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Psalm 19 –  

14 May the words of my mouth alwaysf find favour,  
and the whispering of my heart,  

in your presence, Yahweh,  
my rock, my redeemer.g 1 

 

C.S. LEWIS ON PSALM 19 

 

Lewis, C. S. Reflections on the Psalms (1958) (pp. 73-74). HarperCollins. Kindle Edition. 

Sweeter than honey; or if that metaphor does not suit us who have not such a sweet tooth as all 

ancient peoples (partly because we have plenty of sugar), let us say like mountain water, like 

fresh air after a dungeon, like sanity after a nightmare. But, once again, the best image is in a 

Psalm, the 19th.  

I take this to be the greatest poem in the Psalter and one of the greatest lyrics in the world. 

Most readers will remember its structure; six verses about Nature, five about the Law, and four 

of personal prayer. The actual words supply no logical connection between the first and second 

movements. In this way its technique resembles that of the most modern poetry. A modern 

poet would pass with similar abruptness from one theme to another and leave you to find out 

the connecting link for yourself. But then he would possibly be doing this quite deliberately; he 

might have, though he chose to conceal, a perfectly clear and conscious link in his own mind 

which he could express to you in logical prose if he wanted to. I doubt if the ancient poet was 

like that. I think he felt, effortlessly and without reflecting on it, so close a connection, 

indeed (for his imagination) such an identity, between his first theme and his second that 

he passed from the one to the other without realising that he had made any transition. First, 

 
1 The New Jerusalem Bible (New York; London; Toronto; Sydney; Auckland: Doubleday, 1990), Ps 19:14. 
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he thinks of the sky; how, day after day, the pageantry we see there shows us the splendour of 

its Creator. Then he thinks of the sun, the bridal joyousness of its rising, the unimaginable 

speed of its daily voyage from east to west. Finally, of its heat; not of course the mild heats of 

our climate but the cloudless, blinding, tyrannous rays hammering the hills, searching every 

cranny. The key phrase on which the whole poem depends is ‘there is nothing hid from the 

heat thereof’. It pierces everywhere with its strong, clean ardour. Then at once, in verse 7 he 

is talking of something else, which hardly seems to him something else because it is so like the 

all-piercing, all-detecting sunshine. The Law is ‘undefiled’, the Law gives light, it is clean and 

everlasting, it is ‘sweet’. No one can improve on this, and nothing can more fully admit us to 

the old Jewish feeling about the Law; luminous, severe, disinfectant, exultant. One hardly 

needs to add that this poet is wholly free from self-righteousness and the last section is 

concerned with his ‘secret faults’. As he has felt the sun, perhaps in the desert, searching him 

out in every nook of shade where he attempted to hide from it, so he feels the Law 

searching out all the hiding-places of his soul. 

TEXT 

 

PSALM 19 (V 18) 

Yahweh, sun of saving justicea 

For the choirmaster Psalm Of David  

1 The heavens declare the glory of God,  
the vault of heaven proclaims his handiwork,*  
2 day discourses of it to day,  
night to night hands on the knowledge.  

3 No utterance at all, no speech,  
not a sound to be heardb  
4 but from the entire earth the design stands out,  
this message reaches the whole world.  

High above, he pitched a tent for the sun,*  
5 who comes forth from his pavilion like a bridegroom,  
delights like a champion in the course to be run.c  

 
* 93; 104; 147:4–5, 15–20; Gn 1:1–8, 14–19; Jb 38:7, 31–33; Pr 8:22–31; Si 43:1seq. Rm 1:20+ 

* ↗Rm 10:18 
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6 Rising on the one horizon  
he runs his circuit to the other,  
and nothing can escape his heat.*  

7 The Law of Yahweh is perfect,  
refreshment to the soul;  

the decree of Yahweh is trustworthy,  
wisdom for the simple.*  

8 The precepts of Yahweh are honest,  
joy for the heart;  

the commandment of Yahweh is pure,  
light for the eyes.  

9 The fear of Yahweh is pure,  
lasting for ever;  

the judgements of Yahweh are true,  
upright, every one,  

10 more desirable than gold,  
even than the finest gold;  

his wordsd are sweeter than honey,  
that drips from the comb.*  

11 Thus your servant is formed by them;  
observing them brings great reward.  

12 But who can detect his own failings?  
Wash away my hidden faults.  

13 And from pridee preserve your servant,  
never let it be my master.  

So shall I be above reproach,  
free from grave sin.  

14 May the words of my mouth alwaysf find favour,  
and the whispering of my heart,  

in your presence, Yahweh,  
my rock, my redeemer.g 2 

 
* 65:8 

* 119 

* 119:127; 119:103 

2 The New Jerusalem Bible (New York; London; Toronto; Sydney; Auckland: Doubleday, 1990), Ps 19. 
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COMMENTARY 

 

Verses 1-2 – The poem begins, as does Psalm 8, with the poet gazing at the heavens and 

wondering at the mystery of creation. Yet man does not see God by looking at the sky; what he 

sees is the glory of God. “No man can see God and live.” Glory, for OT man, was the outward 

“clothing” of God. It did not hide or cover his “being”, rather it revealed his actions. As the 

living God, he is always doing, creating, recreating, producing order out of the original chaos 

(Gen. 1:2), bringing light at each dawn out of the darkness of night, ever creating new species 

of animals, birds, insects, and so on.3 

Verse 2 – The word knowledge in verse 2 may be translated, ponderously, by “observable 

scientific data”. It is in poetic parallelism with the word speech in the previous line. Thus, the 

poet is saying that natural phenomena are means through which the meaning of the universe is 

expressed. And the ftn. to verse 4, in saying that “their line goes out”, is declaring that each 

heavenly body must follow the prescribed route laid down by the Creator.4 

The very sound of the two movements of the psalm tells something of their two concerns: the 

broad sweep of God’s wordless revelation in the universe, expressed in the exuberant lines of 

verses 1–6, and the clarity of his written word, reflected in the quiet conciseness of verses 7–10, 

to which the heart-searching of 11–14 is the worshipper’s response.5 

Different ages need this reminder—for such it is (Rom. 1:19)—in different ways. The ancients 

were tempted to ‘kiss their hand’ to sun and moon and the host of heaven (cf. Job. 31:26f.; 2 

Kgs 23:15); the moderns to explain them away as fortuitous, in one mood, or to revert to 

 
OT Old Testament. 

3 George Angus Fulton Knight, Psalms, vol. 1 of The Daily Study Bible Series (Louisville, KY: Westminster 

John Knox Press, 2001), 93–94. 

ftn. Footnote to a verse in the RSV. 

4 George Angus Fulton Knight, Psalms, vol. 1 of The Daily Study Bible Series (Louisville, KY: Westminster 

John Knox Press, 2001), 95. 

5 Derek Kidner, Psalms 1–72: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 15, Tyndale Old Testament 

Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1973), 114. 
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astrology in another. Only the Christian is moved to filial wonder and joy at the thought of their 

Maker.6 

Verses 1-6 – The voice of creation: paradox. Throughout space (1), time (2) and earth (4) the 

created order ‘recounts’ ((1) declare) how glorious is the God whose handiwork (1b) they are. 

4, Line (mg. niv) means ‘allotted dominion’/‘sway’. This dominion is exercised (Gn. 1:16) by 

the sun (5–6), rising in fresh fulfilment each day, traversing the skies in huge strength, 

penetrating everywhere. But paradoxically, though they pour forth speech (2) there is no speech 

(3). The created order both tells and does not tell: it speaks to our intuitions, that there is a 

glorious God who created such marvels, but its message is limited—it cannot tell about him—

and confusing, for the beauty of the hills tells one truth and the storm and volcano another.7 

Verses 2-7 – “Creation itself stands in awe of the sun, the chief celestial body without which 

nothing would exist or have life. Its radiance is compared to a bridegroom who glows with 

the ecstasy of union with his beloved and an athlete who glistens with muscular 

exuberance. As it rises in the east and traverses the expanse of the sky, the sun’s heat is felt by 

all. Israel demythologized the ancient Near Eastern belief in the sun as the major god in the 

pantheon, seeing it simply as a brilliant creature, appointed to its rule of the heavens by the 

God of the universe.”8 

Verse 2 – The heavens tell God’s glory. The locus of contemplation of the speaker in this poem 

resembles that of the speaker in Psalm 8: He contemplates the splendid design of the heavens 

overhead and sees in it a manifestation of God’s beautiful work as creator. But the imagery and 

the movement of cosmic vision here immediately swerve in a very different direction from that 

of Psalm 8. [Alter, Robert. The Book of Psalms: A Translation with Commentary, at Psalm 19. W. 

W. Norton & Company. Kindle Edition.] 

Verse 5 – From the Akkadian period in Mesopotamia (2350–2150 BCE) we possess cylinder 

seals showing the sun, all dressed up and gloriously appareled as a young hero, entering the 

earthly regions with a powerful leap from a gate between two mountains. Here our poet has 

 
6 Derek Kidner, Psalms 1–72: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 15, Tyndale Old Testament 

Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1973), 115. 

mg. margin 

NIV New International Version 

7 J. A. Motyer, “The Psalms,” in New Bible Commentary: 21st Century Edition, ed. D. A. Carson et al., 4th 

ed. (Leicester, England; Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1994), 498. 

8 Dianne Bergant, Psalms, ed. Daniel Durken, vol. 1 of The New Collegeville Bible Commentary 

(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2013), 41. 
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liberated himself from such myths, and simply uses their imagery to display poetically the 

greatness of God.9 

Verses 4b-5 – “In the ancient East the sun symbolized justice, see Wisdom 5:6; Malachi 3:20; 

hence the conjunction of the Psalm’s two sections. v. 4 is applied to the apostles, see also Rm 

10:18.10 

Verse 4 – But Logos can mean more than word. It can also mean reason, meaning. And so, this 

poem is proclaiming that the heavenly bodies are not mere matter, to be understood merely as 

scientific phenomena. They shout to all who have ears to hear that behind them and their 

movements lies the meaning of the universe.11 

Verse 4 – 4c–6. The sun, suddenly and emphatically introduced in 4c, now dominates the 

scene, exultant and magnificent, yet obedient. God has assigned it its place to occupy (4c) and 

its course to run; the whole sky its mere tent and track. Such are God’s servants and visible 

establishment (‘the outskirts of his ways’, Job 26:14).12 

Verses 7-14 – Poem I deals with what we today call General Revelation. God has revealed 

himself through the wonders of creation as he speaks the Word to all men everywhere. But 

Israel, as the Covenant People of God, is privileged to possess a Special Word that has been 

delivered to her alone. It is the Torah, the Law of Moses, as much of it as was available and 

complete by the poet’s day. So now the poet adds a whole new psalm to the one he has 

inherited, to sing the praise of God’s Special Revelation. The first poem is in praise of the 

Word of Creation. The second is in praise of the Word of Redemption…. The two poems 

that comprise Psalm 19 are perfectly paralleled. The Word that comes to Israel through the 

Law means nothing, its voice is not even heard, until faith opens it up to our human 

understanding. The sun has a path to travel daily; the Law, however, is my path, says the 

poet, one that has been given me by God. As Kant the philosopher put it: “The sky above us 

 
9 George Angus Fulton Knight, Psalms, vol. 1 of The Daily Study Bible Series (Louisville, KY: Westminster 

John Knox Press, 2001), 95. 

10 Henry Wansbrough, ed., The New Jerusalem Bible (New York; London; Toronto; Sydney; Auckland: 

Doubleday, 1990), 831. 

11 George Angus Fulton Knight, Psalms, vol. 1 of The Daily Study Bible Series (Louisville, KY: Westminster 

John Knox Press, 2001), 94. 

12 Derek Kidner, Psalms 1–72: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 15, Tyndale Old Testament 

Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1973), 116. 
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and the moral law within us witness to the same God.” See how Paul, quoting this psalm, puts 

the two together at Rom. 10:17–18.13 

Verses 7-10 –The voice of the word: perfection. The Lord has not left us to the uncertainties 

of natural religion; he has spoken his word which has here six TITLES: law (7), ‘instruction’; 

statutes/‘testimony’, what the Lord bears witness to as valid; precepts (8), applicable to the 

small details of life; commands, intended for obedience; fear (9), worthy of reverence; 

ordinances, authoritative decisions. It has nine QUALITIES: perfect in every part and in its 

wholeness trustworthy (7), reliable; right (8), upright, of moral rectitude; radiant, ‘pure’, free 

from contaminant; pure (9), (see 12:6), of purity acceptable to God; enduring, changeless; sure 

… righteous, ‘true … right’, corresponding to the objective norms of truth; precious (10), ‘rightly 

desirable’, full of intrinsic value; sweeter, full of true enjoyment. It has four RESULTS: reviving 

(7), (35:17; cf. Ru. 4:15; La. 1:16), restoring true life whether threatened by danger or 

diminished by sorrow; simple has the bad meaning of ‘gullible/credulous’ (Pr. 7:7; 14:15; 22:3), 

lacking guiding moral principles, and the good meaning of ‘teachable’ (116:6; 119:30; Pr. 1:4), 

giving joy (8), educating the emotions (heart); the eyes are the organs of desire, what is wanted 

out of life. The word of God instils true objectives, worthy values.14 

See concerning the revelatory “speech” of the created world in Romans 1 – 18 The 

retributionm of God from heaven is being revealed against the ungodliness and injustice 

of human beings who in their injustice hold back the truth.* 19 For what can be known 

about God is perfectly plain to them, since God has made it plain to them: 20 ever 

since the creation of the world, the invisible existence of God and his everlasting 

power have been clearly seen by the mind’s understanding of created things. And so 

these people have no excuse:* 21 they knew Godn and yet they did not honour him as 

God or give thanks to him, but their arguments became futile and their 

uncomprehending minds were darkened.* 22 While they claimed to be wise, in fact they 

were growing so stupid 23 that they exchanged the glory of the immortal God for an 

 
13 George Angus Fulton Knight, Psalms, vol. 1 of The Daily Study Bible Series (Louisville, KY: Westminster 

John Knox Press, 2001), 96. 

14 J. A. Motyer, “The Psalms,” in New Bible Commentary: 21st Century Edition, ed. D. A. Carson et al., 4th 

ed. (Leicester, England; Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1994), 498. 

* Ps 85:3–5; 69:24; Mi 7:9; Zp 1:15 

* Ws 13:1–9; Si 17:8; Ac 17:24–29; 1 Co 1:21; Is 40:26–28 

* Ep 4:17–18; 1 Co 1:19–20; Jr 2:5, 11; Gn 1:26–27; Ex 32; Dt 4:16–18; Ps 106:20; Ws 11:15; 12:24; 

13:10; 1 Tm 1:17 •Ep 4:19 •16:27n 
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imitation, for the image of a mortal human being, or of birds, or animals, or crawling 

things. 15 

See also Romans 10:14-19 - 14 How then are they to call on him if they have not come to 

believe in him?f And how can they believe in him if they have never heard of him? And 

how will they hear of him unless there is a preacher for them?* 15 And how will there be 

preachers if they are not sent? As scripture says: How beautiful are the feet of the 

messenger of good news.g*  

16 But in fact they have not all responded to the good news. As Isaiah says: Lord, who has 

given credence to what they have heard from us?* 17 But it is in that way faith comes, from 

hearing, and that means hearing the word of Christ.h*  

18 Well then, I say, is it possible that they have not heard? Indeed they have: in the entire 

earth their voicei stands out, their message reaches the whole world.* 19 Well, another 

question, then: is it possible that Israel did not understand?16 

Verses 7-10 –  

(1) The Law is perfect—of course, because it is the Word of God. 

(2) It revives the soul, the nephesh, the whole of one’s person, or better, “gives life” to it. 

The Word that we meet in Christ also declares, “I came that people might have life and 

have it more abundantly.” 

(3) Testimony means “meeting-place”; and so, it refers to divine guidance or instruction 

within the Covenant. In his grace the all-wise God speaks at the level of the ordinary 

person. 

 
15 The New Jerusalem Bible (New York; London; Toronto; Sydney; Auckland: Doubleday, 1990), Ro 

1:18–23. 

* Heb 11:6c; Ac 8:31 

* Is 52:7 

* 1:5d; Is 53:1 

* Ga 3:2, 5 

* Ps 19:4 

16 The New Jerusalem Bible (New York; London; Toronto; Sydney; Auckland: Doubleday, 1990), Ro 

10:14–19. 
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(4) The precepts or proclamations of the Lord, those things he has charged us to do, are 

of course, right. Thus, they are the kind of things that we rejoice to obey. Even the 

“Thou shalt nots” we are glad that God said as his Word, for we all need a bridle like a 

horse. 

(5) The one basic commandment, which we find at Deut. 6:5 is pure, that is, unalloyed 

by containing impurities in the gold: “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God…” Jesus 

confirmed this for us at Mark 12:29–30. Enlightening the eyes is another way of saying 

reviving the soul. Just give the lost wanderer even a little food and drink and the light will 

come back into his eyes. Such cannot be said about any of man’s ethical systems in a 

secular society. None of them is pure, because none of them depends upon the fear of 

God. This is not understood by those educationalists who wish to put “ethics” into the 

school curriculum in place of “religious studies”. 

(6) As we have noted before, the OT has no word for “religion”. Our poet’s definition 

of true religion is this, then: it is living before God in a proper sense of awe, reverence 

and obedience—and now he claims that that attitude belongs actually in eternity. Such 

honest fear is clean; that is to say, it is completely uncontaminated by our dirty human 

minds. 

(7) The ordinances, of which there are many in the Torah, and these include the Ten 

Commandments, are the most desirable things in life—not the pursuit of wisdom, not 

heaping up riches, not owning the expensive gewgaws that money can buy. They do 

three things for him or her who is God’s servant. (a) They warn us of the dangers of the 

way, or rather, as the word means, they lighten it up for us. (b) A servant expects 

payment. Just doing God’s revealed will, however, is all the payment we need. As God 

had said so long ago to Abraham: “I am your exceeding great reward.” (c) Being God’s 

servant is your and my personal response to both types of revelation described in this 

double psalm, i.e., response to God’s Order in Creation, and to his Order in 

Revelation.17 

Verses 11-14 – The voice of the sinner: praying. Here is one who has come under the 

influence of the divine word. He finds himself warned, ‘enlightened’ and enriched (great 

reward) through obedience (11); convicted of sin and ready to seek forgiveness (12), given new 

aspirations and longing to be blameless (13), ‘perfect’, in every part and integrated as a whole—

just like the word itself (7) and in particular (14) acceptable to God in speech. If he is known by 

the word he speaks (7–10), should not we be also? The creation is silent, but we must not be. 

 
OT Old Testament. 

17 George Angus Fulton Knight, Psalms, vol. 1 of The Daily Study Bible Series (Louisville, KY: Westminster 

John Knox Press, 2001), 96–98. 
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How is such a life of obedience to be sustained? Only by resorting to the Lord himself in his 

Rock-strength and reliability and in his graciousness as the Redeemer, the next-of-kin who takes 

all our needs as his own (Ru. 3:13).18 

Verse 12 – Murder and adultery were the two particular sins that excluded a person from 

obtaining forgiveness through sacrifice—the very two sins that David committed, as Nathan his 

court chaplain had to point out to him. But here both kinds of sin are covered by the mercy and 

grace of God!19 

Verse 14 – The words at verse 14 are often made part of our liturgy today, for they are the 

response of each individual me and my heart to the profound revelation made in this double 

psalm. For surely, all speculation about the nature and revelation of God’s love ends here! C.S. 

Lewis, the great critic of English poetry and style, once wrote: “This is the greatest poem in the 

Psalter and one of the greatest lyrics in the world.”20 

 

 
18 J. A. Motyer, “The Psalms,” in New Bible Commentary: 21st Century Edition, ed. D. A. Carson et al., 4th 

ed. (Leicester, England; Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1994), 498. 

19 George Angus Fulton Knight, Psalms, vol. 1 of The Daily Study Bible Series (Louisville, KY: Westminster 

John Knox Press, 2001), 98–99. 

20 George Angus Fulton Knight, Psalms, vol. 1 of The Daily Study Bible Series (Louisville, KY: Westminster 

John Knox Press, 2001), 99. 


