
Psalm 69 

 

Read Psalm 69. Slowly. It has length and it has stanzas, like a poem/hymn may have stanzas. 
Read verses 1-13a. Pause.  
Read verses 13b-29. Pause again. 
Read verses 30-33. Pause briefly. 
Read verses 34 -36.  
 
Psalm 69 has two long stanzas – verses 1-13a and verses 13b-29. They are remarkably parallel.  
 

Stanza One     Stanza Two 
1 ‘save me’    ‘answer me with your sure salvation’  13 
2 ‘miry depths’ ‘deep waters’  ‘mire’ ‘deep waters’    14 
2 ‘I sink’     ‘do not let me sink’    14 
2 ‘floods engulf me’   ‘floodwaters engulf me’   15 
4  ‘those who hate me w/o reason’ ‘those who hate me’    14 
4 ‘my enemies’    ‘my foes’     18 
5 ‘you know’    ‘you know’     19 
6 ‘disgraced, shame, scorn’  ‘scorned, disgraced, shamed’   19 
10 ‘scorn’, ‘weep and fast’   ‘scorn’, ‘broken heart and helpless’  20 
11 ‘when I put on sackcloth’  ‘they put gall in my food’   21 
13a ‘but I …’    ‘but as for me…’    29 
 
When parts of Scripture, in this case parts of the same song, are so parallel, the meaning(s) of 
the Psalm are revealed both in what is common to both (thus highlighted by repetition) and by 
what is unique (thus highlighting what breaks the pattern).  
 
What’s in common? 
The imagery of sinking in a mire when waters are rising, being hated without reason, 
experiencing humiliation, trusting God’s judgement not those of the foes, and calling out to 
God for salvation. 
 
What’s unique? 
What is unique and breaks the pattern of the two stanzas is the long section in the second 
stanza, verses 22-28, which has very little in common with anything in the first stanza. Here, 
long curses are called down on the enemies: ‘may they’ lose all material support – security of a 
home ‘table’, sight, general health. In these ways ‘may they’ experience God’s ‘wrath’ and 
‘anger’, have their places ‘deserted’, be charged ‘with crime upon crime’, and finally have their 
name ‘be blotted out of the book of life’. (That would about do it, don’t you think?) 
 



What is all this? 
These are curses. The Psalms that have such things are called ‘The Imprecatory Psalms’. They 
usually make us feel about the same as we did last week with so much ‘enemy talk’ in Psalm 68. 
This section is not to be dismissed simply because we are uncomfortable with it, indeed 
attention is especially called to it.  
 
So what are we to do with it? 
Learn from it. These curses are, in the mind and words of the author, what justice requires, 
what justice looks like. It is probably close to an ‘eye for and eye’. All the losses and shame and 
alienation from God of which the writer is liable because of the wicked, he wants the wicked to 
experience as retribution. Justice is retributive in Psalm 69. Thus we learn what the writer 
experienced and made him sink so deep by hearing what he wants the wicked to experience – 
loss of home, general health, experiencing and being judged to be rightly experiencing the 
wrath of God. And so ‘fair is fair’. If because of their false witness and biased judgement the 
writer endures these things, they should be liable to the same. Indeed some ancient legal 
practices called for just that – you falsely accuse someone of stealing and thus make the 
accused liable for a fine and jail sentence, you are now liable for the fine and jail time. (Would 
cut down on frivolous and vindictive lawsuits, don’t you think?) All those passages in the Psalms 
and elsewhere that talk of the wicked being caught in their own traps should be read in light of 
this retributive justice. It is often called ‘poetic justice’, and the Psalms are poetry. 
 
So now we know more. The writer – is it David? – has experienced loss of prosperity, health, 
spiritual well-being by being falsely accused. 
 
Can you sing this Psalm – its curses too? 
Can you call for God’s retributive justice on your enemies – the enemies of the Gospel? 
Do you think ‘poetic justice’ to be either poetic or just? 
Is this right? Or is this a temptation to avoid, no matter how natural? 
Let me offer an example: An unscrupulous man defrauds many elderly out of their pensions 
and savings. He is convicted. He not only is to return all he has stolen but also forfeit his own 
wealth and lives his remaining years in poverty. “Fair is fair”? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



This is David’s most common complaint in the Psalms – the false witness of his enemies. It 
happened early - Saul misread David and falsely accused him – and it happened all through 
David’s reign as king. The enemies of David couldn’t reach David – he is king after all – but could 
ruin his reputation and thus make his reign and life genuinely miserable. 
 
But this Psalm has more than two stanzas – the concluding verses of 30-36. They do not fit into 
the two stanzas. So are they a refrain? Are there two? Verses 30-34 seem different from 35 and 
36. The two long stanzas are very personal. The last seven verses are corporate, even universal 
– ‘the poor’, ‘the needy’, ‘his captive people’, then ‘heaven and earth’, ‘Zion’, ‘the cities of 
Judah’, ‘the people’, and finally ‘the children of his servants’ and ‘those who love his name’. 
 
Think of them as addendum. Either the original author begins to reflect on the meaning of all 
this as having meaning for and application to more than himself, or, at a time much later than 
the original composition, having seen this over and over again, generalizes – what was true for 
me, is true, and thus is true for everyone. ‘I pray’ (the individual reflecting on his own 
experience) has become ‘the heavens will praise’ (the universal application of what is learned). 
 
‘Thou shalt not bear false witness against your neighbor’ is one the big ten, right up there 
with murder and idolatry.  
Where and when have you seen/heard it? 
Where and when seen its harm? 
This happen to you? 
 
We are disciples of Jesus and are to know our sins well so we can know our Savior’s salvation 
better, so we must ask these questions of ourselves. 
When have I borne false witness against a neighbor? 
What must/can I now do? 
What would confession to God sound like? 
What would confession to the neighbor sound like? 
This is your pastor speaking: Sound the sounds! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Form Criticism. 
All the above study is based on a discipline of Biblical study called ‘Form Criticism’. It studies 
closely the nature of the Biblical passage as literature. All the Bible is literature – some poetry, 
some proclamation, some narrative, some wisdom, some letters, some speech, some creed, 
some….  
 
Studying the poetry of the Psalms in some of the same ways we generally study poetry, helps us 
to listen well to what the composer says. The two stanzas and the two addendums (are they 
refrains placed at the end but sung between the stanzas?) helped us to go deeper and listen to 
God’s Word better. 
 
Last week I introduced Textual Criticism – ascertaining the text as the one closest to the 
originally written text. This week Form Criticism. Next week another. But let me give you a taste 
of next week mixed with this week’s form criticism.  
 
What if the last refrains were not written by the original author – again, maybe David – but by a 
later writer. Any clues to that? Yes. Maybe. The language of ‘the poor’, ‘the needy’ and ‘his 
captive people’ and the language of ‘rebuild[ing] the cities of Judah’, where and when the 
‘people will settle there and possess it’ at which time and place they ‘will dwell there’.  
 
This does not sound like David’s generation. It was ‘Israel’ not ‘Judah’ in David’s day; it was 
‘Judah’ beginning two generations after David. David was not ‘poor’ or ‘needy’; David was king. 
Long after David Judah was taken ‘captive’ led into exile in Babylon where they were very ‘poor’ 
and ‘needy’, longing to return and ‘rebuild the cities of Judah’, ‘possess’, and ‘dwell there’.  
 
Was the last refrain written long after David, adding a new application to the truth proclaimed 
by David, being added by a people in exile? ‘How can we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land’ 
asks another Psalm. By adding new fresh endings to the ancient Psalms? 
 
One more word about Form Criticism this week.  
The Psalms are meant to be sung. ‘She who prays, sings twice.’  
How do you imagine singing such lament?  
What do the Christian ‘Blues’ sound like? 
Can you imagine singing this while alone? 
Can you imagine singing something like this with a congregation? 
 
Got some time and some musical ability? 
Put this Psalm to music. Re-arrange it and match it with a familiar song or hymn tune.  
Compose it. Pray it. Sing it. Share it. 
We will sing this Psalm put to a tune this Sunday.   
 



Jesus. 
You must have heard it on first reading: they ‘gave me vinegar for my thirst’. They did. We 
know of nothing like this for David or any ancient (it must be metaphor for them) but one – 
Jesus. Slowly dying on the cross, Jesus says ‘I thirst’ and is given vinegar (sour wine). The 
vocabulary item in the Gospel (all four) is the translation of the vocabulary item in the Psalm. Of 
course the Gospel writers would tell us this really quite small detail – it’s in the Bible, the 
Psalms!  
 
The earliest Christians interpreted Psalm 69 as a Psalm about Jesus – Gospel writers included. 
With Psalm 22 and 110, Psalm 69 describes the suffering and dying of Jesus most clearly. 
‘Vinegar’ is the doorway that opens the Psalm to a roomful of connections between an ancient 
plea for salvation and the means by which God provided that salvation - the death of Jesus. 
 
Hear the Psalm again, read through the glasses of the New Testament: 
‘They gave me vinegar’ – Jn. 19:29-30; Mt. 27:34, 48; Mk. 15:36; Lk 23:36. 
‘They hated me without cause’ – quoted by Jesus in Jn. 15:25. 
‘I am worn out calling for help’ – Jesus in Gethsemane. 
 Hebrews 5:7 ‘he offered up prayers with passion and tears’. 
‘I am a foreigner to my own…’ – ‘could you not wait with me for one hour?’ 
‘Insults, scorn, shame’ – the soldiers; Jesus on the way through Jerusalem carrying his cross;  

those passing by; the thief on the cross. 
‘The insults of those who insult you [God] have fallen on me [Jesus]’ –  

quoted by Paul in Romans 15:3. 
 
I once counted in someone else’s list over 25 such New Testament quotes and allusions to 
Psalm 69 in reference to Jesus. Jesus is the Son of David. The ancestor when speaking of himself 
spoke of his distant offspring, our and his Savior. The writers of the New Testament – readers 
and singers of the Psalms – knew this. 
 
Jesus bears all our burdens – David’s and that of the whole world. 
What parts of this Psalm strike you as mostly about David, mostly about Jesus? 
What parts strike you as near universal – the experience of humanity? 
What of this have you experienced? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Easter then Lent? 
Psalm 68 and 69 are often read together. (Psalm 67 begins with a benediction – Aaron’s 
Benediction ‘May God be gracious to us and bless us…’ and so seems to end a small section in 
the Psalter.) So the two are often together, but Psalm 68 has much of Easter in it; Psalm 69 
much of Lent. Is there any help or insight in this? Maybe two. 
 
First, there is some of Easter in Psalm 69. Remember those two refrains at the end of two long 
lamenting stanzas? They do not so much lament as hope – ‘I will praise … and glorify him with 
thanksgiving’, ‘the poor will see and be glad’, ‘may your hearts live’, ‘God will save … and 
rebuild’. Sounds like Easter to me. 
 
Many of the Psalms begin with lament and end with praise. The careful disciple needs to note 
that though the end is very different from the beginning, very seldom is any change of 
circumstances reported within the Psalm. The writer, the singer, the reader/pray-er, starts with 
where she is and ends where she knows God will lead her. Hope precedes history. Even though 
salvation has not yet come, God is present. God inhabits the prayers of his people. 
 
Second, life is messy and long. Lent precedes Easter in the very organized, intentional liturgical 
calendar of the church. In life… not so much. 
 
Lent precedes Eastertide, which gives way to another Lenten season, which hopes and waits for 
another resurrection. There is dying and rising every day. 
 
Think of our world now. A province in China experiences new life, barely but surely. A village in 
Africa has yet to enter into its Lent. Our leaders debate when we can get back normal – re-enter 
work, school, play. But after we re-enter, in many homes the virus will enter for the first time.  
 
We are in the midst of a Long Lent.  
 
The world has always been. 
 
Though Jesus rose nearly two thousands ago, and the people of God have known the 
resurrection power of God whereby God is already at work within us, we are still dying 
generation by generation, and within generations side by side. And we mourn. And ‘we look for 
the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to come’. 
 
Is this a Lenten season for you now? An Eastertide? 
Which Psalm will you sing in the morning? Which in the evening? 
Whichever, ‘May the Lord bless you and keep you…” 
 


