
Psalms: Redempti on Songs –   
Extra Info 

 

The first few pages of info was put together to help our Salt Church preaching team as we preach on the 

Psalms. It’ll give you some good insights into the Psalms in general, if you’re looking to dig a little deeper. 

The second set of pages is extra info on the 3 specific Psalms that we’re working through at Salt Church, 

taken from a commentary. 

 

The Psalms have always played an important place in the life of Israel and the Church because they express 

the rawness of life lived trusting God in the middle of a cursed world, and because they’re the songs God 

has given us to sing back to him.  

The Psalms are what we will look at in-between the teaching series blocks we do across the year at Salt 

Church. Unpacking the Psalms helps us as disciples of Jesus in so many ways, but especially because so 

many of them are so loaded with teaching about our Messiah Jesus that leads us to respond to him in 

praise and patient trust.  

 

THE PSALMS AS A BOOK  
The Psalms are Israel’s top 150 hits. Over many years many people wrote songs about God, his people, his 

enemies, how to live in his world. They wrote them as celebration songs, prayers, anthems, laments. Over 

time these songs were pulled together into a top hits list that contains 5 albums. The book of Psalms as we 

have it is the final version: 5 albums with Israel’s top 150 songs of all time. 

As you look across the Psalms, it’s worth asking the question: why has the book been put together the way 

it has? Or maybe another way to ask it is: does the book of Psalms have a plot?  

At the details or micro level there doesn’t seem to be clear links. There’s not always a clear explanation for 

why a Psalm was written, who wrote it, or why it’s been put next to another Psalm. So at the details level 

there doesn’t seem to be a ‘plot’ to the Psalms. 

But at the big picture macro level you can see logic in the way the book has been put together. There are 5 

sections/albums that have a rough narrative (see below). There are doxologies (songs praising God) at the 

end of each section. Royal Psalms teaching about or responding to the Christ occur at the seams of most 

sections. A ‘wisdom’ Psalm starts each new section. And Psalms 1-2 kick off the collection and teach us how 

to read the Psalms. For Psalm 1: we’re taught to read the Psalms as God’s instruction to us to make us wise. 

For Psalm 2: we meet the main characters (God, His King, His enemies, His people, and the reader) and we 

see the main message of the Psalms (the universal reign of God through his Messiah, at times opposed but 

ultimately victorious). 

 



THE 5 BOOKS 
In terms of the 5 sections / books / albums there is a rough narrative you can see, from the way the main 

characters are described and the themes that come out. 

Book 1 (Psalms 1-41) - We meet an unexpected Messiah, the all too human David who depends on God in 

his suffering and takes refuge in him. David’s an afflicted king, not the victorious king of Psalm 2 

Book 2 (Psalms 42-72) - As well as being weak, we discover in book 2 David is sinful. The second book ends 

with a song from Solomon, showing us we’ve moved beyond David’s life. He gives us the pattern of the King 

we’re looking for, but he is not that everlasting King. 

Book 3 (Psalms 73-89) - This section deals with the experience of seeing the ungodly prosper while the 

godly suffer. Historically it looks like this is what happened for Israel. The section ends with Psalm 89, about 

how God seems to have failed to keep his promise to establish David’s throne for ever (from 2 Samuel 7). 

There is no Davidic king and Israel are exiled. But the Psalms in this book show us the cause: Israel's 

sinfulness is shown again and again. 

Book 4 (Psalms 90-106) - The point of this section is that God doesn't need a Messiah. God’s the King who 

reigns over all. But yet, in Psalm 110, we see another king-figure emerge. God doesn’t need a King to 

establish His rule, but he had a plan that wasn’t thrown off course by the failure of Israel’s kings. 

Book 5 (Psalms 107-150) - This section brings the whole book of Psalms to a close with songs praising God’s 

faithfulness. In spite of Israel’s sinfulness and their unfaithfulness, God will keep his promises and not take 

his covenant love from Israel, because that's the sort of God he is. 

 

THE PSALMS AND JESUS 
As with all scripture, it is only through Jesus that we can fully understand and apply what we read. How do 

the Psalms connect us to Jesus? Sometimes it’s through the themes or promises. Sometimes it’s in Jesus’ 

righteousness in the face of Israel’s sin. But a lot of the time it’s because the Psalms are the songs of the 

Saviour. Many of them are the songs of the King. They teach us how Messiah David responds to suffering 

and victory, his patient trust in God, his repentance. These songs become ours to believe and sing as 

they’re fulfilled in the greater Messiah, Jesus. We’re united with Jesus in his death and resurrection, which 

grafts us into the people of God. 

 

3 TI PS ON PREACHI NG PSALMS 
There’s 3 things that it would be good to keep in mind as you preach on the Psalms. 

1. Exegesis 

2. Feelings and emotional response 

3. Hebrew poetry 

 



1. Exegesis 

As you teach the Psalm, you want to do what you normally would: exegete the passage showing what it 

means, showing how the original audience would have heard it, how it points us to Jesus, and how we now 

apply it as the people of the King. 

2. Feeling and emotional response 

As well as exegeting though, you want to teach it in a way that recognises it’s a Psalm. It’s not narrative or an 

epistle or OT law. It’s a poem that’s been put together to teach us, but also to move us. Poems compress 

ideas. The Psalmist wants you to know things but also wants you to feel a particular way. So in your prep 

make sure you ask: how does the Psalmist want me to feel about him, or his situation, or God? What 

emotions do they want me to feel as I walk away with this Psalm ringing in my ears? 

3. Hebrew poetry 

You start to exegete and see the emotions the Psalmist wants you to feel by reading the words. But it also 

helps to notice the poetic devices used in the Psalm to teach or create that feeling. Rather than rhyming 

words like English poems, Hebrew poetry generally rhymes ideas by putting them in parallel.  

The most common poetic device in the Psalms is ‘parallelism’ where 1 sentence makes a statement and 

then the next sentence says the same thing a different way, or makes a contrast.  

Other common devices are: word-pairs (2 things you expect to see together, e.g. he made the sea and the 

land), refrains (e.g. his love endures forever), repetition (of phrases, ideas or images), inclusio (the start and 

end of the Psalm is the same), juxtaposition (2 ideas are put together that normally wouldn’t be), similies 

(something is like something else) and metaphors (an idea pictured as if it was real, e.g. David is opposed by 

his enemies so he says ‘I am in the midst of lions...men whose teeth are spears and arrows’ Ps 57:4).  

You can find good lists of Hebrew poetic devices in most commentaries on the Psalms, or search on the 

web for ‘poetic devices’. Look out for these, and if you think it will be helpful, teach them as you preach. 

 

THE ‘ FORMS’  OF THE PSALMS  
Psalms follow particular patterns or forms. So a ‘praise’ Psalms has themes and features that makes it 

different to a ‘royal’ Psalm or a ‘lament’ Psalm.  You can find good lists of Psalms divided by forms in most 

commentaries, but here’s a rough list to get you started (some don’t neatly fit into the category). 

● Praise or Thanksgiving - declaring who God is or what he has done. Psalms 8, 19, 24, 29, 33, 47, 65, 

66, 68, 93, 95-100, 104–106, 111, 113-114, 117, 134–36, 145–50. 

● Royal - about the King, or God as King. Psalms 2, 18, 20, 21, 45, 47, 72, 89, 93-99, 100, 101, 110, 

132, 144. 

● Wisdom - about how to listen to God’s instructions or law, or the goodness of doing that. Psalms 1, 

18, 25, 32-34, 37, 49, 68, 78, 81, 89, 93, 94, 99, 103, 105, 111, 112, 127, 128, 147, 148. 

● Laments - expressing grief over sin or loss and normally asking God to do something. Psalms 3-7, 

11, 13, 17, 22-23, 27, 30-32, 35, 38-39, 41, 44, 51, 57,60,  63, 69, 71, 77, 79-80, 83, 85, 88, 90-91, 94, 

102, 103, 123, 126, 130, 137 

● Wrath - calling for God to judge evil. Psalms 35, 55, 59, 69, 79, 109, 137. 

  



Commentary : psalm 45 
From: Wilcock, M. (2001). The Message of Psalms: Songs for the People of God. (J. A. Motyer, Ed.) (Vol. 1, pp. 161–

165). Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity Press. 

What a contrast between the king in Psalm 44, depicted at one of his darkest moments, and the king in this 

psalm, shown at one of his most splendid! Christian readers can learn from both the gloom and the glory; 45, 

like 44, has a passage whose fuller meaning is opened up in a key New Testament scripture. 

The two psalms are also linked coincidentally by a sidelong reference to a particular aspect of the culture 

of Bible times. That is, 44:1 has the singers’ ears hearing what their fathers have told them; 45:1 has the poet’s 

tongue reciting his verses. This is the oral tradition we have just noted. These opening lines also remind us 

that along with it Bible people valued equally the pen of a skilful writer. So did God, giving us his words through 

both media, with the vividness of speaking and the permanence of writing. 

1. The king 

To use the AV margin’s quaint but delightful term, what ‘bubbleth up’ from the psalmist’s heart is a set of 

verses for a king. There is no ‘the’, and we might call them simply ‘king’s verses’, or even ‘royal verses’, since 

the second half of the poem is about the queen. However, an inclusio does top and tail the psalm with words 

addressed to the king: therefore God has blessed you for ever (v. 2 NRSV),416 therefore the nations will praise you 

for ever and ever (v. 17). 

A royal wedding is the theme. The traditional view, that it was the marriage of Solomon and the princess 

of Egypt (1 Kgs. 3:1), is as good as any and better than most. But again a Korah psalm has been composed 

for a particular occasion without our knowing which, or being at any disadvantage for not knowing. The poem 

no doubt provided a splendid anthem on many later occasions of the kind, and not only in biblical times. 

The first thing the psalmist notes is that the king is the most handsome of men (JB)! If he is Solomon, similar 

good looks are noted also in his father David and his half-brother Absalom,418 and indeed in his bride (v. 11). 

Yet it is just when the handsome David first comes on the scene that we are warned ‘Man looks at the outward 

appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart.’ So it is excellence in more important respects that the psalmist 

celebrates: the king’s gracious speech, a splendour and majesty that consist in action on behalf of truth, humility 

and righteousness, and his resolve to maintain the reputation of the Lord’s kingdom among the nations (vv. 2–

5). 

Of the honours paid to the king in verses 6–9, the most extraordinary is the one with which the section 

begins: Your throne, O God, will last for ever and ever. Some commentators suggest changes to the text so that 

it does not refer to the king as God. But the Hebrew is plain enough, and there are in fact scriptures ‘in which 

the word “god” is legitimately used to refer to others than God himself’—judges, angels, even the nation of 

Israel. So to speak thus of God’s viceroy, who occupies God’s throne in God’s city and represents God’s rule, 

is not quite so startling as it may seem at first. But there is more to this than meets the eye, as we shall find. 

2. His ancestor and his descendant 

‘O king, live for ever!’ was what Eastern monarchs expected to hear from their courtiers. The thrice-repeated 

for ever in this psalm could be a formality of that sort, or it could be a genuine wish; it might have in view 

simply the king’s lifetime, or the lifetimes of all his descendants too; it might even, as we have seen in earlier 

psalms, imply the New Testament’s hope of eternity. 

To use Lewis’s phrase, this last is in fact its ‘second meaning’, whatever the psalmist understood his own 

first meaning to be. Before we consider how his words were going to be understood in New Testament days, 

we might recall that they had been meaningful from the earliest times. When man was first created, God 

‘made him ruler over the works of [his] hands’, as one of the great David psalms has reminded us.422 Man 

was intended to be ‘the king of the earth’, with as enduring and illustrious a reign as the one here wished for 

the house of David, and with an empire vastly greater. In that sense the idea of a permanent kingship was 

built into God’s world from the beginning, and had been planned from eternity past, as well as looking forward 

to the climax of history and beyond that to eternity future. 



The forward look, however, rather than the backward look, is the special interest of verses 6–7, which are 

applied in Hebrews 1:8–9 to Christ. ‘About the Son [God] says, “Your throne, O God, will last for ever and 

ever”.’ The New Testament passage is making three points. The main one is that God’s Son has a throne, in 

contrast to the angels, who though they may be called sons of God are in fact his servants: ministry is the 

angels’ privilege, authority is the Son’s. Then the nature of his rule is stated to be eternal and righteous; that is 

the special contribution of Psalm 45 to the Hebrews argument. Finally, though it is not the primary point, and 

indeed seems almost to be said merely in passing, the address to the king as a ‘god’ has the most astonishing 

second meaning of all. Everything said about the Davidic king in verses 2–9 is also said in the New Testament, 

in different words, about Jesus. The royal line of David, which points back to its ancestor Adam, also points 

forward to its descendant Jesus, who really is in the fullest sense God as well as King. 

3. The queen 

Verse 9 is the hinge of the psalm. The last of eight verses addressed to the king, it introduces his royal bride, 

and leads in to six verses about her. 

The first three are actually spoken to her, and sum up what is involved in the marriage relationship, while 

the other three describe the marriage ceremony. Listen, says the psalmist at the beginning of verses 10–12, 

briefly taking the tone of Proverbs, consider; for marriage ‘is not by any to be enterprized’, as the Prayer Book 

puts it, ‘unadvisedly, lightly, or wantonly’. Consider, for example, that this new relationship will mean the 

severing of some old ones. Then understand how as a wife you will both be expected to give honour, and 

have the right to receive it. 

The procession (vv. 13–15) dramatizes the meaning of the marriage. The bride leaves her own quarters, 

and with her bridesmaids enters the palace and is brought to the king. She is leaving her past life for a new 

one. If she is indeed the Egyptian princess of 1 Kings 3, what is happening here is just the opposite of what 

happened with Solomon’s later marriages. He would be taking wives ‘from nations about which the LORD had 

told the Israelites, “You must not intermarry with them, because they will surely turn your hearts after their 

gods.” ’ But in this case Solomon is still to the psalmist a wise man, and is not yet acting ‘unadvisedly, lightly, 

or wantonly’. His foreign bride is a latter-day Ruth, that other foreigner who was prepared to forget her people 

and her father’s house, and, so to speak, to enter the palace of the king. This too has a momentous second 

meaning. 

4. Her ancestor and her descendant 

The queen, like the king, has a prototype in the first pages of the Bible. Genesis tells us that God created male 

and female (ch. 1), the man and the woman (ch. 2), Adam and Eve (ch. 3). It tells us further that in his eyes it 

is not good for man to be alone; woman is the proper and complementary partner for him, and her being 

brought to him is part of the marriage pattern. In every generation from then on the leaving of one’s parents 

and the cleaving to one’s spouse bring about a new and permanent relationship. 

An actual example of human marriage is one thing we can see in the royal wedding of Psalm 45. It has a 

further dimension too. As the authority of both Adam and the Davidic kings represented God’s authority over 

his world, so the marriages of both represented God’s relationship to his people. Several Old Testament 

prophets speak of this. Not surprisingly, therefore, the New Testament takes it up and speaks of the church 

as the bride of Christ.431 All that Genesis 2 says about the relation between the man and his wife, all that 

Psalm 45 says about the relation between the king and his bride, is a model for our understanding of both 

human marriage and the doctrine of the church, as the apostolic scriptures set them before us. 

  



Commentary : psalm 72 
From: Wilcock, M. (2001). The Message of Psalms: Songs for the People of God. (J. A. Motyer, Ed.) (Vol. 1, pp. 

249–255). Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity Press. 

One of Isaac Watts’s best-known hymns is based on Psalm 72. As the title of his book of paraphrases tells us, 

they are The Psalms of David, Imitated in the Language of the New Testament, and the very first word of this one 

shows how he updated the Old Testament original: ‘Jesus shall reign where’er the sun Does his successive 

journeys run.’ A hundred years later, James Montgomery versified it comprehensively in his equally well-

known ‘Hail to the Lord’s Anointed’. He too saw the psalm as a prophecy. Watts and Montgomery of course 

used the AV, and its unvarying future tenses (the word shall thirty-one times in vv. 2–17) point in that direction. 

Modern translations however read many of these futures differently, and take much of the psalm to be a 

prayer. 

1. Hail to the Lord’s Anointed (v. 1) 

At once the general question of prophecy or prayer is raised. Who is this king? Is the psalmist’s chief aim to 

pray for a contemporary Old Testament monarch, or to prophesy the coming Messiah? 

In one sense he is concerned primarily with his own time. He gives God’s people a liturgy for an 

enthronement ceremony in Jerusalem. This is one of only two psalms in the Psalter bearing Solomon’s name, 

the other being 127; and while this need not imply anything more than a collection under that name, it could 

mean a psalm by him (for Rehoboam, his successor?) or for him (by his father David?). There is no strong 

reason why it should not be the latter. A good deal of it reminds us of Solomon as king or indeed of David as 

psalmist.647 

In another sense the kingship of Christ is primary—the primary concern of all Scripture. Although the 

New Testament nowhere connects this psalm with Christ, the connections it does make show that everything 

right and good about the Israelite monarchy foreshadowed Messiah’s kingdom. The English hymn writers 

were not wrong in Christianizing Psalm 72. 

2. He shall come down like showers (vv. 2–7) 

Verse 2 raises the question of prophecy and prayer in a different way. In the NIV this verse prophesies: He will 

judge. In the NRSV it prays: May he judge. Which did the psalmist mean? 

The AV takes every verb in the psalm to be a Hebrew imperfect, and translates them uniformly as English 

futures. But for the most part there is no difference in form between imperfects and what are called jussives—

that is, May his name endure (v. 17) or Let its fruit flourish (v. 16)—and nearly all these verbs could be either. 

The imperfects/futures are the language of prophecy; the jussives, that of prayer. Normally (though not 

invariably) we depend on the context to show which verbs have which function. 

In a few cases the form of the verb leaves no room for doubt. Verse 2 begins with a definite future (pace 

the NRSV), He will judge, which sets the direction as far as verse 7. Verse 8 is certainly a jussive, May he rule (cf. 

NRSV), so we should expect the next few verbs to follow suit. In the second half (vv. 1, 11, and 17b mark the 

beginning, middle, and end of the psalm, vv. 18–20 being a postscript) we seem again to have a sequence of 

futures (vv. 12–14), which again changes tack with a definite jussive at Long may he live in verse 15. All this is 

simpler than it sounds. It gives a clear shape to the seventeen verses of the psalm proper: 

Introduction (v. 1); 

prophecy (vv. 2–7); 

prayer (vv. 8–10); 

refrain (v. 11); 

prophecy (vv. 12–14); 

prayer (vv. 15–17a); 

refrain (v. 17b). 



This shape is, incidentally, very like that of Montgomery’s hymn; hence our section headings, which are taken 

from it. 

How rich is the blessing of God’s people under this king’s rule, as the beautiful language of verses 2–7 

spells it out! Shalom (technically šālôm, but it has become familiar in the simpler form) is a grand word. 

Something better than peace (AV) or even prosperity (NIV), it means total wellbeing: potentially theirs under 

Solomon—it is what his name signifies—and certainly ours under Christ. For how secure is the promise of it, 

if the king’s rule is based on righteousness! Real peace is ‘the fruit of righteousness’ (Is. 32:17), and grows 

nowhere else. What was given to Solomon, the first royal son, in answer to the prayer of verse 1, he eventually 

lost. Christ, ‘great David’s greater Son’, is himself both our righteousness and our peace (1 Cor. 1:30; Eph. 

2:14), and that for good and all. 

3. Arabia’s desert ranger (vv. 8–10) 

The first glimpse of a vision of empire stretching from sea to sea and from the River [Euphrates] to the ends of 

the earth had been given to Israel at the time of the exodus. It began to take shape in the days of Solomon.649 

We can imagine the great congregation uniting in prayer for the success of his reign, and in due course seeing 

an answer to their prayer. Within the ‘fertile crescent’ which curved beyond Israel north and east to 

Mesopotamia and south-west to Egypt, peoples both independent and hostile (v. 9) came to recognize him. 

So did more distant nations, at the end of long journeys by sea westwards or by land south-eastwards (v. 10). 

Arabia’s desert ranger 

To him shall bow the knee; 

The Ethiopian stranger 

His glory come to see; 

With offerings of devotion 

Ships from the isles shall meet, 

To pour the wealth of ocean 

In tribute at his feet. 

After Solomon there followed, albeit with a few blips on the graph, a long decline, with such glories 

receding ever further into the past and therefore the more readily looked for in a future Messiah. Rightly, the 

New Testament duly crystallized these prayers in one of its own: ‘Your kingdom come.’ 

What do we make of the prayer formulas our psalm suggests? They are slightly odd in English, these 

jussives (for that is what they are, as in the NRSV: May he have dominion, and so on). ‘May he’ sounds like asking 

permission, ‘Let him’ sounds like giving it! Such prayers are far stronger than that. It will help us to understand 

them if we use ‘Let’ rather than ‘May’, and recall God’s own words in Genesis 1:3: ‘ “Let there be light,” and 

there was light.’ Oh, but (you say) surely no prayer of mine is a divine fiat of that kind. No? But the more closely 

your prayers are aligned with what God has said he is going to do anyway, the more like they will be to the 

great jussives of creation. ‘Let him rule!’ you will cry; and rule he will. 

So it turns out that in this case prayer and prophecy amount to much the same thing when one is totally 

in tune with the mind of God. Lord, what do you say you will do? Then, Lord, let that be done! 

4. Kings shall bow down before him (v. 11) 

What it means to be a royal son endowed with God’s righteousness (v. 1) has been spelt out in the intervening 

verses, and is now summarized here at the midpoint of the psalm: All kings will bow down to him and all nations 

will serve him. 

Of the royal line of David, it was his immediate successor who saw the prophecies and prayers of verses 

2–10 most nearly fulfilled. ‘Solomon ruled over all the kingdoms from the River to the land of the Philistines 

… These countries brought tribute and were Solomon’s subjects all his life … Men of all nations came to listen 

to Solomon’s wisdom, sent by all the kings of the world, who had heard of his wisdom.’ 

With even better reason, the New Testament uses just such language of Christ, the language of universal 

authority and recognition, ‘that in everything he might have the supremacy’; although of course ‘at present 

we do not see everything subject to him’, as we were shown in the New Testament’s treatment of Psalm 8. 



Again we see that this psalm is in a broader sense both prayer and prophecy. As originally composed, it 

is a prayer for use presumably at the enthronement of an Israelite king—Solomon, surely, in the tenth century 

BC. As adopted by the Christian church, it is a prophecy: it prophesies ‘something greater than Solomon’, the 

reign of Messiah, which was to begin a thousand years later and has been growing ever since. 

For he shall have dominion 

O’er river, sea and shore, 

Far as the eagle’s pinion 

Or dove’s light wing can soar. 

The historical reality never quite measured up to the vision of the poem; the final reality will far surpass it. 

5. He comes with succour speedy (vv. 12–14) 

The psalmist now develops what he touched on in verse 4, the confidence that the king will defend the afflicted 

… save the children of the needy … crush the oppressor. He who will rule to the ends of the earth will be equally 

concerned with the felt needs of its individual men and women. He cares, as Montgomery puts it, for ‘those 

who suffer wrong’, for ‘the poor and needy’ and ‘the weak’, for ‘souls condemned and dying’. 

The message is clear, and immensely comforting. Yet within the psalm, the background to this 

compassion is still the righteousness of God. It is not a case of the demands of justice being shelved while 

the demands of pity are met. It is not in that sense that ‘mercy triumphs over judgment’, to quote the often 

misused words of James 2:13. The king does not forget the sins of the oppressed, any more than he ignores 

the needs of the oppressor. 

The point is well illustrated by the broader background of Scripture against which we should read this 

passage. The word rescue in verse 14, redeem in the NRSV, points us to the early chapters of Exodus, and we 

realize how well these three verses sum up the events of those days. That prototype of redemption set the 

pattern of God’s saving grace and love for all time. Yet not for a moment did it lose sight of righteousness 

and justice. Egypt was punished, which was judgment, and Israel was rescued, which was mercy; yet Egypt 

was also offered mercy, and Israel was also faced with judgment. So will it be under the rule of God’s King. 

6. Prayer unceasing and daily vows (vv. 15–17a) 

Montgomery’s paraphrase of these verses is half-forgotten today. 

To him shall prayer unceasing 

And daily vows ascend; 

His kingdom still increasing, 

A kingdom without end. 

The mountain dews shall nourish 

A seed in weakness sown, 

Whose fruit shall spread and flourish 

And shake like Lebanon. 

This ignores one oddity in the AV he would have had before him, and reproduces another. He left out they of 

the city in verse 16 AV, as the NIV also does, though it should probably be there (May people blossom in the cities 

NRSV). He put in, in the form of ‘a seed in weakness’, the handful of corn which the AV has in the same verse, 

and which modern versions correct to abundance of grain (NRSV). 

Even if the phrase was a mistranslation, the image of a mere handful of corn which produces fields of 

grain so vast as to cover mountains, waving in the wind like the forests of 29:6, is a powerful one. It reflects 

the real theme of the passage. That is growth, and unlimited time for unlimited growth—‘his kingdom still 

increasing, a kingdom without end’. We cannot miss this dominant thought: Long may he live, ever, all day long, 

for ever, as long as the sun [continues], ample time for this unheard-of increase in the grain crop. Grain 

represented of course the staple wealth of an agrarian economy like Israel’s. 

Unbroken economic growth is something no government can deliver. Even in Solomon’s days this vision 

of it could be no more than an ideal, the wording of the psalm was what Kidner calls ‘courtly extravagance’,653 

and the prosperity Solomon brought to Israel ended when his reign ended. 



Yet, remarkably, such visions become ever more positive as the possibility of their fulfilment in Old 

Testament Israel grows fainter. Some real, solid, permanent quality of life, of which these rich and endless 

fields (Thomas Traherne’s ‘orient and immortal wheat’?) are a picture, awaits us yet in the coming kingdom of 

Christ. 

7. All-blessing and all-blest (vv. 17b–20) 

The postscript to the psalm has two parts. Verses 18–19 are a doxology like that which rounds off each of 

the first four books of the Psalter. Verse 20 is a note indicating that Book II contains all the David psalms the 

editors had available for, or wished to include in, this particular compilation (we shall find others in later 

books). Neither part of the postscript belongs to Psalm 72 as such, though Watts no doubt had verse 19 in 

mind when he wrote, ‘Earth repeat the loud Amen’. Montgomery, on the other hand, goes back to verse 17a 

for his closing lines (‘The tide of time shall never His covenant remove; His name shall stand for ever’). 

It is verse 17b which corresponds to verses 1 and 11, and completes the psalmist’s poem: All nations will 

be blessed through him, and they will call him blessed. This goes back beyond the Exodus references of verses 

12–14 to three key scriptures in Genesis—beyond God’s acts in the time of Moses to his promises in the time 

of Abraham. ‘All peoples on earth will be blessed through you,’ Abraham is told when God first calls him; 

‘Through your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed’ is the promise when his faith is proved by the 

offering of his son Isaac as a sacrifice; and the same words are in due course repeated to Isaac in his turn 

(Gen. 12:3; 22:18; 26:4). 

Abraham might have assumed that the offspring meant Isaac, and Isaac that it meant Jacob. David might 

have assumed it would be Solomon. But always God has something better in store, until Paul can confirm for 

us that ‘the Seed to whom the promise referred’ is Christ. 

O’er every foe victorious 

He on his throne shall rest, 

From age to age more glorious, 

All-blessing and all-blest; 

for he who blesses all with righteousness and peace is himself blessed by all in songs of praise and 

thanksgiving. 

  



commentary : psalm 1 10  
From: Wilcock, M. (2001). The Message of Psalms: Songs for the People of God. (J. A. Motyer, Ed.) (Vol. 2, pp. 163–

168). Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity Press. 

To the modern reader, Psalm 110 is full of puzzles. To the early church, it was full of treasures; a dozen books 

of the New Testament quote from it or allude to it, some more than once. One way to approach the puzzles 

is to turn a blind eye, temporarily, to the treasures—to try to see what the psalm meant when it was written, 

as if we were unaware what the New Testament would say about it, and how immensely influential it was to 

become. 

1. What the psalmist said first 

Whoever he was, whether David or another, he was a prophet as well as a poet. This is the word of the Lord, 

in verse 1 and again in verse 4. Confusingly, in most English versions, Lord speaks to Lord! As we know, in 

Hebrew the two words are quite different, and denote on the one hand the psalmist’s God, Yahweh, and on 

the other his Master, or Sovereign. This second Lord, together with all that the psalm says about sceptre and 

rule, the crushing of kings and the judging of nations, must be a great monarch; and with his capital on Mount 

Zion, he must be a king of Israel. 

God’s first word to him certainly fits the whole pattern of Israelite kingship. Verse 1 depicts a king who 

rules not in his own right but as viceroy to the true king, who is God. The histories agree: the kings in Jerusalem 

sit on ‘the throne of the LORD’, ‘the throne of the kingdom of the LORD over Israel’. Psalm 2 has shown the 

Lord installing his king, his ‘Son’, on Zion, his ‘holy hill’, and many an Israelite king follows the same pattern by 

making his own son joint ruler with him in what is called a ‘co-regency’. 

2. What the psalmist said next 

God’s second word to the king has to do particularly with the place he has given him for his capital city. David 

had already been king for seven years when he left his base at Hebron and ‘marched to Jerusalem to attack 

the Jebusites, who lived there’. He ‘captured the fortress of Zion … and called it the City of David’. 

Although the Jebusite inhabitants of Jerusalem had long since been enemies of Israel’s, there was still a 

mystique about the place that went back hundreds of years, to the time of Abraham. He, already a powerful 

chieftain, fresh from a great military victory, came face to face with someone even greater, in the person of 

the then king of Jerusalem. To this man, in homage, Abraham gave a tenth of the spoils of battle. From him 

he received—what resonances the words have!—bread and wine, and a blessing; the city’s name at the time 

being Salem, and the king’s Melchizedek, so that he was both king of ‘Peace’ and ‘king of righteousness’—and, 

Scripture tells us, not only a king but also a priest, ‘priest of God Most High’. 

The tradition persisted. The name, if not the character, was still there when Joshua, taking possession of 

Canaan, found among his opponents ‘Adoni-Zedek [Lord of righteousness] king of Jerusalem’. Did David, 

becoming first Israelite king in Jerusalem, succeed to that tradition? The Lord, through the prophet-poet, said 

that he did, and we see in him all four of its aspects. There was righteousness in him, for he was a man after 

God’s own heart; then Solomon, ‘peace’, was the name of his son and successor, and also the tenor of 

Solomon’s reign. Thirdly, he was seen as embodying the kingship as no-one else did, before or after, in those 

Old Testament times. And the fourth aspect of the tradition, the priesthood? 

We leave that question, for the moment, hanging in the air. 

3. What the teachers of the law said 

So far, it looks as though Psalm 110 could be not simply about a king of Israel, but about one particular king, 

namely David. Just as we have found several psalms which seem to relate to the events of 2 Samuel 6, when 

David brought the ark to Jerusalem, so this one could relate to the events of 2 Samuel 5, when he first moved 

there himself. 

Even if this had once been believed, by New Testament times it was a view no longer held. This is clear 

from two points that are made by a passage in the Gospels. The psalm is quoted in a debate between Jesus 



and the Pharisees, recorded by Mark, by Luke, and most fully by Matthew. From this conversation it emerges 

first that the ‘teachers of the law’, as Mark calls them, that is, the Pharisees and scribes, understood the psalm 

to be by David; and if it was spoken by him, it could scarcely have been spoken to him. It emerges secondly 

that they believed the person to whom it was addressed to be the Christ, the coming Messiah. It says things 

about God’s king which were simply not fulfilled in David’s reign, let alone in that of any of his successors. 

The first prophetic word, verse 1, is expanded by the psalmist in a way that does reflect David’s military 

successes. Verse 2 has the royal sceptre, the rule from Zion, and the unity between the Lord and the king—

the sceptre is held by the one and stretched out by the other!—that we recall from Psalm 2:6–9. Verse 3 bids 

fair to be one of the most difficult verses in the Psalter, as the differences between various translations will 

show, but ‘the general picture emerges … of a host of volunteers rallying to their leader in a holy war’. As the 

morning mysteriously brings forth the dew, so the king is miraculously refreshed and renewed. 

The expansion of the second prophetic word, verse 4, is difficult in other ways. One kind of problem 

arises if verses 5–6 are understood to speak to the king about the Lord, but disappears magically if we take 

the psalmist to be speaking to the LORD about the king: ‘My lord the king is at your right hand, Yahweh’ (v. 5, 

as v. 1); ‘he will be refreshed and renewed’ (v. 7, as v. 3b). But now we find (v. 6) that his success in battle is to 

be worldwide, and that has never yet happened. Nor of course has he become a priest, let alone a priest for 

ever. That is the other problem. 

4. What Jesus said 

We return to Matthew 22:41–46, where after a series of questions directed to him Jesus turns the tables by 

putting one to his questioners. It concerns this psalm. The Messiah is to be a descendant of David’s, as he 

and they agree. ‘How is it then,’ he asks, ‘that David, speaking by the Spirit, calls him “Lord”? For he says, “The 

Lord said to my Lord,” ’ and so on. 

The question is a real one for the Pharisees (not that they can or will answer it) because they and Jesus 

are agreed not only that the Messiah will be descended from David, but also that the psalm is about the 

Messiah, and by David. The many modern commentators who dispute this last point explain Jesus’ words in 

one of two ways. Either (they say) he accommodated himself to the view that David wrote the psalm, knowing 

himself that it was not so (‘If, as you believe, David is speaking here’), or else he actually shared this allegedly 

mistaken view. 

The first of these notions might make sense if Jesus were simply challenging the Pharisees to follow 

through the logic and the implications of their own belief, regardless of whether it were true. His aim, 

however, is not to score a point, but to make one. Matthew has just been describing how Jesus, riding into 

Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, was hailed as ‘the Son of David’ (21:9). It was an appropriate greeting, but a phrase 

misunderstood by both enemies and friends. David, first and greatest of the line of Israel’s kings, was to have 

a descendant who would be—what? Another one like him, a patriot, a general, a politician, a monarch on the 

old oriental pattern, on a par with the Herods, even the Caesars, of this world? No; and the point was that it 

was David who was looking into the future, and speaking, awe-struck, of a descendant of his who would be 

his Sovereign, one on an entirely different plane, to whom he would look up as his people looked up to him. 

The point turns on the fact that David was speaking thus. No wonder Jesus asserts so solemnly that David is 

‘speaking by the Spirit’ when he ‘calls him “Lord”.’ 

5. What the apostles said 

A dozen allusions elsewhere in the New Testament are nearly all to verse 1, understanding the Lord who is 

at God’s right hand, his enemies under his feet, to be of course Christ. There is also a handful of actual 

quotations, in Acts and Hebrews. 

Of the latter, Acts 2:34–35 is another reference to verse 1, and like Matthew 22:41–46 attributes the 

psalm to David. The words of Peter here are in some ways even more convincing than the words of Jesus 

there. Even if Jesus was going along with an erroneous view of the Pharisees for the sake of argument, that 

cannot be said of Peter. He is not having to accommodate himself to anyone; on the contrary, this is the day 

of Pentecost, he is filled with the Holy Spirit, and what he declares are the plain facts of the biblical gospel. 

Furthermore, his quotation too assumes David to be the author: it is the David who did not himself ‘ascend 

to heaven’ (indeed, whose ‘tomb is here’, v. 29) who said that his illustrious descendant would do so. 



Hebrews 1:13 is yet another quotation of verse 1. What is new in Hebrews is its repeated quoting, and 

thorough expounding, of verse 4. The ‘priest for ever, in the order of Melchizedek’ is the author’s theme from 

6:20 at least to 8:2, and in some respects right on to the end of the letter. The dimension he adds to all the 

many New Testament references to verse 1 is that the Christ who is seated ‘at the right hand of the throne 

of the Majesty in heaven’ (8:2) is seated there as both king and priest. 

6. What we say 

What we should say about this ‘prophecy in song’ is what David’s contemporaries would surely have said 

about it, except that the One it foretells was for them a hope but has become for us a reality. From David’s 

time onwards it was meant to foster in Israel a vivid expectation that perhaps the present king’s son, or if not 

him then perhaps his son’s son, might be the One: a scion of David’s house to whom God would say not only 

‘You are my chosen King’ (v. 1) but also ‘You are my chosen Priest’ (v. 4), thus reviving from Genesis 14:18 the 

ancient Melchizedek tradition of Jerusalem. 

Some did hold on to this hope. Even when, centuries later, the royal line had long since disappeared from 

sight, there was always within the nation a remnant waiting expectantly for the consolation of Israel, the 

redemption of Jerusalem, and the kingdom of God; and when Jesus came, such people recognized him as 

the One who was to embody all this, the Christ. 

So of course do we. We see, first, that in Christian terms verses 1 and 4 are what God the Father says to 

God the Son. Then after the Son’s enthronement as King, the psalmist speaks to him (vv. 2–3): ‘Yours is the 

majesty, the ever-fresh vitality, and the devotion of your people.’ And after his appointment as Priest, the 

psalmist speaks to the Father about him (vv. 5–7): ‘His is the power, the ever-renewed vigour, and the victory 

over his enemies.’ 

The words of Psalm 110 may not be common currency in Christian songs and hymns. But their very 

unfamiliarity may give us a new slant on how to express the praises of Jesus our Priest-King, as refreshing as 

the dew of the dawn or a drink from the brook beside the way. 


