tweaks and 
adapts his source materials. McGrew expresses deep concern for evangelical 
scholars who are imbibing from the same font as liberal scholarship on John, 
and then passing this type of thinking as academic dogma to their students. 
This places conservative scholarship into a bind of sorts where one view of 
John is given from the academic lectern, and another from the pulpit of the 
church. This equally has consequences in the field of apologetics. When a 
saying of Jesus is cited from John, should it be qualified with a proviso that 
such a saying is uncertain? Did Jesus really say, “I am the way, the truth and 
the life” ( John 14:6)? The author of the Fourth Gospel is obsessed with 
truth and eyewitness testimony, to the point that he belabors the point that 
he is indeed really telling the truth ( John 19:35; 21:24).

In the Appendix McGrew revisits the question about the authorship of the 
Fourth Gospel. The identity of the author as an eyewitness is crucial in her view 
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for the historical reliability of John and argues against any embellishments. She 
engages particularly with the position of Richard Bauckham who holds that 
the author is another figure named John, who was not part of the Twelve, but 
was a close associate. McGrew cites internal evidence within the Gospel, the 
Patristic evidence, and the traditional view of the church for the identification of 
the author of the Fourth Gospel as John the son of Zebedee. McGrew strongly 
suggests that we abandon the “other John” theory for authorship.

McGrew presents a weighty treatment of the authorship of the Gospel of 
John. The arguments from the internal evidence of the Gospel for Johannine 
authorship are well presented and cohesive. McGrew challenges various 
arguments by other scholars, both liberal and conservative who point to an 
author other than the apostle John, and she does make a compelling case for 
his position. The book could have utilized more references and engagement 
with other scholars that have challenged the traditional position of Johannine 
authorship that McGrew subscribes to, but even so, the academic works in 
this area are legion. The reader will have to make their own judgment on the 
merits of her case. This book is an excellent addition to the area of Johannine 
studies, and it reinforces confidence in the reliability of the Gospel of John 
in matters historical, and most importantly, on the reliability of its witness 
to Jesus and his message. This book makes a worthy contribution to both the 
academic field, and the ministry of the church, including pastors and students.

Tony Costa, PhD
Professor of Apologetics and Islam, Toronto Baptist Seminary, Toronto, 

Ontario, Canada
Instructor in Gospel Studies, Archaeology of Ancient Near East and Bible, 

University of Toronto 

Succeeding at Seminary: 12 Keys to Getting the Most Out of Your Theological 
Education. By Jason K. Allen. Chicago, IL: Moody Publishers, 2021. 120 
pp. $14.99, paper. 

Written during the COVID pandemic, at a time when formal education 
was forced to pivot to virtual modalities, and from the perspective of a top 
administrator who cares deeply about the effectiveness of theological educa-
tion, Succeeding at Seminary, by Jason Allen, president of Midwestern Baptist 
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Theological Seminary, offers counsel to incoming ministerial students who are 
faced with more options than ever before, when it comes to acquiring their 
Master of Divinity degrees. This orienting introduction to entering seminary 
is punctuated with personal anecdotes from Allen’s own time in school, with-
out becoming a one-size-fits-all autobiography for following in his footsteps.

Allen is certainly qualified to dispense advice to those pursuing a role in 
the pastorate, having served in the pulpit, the classroom, and for a decade 
behind the president’s desk at Midwestern. When considering the author’s 
role, one is tempted to feel as though this may be a book-length prospecting 
tool to garner students for his own institution, but it only takes a few pages to 
be assured that Allen is sincerely interested in would-be ministers acquiring 
a biblically-sound and academically-rigorous education—wherever they 
choose to pursue their M.Div. 

The book begins with a brief chapter addressing the consideration of one’s 
call to ministry. This is a foundational step for true “success in seminary,” 
though most readers of this book are likely to be enrolled, commenced, and 
financially invested in the early stages of their seminary track by the time they 
read his words. Allen wisely points the readers to his prequel, “Discerning 
Your Call to Ministry” (Moody Publishers, 2016). His hope is shared by 
many in the church that if these new students “engage these questions more 
deeply,” and acquire “greater clarity” about their call, they will know whether 
or not a fulltime seminary education is the proper stewardship of their time 
and God’s resources (p.21).

Perhaps one of the best aspects of this little book, for those who are called 
to train for vocational ministry, is the urgency and expectation for theolog-
ical education that is generated in its pages. Allen directs the called to not 
“dawdle and delay” nor be “halfhearted” about their formal training (p.22). 
This insistence is reflected in the firm call to choose on-campus and in-person 
learning. Allen is bold in speaking of the “peril of online education” (p.44). 
He forthrightly provides five specific reasons why residential studies is the 
ideal and should be preferred (pp.45-47). Admitting he is “not a purist” in 
this regard, he recounts familiar stories from educators as to the vital nature 
of these creative technological means, which have provided a lifeline for all 
students in the recent lockdowns during COVID-19.

Arguing so strongly for on-campus theological training is refreshing and 
needed. Allen exhorts would-be seminarians to plan for a “focused” and 
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“immersive” season of groundwork, claiming that if they rightly “prepare for 
three years” they will “get prepared for thirty” (p.29). A chapter in this brief 
book is given to making the case for being a residential student (chapter 4: 
“Online or on Campus?”). While the author is a realist, knowing that most 
modern seminarians accomplish at least some of their seminary track online, 
and also admitting that both modalities have produced learning outcomes 
which are “actually quite similar” (p.42), his preference and argued advan-
tages of residential theological education is persuasive. His words rightly 
challenge the readers to weigh their motives and to consider why they might 
resist the on-campus experience.

Succeeding at Seminary goes on to include much of what we would expect 
in this kind of book. Chapters are given to the need for incoming students 
to maintain their personal spiritual disciplines (chapter 5), a well-managed 
homelife (chapter 7), the stewardship of time and finances (chapters 6 and 
8). Chapter 11, on developing helpful and supportive relationships while 
in seminary, dovetails nicely with Allen’s urging to be a residential student. 
The strength of these latter chapters is the specificity of his counsel. While 
some readers may have valid reasons to dismiss a specific exhortation in their 
particular circumstance, the wisdom of Allen’s pastoral experience surfaces 
in his skillful provision of a number of unambiguous next steps. This sort 
of detailed applicational admonition is all too often eschewed and replaced 
with broad generalities, which leave anxious young people in the midst of 
transition without the practical guidance they need.

The thoughtful and unhurried reader of this book will likely criticize it 
for its brevity— much more can and should be said about almost every 
topic addressed within it. But in the end, the purpose of this book justifies 
its length. A thin book of 120 pages will prove to be the strategic length to 
entice newly enrolled seminary students to read its abbreviated counsel. 
Especially, considering that this book will often make it into their hands 
in the wake of their first semester syllabus shock. Perhaps pastors who are 
sending a congregant off to seminary, or school administrators with pastoral 
foresight, desiring these incoming students to “succeed in seminary,” will 
want to put this on a required reading list between the time of an acceptance 
letter and the deluge of that first set of syllabi.

Mike Fabarez
President, Compass Bible Institute 
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Bruno, Chris, Jared Compton, and Kevin McFadden. Biblical Theology 
According to the Apostles: How the Earliest Christians Told the Story of Israel. 
NSBT 52. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2020.

Chris Bruno is Associate Dean and Assistant Professor of NT and Biblical 
Theology at Bethlehem College and Seminary in Minneapolis. Jared Compton 
currently serves as a pastor at CrossWay Community Church in Bristol, Wis-
consin and was previously a Professor of NT at Detroit Baptist Theological 
Seminary. Kevin McFadden is Associate Professor of NT at Cairn University 
in Philadelphia. They have joined forces in Biblical Theology According to the 
Apostles not only to observe how the inspired apostles did the discipline 
that we call biblical theology today but also to “understand what we can 
(and should) learn from them” in our own practice of the same (9). Their 
unique contribution to the field of biblical theology is not a new definition 
as, in their words, “no one agrees about exactly what ‘biblical theology’ is” 
(2). Rather, they focus on the explicit biblical theology of the apostles—the 
portions of their NT writings in which they summarize the history of Israel 
as revealed in the OT—to pursue a more accurate understanding of their 
much more common implicit practice of the same. The apostles prescribe 
biblical-theological methodology in their summaries of Israel’s history so 
that Christians today can better understand their writings, how the two 
Testaments fit together, and how to properly understand and interpret the 
whole counsel of God as one revelation.

The authors analyze seven summaries of Israel’s story (SIS) in five chapters. 
Their methodology in each case consists of an examination of the context of 
the story, the content of the story, and reflections on the biblical-theological 
contributions of each story (8). By context they mean to understand the 
contribution the SIS makes to the author’s overall argument or purpose in 
his work. They pursue the significance of the details the authors emphasize 
in the actual content of each SIS. In Matthew’s Gospel, they analyze his 
genealogy (1:1–17) and the parable of the tenants (21:33–46); in Acts they 
examine Stephen’s speech (Acts 7) and Paul’s sermon in Pisidian Antioch 
(13:16–41); they analyze Paul’s argument from salvation history in Galatians 
(Gal 3–4) and his defense of God’s faithfulness to Israel in Romans (Rom 
9–11); and finally, they examine the exhortation regarding persevering faith 
in Hebrews (Heb 11).
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Their proposed biblical-theological contributions of each SIS come together 
in the conclusion in which the authors offer a “biblical-theological rule of faith” 
concerning plot, characters, and method (183). According to the apostolic 
example, the plot of Scripture culminates in Christ and continues in the life and 
mission of the church. Biblical characters serve believers as exemplars and types, 
especially Abraham, David, and Moses, but the main character of every SIS is 
God himself. Lastly, apostolic methodology in their SIS includes “warranted 
allegories” (196), recognition of the covenantal framework of Scripture, the 
priority of new covenant referents in interpreting God’s promises, and the validity 
of contextual retellings of Israel’s story. The authors conclude, “the assumptions 
that these stories reveal are invariably connected to [the writers of the NT] other 
uses of Scripture and should therefore influence our overall understanding of 
the use of the OT in the NT…let us go and do likewise” (200–1).

Bruno, Compton, and McFadden have combined erudite biblical schol-
arship that does not shy away from heavily debated interpretive issues with 
exhaustive analysis and sharp insights to produce a truly poignant contri-
bution to the ongoing discussion regarding the nature of biblical theology 
as a discipline. Their work features in-depth treatments of their selected 
biblical passages and in so doing exemplifies precisely what they are arguing 
for and urging their readers to pursue, perhaps the greatest strength of this 
book. Their thesis and conclusions are based upon a thoroughly evangelical 
commitment to the authority, inerrancy, and sufficiency of Scripture, not to 
mention its divine nature (2 Tim 3:16); such a presuppositional commitment 
is necessary to pursue a truly biblical theology.

The authors model several hermeneutical commitments that have become 
important in the field in recent years. First, they argue that OT imagery must 
shape interpretation of NT texts (31n59). Concerning Matthew’s retelling 
of the parable of the tenants, this means that the significance of the para-
ble and Jesus’ main point are informed not by how his audience may have 
received an agricultural metaphor but how he is purposefully incorporating 
OT imagery to retell Israel’s story. This example gets at a larger point in the 
book: the primary interpretive context is the canon of Scripture (55n16). 
Second Temple Jewish literature and social and cultural background studies 
can surely provide interesting parallels to consider, but a biblical theology 
must be first and foremost just that. In this the authors have rightly tethered 
the discipline of biblical theology to the canon of Scripture.
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Second, the authors argue for literary dependence without direct quo-
tation. Inner-canonical literary dependence is an ongoing conversation in 
the field with many arguing against such categories as inner-biblical allusion. 
However, lexical and syntactical correspondence along with similarity in 
ordering of events do constitute a valid basis for literary dependence. These 
features form the foundation for observations regarding Matthew’s parable 
of the tenants (33) and Paul’s argument regarding Israel in Romans 9-11 
(147); thus, the authors model responsible, vigorous, textual argumentation 
for literary dependence apart from quotation formulas.

Most importantly, the authors argue for and model deriving meaning 
from a text based on its literary structure and features. The structure of Acts 
informs the purpose of Stephen’s speech (52), and the inclusio that brackets 
Hebrews 11 reveals the theme of the section and serves the function of the 
SIS (166). Specifically, their analysis of Hebrews 11 is exhaustive and precise, 
including chiastic proposals that bring the author’s intent to life (168). They 
ask an important question: “What use are these patterns … if they do not 
play a role in revealing the author’s emphasis?” (167n36). Practitioners of 
biblical theology would do well to give greater emphasis to literary features 
and structure at both the macro and micro levels in interpretation.

Readers may find themselves asking several questions as they read this 
book. What exactly is a “Christian hermeneutic” (187)? Were OT authors 
after Moses capable of such a hermeneutic when reading the Pentateuch? 
The hermeneutic that Jesus held his contemporaries accountable to ( John 
5:39)? The authors would do well to better define this terminology. They 
rightly argue for a Christological focus in SIS, but where did the apostles 
learn this from? Asserting a novel NT hermeneutic undermines the entire 
discipline of biblical theology. Another question that may arise concerns 
typology. The authors refer to and affirm typology on several occasions 
(191ff) without defining it; therefore, readers may be left asking, What is 
the difference between typology and “allegory with a seatbelt”? The nature of 
typology and the validity of allegory remain important questions in the field.

Despite these questions, the book achieves its intended aim as a model 
of proper biblical-theological exegesis after the example of the apostles. I 
heartily affirm their conclusions regarding a “rule of faith” for biblical the-
ology as we all, according to James Hamilton, should strive to embrace the 
interpretive perspective of the biblical authors.
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Biblical Theology According to the Apostles is a helpful contribution to both 
the New Studies in Biblical Theology series and the field of biblical theology. 
While this book is not for complete beginners, it is accessible for anyone 
interested in improving their reading of the whole of Scripture. It will most 
benefit students, ministers, and laypersons interested in biblical theology 
who already possess some familiarity with current issues in the field.

Thomas J. Sculthorpe, PhD Candidate
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

A Manual for Preaching: The Journey from Text to Sermon. By Abraham 
Kuruvilla. Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker, 2019, 316 pp., $29.99 paper.

In 2015, Abraham Kuruvilla wrote A Vision for Preaching to provide a unified 
vision of what he calls the church›s most important activity. His vision for 
preaching was encompassing and clear: “Biblical preaching, by a leader of the 
church, in a gathering of Christians for worship, is the communication of a 
pericope of Scripture discerned by theological exegesis, and of its application 
to that specific body of believers, that they may be conformed to the image 
of Christ, for the glory of God – all in the power of the Holy Spirit” (13). 
All that Kuruvilla envisioned for preaching has been practically developed 
in his 2019 work A Manual for Preaching. 

Kuruvilla speaks from experience, serving as senior research professor of 
preaching and pastoral ministries at Dallas Theological Seminary for fourteen 
years before joining the faculty of The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 
in 2021. Besides the books mentioned above, he has also authored numer-
ous theological commentaries and his 2013 work Privilege the Text, which 
provides a theological hermeneutic for preaching. 

Chapter One is devoted to preparation. Kuruvilla spends time discussing 
tools and textual selection, but most of the chapter is on time management. He 
suggests a 12-week schedule before any homiletic delivery. Week 1 is devoted 
to gathering tools and resources, weeks 2-8 focus on discerning the theology 
of each pericope (teaching unit), and weeks 9-12 involve application and tran-
sition. With such detailed preparation, he discourages preaching more than 
a single sermon each week. “It is impossible to sustain the level of work I am 
talking about to produce more than one high-quality sermon a week” (19). 
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Chapter Two is a prescription for discerning pericopal theology. Kuru-
villa emphasizes the discovery of authorial intent. What is the author doing 
with the text in question? Why is the text there, and what is it doing? In 
this chapter, he reiterates positions asserted in earlier works, most notably 
his divergence from the “Big Idea Preaching” taught by Haddon Robinson 
and popular models of “Christocentric” preaching. Simply put, instead of 
determining the subject and complement in a passage, Kuruvilla advocates an 
investigation into what the author is saying and what he is doing with what he 
is saying. Instead of Christ-centered preaching, Kuruvilla encourages Chris-
ticonic preaching. The main difference between these two approaches is that 
the former practice appears to find Christ explicitly in every passage, whereas 
Kuruvilla’s model recognizes an implicit depiction of Christlikeness in every 
pericope. That is, how the author uses each pericope to conform his audience 
to Christ. This hermeneutic model is a pivotal part of Kuruvilla’s homiletic, 
for he notes, “Without a discernment of pericopal theology, it is impossible 
to derive valid application” (29). 

Chapter Three follows pericopal theology with a discussion of deriving 
application. Kuruvilla notes, “Application is the theology of the pericope 
actualized, the appropriate response of listeners to the text.” (59). As with 
many portions of this work, Kuruvilla brings immense practical value to 
deriving application. He notes that the application should be specific, strik-
ing, and singular. A singularity of application is unique, but he defends his 
position well, saying, “When you provide a buffet from which people can 
choose applications as they wish, there is not only a diversity of practice 
that tends to disunite but also a significant paralysis of choice that will, very 
likely, induce them to abandon the whole meal” (75).

Chapter Four is essentially an instruction manual for creating sermon 
outlines. Kuruvilla first proposes the analogy of the preacher as a museum 
curator. He says, “Each text is a picture, the preacher is the curator, and the 
sermon is a curation of the text-picture, enabling the experience of the text 
+ theology by congregants, the gallery visitors” (88). He then argues that 
the sermon structure should demonstrate the thrust of the text rather than 
validate a Big Idea (again, contra Haddon Robinson). The means for such 
a demonstration is in Kuruvilla’s preaching paradigm: text to theology and 
theology to application. Preachers are, he notes, not producing anything new 
or momentous. Preachers serve the word of God, structuring their sermons 



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 25.3 (2021)

256

to convey its pericopal theology properly. He closes the chapter with several 
“canned maps” that demonstrate typical sermon structure.  

Chapter Five develops the moves covered in the previous chapter, from 
text to theology to application. Kuruvilla builds the sermon around primary 
moves and submoves, followed by a secondary application. The primary move, 
or point one, contains a point of pericopal theology (see chapter two). Two 
submoves follow each primary theological move: revelation and relevance. The 
revelation submove allows the preacher to curate the text for his hearers. The 
relevance submove “brings home to the particular audience what is introduced 
in the revelation submove” (118). That is, how do the theological principles in 
this particular passage show up in the lives of the congregation? For Kuruvilla, 
this portion of the outline is distinct from the secondary move of application 
but still requires pastoral sensitivity. He notes, “This is where we pastorally 
address their issues and answer their questions to the best of our ability, with 
the wisdom, discretion, and love of a shepherd for the flock” (119). 

Chapter Six covers the sometimes-controversial topic of illustrations in 
preaching, and Kuruvilla immediately announces their purpose: to clarify, 
convince, concretize, and captivate. After explaining their purpose, he clar-
ifies their usage, how to find them, and when it is beneficial to use humor. 

Chapter Seven covers the crafting of introductions and conclusions. 
He helpfully uses the acronym INTRO to explain the elements of a useful 
introduction. The letters stand for Image, Need, Topic, Reference, and Organi-
zation. The Image is essentially the hook, engaging listeners with a statement 
of some novelty, proximity, disparity, anxiety, or humor. The Need speaks 
to relevance and responds to the listener’s question, “Why should I spend 
the next thirty minutes listening to this sermon from this text?” The Topic 
flatly asserts what the preacher will be talking about. The preacher answers 
the question raised in the Need portion of the introduction. The Reference 
announces the biblical text of the sermon, which people can locate in their 
Bibles. The Organization element of the introduction reveals the structure 
of the sermon, or, using Kuruvilla’s language, the number of moves in the 
body of the sermon. The conclusion, Kuruvilla explains, is generally “a 
summary of what was heard, a stirring depiction of the action the talk calls 
for (image), and a final challenge to apply what was heard to one’s life” 
(195). He further suggests combining the application and the conclusion 
for maximum efficiency and efficacy. 
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In Chapter Eight, Kuruvilla delineates his production process for sermons, 
laid out like the chapters in this work. In the process, he also advocates for 
the creation of a sermon manuscript. He contends that manuscripts are more 
precise and help establish timing and hearability. In addition, he explains 
that a complete manuscript can more easily be revisited later and used in a 
different setting. Regarding presentation, he points to at least four ways a 
sermon can be delivered: the impromptu sermon, the memorized sermon, 
the extemporaneous sermon, and the manuscripted sermon. For reasons 
mentioned earlier, he presses the advantage of the manuscripted sermon, 
saying, “A manuscripted sermon achieves a greater economy and precision 
of expression, carefully calibrated to reflect the text’s power and pathos and 
the needs of the particular audience” (221). 

Before providing readers with closing thoughts in Chapter Ten, Chapter 
Nine completes Kuruvilla’s Manual for Preaching by describing the sermon›s 
delivery. He notes, “The standard elements of delivery include the utilization 
of space, appropriateness of movement, expressions of eyes, control of voice, 
and management of appearance” (239). 

Kuruvilla’s work is outstanding. He is a capable biblical scholar and an 
ardent student of homiletics. From the beginning of the book, his thought-
fulness regarding the preparation and delivery of sermons is evident. His 
methods are thorough but easily adaptable to give needed structure and 
direction to the homiletic process. Two areas of concern present themselves, 
however. First, he argues that the preparation process for which he advocates 
is impossible to sustain in the production of more than one sermon each 
week (19). He suggests making the Sunday morning sermon the locus of 
homiletic effort demonstrated through this book. Sunday evening or other 
opportunities should be viewed as a Bible study or a less formal teaching 
event. Some may respond negatively to such a suggestion, citing the pre-ex-
isting schedule of preaching to which they have been committed. Simply 
put, what about pastors who serve in churches where a Sunday evening 
preaching moment is normative? Still, Kuruvilla is not suggesting that one 
should not preach twice but that the Sunday morning preaching moment 
should be the only moment carried along by the extensive preparation and 
delivery process he advocates in this work. 

Second, Kuruvilla’s position on Christocentric preaching could stir contro-
versy after so much attention has been paid to Christ-centered preaching and 
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the Christocentric hermeneutic. Kuruvilla treats this discussion thoroughly 
in his book Privilege the Text, thus he doesn’t spend much time arguing for it in 
detail. However, he does further clarify that Christiconic preaching is still an 
explicit acknowledgment that Jesus alone has comprehensively abided by 
the theology of every pericope of Scripture. “That is to say, each pericope of 
the Bible is actually portraying a characteristic of Christ, showing us what it 
means to perfectly fulfill, as he did, the particular call of that pericope” (30). 
The core question in preparation is, “What is the author doing with what he 
is saying,” or, “what is the theology of this pericope” (6)? Once pericopal 
theology has been established, the preacher acts as a museum curator and 
guides his listeners through the author’s theology that they might grasp the 
text in its fullness. 

A Manual for Preaching is a culmination of hermeneutics (Privilege the 
Text) and pastorally grounded, homiletic theology (A Vision for Preaching). 
In this trilogy, we find a hermeneutic and pastoral explanation for preaching 
and a comprehensive manual for doing it.  

Jeremy Jessen, Pastor
Lakewood Baptist Church, Louisville, KY

Intermediate Biblical Hebrew: An Illustrated Grammar. By John A. Cook and 
Robert D. Holmstedt. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2020, 208 pp., 
$35.00 paper.

John A. Cook (professor at Asbury Theological Seminary) and Robert D. 
Holmstedt (professor at the University of Toronto) are both leading experts 
in Biblical Hebrew (BH). Picking up where they left off with Beginning 
Biblical Hebrew: A Grammar and Illustrated Reader (BBH), the authors 
have created an immersive, enjoyable, and sophisticated learning tool in 
Intermediate Biblical Hebrew: An Illustrated Grammar (IBH), well-suited for 
the classroom and self-study.

The authors’ innovative pedagogy eschews the common approach of “pas-
sive language learning” that focuses on paradigm learning, verb parsing, “and 
applying Latinate-based case language labels [e.g., genitive]” (p. 6). Leaning 
on modern language acquisition research, they contend that true reading 
proficiency comes from “be[ing] able to both hear and speak the language” 
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(p. 6; authors’ italics). Though instructors may use their textbook in a more 
“traditional way,” stressing “mechanical translation exercises,” the authors 
encourage more dynamic and communicative practices (p. 7). For example, 
they do not ask students to provide full translations of the readings. Instead, 
they suggest that students read passages out loud together, and then answer 
comprehension questions about the “what” (verb), the “who” (subject), the 
“who or what else” (complements or adjuncts), and so on (p. 7). Adding to 
the immersive experience, the authors cite all biblical references using the 
Hebrew book names and the Hebrew numbering system (see chart on p. 8). 

Employing an inductive approach, the authors begin each of IBH’s 
twenty-four chapters with a BH text, and then discuss various grammatical 
concepts that arise from it. This means that these concepts are “scattered 
throughout the textbook rather than appearing in a sequence more typical 
of standard reference grammars” (p. 9).

Each chapter leads off with an illustrated reading that incorporates a BH 
text into a comic book-like illustration. These readings follow various scenes 
within the Elijah narrative (roughly 1 Kgs. 16:29-2 Kgs. 2:14). Created by 
artist Philip Williams, the illustrations are vibrant, tasteful, and sometimes 
emotionally moving (see Reading 3: YHWH’s/Elijah’s raising of the widow’s 
son) and/or humorous (see Williams’ depiction of a childlike Ahab pouting 
face down on his bed after Nabal’s refusal in Reading 15). The illustrated 
readings seamlessly immerse students in the Hebrew Bible (HB) and make 
learning intermediate grammar more enjoyable. The authors do not exag-
gerate when they say that the illustrations “were critical in helping us achieve 
our vision for this textbook” (p. 11).

Following each chapter’s illustrated reading are five sections titled (in 
order): Words to Learn, Going Deeper with Grammar, Challenge, Reading 
Insights, and Review. In every section but Words to Learn, the student is 
typically given at least one exercise that requires them to go back and reread 
(or at least scan) the text. Most chapters do this at least five times. This gives 
IBH maximum mileage out of each illustrated reading. More importantly, 
it encourages application of students’ gained knowledge and keeps them 
immersed in the text.

In Words to Learn, the authors’ list all vocabulary words appearing less 
than 200 times in the HB that occur in the chapter reading. Next to each 
vocabulary word is a blank line for the student to write the English gloss after 
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looking it up (a helpful Hebrew-English glossary is included on pp. 194-208). 
In Going Deeper, a couple or so new grammatical topics that arise from 

the text are presented. A few rather important topics are “ְסִמיכּות [bound 
relationship]” (ch. 1), “directive and volitive verbs” (ch. 3), “copular clauses 
and null copulas” (ch. 4), and “basic and derived word order” (ch. 4). It is 
appropriate that the authors address concepts like these early on as they 
often refer back to and build upon them. For example, the “copula” concept 
is referred to and expanded upon throughout IBH (e.g., chs. 5, 8, 10, 21). 
The “null” concept also figures prominently in the textbook (e.g., chs. 1, 4, 
14, 21). After each Going Deeper topic, there are exercises that connect the 
topic with the reading. For example, after a discussion of “adverbial infini-
tives” and their functions in ch. 18, this prompt is given: “Find any adverbial 
infinitives in the passage, and explain how they are functioning” (p. 115). It 
is worth adding that there is no answer key in IBH, though Baker Academic 
has recently published one in Intermediate Biblical Hebrew: Instructor’s Manual 
and Answer Key (2021) by the same authors.

In Challenge, a couple or so difficult grammatical features of the passage 
are isolated for the student to analyze. For example, in ch. 6, the different 
functions of the subordinator ִִּכי are briefly outlined (e.g., causal, temporal, 
concessive); then, the student must “[f]ind all the cases of ִִּכי in the passage, 
and propose a reasonable, context-based function” for each (p. 53).

In Reading Insights, one or two features in the text are explained that 
aid the student in reading. These insights include things such as BH idioms 
(chs. 1, 4, 11), geography (ch. 2), and characterization (chs. 14-15). They 
are usually fairly brief, and always interesting. These insights serve as a nice 
respite for the student after Challenge.

In Review, the student is asked questions that draw on knowledge gained 
from introductory grammars (so the earlier chapters) or IBH (so the later 
chapters). The most common questions ask students to parse weak verbs, 
and/or review weak verb morphology and paradigms (see Appendix B). One 
especially noteworthy feature is that every two to three chapters the student 
is asked to read relevant BH texts from the Aleppo Codex. Thankfully, one 
only needs to flip to Appendix A to find select pages of this codex in full color.

Perhaps the greatest hurdle for many students is IBH’s specialized ter-
minology. The authors consistently use precise grammatical terms that 
are rooted in the field of modern linguistics. One finds terms like these 
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throughout IBH: complement, valency, constituency, irreal, copular, modality, 
and topic-focus. Consequently, the authors admit that “the most seamless 
transition will occur when moving from BBH to the present volume” (p. 7). 
Since IBH uses much of BBH’s terminology, students who did not use the 
latter will probably spend extra time (especially in earlier chapters) looking 
up terms. The authors help by providing definitions of terms in parentheses 
when they are used for the first time in IBH, though not in every case. They 
also provide a linguistic glossary in the back. Though a hurdle, IBH’s more 
technical and sophisticated terminology is also one of its strengths. The 
terms it utilizes instill in students a level of grammatical precision hard to 
find in other textbooks. Working through IBH is a worthwhile endeavor for 
any intermediate student who wants to grow as a reader of BH.

IBH makes an important and unique contribution to intermediate BH. 
It immerses the student in the text. It equips them with sophisticated tools 
for interpretation. It excites and delights the senses. Its authors have accom-
plished the rare feat of making intermediate BH grammar enjoyable to learn. 
IBH thus deserves widespread implementation as a textbook in intermedi-
ate-level courses.

Matthew C. Sims, ThM Student
Covenant Theological Seminary
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