
Psalm 139— 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 139 
•  Psalm 139 is the follow-up of Psalm 138 in so far as it elaborates on the idea of YHWH’s 

omniscience (Ps. 138:6) and his just judgement of the works of his hands (Ps. 138:7-8). 
This does not imply that Psalm 139 is to be regarded as a philosophical treatise on God’s 
omniscience – far from it: it deals specifically with the personal experience of an 
individual of God’s omnipresence and omniscience. Throughout the poem the speaker 
adresses God directly and writes in the first person. 

• The meticulously designed logotechnical structure is organized in such a way that the 
core of the poem, vs. 7-18, stands out from the surrounding text as specifically dealing 
with YHWH’s omnipresence and his personal involvement in the coming into being of the 
speaker. The framework is about the speaker’s experience of YHWH’s fundamental 
knowledge of him as a distinct individual, even before his birth. 

• The surrounding 78-word framework (78 = 3 x 26) is strongly buttressed by the fact that 
78 represents the numerical value of two verbal forms of the key-word vfid√y, ‘to know” at 
the beginning and end of the psalm. It is not surprising that the root vfid√y occurs exactly 7 
times, expressing the ‘fullness’ of YHWH’s knowledge of the speaker. 

Strophic structure  - Canto/Stanza boundary: ||  
• Van der Lugt: 1-4, 5-6 || 7-8, 9-10, 11-12 || 13-14, 15-16, 17-18 || 19-20, 21-22, 23-24 (4 

cantos and 11 strophes, with 23 verselines and 51 cola, taking v. 16 as a tricolon). 
• Fokkelman: 1-3, 4-6 || 7-8, 9-10, 11-12 || 13-14, 15-16, 17-18 || 19-20, 21-22 || 23-24 (5 

cantos and further as Van der Lugt). 
• Labuschagne: as Van der Lugt, except that I take v. 16 as two bicola (4 cantos and 11 

strophes, with 24 verselines and 52 cola). 

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

   Total a b c d 
 1 ^rÙmÃzim d«wfld¸l fixEFc¬n¸mal  Heading 3 =   3 +   0  

  :vfldEGt¬w1 y«naGtËr—q·x h√whÃy 1 3 3   3   
    2         AGţvfid√y = 52 ^yim˚qÃw yiGţbiH AGţvfid√y2 hAGta' 4 4   4   
    (10 + 4 + 16 + 22 = 52) :qÙxflrEm yiv„ŗl hAGtÃna–b 3   3 3  
  Total, v. 1-2 10 =   7 +   3 =  10 +   0 
 3 ^ AtyÊr≈z yivb̧ÊrÃw yixËrA' 2 3 3   3   
  :hAGtÃna–ķsih yakflrË–d-lAkÃw 3   3 3  
  Total, v. 3 6 =   3 +   3 =   6 +   0
  Total, v. 1-3 16 =  10 +   6 =  16 +   0 
 4 ^y«nÙH¸li–b hAGlim §yE' yi–k 3 4 4   4   
  :–hAGluk AGţvfid√y3 h√whÃy §Eh 4   4 4  
  Total, v. 4 8 =   4 +   4 =   8 +   0
  Strophe 1 Total, v. 1-4 24 =  14 +  10 =  24 +   0 
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 5 ^y«nAGtËrac £Âd’q√w rÙxA' 4 3 3   3   
  :hAkeKpa–k yalAv teHAGt¬w 3   3 3  
  Total, v. 5 6 =   3 +   3 =   6 +   0 
 6 ^y«FneGmim tavfid4 h√Cyi'̧liKp 5 3 3   3   
  :–hAl lak˚'-'◊l hAbÃFģW«n 4   4 4  
  Total, v. 6 7 =   3 +   4 =   7 +   0
  Strophe 2 Total, v. 5-6 13 =   6 +   7 =  13 +   0
  Total, v. 4-6 21 =  10 +  11 =  21 +   0
  Total, v. 2-6 34 =  17 +  17 =  34 +   0
  Canto I Total, v. 1-6 37 =  20 +  17 =  37 +   0 

 7 ^ßex˚rEm ™ElE' h√nA' 6 3 3     3 
  :xflŗbe' ßy∆nAKpim h√nA'Ãw 3   3   3
  Total, v. 7 6 =   3 +   3 =   0 +   6 
 8 ^hAGtA' £AH £«yamAH qa–se'-£i' 7 5 5     5 
  :≠∆Fnih lÙ'̧KH hAvyiFca'Ãw 3   3   3
  Total, v. 8 8 =   5 +   3 =   0 +   8
  Strophe 3 Total, v. 7-8 14 =   8 +   6 =   0 +  14 
 9 ^raxAH-yEpÃnak 'AKWe' 8 3 3     3 
  :£√y tyÊr·xa'¸–b h√ņ–ķHe' 3   3   3
  Total, v. 9 6 =   3 +   3 =   0 +   6 
 10 ^y«nExÃnat ßËd√y £AH-£¬Fg 9 4 4     4 
  :ß∆nyimÃy y«n≈z·x'◊tÃw 2   2   2
  Total, v. 10 6 =   4 +   2 =   0 +   6
  Strophe 4 Total, v. 9-10 12 =   7 +   5 =   0 +  12
  Total, v. 7-10 26 =  15 +  11 =   0 +  26 
 11 ^y«nEp˚HÃy ™eHOx-™a' ramO'√w 10 4 4     4 
  :y«n„d·va–b rÙ' hAlÃyalÃw  3   3   3
  Total, v. 11 7 =   4 +   3 =   0 +   7 
 12 ™yiH¸x¬y-'◊l ™eHOx-£¬Fg 11 4 4     4 
  ^ryi'√y £ÙCya–k hAlÃyalÃw ßeGmim 4 4     4 
  :hflrÙ'A–k hAkyEH·xa–k 2   2   2
  Total, v. 12 10 =   8 +   2 =   0 +  10
  Strophe 5 Total, v. 11-12 17 =  12 +   5 =   0 +  17
  Canto II Total, v. 7-12 43 =  27 +  16 =   0 +  43 

13    Middle cola: ^yAtOy̧lik Aty«n“q hAGta'-yi–k 12 4 4     4 
     52 = 24 + 2 + 24 :yiGmi' §eXeb̧–b y«nE–kuşGt 3   3   3
   Middle words: 174 = 80 + 14 + 80 Total, v. 13 7 =   4 +   3 =   0 +   7
  Total, v. 12-13 17 =  12 +   5 =   0 +  17
  Total, v. 1-13 87 =  51 +  36 =  37 +  50 

  Arithmetic middle of the poem: 12 + 12 verselines, 26 + 26 cola, and 87 + 87 words 

 14 yityEl¸p«n tÙ'flrÙn yi–k lav ßËdÙ' 13 5 5     5 
  ^ßyeW·vam £yi'Aļp«n 2 2     2 
       tavfidOy = 52 :dO'̧m tavfidOy5 yiḨp¬nÃw 3   3   3
  Total, v. 14 10 =   7 +   3 =   0 +  10
   Middle Strophe Strophe 6 Total, v. 13-14 17 =  11 +   6 =   0 +  17 
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 15  ≠eGmim yim̧cAv dax̧k«n-'◊l 14 4 4   4 
  ^retE–sab yityEKWuv-reH·' 3 3     3 
  :¶ÂrA' tÙCyiGţxaţ–b yiGţm—–qÁr 3   3   3
  Total, v. 15 10 =   7 +   3 =   0 +  10
  Total, v. 12-15 37 =  26 +  11 =   0 +  37 
 16 ßy∆nyEv ˚'flr yim̧l√Fg 15 3 3     3 
  ˚bEtA–k«y £AGlu–k ßËŗpis-lavÃw 4 4     4 
  ^˚rAFc…y £yim√y 16 2 2     2 
  :£ehA–b dAxe' '◊lÃw 3   3   3
  Total, v. 16 12 =   9 +   3 =   0 +  12
  Strophe 7 Total, v. 15-16 22 =  16 +   6 =   0 +  22 
 17 ^lE' ßyev„r ˚rŸq√Cy-ham yilÃw 17 5 5     5 
  :£ehyEH'flr ˚m¸cAv hem 3   3   3
  Total, v. 17 8 =   5 +   3 =   0 +   8 
 18 ^§˚–bËr«y lÙxEm £„r¸Kp¸se' 18 3 3     3 
  :™AGmiv yÊdÙvÃw yitOcy÷qÈh 3   3   3
  Total, v. 18 6 =   3 +   3 =   0 +   6
  Strophe 8 Total, v. 17-18 14 =   8 +   6 =   0 +  14
  Total, v. 16-18 26 =  17 +   9 =   0 +  26
  Canto III Total, v. 13-18 53 =  35 +  18 =   0 +  53
  Total, v. 7-18 96 =  62 +  34 =   0 +  96 

 19 ^vAHflr fi–hÙlÈ' lOXŸqiGt-£i' 19 4 4   4   
  :y«Fnem ˚r˚s £yimfld yEHÃna'Ãw 4   4 4  
  Total, v. 19 8 =   4 +   4 =   8 +   0
  Total, v. 16-19 34 =  21 +  13 =   8 +  26 
 20 ^hAGm«zm̧il ßÁr¸m'◊y reH·' 20 3 3   3   
  :ßyÂrAv 'ÃwAKHal 'uW√n 3   3 3  
  Total, v. 20 6 =   3 +   3 =   6 +   0
  Strophe 9 Total, v. 19-20 14 =   7 +   7 =  14 +   0 
 21 ^'√ņWe' h√whÃy ßye'ÃnaW¸m-'Ùl·h 21 4 4   4   
  :XAXÙq¸te' ßyem¸mÙq¸tib˚ 2   2 2  
  Total, v. 21 6 =   4 +   2 =   6 +   0
  Total, v. 18-21 26 =  14 +  12 =  20 +   6 
 22 ^£yit'≈ņW hA'ÃniW tyilķaGt 22 3 3   3   
  :yil ˚yAh £yibÃyÙ'¸l 3   3 3  
  Total, v. 22 6 =   3 +   3 =   6 +   0
  Strophe 10 Total, v. 21-22 12 =   7 +   5 =  12 +   0
  Total, v. 19-22 26 =  14 +  12 =  26 +   0 
 23 ^yibAb̧l vfidÃw6 lE' y«n„rŸqAx 23 4 4   4   
                vfidÃw = 26 :yAKpavËraW vfidÃw7 y«n≈nAx̧–b 3   3 3   
24      (6 + 4 + 16 = 26) ^yi–b becOv-™ÂrÂ–d-£i' hE'Ër˚ 24 5 5   5   
  :£AlÙv ™ÂrÂḑ–b y«nExÃn˚ 3   3 3  
                      Coda   Strophe 11 Total, v. 23-24 15 =   9 +   6 =  15 +   0
  Canto IV Total, v. 19-24 41 =  23 +  18 =  41 +   0
  Total, v. 14-24 87 =  54 +  33 =  41 +  46
  Total, v. 1-24 174 = 105 +  69 =  78 +  96 
  With the heading, v. 1-24 177 = 108 +  69 
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Observations 
1. At first sight, Psalm 139 divides into two exactly equal parts on all three levels: in terms 

of verselines, cola and words (vs. 1-13 and vs. 14-24), a feature it shares with many 
other psalms - see Observation 3 in my Analysis of Psalm 6): 

vs. 1-13 12 verselines  26 cola   87 words 
vs. 14-24 12 verselines  26 cola   87 words 
vs. 1-24 24 verselines  52 cola 174 words. 

Both Van der Lugt and Fokkelman find 23 verselines with 51 cola, because they 
disregard the atnach after the second word in v. 16b, taking v. 16 as a tricolon. In my 
opinion, the atnach should be respected, which means that v. 16 consists of two bicolic 
verselines. For similar cases, compare Psalms 126 and 127 - see my remarks at the 
bottom of the charts in my Analyses of these psalms. 
Unlike the poems with a real bipartite structure, e.g., Psalms 79, 90 and 91, where the 
strophic structure coincides with the underlying bipartite framework, here, the strophic 
structure overlies it. In any case, there is no caesura between vs. 13||14, but there is one 
between vs. 12||13.  
Vs. 13-14, the 17-word middle strophe (11 = 5 + 1 + 5), constitutes a literary unity, and 
may be regarded as the deliberately designed meaningful centre on strophic level. In 
terms of words, the centre is slightly off-centre: 174 = 80 + 17 + 77. 

 Strophe 1, vs. 1-4  24 words Examine me, Yahweh, and know me! 
  Strophe 2, vs. 5-6   13 words  You beset me behind and before 

  Strophe 3, vs. 7-8     14 words   You are everywhere present 
   Strophe 4, vs. 9-10     12 words    You are with me where ever I go 
    Strophe 5, vs. 11-12     17 words     You are a light in the darkness 
     Strophe 6, vs. 13-14      17 words     You formed my inward self 
    Strophe 7, vs. 15-16     22 words     You know everything about me 
   Strophe 8, vs. 17-18     14 words    Your thoughts, God, are unfathomable 
  Strophe 9, vs. 19-20    14 words   If only, God, you would slay the wicked 
 Strophe 10, vs. 21-22  12 words  How I hate those that hate you, Yahweh 
Strophe 11, vs. 23-24  15 words Examine me, God, and know me! 

Note how the divine name number 17 gives prominence to the meaningful centre, and 
how the other divine name number 26 gives prominence to vs. 7-10 and vs. 19-22. 

2. The meaningful centre on colon level is constituted by the 4 middle cola in vs. 13-14b 
astride the arithmetic centre, within the middle strophe (52 = 24 + 4 + 24 cola). The 4 
middle cola coincide precisely with the 14 middle words (174 = 80 + 14 + 80 words) 
giving prominence to the middle strophe as the consciously designed meaningful centre: 

      :yiGmi' §eXeb¸–b y«nE–kus¸Gt ^ yAtOy̧lik Aty«n“q hAGta'-yi–k 
:dO'̧m tavfidOy yiHp̧¬nÃw ^ ßyeW·vam £yi'Aļp«n   yityEl¸p«n tÙ'flrÙn yi–k lav ßËdÙ' 

      For you yourself fashioned my inward parts // you sheltered me in my mother’s womb. 
I praise you, for I am awesomely distinct / wonderful are your works  

and you know me through and through!1

                                                 
1  It is difficult to render the alliteration and the pun in v. 14 satisfactorily: yityEļp«n, ‘I am distinct’ (from 
hlp, ‘be treated specially’, ‘be distinct and unique’), and £yi'Aļp«n, ‘wonderful’ (from lp, niphal ‘to be 
unusual, wonderful’). For the meaning of yityEļp«n, ‘I am distinct/unique’, a precise parallel is to be found in  
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The noun tÙ'flrÙn ‘awesome things’, which is here used as an adverb (with Christensen), 
‘awesomely’, may also be translated ‘awfully, strikingly, terrifically’.  
In broad outline, my translation of vs. 13-14 is in agreement with that of Th. Booij, in his 
article “Psalm cxxxix: Text, Syntax, Meaning”, VT 55 (2005), pp. 1-19:  

For you yourself created my kidneys, screened me in my mother’s womb. 
I praise you, as I have been immensely distinguished: wonderful are your works, 
And my soul knows right well.  

The meaningful centre is an eloquent expression of the leading theme of the psalm, the 
intimate relationship between the speaker and YHWH: YHWH knew him from the very 
beginning. The depth and comprehensiveness of this relationship is symbolically 
expressed by the 7 occurrences (fullness!) of vdy, ‘to know’ (marked in the chart), with 
the striking statement, v. 6a, at the centre of the menorah pattern formed by the verbs: 

 v. 1  You know1 me 

   v. 2    You yourself know2 me when I sit and when I rise 
     v. 4b     Well, you know3 all about it 
       v. 6a       Too wonderful for me is this knowledge4  

    v. 14c     Yes, my soul knows5 this right well 
   v.  23a   Examine me, God, and know6 my heart 
 v. 23b  Test me, and know7 my thoughts. 

In a private communication Bob Fleming from Britt, Iowa, sent me his outline on the 
psalm based not so much on the mechanics of the poem as on the flow of thought. Its 
charming symmetric, menorah-like pattern makes it attractive and worth considering: 

 A   Search me and know me (v. 1) 
   B  You watch over me (vs. 2-5) 

     C   Your great knowledge (v. 6) 
        D   My external life (vs. 7-12) 
       D’  My internal life (vs. 13-16) 
     C’ Your great thoughts (vs. 17-18) 
   B’ Watch over me (vs. 19-22) 
 A’ Search me and know me (vs. 23-24). 

3. In any case, the basic structure of the psalm is not only determined by thought content, 
but also by its numerical features in terms of its 4 cantos:   

- the central section (vs. 7-18), deals with YHWH’s inescapable omnipresence and 
his personal involvement in the coming into being of the speaker;  
- the framework (vs. 1-6 and 19-24) deals with the speaker’s experience of YHWH’s 
fundamental knowledge of him as an individual.  
Canto I     vs. 1-6 YHWH’s fundamental knowledge   37 words 
Canto II    vs. 7-12 YHWH’s inescapable omnipresence   43 words 
Canto III   vs. 13-18 YHWH’s personal involvement in his existence 53 words 

 Canto IV  vs. 19-24 YHWH’s judgement is based on understanding 41 words. 

                                                                                                                                                     
Exodus 33:16: :hAmfld·'Ah y≈ņKp-lav reH·' £AvAh-lA–kim ß̧GmavÃw yˇ «̌n·' FwnyEl¸p«nÃw, “So we shall be distinct, I and your 
people, from all the peoples on the face of the earth.” 
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The framework is made up of 37 + 41 = 78 (3 x 26) words – in my opinion, deliberately. 
The number 78 represents the numerical value of AGţvfid√y, ‘you know’ in vs. 2a and v. 4b 
(10 +4 +16 + 22 = 52) together with vfidÃw, ‘and know’ in vs. 23a and 23b (6 + 4 + 16 = 26). 
Both have YHWH as subject, and both are key-words that occur twice. This is the 
logotechnical expression of the fact that the speaker, as a unique individual, feels himself 
literally encompassed by YHWH’s knowledge of him. Note that this is explicitly stated in 
v. 5a: “Behind and before you encompass me.“ Compare the structure of Psalm 23. 
Strophes 1 and 11 (vs. 1-4 and 23-24) function as a device for inclusion, which is 
reinforced by the 7 occurrence of the key-words.   

4. Additionally, the divine name numbers feature in the following way: 

vs. 2-6  34 words in total, with 17 before and 17 after atnach 
vs. 7-10 26 words in total, with 15 (YH) before and 11 (WH) after atnach 
vs. 11-12 17 words in total 
vs. 1-13 51 (3 x 17) words before atnach 
vs. 13-14 17 words in total 
vs. 16-18 26 words in total, with 17 before atnach 
vs. 16-19 34 (2 x 17) words in total 
vs. 18-21 26 words in total 
vs. 19-22 26 words in total. 

5. The name hwhy appears 3 times: vs. 1, 4b and 21a. The designation fi–hÙlÈ' occurs in 19a, 
and lE' in 17a and 23a. 
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