PSALM 119--A STUDY GUIDE


Psalm 119 is the longest chapter of the Bible--176 verses.  It is organized into 22 octets, each titled with one of the 22 letters of the old Hebrew alphabet.


The overall theme of Psalm 119 is God's law (torah);  almost all of the 176 verses contain "Thy..."--a phrase referring to some aspect of God's law.  In the context of the psalm, "law" does not refer to the Mosaic Law, rather, it refers to the broader meaning of God's law, instruction, direction, teaching, or rule for our living.  In other words, God's law, as used in Ps 119, refers to the recipe for a fulfilled, successful life that God, our creator-maker, has provided to us.


The 22 octets of the psalm are constructed as a word puzzle known as an acrostic.  Each of the octets has an individual theme which (in Hebrew) starts with the letter corresponding to the title of the octet.  Although some of the beauty of this construction is lost in the translation, one can still appreciate the complexity of the puzzle.  The following list provides a loose "decoding" of the octet themes:

  1-8  
Aleph
The blessing of obediance

  9-16
Beth

The way of cleansing

 17-24
Gimel
The delight of experience

 25-32
Daleth
The strength in understanding

 33-40
He

The need for guidance

 41-48
Vav

The courage for witnessing

 49-56
Zayin
The source of comfort

 57-64
Heth

The resolve of faithfulness

 65-72
Teth

The discipline of affliction

 73-80
Yodh

The justice of retribution

 81-88
Kaph

The hope in darkness

 89-96
Lamedh
The triumph of faith

 97-104
Mem

The rapture of enlightenment

105-112
Nun

The light of life

113-120
Samekh
The inspiration of loyalty

121-128
Ayin

The time of intervention

129-136
Pe

The wonder of illumination

137-144
Tsadhe
The challenge of righteousness

145-152
Qoph

The assurance from/of prayer

153-160
Resh

The consciousness of need

161-168
Shin

The peace in love

169-176
Tav

The determination of steadfastness

These octet themes can be found, but they are not necessarily the only messages present in the psalm.  The psalmist expresses many wonderful applications of God' word to his life and strong attitudes toward God's word that are instructive and helpful to us.


As you study Psalm 119, keep the primary theme of the psalm, the theme of the octet, and the attitude of the psalmist in your mind.  Read and study each octet several times, if necessary, with each of these perspectives, and watch how the psalm applies to your own life.


We do not know for sure who God used to pen Psalm 119, it may have been King David or someone else between 1050 and 850 B.C.  In any case, it is also helpful to study the life of David (1 Sam 16--1 Kings 2) and to see how Ps 119 applies to the various events.  Do this for your own life, as well. 


As noted above, almost every verse of Psalm 119 contains a phrase "Thy      ", referring to God's law/word.  Each of the key words in these phrases addresses God's recipe or will for our lives from a different perspective.  The following notes on these key words may help you see these perspectives:


THY WORD--used 35 times...the expression of God's thoughts and God's will.  CHRIST is the living WORD, and the fulfillment of scriptural prophesy.  (This use is particularly powerful in verse 74, for example).  The Bible may also be seen represented as "Thy word."  We cannot be successful as human beings until we receive Christ as our Lord.


THY LAW--used 25 times...God's instruction, teaching, direction, or rule.  "Thy law" is the broadest expression of God's recipe for life.


THY TESTAMONIES--used 23 times...the law written down.  The 10 Commandments were known as the Testamony of God because they were written by the finger of God on the tablets of stone.  "Thy testamonies" refers to God's law/instructions written on our hearts.


THY COMMANDMENTS--used 22 times...prescriptions (do's) and proscriptions (don'ts) from God.  Prescriptions are the directions we have to get rid of the illness of sin (receive Christ Jesus as your Lord).  Proscriptions are the instructions we have to avoid sinning (avoid getting sick).  THY COMMANDMENT (singular rather than plural) refers to Deuteronomy 6:5 "and you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might." (This is the ultimate prescription).  "...and you shall love your neighbor as yourself" (Lev 19:18) completes THY COMMANDMENTS.


THY PRECEPTS--used 21 times...a form of high law (like constitutional law) which has a penalty for disobedience.  For example, "receive Christ as your Lord and fellowship with God in eternity OR ELSE you will be separated from God and spend eternity in the lake of fire."


THY STATUTES--used 21 times...a form of law higher__ than an ordinance but lower than a precept (like state law) which has a penalty for disobediance, like the law of sowing and reaping (Gal 6:7-9).


THY ORDINANCES--used 17 times...law or instruction which has a consequence for disobedience but lower than a statute.  (For example, Romans 13 "Let every person be in subjection to the governing authorities...).


THY WORDS (PROMISES)--used 6 times...the affirmations of God's will or promises.  Both the Bible as a testamony of God's fulfillment of His promises and God's work in our lives answering prayers and fulfilling His Word in our daily living.


THY JUDGEMENTS--used 4 times...God's expressed decisions and instructions to us (as in the direction He gives us for our ministries and the unctions/strong desires He gives us toward accomplishing His work or pursuing His Word).  The expression of the Spirit of Christ in our lives.  Correct decisions (wisdom) and rights established by God's intructions to us.


THY WAYS--used 3 times//THY MANNER--used once...God's example to us in His actions--how He works in our lives and the example in the life of Christ.


In addition to these key words, Psalm 119 contains other expressions phrased as "Thy ____" which refer to God's actions toward us.  These actions refer either to God's ensuring His word is true of His instructing us in His will.  Consider how each of these terms relate to God's recipe for successful living:


THY LOVINGKINDNESS--used 7 times...God's expressions of love and blessing toward us--often even when we are disobedient.


THY SALVATION--used 5 times...God's assurance of reconciliation with Him and victory over sin in our Lord Jesus Christ.


THY RIGHTEOUSNESS--used twice...the perfect righteousness of God expressed through Jesus Christ.


THY NAME--used twice..."I AM"...always available to us as God--our strength and comfort.


THY FAITHFULNESS--used once...God's faithful to His Word and to us as Lord.


THY COMPASSION--used once...in our afflictions and temptations, God has perfect compassion, never allowing too much to come against us and always providing the way of escape.


THY FAVOR--used once...God willingly and lovingly blesses us, especially as we seek to do His will.


THY MERCIES--used once...what have we ever done to deserve the great love of our God?


THY WONDERS--used once...God loves to work in ways which astound us...His ways are higher than our ways.

