
Synthesis and Outline of Psalm 90
Summary: Psalm 132 is a part of the groups of psalms known as the psalms of ascents.  It has 
two distinctive sections: a remembrance of the past and a hopeful look into the future.  These two 
sections work together through parallelisms to speak of God's faithfulness to His covenant and to 
His people.  The main focus of the psalm is on the dwelling of God among His people and the 
place of His dwelling.  The song also evokes the covenant that God made with David and his 
descendants.

Outline:
I. David's Desire for God's Ark and His House - The beginning verses recall David's desire 

to build a house for God to dwell among His people and remember the recovery of the 
Ark of the Covenant from Ephrathah (132:1-6).  David's pursuit of the Ark and the desire 
to build have made him restless and unable to think of anything else.
A) David's oath - His oath is given as a reason for God to remember David and all that 

he went through on God's behalf (132:1-2).
B) David's Restlessness - David will not rest for himself until he has found a way to 

provide a dwelling place for God.  This section contain much hyperbole to 
demonstrate David's devotion (132:3-5).

C) Finding the Ark -This includes the search for and discovery of the Ark of the 
Covenant and the undertaking to bring it back to Jerusalem as described in 2 Samuel 
6 (132:6).

II. A Call to Worship in the Lord's house - This recounts the return of the Ark to the Temple 
and the celebration that ensued.  Because of David's faithfulness to return the Ark to 
God's house, the psalmist asks that God remembers the line of David's house (132:7-10).
A) The Call to Worship - Twin calls are given to the people to go to the dwelling place of 

the Lord and for the Lord to go to His resting place (7-8).  Both verses speak of the 
Ark of the covenant being restored to its rightful place.

B) The Joy of the People - The reaction of the people is joy at the restoration of the 
symbol of God's presence with His people to its rightful place.  This gives transition 
to a remembrance of the faithfulness of God that is to follow. (132:9-10)

III. The promises of God - This is the final section of the psalm (132:11-18). Each verse or 
stanza is a direct response, based upon God's promises to David and to the nation of 
Israel, to statements made in the first 10 verses and can be seen as parallelisms with those 
passages.  
A) A Promise to Remember - David's house and line (132:11-12) are the focus of the call 

of  the psalmist for the Lord to remember all that David had done (132:1-6).
B) A Promise of Rest -  A reminder that Zion is the Lord's resting place (132:13-14) 

comes in response to the request for God to come to his resting place (132:7-8).
C) A Promise to Restore - God will provide for his people and clothes His priests with 

salvation (132:15-16) is a response to the request for joy and righteousness (132:9).
D) A Promise to Reign - The Davidic line will be established over his enemies (132:17-

18) in response to the request that God not reject David (132:10).



Exposition of the Text

I. Introduction - Historical Setting and Literary Analysis

     Psalm 132 is labeled as a Song of Ascents which places it as part of a distinct group of fifteen 

psalms within the overall whole.  These songs were likely sung during times of pilgrimage to 

Jerusalem and evoke many of the themes surrounding the appointed times that the Jews were 

required to go up to Jerusalem to worship.  This psalm is the longest of the group that is so 

designated; at least twice as long as any other one that bears this title.  This grouping of psalms 

was most likely used during the pilgrimage journeys to Jerusalem for the celebration of the 

appointed times referred to in Leviticus and Deuteronomy.  According to Deuteronomy 16:16, 

there were three times during the year that all males were to go to Jerusalem to observe: The 

Feast of Unleavened Bread, The Feast of Weeks and the Feast of Tabernacles.  It was most likely 

during these times that the psalms were sung by the people as they traveled “up” to Jerusalem.1 

This aspect of this grouping of psalms will be a key component considered in the exposition of 

Psalm 132 for the purpose of this study.  This psalm may also be categorized as a royal psalm 

because it deals with the subject of David and the reign of his descendants as well; although Van 

Gemeren assigns it to a more specific category as a “Song of Zion,” a term also used by other 

scholars for this psalm,2 because it deals with the land and promises attached to it as well.3

     The author of the psalm is anonymous as there is no attested note in the psalm itself indicating 

an author and little in the way of internal content that would point to a specific author either.  The 

dating of the psalm as well is unsure and there is a considerable wealth of debate regarding dates 

1David G. Barker, "Voices for the pilgrimage: a study in the Psalms of ascent," Expository Times 116, no. 4 
(January 2005): 109-116, ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost (accessed December 8, 2009), 
109-110.

2Terence E. Fretheim, "Psalm 132 : a form-critical study," Journal of Biblical Literature 86, no. 3 
(September 1967): 289-300, ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost (accessed December 8, 
2009), 289.

3Willem A. Van Gemeren, The Expositor's Bible Commentary: Volume 5, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1991), 804.



from the tenth century B.C. as given by Van Gemeren,4 to those who date it to a later postexilic 

time frame,5 with the potential to see the psalm placed in various times between the two.  Some 

clues may be considered from the fact that a portion of this psalm is quoted or at least matches 

with phrasing used in the account from 2 Chronicles 6 and the time of Solomon's dedication of 

the Temple, but there is still much debate on what this means for the dating of this psalm.  If the 

psalm was already in existence or was composed for that occasion then the dating of the psalm is 

obvious.  However, many scholars feel this is too simplistic and prone to other issues and prefer 

to keep a later date for the psalm supposing that the writer of Chronicles added these words from 

the psalm at a later time when that book was composed.6  For the sake of understanding this 

psalm, the time of its composition shall not be judged to be as important as the nature of its 

content.  This study will seek to interpret and understand the psalm in the final form that it has 

taken in the corpus of the psalter itself.  

     Another aspect of the psalm which is difficult to discern in English and will only be 

mentioned here is the meter of the Psalm.  Some scholars detect a steady rhythm of 3-3 syllable 

patterns throughout, which is admittedly derived by supplying words that are not present in its 

current form, but would fit within both the context and grammar of the work as it now stands.7 

Other scholars go to great length to show how the meter varies as a means of analyzing how the 

psalm was put together and also as clues for its date of composition.8  While meter is an 

important aspect of poetry in any language, the cross-lingual aspect would force a more involved 

4Ibid., 803.
5Corrine L. Patton, "Psalm 132 : A Methodological Inquiry," Catholic Biblical Quarterly 57, no. 4 (October 

1995): 643-654, ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost (accessed December 8, 2009), 653-654. 
6Delbert R. Hillers, "Ritual procession of the Ark and Ps 132," Catholic Biblical Quarterly 30, no. 1 

(January 1968): 48-55, ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost (accessed December 8, 2009), 51-
52.

7Heinz Kruse, "Psalm 132 and the royal Zion festival," Vetus testamentum 33, no. 3 (July 1983): 279-297, 
ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost (accessed December 8, 2009), 280-281.

8Cornelius B. Houk, "Psalm 132, literary integrity, and syllable-word structures," Journal for the Study of  
the Old Testament no. 6 (February 1978): 41-48, ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost 
(accessed December 8, 2009), 46. 



study than the scope of this paper would allow.  The reader is commended to seek out the 

referenced works from the bibliography for further study in this area.

II. David's desire for God's Ark and His house (vv.1-6)

David's Oath (vv. 1-2)

     This psalm is the only one in the psalter, as it exists today, which directly mentions the Ark of 

the Covenant.9  The psalm begins however with a supplication to God to remember David and 

the hardships he endured.  The hardships in mind appear to be outlined in verses 3-5 and may be 

connected to the vow mentioned in verse 2.10  These descriptive verses contain plenty of poetic 

license which deserve consideration.  The oath mentioned in verse two is the apparent source of 

the hardships and therefore should be considered a parallelism with the first verse.  It is 

immediately apparent from the descriptions of the hardships that they are not necessarily 

outwardly inflicted as more likely they are undertaken in pursuit of pleasing God, thus the call 

for them to be remembered by God.

David's Restlessness (vv. 3-5)

     The images in verses 3-5 must be considered hyperbole for a couple of reasons.  Since David 

was never able to build a house for the Lord according to the desires stated herein; it is safe to 

assume that the statements could not be literally undertaken.  The first figure involves David not 

entering his own house until the Lord's house is built and also contains a possible euphemism 

according to some scholars as "go up into my bed" may be a veiled reference to sexual relations 

which would fit within the framework of most common types of vows.11  This is debatable and 

Van Gemeren doesn't think it fits the surrounding context if verses 3 and 4 are read together,12 

however this writer sees the merits in both cases and comes down on the side of the former.  The 

9Heinz Kruse, "Psalm 132 and the royal Zion festival," 280.
10Ibid., 282.
11Ibid., 282.
12Willem A. Van Gemeren, The Expositor's Bible Commentary: Volume 5, 806.



phrase regarding the vow to not sleep also must be understood as hyperbole for these same 

reasons.  Sleeplessness is often the result of a mind so consumed with a goal or desire that 

sleeping becomes difficult.  In this case it communicates the length to which David went to seek 

after the Ark so that it could be returned to Jerusalem.  In his exposition on the Psalms, Spurgeon 

notes that this construct regarding sleeplessness should move the reader to understand David's 

great passion and desire to build a house for God.13

Finding the Ark (v. 6)

     Verse 6 describes the successful end to the search as the Ark is located in Ephrathah in the 

"fields of Jaar" which hearkens the reader back to the account of 1 Samuel 6-7.  The Ark had 

fallen into the hands of the Philistines and had caused great trouble for them, so they sent it back 

to Israel and it ended up in Kiriath-jearim for close to twenty years (1 Samuel 7:2).  This is the 

likely location that the psalmist is referring to and this verse acts as a transition to the passages 

that follow.  

III. A Call to Worship in the Lord's House (vv. 7-10)

The Call to Worship (vv. 7-8)

     Verses 7-8 should be taken as a single idea in the form of a parallelism.  The first phrase calls 

on the people to go to the dwelling place of the Lord while the second phrase calls on the Lord to 

do the same.  This could be considered a type of progressive parallelism because of its sequenced 

nature or it could be looked at as a type of explanatory parallelism because the fact that God has 

come to His resting place creates the reason that the people wish to go there as well.  Also 

noteworthy is the connection of the account of the Ark's return to Jerusalem with the language of 

these verses.  The hearer or singer of this psalm would certainly be mindful of the actions of 

13C. H. Spurgeon, The Treasury of David: Volume 2 Psalm LXXXVIII to CL (Nashville, TN: Thomas 
Nelson, n.d.), 145-146.



David when the Ark was returned as described in 2 Samuel 6.  That account refers to David 

dancing before the Ark with all of his might.  The Hebrew word used there for might reappears in 

this psalm in verse 8 referencing God's Ark, and while it is not an uncommon word in Scripture, 

the ties between the accounts and the mentioning of David in the opening lines of this psalm 

create an interesting parallel as well that call the reader's attention to David's response to the Ark 

and his fervor in worship before it.  

The Joy of the People (vv. 9-10)

     Recognizing the need for holiness as they enter the presence of God, the psalmist requests 

that the priests be "clothed with righteousness."  This is a type of metonymy of association as the 

righteousness itself isn't a garment that can be worn, but in order to enter the presence of God, 

individuals must be "covered" in some way.  This image pictures righteousness as that covering 

before God and recognizes that it is God who must supply it to His people.  This results in joy 

according to the second half of the stanza in verse 9, which completes an explanatory parallelism 

describing the reaction of the people to the Lord's gift of righteousness.

     Verse 10 contains a refrain that hearkens back to the opening verses of the psalm, particularly 

verses 1-2 and also provides a transitional idea to the rest of the psalm which contains phrases 

that respond to the various themes that have already been introduced.  It is expressed in the form 

of an anthropomorphism which asks God not to turn His face away from the "anointed one" who 

stands as a symbol of the Davidic line.  The imagery is another way of expressing the desire for 

God to remember David and his descendants.  This psalm is seen by many scholars to be an 

exemplary model of the idealized view of the Davidic monarchy and the promises of God 

regarding it and therefore, verse 10 in particular is seen as an expression of that idealism.14 

14Antti Laato, "Psalm 132 and the development of the Jerusalemite/Israelite royal ideology," Catholic  
Biblical Quarterly 54, no. 1 (January 1992): 49-66, ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost 
(accessed December 8, 2009), 50-51. 



     These previous verses, 132:8-10, are quoted or referenced in 2 Chronicles almost verbatim, in 

the description there of Solomon's dedication of the Temple.  If this is the first place and time of 

this psalm's usage in public worship; it would give a greater indication of when it was written as 

discussed earlier; but regardless of the outcome of the debate, its usage in 2 Chronicles 6:41-42 

shows how the psalm was integrated into worship for the Temple and gives insight into the ideas 

behind these verses.15  It also sheds some light on the reason why this psalm is included in the 

category with the other Songs of Ascent, as it continues to inspire the faithful who make 

pilgrimage to the city of Jerusalem to worship in the Temple.16

The Promises of God (vv. 11-18)

A Promise to Remember (vv. 11-12)

     Verse 11 contains another explanatory parallelism where God promises that His oath to David 

is sure and will be upheld.  The figure of speech regarding a son from David's body is best 

described as a metonymy of association signifying that one of David's descendants would occupy 

his position signified by his throne.  This promise is fulfilled in the person of Jesus Christ as 2 

Corinthians 1:20 later explains.  The parallelism extends forward into verse 12 in the form of a 

consequential parallelism as it explains the conditions under which this promise of God is to be 

fulfilled.  Again, it is possible to see that Christ is the only one of David's descendants to in fact 

keep the commandments of God perfectly and indeed all that God taught Him while on Earth 

according to His own testimony.  Verse 12 stands as the explanation of not only verse 11 but also 

of the opening verses of the psalm (132:1-6) as God echoes the description of David's 

faithfulness with a promise to honor faithfulness to the covenant they have made.17  Van 

Gemeren sees a parallel here between God's promise to maintain a throne for David and the 

15Ibid., 63-64.
16David G. Barker, "Voices for the pilgrimage: a study in the Psalms of ascent," 115.
17C. H. Spurgeon, The Treasury of David: Volume 2 Psalm LXXXVIII to CL, 152.



desire of David to provide a permanent "place" for God to dwell.18  The formula here has invited 

much speculation regarding the Deuteronomistic covenant formula which cannot be addressed in 

this work.  The reader is encouraged to check out the works cited for additional information. 

A Promise of Rest (vv. 13-14)

     These verses provide a parallel image to the one presented in verses 7-8.  Verse 13 is an 

explanatory parallelism for verse 7 which describes where the resting place of God is.  This 

figure can be classified as a type of metonymy wherein the reason that Zion is God's resting 

place is given as the result of His desire to have it be so.  Verse 13 and 14 repeat this image in an 

instance of synonymous parallelism as the two lines state the same sentiments in slightly 

different fashion.  In fact a chiasm can be identified around the pivot of God's resting place in 

14a that would look like this:

(a) he has desired it 
(b) for his dwelling place
(c - pivot)This is my resting place forever
(b)here I will dwell,
(a) for I have desired it.

Since much of the focus of the psalm is on God's resting place, which is now identified with 

Zion; this chiasm gives added gravity to the claim and the reasoning behind this claim.  Some 

argue that this formulation actually supersedes the conditional promise made to David's line in 

the preceding verses to indicate that God will do these things because He desires to do so.19 

While that is an interesting assertion, it does not fit the tenor of the rest of the psalm.

A Promise to Restore (vv. 15-16)

     Verses 15 and 16 contain more promises from God in response to the requests of the earlier 

part of the psalm.  Verse 15 promises the blessing of provision with the word blessing appearing 

18Willem A. Van Gemeren, The Expositor's Bible Commentary: Volume 5, 808.
19Corrine L. Patton, "Psalm 132 : A Methodological Inquiry," 653.



twice in Hebrew to likely indicate an abundance of blessings for the nation,20 and the second half 

of the verse contains a metonymy of association where bread stands in for all the physical needs 

of the poor.  Verse 16 is a direct response to verse 9, which asked for the priests to be "clothed 

with righteousness."  In response, God promises to clothe them with "salvation" instead.  The 

Hebrew word for salvation here is a similar form of the word that is the Hebrew equivalent of 

Jesus' name, Yeshua, which can be seen as a prophecy of sorts showing that Jesus is the 

righteousness of God for those who are in Him (1 Corinthians 1:30).

A Promise to Reign (vv. 17-18)

     The final two verses (132:17-18) are given in response to verse 10 and outline God's promise 

to reign through David's line, symbolized as God's anointed one or Mashiyach.  The horn is a 

metaphor or symbol of the power of David's line and is a common symbol for strength in the 

poetry of the Old Testament.  The idea of the horn "budding" is reminiscent of the language of 

the "Branch" that was promised elsewhere in the Old Testament21 and is another metaphorical 

image highlighting the promise that the Messiah would come from David's line.  This 

terminology alone would be enough to lend credence to the notion that this can be considered a 

Messianic psalm as well.  The anointed one is said to have a lamp prepared in this verse which is 

symbolic of David's line according to Van Gemeren,22 but it also can be interpreted through 

modern lenses in light of Jesus' statements regarding Himself as a "light."  This image and 

analogy is completed by the idea in verse 18 that all of his enemies will be shamed; expressed by 

the metonymy in the phrase "His enemies I will clothe with shame."  This is also seen as fulfilled 

in the promise that Jesus would overcome all His enemies and put them to shame.23

Theological Message:

20C. H. Spurgeon, The Treasury of David: Volume 2 Psalm LXXXVIII to CL, 161.
21See Zechariah 3:8; 6:12 for instance.
22Willem A. Van Gemeren, The Expositor's Bible Commentary: Volume 5, 809.
23Ibid., 809.



     Psalm 132 stands in a unique place in Scripture in several aspects.  As the only psalm to speak 

explicitly regarding the Ark of the Covenant, it gives insight into how the Ark was viewed from a 

perspective of community worship.  Since this psalm was likely sung and repeated as pilgrims 

traveled to Jerusalem for times of national worship, it shows the importance that the hope the 

Ark represented held within the minds of the Israelite nation.  It also reflects the promise of 

Messiah and the covenant promises made to David regarding his reign.  These promises were no 

doubt comforting on the long journey and can now be seen from the perspective of modern day 

believers to be the culmination of God's faithfulness.  Indeed the promises of God have been 

brought forth in Jesus, who has become the clothing of salvation (Romans 13:14) for the "priests 

of God" (1 Peter 2:9).  He has also been shown to be the horn of David (Luke 1:69) and the lamp 

or light for all (John 12:35-36).  This psalm gave reason for hope to the pilgrims who sang it for 

many years on their journey and now helps to provide a sure hope to those who can see the 

fulfillment of the promises it contains.  For the modern day believer, this psalm provides an 

excellent opportunity to reflect on the providence of God and the surety of His Word.
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