
Psalm 138— Logotechnical Analysis 
Guidelines 
• Please read the General Introduction as well as the Introduction to Book I and Book V. 
• For common features found in the numerical analysis charts, see the Key to the charts.   

Specific features of Psalm 138 
• Psalm 138 opens the series of eight Davidic psalms (138-145), which conclude the last 

Sub-Group of Eleven Psalms (135-145). It is the first psalm in Book V in which the 
syntax (main- and subordinate clauses) determines the structure of the text. Psalm 136 
is a special case, because of the use of the refrain. The last examples I encountered 
were Psalms 98 and 100.  

• The author deliberately used syntax to structure his text, instead of the change from 
words addressed to God to words spoken about him. 

Strophic structure  -  Canto boundary:  || 

• Van der Lugt: 1-3, 4-6, 7-8 (3 strophes with 8 verselines and 20 cola; in regards vs. 7-8, 
colometric division uncertain – 2 tricola or 3 bicola?). 

• Fokkelman: 1-3, 4-6, 7, 8 (4 strophes, 9 verselines and 21 cola, taking v. 7 as 2 bicola). 
• Labuschagne: 1-3 || 4-6 || 7, 8 (3 cantos and 4 strophes (like Fokkelman), but I find 10 

verselines and 21 cola, regarding vs. 1-2 as three bicola and v. 7 as two bicola). 

Logotechnical analysis  
• Columns a and b show the number of words before and after the atnach. 
• Column c: words in the main clauses; d: words in the subordinate clauses. 
• The numbering of the verselines is shown in brown. 

   Total a b c d 
 1 d«wflḑl Heading 1 =   1 +   0

  ^yi–bil-lAk¸b ßËdÙ' 1 3 3   3   
  :≠Âr¸Gm¬z·' £yih»lÈ' d∆g∆n 3   3 3  
  Total, v. 1 6 =   3 +   3 =   6 +   0 
 2 ß̧HËd“q lakyEh-le' h∆w·xaGţHe' 2 4 4   4   
   ßem¸H-te' hÂdÙ'Ãw 3 3   3   
  ^ßeGtim·'-lavÃw ßË–ḑsax-lav 3 4 4   4   
  :ßetflrm̧i' ß̧miH-lA–k-lav AGţlfi–dÃgih-yi–k 6   6   6
  Total, v. 2 17 =  11 +   6 =  11 +   6 
 3 ^y«n≈n·vaGt¬w yit'flr“q £Ùy̧–b 4 3 3   3   
  :zOv yiḨp¬ņb y«nEbihËraGt 3   3 3  
  Total, v. 3 6 =   3 +   3 =   6 +   0
  Total, v. 2-3 23 =  14 +   9 =  17 +   6
  Canto I   Strophe 1 Total, v. 1-3 29 =  17 +  12 =  23 +   6 
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 4 ^¶ÂrA'-yEķlam-lA–k h√whÃy ß˚dÙy 5 5 5   5   
             Middle word: :ßyip-y„r¸mi' ˚v¸mAH yi–k 4   4   4
           75 = 37 + 1 + 37 Total, v. 4 9 =   5 +   4 =   5 +   4 
    5       Middle colon: ^h√whÃy yEkËrfiḑ–b ˚ryiH√yÃw 6 3 3   3   
          21 = 10 + 1 + 10 :h√whÃy dÙb̧–k lÙd√g yi–k 4   4   4
    Middle verselines: 10 = 4 + 2 + 4 Total, v. 5 7 =   3 +   4 =   3 +   4
    In terms of words: 75=29+16+30 Total, v. 4-5 16 =   8 +   8 =   8 +   8 
    6    dÙb̧–k = 23 ^he'Ër«y lApAHÃw h√whÃy £flr-yi–k 7 5 5     5 
Including heading: 30+16+30 :vfld≈yÃy qAxËreGmim fi–hOb√gÃw 3   3   3
  Total, v. 6 8 =   5 +   3 =   0 +   8
  Canto II  Strophe 2 Total, v. 4-6 24 =  13 +  11 =   8 +  16
  Total, v. 1-6 53 =  30 +  23 =  31 +  22 

 7 hflrAc bÂr’q̧–b ™ElE'-£i' 8 4 4     4 
  yabÃyO' •a' lav y«n≈Cyax̧Gt 4 4   4   
  ^ßÂd√y xalḨiGt 9 2 2   2   
  :ß∆nyimÃy y«nEvyiHÙtÃw 2   2 2  
  Strophe 3 Total, v. 7 12 =  10 +   2 =   8 +   4 
 8 yÊd·va–b rOmÃg«y h√whÃy 10 3 3   3   
  ^£AlÙv¸l ßË–d¸sax h√whÃy 3 3   3   
  :•ÂreGt-la' ßyÂd√y yEW·vam 4   4 4  
  Strophe 4 Total, v. 8 10 =   6 +   4 =  10 +   0
  Canto III Total, v. 7-8 22 =  16 +   6 =  18 +   4
   Total, v. 2-8 69 =  43 +  26 =  43 +  26
  Numerical    v. 1-3 29 =  17 +  12 =  23 +   6
  Chiasmus    v. 4-8 46 =  29 +  17 =  26 +  20
  Total, v. 1-8 75 =  46 +  29 =  49 +  26 
  With the heading, v. 1-8 76 =  47 +  29 

Observations 
1. The middle word happens to be ßyip, ‘your mouth’, in v. 4b (75 = 37 + 1 + 37), but the 

two middle verselines, vs. 4-5, may be considered the consciously designed meaningful 
centre (10 = 4 + 2 + 4): 
   :ßyip-y„r¸mi' ˚v¸mAH yi–k  ^  ¶ÂrA'-yEkļam-lA–k h√whÃy ß˚dÙy 
   :h√whÃy dÙb¸–k lÙd√g yi–k  ^  h√whÃy yEkËrfiḑ–b ˚ryiH√yÃw 
All the kings of the earth will praise you, YHWH, when they hear the words of your mouth 
Yes, they will sing of YHWH’s ways, for great is the glory of YHWH. 
It is interesting to note that, on word level, the pivotal verselines constitute a slightly off-
centre meaningful middle (75 = 29 + 16 + 30). Including the 1-word heading causes the 
two middle verselines to coincide with the 16 middle words (76 = 30 + 16 + 30). It is likely 
that a 1-word heading was deliberately chosen to achieve this – compare Observation 1 
in my Analysis of Psalm 141.  

2. In terms of content, the entire section dealing with the homage the foreign kings are 
expected to pay to YHWH, vs. 4-6, may safely be considered the larger meaningful core 
of the poem. What is said in v. 6, that YHWH regards the lowly and knows the haughty, 
clearly refers to the kings and cannot be left out of consideration. This is corroborated by 
the logotechnical structure: the 24-word section, vs. 4-6, is surrounded by 51 (3 x 17) 
words: 29 + (24) + 22. This is a typical logotechnical device expressing the symbolical 
presence of YHWH: he surrounds them. 
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3. Though Psalm 138 is not a typical royal psalm, it is the first of a series of 8 psalms 
designed as Davidic compositions (138-145), as indicated by the headings. The speaker 
is supposed to be David, the archetype of the Israelite king. Therefore, it is not surprising 
to find that the meaningful centre is about ‘all the kings of the earth’. Because David’s 
rule depends on their acceptance of his rule and that of YHWH, they are expected to 
acknowledge YHWH’s dominion and to praise him.  

4. The canto structure proposed here, is supported by the device of the numerical 
chiasmus, appearing here for the first time after Psalms 109 and 114. In terms of the 
division by atnach, it links vs. 1-3 to vs. 4-8. For its function, see the General 
Introduction, “The numerical chiasmus”: 

Canto I  vs. 1-3 29 = 17a + 12b 
Canto II-III vs. 4-8  46 = 29a + 17b
Total      vs. 1-8  75 = 46a + 29b.   

5. In many psalms, the change from words addressed to God to words spoken about him, 
and vice versa, has a structuring role. Here, it was not feasible, because the author 
clearly used syntax to structure his text numerically. The structure based on the change 
in the direction of address is as follows: 

vs. 1-4  addressed to God 38 words 
vs. 5-6  spoken about him   15 words 
vs. 7  addressed to God 12 words 
vs. 8a  spoken about him       3 words 
vs. 8bc  addressed to God   7 words             
Total     57 words 18 words   

The syntactical framework does not coincide with this structure but overlies it. The 
change from words addressed to God to words spoken about him only functions as an 
attention-drawing device marking the end (vs. 5-6) of the second strophe and the end of 
the poem as a whole (v. 8bc). Compare, e.g., Pss. 20:10, 68:36, 73:28, and 90:17. 

6. Significantly, in terms of syntax, the text divides into 49 (7 x 7) words in the main clauses 
(Column c) and 26 in the subordinate clauses (Column d). Note that 49 is the numerical 
value of  h√whÃy dÙb̧–k, ‘the glory of YHWH’, in v. 5b (23 + 26 = 49). Given the considerable 
number of occurrences of the kabod number 23 (11 + 2 + 6 + 4), and its multiples, it is 
here obviously a structuring number.  
Since the word dÙb̧–k, ‘glory’, appears explicitly in the text (v. 5b), I list its occurrences 
together with those of the divine name numbers. See the General Introduction, “Special 
patterns” for the function of the kabod numbers, which I do not regard as having a 
regular, but only an incidental structural function. Here is the survey: 

vs. 2  17 words in total 
vs. 2-3  23 words in total 
vs. 1-3  17 words before atnach and 23 words in the main clauses 
vs. 1-6  23 words after atnach 
vs. 2-8  69 (3 x 23) words in total, with 43 before and 26 after atnach 
vs. 4-8  46 (2 x 23) words in total, with 17 words after atnach 
vs. 4-8  26 words in the main clauses 
vs. 1-8  46 (2 x 23) words before atnach, 26 words in the subordinate clauses. 

7. The name hwhy occurs 6 times: vs. 4a, 5a, 5b, 6a, 8a and 8b. 
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