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Week 1 | Psalm 119 | Introduction
Here are some general observations about Psalm 119:

Its commonly known that Psalm 119 is the largest chapter in the bible. But how large is
that exactly? Well, depending on your English translation, it's roughly 2,500 words long.
This means it’s larger than 28 other books in the bible. Books like Ruth, Jonah,
Lamentations, James, Galatians, and even Ephesians all have smaller word counts than
Psalm 119.1 This has not deterred some from memorizing the whole thing, though:
William Wilberforce (19th-century British politician who led the movement to abolish
the slave trade in the British Empire), Henry Martyn (19th-century pioneer missionary to
India), and David Livingstone (19th-century pioneer missionary to Africa). This psalm is
commonly read in Jewish circles during the Feast of Pentecost (cf. Acts 2).2

Psalm 119 is an acrostic poem. Meaning it follows the 22 letters in the Hebrew alphabet.
“Acrostics were most likely memory devices to aid in private and public recitation.
Literally, they summarized all that could be said or that need to be said about a
particular subject from ‘alep to taw, from A to Z.”3 To use all the letters in the Hebrew
alphabet, one infers that every word could be marshaled in the praise and instruction of
our God.* Interestingly, it’s not the only acrostic poem like this in the bible: Psalm 9 and
10, taken together, is another acrostic poem following the Hebrew alphabet (cf. Psalm
111; 112). Proverbs 31 is also an acrostic poem using the Hebrew alphabet. But unlike
Psalm 9/10 and Proverbs 31, which takes one verse per one letter, Psalm 119 uses 8
verses per 1 letter of the Hebrew alphabet. Thus, this is one of—if not only—the place in
Scripture where the verse divisions are inspired. In fact, one could feasibly see 22
different psalms contained in this one psalm as each stanza of eight verses is self-

contained.’

Every verse, except four (vs. 3, 37, 90, 122), mentions God’s word. Thus, it is no surprise
that the Psalm utilizes 8 different synonyms for scripture: law, testimony, precepts,
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decrees, commands, ordinances, promises, and word. As we come to each of these
eight different terms for God’s word, I'll make sure to highlight their meaning. The
general point in the eight words is that, as DA Carson put it, “God is a talking god.” Now,
admittedly, they all—together—are essentially saying the same thing.® The only
difference, as we’ll see, is a slight nuance at best. For instance, we can say “the
scriptures,” or say “the bible.” They refer to the same thing, but one, “the Bible,” is
typically used when referring to the book itself, and “the scriptures” can be used to
refer to something that is literally written down. It’s a tenuous distinction, to be sure;
however, together, both terms "scripture" and "bible" paint a fuller picture of God's
word. That, in turn, shows us that the word we hold in our hands was not only written
down by individuals, but it has also been bound up together in a single collective work.
However, the point is that the longest chapter in the bible literally talks most about the
importance of the bible. It is a kaleidoscope with varying colors and angles but with the
light of God’s truth illuminating its multifaceted display.

Aside from its central theme, God's word, there are three other themes woven
throughout the psalm: the psalmist lives in an alien culture and, because of this, he is
discouraged and so is looking for a pathway through this life that honors God. Many
scholars believe this Psalm was written in the postexilic era when Israel was fractured,
and her people were scattered.” As such, the Palmist has moments of lament,
thanksgiving, innocence, praise, and confidence. And given the sheer size of the Psalm,
it should come to no surprise that many themes and topics are repeated multiple times
throughout. But curiously absent from the entire psalm is any mention of Moses, the
exodus, or any specific promises given to Israel.® The focus is one-on-one: the Psalmist
and God.

This series will take us at least 23 weeks to complete. This means we’ll finish sometime in late
October, barring any unforeseen interruptions. And, tonight, rather than dive headfirst into the
first stanza, | thought it would be appropriate for us to read it in its entirety from beginning to
end without stopping. Why? Because | honestly do not think | can adequately explain this Psalm
even if | had 22 years to do it. Thus, at the very least, | can say we read the entire Psalm and
allowed God to speak without my interference. Augustine, a fourth-century church father,
actually felt the same way. He purposefully avoided writing or preaching on the text throughout
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his ministry, thinking he could not do it justice. All he would say was that the psalm does need
“an expositor, but only a reader and listener.”® I’'m going to heed that advice, at least for
tonight.

READ: Psalm 119 (ESV)
Aleph

1Blessed are those whose way is blameless, who walk in the law of the Lord! 2 Blessed
are those who keep his testimonies, who seek him with their whole heart, 3who also do
no wrong, but walk in his ways! 4 You have commanded your precepts to be kept
diligently. ®> Oh that my ways may be steadfast in keeping your statutes! é Then I shall not
be put to shame, having my eyes fixed on all your commandments. 7 | will praise you
with an upright heart, when | learn your righteous rules. 81 will keep your statutes; do

not utterly forsake me!
Beth

9How can a young man keep his way pure? By guarding it according to your word.
10With my whole heart | seek you; let me not wander from your commandments! 11|
have stored up your word in my heart, that | might not sin against you. 2 Blessed are
you, O Lord; teach me your statutes! 3 With my lips | declare all the rules of your mouth.
14|n the way of your testimonies | delight as much as in all riches. * | will meditate on
your precepts and fix my eyes on your ways. 1®1 will delight in your statutes; | will not

forget your word.
Gimel

17 Deal bountifully with your servant, that | may live and keep your word. 8 Open my
eyes, that | may behold wondrous things out of your law. °| am a sojourner on the
earth; hide not your commandments from me! 22 My soul is consumed with longing for
your rules at all times. 2! You rebuke the insolent, accursed ones, who wander from your
commandments. 22 Take away from me scorn and contempt, for | have kept your
testimonies. 22 Even though princes sit plotting against me, your servant will meditate on

your statutes. 2*Your testimonies are my delight; they are my counselors.

Daleth
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25 My soul clings to the dust; give me life according to your word! 26 When | told of my
ways, you answered me; teach me your statutes! 2 Make me understand the way of
your precepts, and | will meditate on your wondrous works. 22 My soul melts away for
sorrow; strengthen me according to your word! 2° Put false ways far from me and
graciously teach me your law! 3°| have chosen the way of faithfulness; | set your rules
before me. 3! cling to your testimonies, O Lord; let me not be put to shame! 32| will run

in the way of your commandments when you enlarge my heart!
He

33Teach me, O Lord, the way of your statutes; and | will keep it to the end. 34 Give me
understanding, that | may keep your law and observe it with my whole heart. 3°* Lead me
in the path of your commandments, for | delight in it. 3¢ Incline my heart to your
testimonies, and not to selfish gain! 3 Turn my eyes from looking at worthless things;
and give me life in your ways. 38 Confirm to your servant your promise, that you may be
feared. 39 Turn away the reproach that | dread, for your rules are good. 4° Behold, | long

for your precepts; in your righteousness give me life!
Waw

41 et your steadfast love come to me, O Lord, your salvation according to your promise;
42then shall | have an answer for him who taunts me, for | trust in your word. #3 And
take not the word of truth utterly out of my mouth, for my hope is in your rules. 441 will
keep your law continually, forever and ever, #*and | shall walk in a wide place, for |
have sought your precepts. #¢1 will also speak of your testimonies before kings and shall
not be put to shame, 47 for | find my delight in your commandments, which | love. 48|
will lift up my hands toward your commandments, which | love, and | will meditate on

your statutes.
Zayin

49 Remember your word to your servant, in which you have made me hope. * This is my
comfort in my affliction, that your promise gives me life. 3! The insolent utterly deride
me, but | do not turn away from your law. 32 When | think of your rules from of old, |
take comfort, O Lord. 53 Hot indignation seizes me because of the wicked, who forsake
your law. >*Your statutes have been my songs in the house of my sojourning.

5| remember your name in the night, O Lord, and keep your law. 3¢ This blessing has
fallen to me, that | have kept your precepts.

Heth



>7The Lord is my portion; | promise to keep your words. 58| entreat your favor with all
my heart; be gracious to me according to your promise. 3® When | think on my ways, |
turn my feet to your testimonies; | hasten and do not delay to keep your
commandments. 82 Though the cords of the wicked ensnare me, | do not forget your
law. 2 At midnight | rise to praise you, because of your righteous rules. 3l am a
companion of all who fear you, of those who keep your precepts. 8 The earth, O Lord, is
full of your steadfast love; teach me your statutes!

Teth

85 You have dealt well with your servant, O Lord, according to your word. 8¢ Teach

me good judgment and knowledge, for | believe in your commandments. ¢’ Before | was
afflicted | went astray, but now | keep your word. ® You are good and do good; teach
me your statutes. 8 The insolent smear me with lies, but with my whole heart | keep
your precepts; 72 their heart is unfeeling like fat, but | delight in your law. 7! It is good for
me that | was afflicted, that | might learn your statutes. 72 The law of your mouth is
better to me than thousands of gold and silver pieces.

Yodh

3Your hands have made and fashioned me; give me understanding that | may learn
your commandments. 7 Those who fear you shall see me and rejoice, because |

have hoped in your word. 7| know, O Lord, that your rules are righteous, and that

in faithfulness you have afflicted me. 76 Let your steadfast love comfort me according to
your promise to your servant. 7 Let your mercy come to me, that | may live; for your law
is my delight. 7 Let the insolent be put to shame, because they have wronged me with
falsehood; as for me, | will meditate on your precepts. 7° Let those who fear you turn to
me, that they may know your testimonies. 8 May my heart be blameless in your
statutes,that | may not be put to shame!

Kaph

81 My soul longs for your salvation; | hope in your word. 8 My eyes long for your
promise; | ask, “When will you comfort me?” 8 For | have become like a wineskin in the
smoke, yet | have not forgotten your statutes. 3 How long must your servant

endure? When will you judge those who persecute me? 8 The insolent have dug pitfalls
for me; they do not live according to your law. 8 All your commandments are sure; they

persecute me with falsehood; help me! 8 They have almost made an end of me on



earth, but | have not forsaken your precepts. 8 In your steadfast love give me life, that |
may keep the testimonies of your mouth.

Lamedh

8 Forever, O Lord, your word is firmly fixed in the heavens. ° Your faithfulness endures
to all generations; you have established the earth, and it stands fast. ®1 By

your appointment they stand this day, for all things are your servants. 92If your law had
not been my delight, | would have perished in my affliction. 93| will never forget your
precepts, for by them you have given me life. 41 am yours; save me, for | have sought
your precepts. %> The wicked lie in wait to destroy me, but | consider your testimonies.

% | have seen a limit to all perfection, but your commandment is exceedingly broad.
Mem

97 0h how I love your law! It is my meditation all the day. °® Your commandment makes
me wiser than my enemies, for it is ever with me. °°| have more understanding than all
my teachers, for your testimonies are my meditation. 1°°| understand more than the
aged, for | keep your precepts. 11| hold back my feet from every evil way, in order to
keep your word. 12| do not turn aside from your rules, for you have taught me.

103 How sweet are your words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth!

104 Through your precepts | get understanding; therefore | hate every false way.
Nun

105your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path. 1% | have sworn an oath and
confirmed it, to keep your righteous rules. 1°7 | am severely afflicted; give me life,

O Lord, according to your word! 19 Accept my freewill offerings of praise,

O Lord, and teach me your rules. 191 hold my life in my hand continually, but | do

not forget your law. 11° The wicked have laid a snare for me, but | do not stray from your
precepts. 11! Your testimonies are my heritage forever, for they are the joy of my heart.

112 incline my heart to perform your statutes forever, to the end.
Samekh

113| hate the double-minded, but | love your law. 1**You are my hiding place and

my shield; | hope in your word. '°> Depart from me, you evildoers, that | may keep the
commandments of my God. 1 Uphold me according to your promise, that | may

live, and let me not be put to shame in my hope! 17 Hold me up, that | may be safe and

have regard for your statutes continually! 18 You spurn all who go astray from your



statutes, for their cunning is in vain. 1% All the wicked of the earth you discard like dross,
therefore | love your testimonies. 12° My flesh trembles for fear of you, and | am afraid

of your judgments.
Ayin

121| have done what is just and right; do not leave me to my oppressors. 1?2 Give your
servant a pledge of good; let not the insolent oppress me. 122 My eyes long for your
salvation and for the fulfillment of your righteous promise. 124 Deal with your servant
according to your steadfast love, and teach me your statutes. 12°| am your servant; give
me understanding, that | may know your testimonies! 126 It is time for the Lord to

act, for your law has been broken. *?” Therefore | love your commandments above gold,
above fine gold. 1?2 Therefore | consider all your precepts to be right; | hate every false

way.
Pe

129your testimonies are wonderful; therefore my soul keeps them. 3° The unfolding of
your words gives light; it imparts understanding to the simple. 311 open my mouth

and pant, because | long for your commandments. 32 Turn to me and be gracious to me,
as is your way with those who love your name. 133 Keep steady my steps according to
your promise, and let no iniquity get dominion over me. 13* Redeem me from man's
oppression, that | may keep your precepts. 3> Make your face shine upon your servant,
and teach me your statutes. 3¢ My eyes shed streams of tears, because people do not
keep your law.

Tsadhe

137 Righteous are you, O Lord, and right are your rules. 38 You have appointed your
testimonies in righteousness and in all faithfulness. **® My zeal consumes me, because
my foes forget your words. 4% Your promise is well tried, and your servant loves it. 1411
am small and despised, yet | do not forget your precepts. 42 Your righteousness is
righteous forever, and your law is true. *3 Trouble and anguish have found me out, but
your commandments are my delight. 1*4 Your testimonies are righteous forever; give me

understanding that | may live.
Qoph

145 With my whole heart | cry; answer me, O Lord! | will keep your statutes. 14| call to
you; save me, that | may observe your testimonies. 47 | rise before dawn and cry for



help; | hope in your words. 1*8 My eyes are awake before the watches of the night, that |
may meditate on your promise. 149 Hear my voice according to your steadfast

love; O Lord, according to your justice give me life. ¥ They draw near who persecute
me with evil purpose; they are far from your law. 3! But you are near, O Lord, and all
your commandments are true. 152 Long have | known from your testimonies that you

have founded them forever.
Resh

153 L ook on my affliction and deliver me, for | do not forget your law. > Plead my cause
and redeem me; give me life according to your promise! 1° Salvation is far from the
wicked, for they do not seek your statutes. *¢ Great is your mercy, O Lord; give me life
according to your rules. " Many are my persecutors and my adversaries, but | do

not swerve from your testimonies. °8| look at the faithless with disgust, because they
do not keep your commands. 5° Consider how | love your precepts! Give me life
according to your steadfast love. 18 The sum of your word is truth, and every one of

your righteous rules endures forever.
Sin and Shin

161 princes persecute me without cause, but my heart stands in awe of your words.

162| rejoice at your word like one who finds great spoil. 83| hate and abhor falsehood,
but | love your law. 1 Seven times a day | praise you for your righteous rules.

165 Great peace have those who love your law; nothing can make them stumble.

166 | hope for your salvation, O Lord, and | do your commandments. 67 My soul keeps
your testimonies; | love them exceedingly. 18| keep your precepts and testimonies, for

all my ways are before you.
Taw

169 et my cry come before you, O Lord; give me understanding according to your word!

170 et my plea come before you; deliver me according to your word. 17 My lips will pour
forth praise, for you teach me your statutes. 72My tongue will sing of your word, for all

your commandments are right. 173 Let your hand be ready to help me, for | have chosen

your precepts. 1741 long for your salvation, O Lord, and your law is my delight. 17° Let my

soul live and praise you, and let your rules help me. 176 | have gone astray like a lost

sheep; seek your servant, for | do not forget your commandments.

So, what’s the takeaway?



Learning the letters of Scripture teaches us how to live.
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