
Psalm 39— Logotechnical Analysis 

Guidelines 
• Please read the General Introduction as well as the Introduction to Book I. 
• For common features found in the numerical analysis charts, see the "Key to the charts".  

Specific features of Psalm 39 
• Psalm 39 is clearly the follow-up to Psalm 38 in terms of the idea of hope (38:16 and 

39:7) in a situation of distress. Its defining characteristic is the use of the numerical value 
of the keyword lebeh, 'vanity' (37) to determine the number of words in the passage about 
the struggle of a mortal human being to come to grips with his feelings of gloom and 
doom (vs. 3-6). It is not surprising to find that the psalm is composed of 37 cola. 

• The author also used the keyphrase, 'every mortal being is only a breath of wind', in vs. 
6b and 12b to delimit the central core (vs. 7-12) and to determine the canto structure of 
the psalm. The core, Canto II, is additionally defined by the ingenious symmetric pattern 
of its 52 words (divided into 26 + 26) and clearly marked in MT by selah. 

Strophic structure  - Canto/Stanza boundary: ||  Canticle boundary: | 

• Van der Lugt: 2, 3-4 | 5-7 || 8-9, 10-11 | 12, 13, 14 (2 cantos and 4 Canticles, with 9 
strophes, 15 verselines and 37 cola). 

• Fokkelman: 2, 3-4 || 5-6b, 6c-7, 8-10 || 11-12, 13-14 (3 cantos, 7 strophes, 17 verselines 
and 37 cola, taking vs. 6c-7a as a bicolic verseline and v. 12 as a separate verseline).  

• Labuschagne: 2, 3-4 | 5-6 || 7, 8-9 | 10-11, 12 || 13-14 (3 cantos, 4 Canticles, 8 strophes, 
15 verselines and 37 cola, based on rhetorical and numerical considerations). 

• For an overview of other divisions of the text, see Van der Lugt, CAS, Psalm 39, § 6. 

Logotechnical analysis  
• Column a: words before atnach; b: words after atnach. 
• Column c: words describing feelings of gloom and doom. 
• Column d: a fleeting mortal prays for deliverance. 
• The numbering of the verselines is shown in brown. 
   Total a b c d 
 1 :d«wflḑl rÙmÃzim §˚t˚dyil fixEFc¬ņmal Heading, v. 1 4 4 

 2 yakflrËd hflŗm̧He' yiGtËramA' 1 3 3  3  
  y«nÙH¸lib 'ÙX·xEm 2 2  2  
  ^£Ùs¸xam yip¸l hflr¸m¸He' 2 3 3  3  
  :yÊ–dÃg∆ņl vAHflr dOv̧–b 3  3 3 
                    Strophe 1 Total, v. 2 11 =   8 +   3 =  11 +   0 
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 3 h√Cyim˚d yiGţmalÈ'∆n 3 2 2  2  
  ^bÙLXim yityEHÈxeh 2 2  2  
  :rA–k¸v∆n yibE'̧k˚ 2  2 2 
  Total, v. 3 6 =   4 +   2 =   6 +   0 
 4 yi–bËr÷q̧–b yi–bil-£ax 4 3 3  3  
  ^HE'-rav̧bit y«gy«g·ha–b 3 3  3  
  :y«nÙḨli–b yiGtËra–bÊ–d 2  2 2 
  Total, v. 4 8 =   6 +   2 =   8 +   0 
                    Strophe 2 Total, v. 3-4 14 =  10 +   4 =  14 +   0 
                    Canticle I.1 Total, v. 2-4 25 =  18 +   7 =  25 +   0 

 5 yiFc÷q h√whÃy y«nEvyÊdÙh 5 3 3  3  
  ^'yih-ham yam√y tfi–dim˚ 4 4  4  
  :y«nA' l„dAx-hem hAvËdE' 4  4 4 
  Total, v. 5 11 =   7 +   4 =  11 +   0 
 6* yam√y hAGtat√n tÙxAp̧X h≈Fnih 6 4 4  4  
  ^ßÂ–dÃg∆n §«ya'ķ yÊ–ḑlexÃw 3 3  3  

  :hAles bAFc«n £fldA'-lA–k lebeh-)lA–k( ™a' 5  5 5 
  Total, v. 6 12 =   7 +   5 =  12 +   0 
                Canticle I.2 Strophe 3 Total, v. 5-6 23 =  14 +   9 =  23 +   0 
  Total, v. 3-6 37 =  24 +  13 =  37 +   0 
  Canto I Total, v. 2-6 48 =  32 +  16 =  48 +   0 

 7 Hyi'-™eGlaḩt«y £eleç–b-™a' 7 4 4   4 
               lebeh = 37 ^§˚yAmÈh∆y lebeh-™a' 3 3   3 
       (5 + 2 + 30 = 37) :£Ap¸sO'-yim vfid≈y-'◊lÃw rO–b¸c«y 5  5  5
                  Strophe 4 Total, v. 7 12 =   7 +   5 =   0 +  12
8       Middle verseline: ^y√nOd·' yity«Fw÷–q-ham hAGtavÃw 8 4 4   4 
        (15 = 7 + 1 + 7) :'yih ß̧l yiGţlaxÙGt 3  3  3
         Meaningful centre Total, v. 8 7 =   4 +   3 =   0 +   7 
 9 ^y«nElyiFcah yavAḨKp-lA–kim 9 3 3   3 
  :y«nEmyiW̧Gt-la' lAb√n taKpËrex 4  4  4
  Total, v. 9 7 =   3 +   4 =   0 +   7 
                  Strophe 5 Total, v. 8-9 14 =   7 +   7 =   0 +  14  
  Canticle II.1 Total, v. 7-9 26 =  14 +  12 =   0 +  26 

 10 ^yiKp-xaGţpe' '◊l yiGţmalÈ'∆n 10 4 4   4 
  :AtyiWAv hAGta' yi–k 3  3  3
  Total, v. 10 7 =   4 +   3 =   0 +   7 
 11 ^ßevÃg«n yalAvEm rEsAh 11 3 3   3 
  :yityilAk y«n·' ßËd√y tfirÃgiGtim 4  4  4
  Total, v. 11 7 =   3 +   4 =   0 +   7 
                                   Numerical     Total, v. 8-9 14 =   7 +   7 =   0 +  14 
                Strophe 6   Chiasmus Total, v. 10-11 14 =   7 +   7 =   0 +  14
                             Total, v. 8-11 28 =  14 +  14 =   0 +  28 
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 12 Hyi' AGtËra–s«y §OwAv-lav tÙxAkÙt¸–b 12 5 5   5 
  ^Ùd˚m·x HAvA–k semeGt¬w 3 3   3 
  :hAles £fldA'-lA–k lebeh ™a' 4  4  4
            Strophe 7 Total, v. 12 12 =   8 +   4 =   0 +  12
  Canticle II.2 Total, v. 10-12 26 =  15 +  11 =   0 +  26
  Canto II Total, v. 7-12 52 =  29 +  23 =   0 +  52 

  13        Coda h√whÃy yitAGlip̧t-hAv̧miH 13 3 3 3   
     the concluding prayer h√ny«z·'ah yitAvÃwaHÃw 2 2  2  
  HfirÈxeGt-la' yitAv̧mÊ–d-le'  4 4  4  
  ^™AGmiv yikOnA' r≈g yi–k 14 4 4  4  
  :yAtÙb·'-lAk¸–k bAHÙGt 3  3 3 
   Total, v. 13 16 =  13 +   3 =  16 +   0 
 14 ^h√gyil¸ba'Ãw y«FneGmim vaHAh 15 3 3  3  
  :y«Fn∆nyE'Ãw ™ElE' £ÂreX̧–b 3  3 3 
                    Total, v. 14 6 =   3 +   3 =   6 +   0 
   Canto III  Strophe 8 Total, v. 13-14 22 =  16 +   6 =  22 +   0 
                    Total, v. 12-14 34 =  24 +  10 =  22 +  12
  Total, v. 2-14 122 =  77 +  45 =  70 +  52
  With the heading and hAles (2x), v. 1-14 128 =  81 +  47 

* A slight emendation of the text in v. 6b is necessary: I read lebeh ™a', or lebeḩKk ™a', instead of 
lebeh-lA–k ™a' (see BHS), not only on the basis of the evident dittography and the awkwardness of 
the MT phrase, but also in light of the two other occurrences of the term lebeh ™a' in vs. 7 and 12. 
Naturally, this emendation will have an effect on the word-count. 

Observations 
1. The arithmetic centre of the poem on the level of words is constituted by the two 

words ham hAGtavÃw, 'And now, what…?', in v. 8a (122 = 60 + 2 + 60). It is unlikely that 
they were consciously designed as the meaningful centre, seeing the incompleteness 
of the phrase. The middle verseline, v. 8, would be a most appropriate meaningful 
centre, because it contains the quintessential idea of the psalm: waiting for YHWH in 
hope despite adversities and suffering. It clearly harks back to the theme of hope in a 
distressing situation, so strongly expressed in Ps. 38:16 – see Observation 3 in my 
Analysis of Psalm 38.  

   'yih ß̧l yiGţlaxÙGt y√nOd·' yity«Fw÷–q-ham hAGtavÃw  
 And now, YHWH, what do I wait for? My hope is in you!  
Significantly, the pivotal verseline is not only flanked by 7 verselines (15 = 7 + 1 + 7) 
but also made up of 7 words consisting of altogether 26 letters. For a similar situation, 
see Observation 3 in my Analysis of Psalm 40.   
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2. Like Psalm 38, the psalm has a tripartite canto structure: vs. 2-6, 7-12, and 13-14, 
which is based on rhetorical and logotechnical considerations.1 

  Canto I, vs. 2-6 Complaint about the transience of human existence 
  Canto II, vs. 7-12 Despite this, my hope is in you, YHWH 
  Canto III, vs. 13-14 Conclusion: hear my prayer, God, before I cease to be. 

The two hard breaks between vs. 6||7 and 12||13 caused by the refrain-like phrase 
£fldA'-lA–k lebeh ™a', 'every mortal being is only a breath of wind', divide the text into 
three sections: Cantos I, II, and III, which is in MT underscored by the selahs.  

3. Canto I is an unmistakable coherent structural unity as shown by the fact that it 
contains a strict numerically devised 37-word passage, vs. 3-6 – see Observation 4. 
Canto II is likewise a coherent unity, but divides into 2 Canticles, vs. 7-9 and 10-12. It 
is made up of exactly 52 words, with 26 in each section, symmetrically arranged in the 
following way: 
 v. 7 12 words  

    26 words in total in vs. 7-9 (Canticle II.1) 
  8-9 14 words  

 10-11 14 words  
    26 words in total in vs. 10-12 (Canticle II.2) 
 v. 12 12 words  
  Note the perfect numerical chiasmus, which firmly links the two Canticles: 
   26 = 12 + 14  in vs. 7-9 
   26 = 14 + 12  in vs. 10-12. 

Canto III (vs. 13-14), the final prayer, is clearly a coda. It is significantly made up of 
22 (2 x 11) words – see Observation 5 in my Analysis of Psalm 38. 

4. Canto I, vs. 2-6, is significantly made up of 37 words, which represents the numerical 
value of the keyword lebeh, 'vanity', occurring in vs. 6b, 7a and 12b (5 + 2 + 30 = 37).2  
See the General Introduction, "The numerical value of a keyword in the text", for more 
examples of this intriguing device. 
The deliberate use of 37 words here vividly brings to mind the structuring role of the 
number 37 on verse level in the book of Ecclesiastes, which deals explicitly with 
'vanities'. The book is made up of 222 (6 x 37) verses!  

5. The name hwhy occurs only twice: in vs. 5a and 13a. 
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1 Van der Lugt, who finds a bipartite structure, does not take into account the demarcating function of 
the refrain in vs. 6 and 12, which is supported by the two selahs. This also applies to Fokkelman, who 
finds a tripartite structure that differs from mine: vs. 2-4, 5-10, and 11-14.  
2 The number 37 is based on the decimal value of the word – see the General Introduction, p. 5. 
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