
Psalm 8:  
The Image of the Divine and Human Character

My Translation

For the director of music. According to gittith. A psalm of David
1[2]O YAHWEH, our Sovereign, how magnificent1 is the reputation of your character 
in all the earth! It is this character that you have established as your splendor upon 
the heavens!

 2[3] [Even] from the mouths of suckling babes
       you have laid the foundations of [your] power

       on account of your adversaries,
       in order to dispense with the enemy and the avenger.2

 3[4] When I contemplate your heavens,3

       the work of your fingers,
       —that is, the moon and the stars—

       which you have set in place,
 4[5]what are mortals4 that you should bear them in mind,

       furthermore, what is humankind5 [after all]
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1This language is used of kings. The portrayal of humankind in royal terms that follows is 
modelled on the role of Yahweh, understood as the true and only Sovereign of the cosmos.

2In their innocence, babes instinctively know and confess what kings and princes refuse to 
acknowledge. The nations are geo-political representatives of the primordial powers of chaos 
which Yahweh sufficiently subdued to form the cosmos. However, such powers, though 
suppressed and domesticated, continue their work to undo what Yahweh has done and the agenda 
which Yahweh has for his world and for his people.

3Here we find a double entendre; “your heavens” = sāmêkā / “your name” = šimĕkā. Thus, 
a reference is made back to vs. 1[2] where Yahweh’s name and splendor is spread across the 
heavens.

4The word is ’ĕnôš = humankind in its weakness; that is in its vulnerability and mortality.

5Another double entendre occurs here. The phrase is “son of man,” ben-’ādām. This is a 
common expression for humankind in general. However, given the close connection this psalm 
has in its language and themes with Genesis 1-2, the psalmist leads the reader to the recognition 
that every human being is a descendant of Yahweh’s first human creation, Adam.



that you should concern yourself with them?6

 5[6] You have withheld from humans [only] a little 
[of what it means to be] divine.7 

       Indeed, with glory and splendor8 you have crowned them. 
 6[7] You have commissioned them to administer9 the works of your hands.

       Everything you have placed under their feet:10

 7[8] [namely] the entirety of flocks and herds, wild animals,
 8[9] birds of the sky, and fish of the sea (those creatures that course 

through the paths of the seas).

9[10] O YAHWEH, our Sovereign, how magnificent is the reputation of your character 
in all the earth!

My Reflections

Remarkably, in a psalm framed by praise for the unparalleled sovereignty and 
majesty of Yahweh, we find a full-voiced declaration of the exalted and divine-like 
attributes of humankind. To be sure, the identity of humankind is a derived reflex of 
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6As J. Clinton McCann, Jr. notes, this verse is the turning point of the psalm.The structure 
of the psalm frames the identity of humanity by the identity of Yahweh. Yahweh’s identity, 
character, and role inform in every way the identity, character, and role of humankind (cf. “The 
Book of Psalms,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible, ed. Leander E. Keck (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1996), 4:711.

In this verse we see two important Hebrew terms for Yahweh’s providence within his 
creation:  “bear in mind” = zākar; and “concern oneself” = pāqad. A third prevalent term for 
divine providence in some contexts, although not in this psalm, is “to know” = yāda‘.

7The allusion is to the sixth day of creation, either in text or tradition, on which God 
created humankind in two genders in the image and likeness of God. To them he delegated great 
authority and responsibility for his creation (Gen 1:26-28). Indeed, the backdrop of the entire 
psalm is the mainstream of Israel’s creation theology found in Gen 1:1-2:4a.

8For similar language about Yahweh, see Ps 104:1. Note that in our psalm, humans are 
crowned with the same “splendor” as accompanies Yahweh’s character writ large across the 
cosmos (vss. 2 and 10).

9Compare this language and that which follows in vss. 7-8 [8-9] with similar commissions 
given to the primordial male and female created in the image of God in Gen 1:26-28.

10Note that in this list of what is “placed under the feet” of humankind, there is no mention 
of persons. In the view of this psalmist, humans do not “rule” or “administrate” humans (thanks to 
Janet, my dear wife for this insight and pace to McCann, 712 with whom we beg to differ). For 
Yahweh to place the creaturely world “under the feet” of humans indicates human stewardship of 
the creaturely world and its habitation and accountability for their well-being. 



the identity of Yahweh. Nevertheless, the structure of the psalm weaves together the 
identities of Yahweh and humanity in an extraordinary way.  

In this first of the psalms of praise in our psalter, we are invited to imagine the 
created order filled to the brim with the splendor of Yahweh’s presence and of his 
character. Furthermore, Yahweh has interleaved his nature and splendor with the 
created order and the human spirit. The manner and degree to which Yahweh has 
done this is poignantly yet ironically portrayed. Thus, the contented sigh of a human 
child at its mother’s breast forms a bulwark against anti-creational powers that seek 
to undo Yahweh’s works! The very foundations of the cosmos are laid and secured 
by Yahweh’s reliance upon the frail nobleness of the human creature!

 The cosmos everywhere bears the fingerprints of Yahweh’s attentive care. Human 
contemplation of the creation confirms this. Such contemplation also brings into 
sharper focus both the derived nature of human beings and the role that Yahweh has 
delegated to humankind as regent and steward of all that Yahweh has made and 
given.  Inevitably, contemplation gives way to awe and amazement. It is an awe of 
Yahweh’s transcendent splendor and royal magnificence. It is an amazement at 
Yahweh’s imminence that bestows confidence in, care of, and shared stewardship 
upon frail human beings. Though we are derived creatures, Yahweh has crowned us 
with a glory and a splendor that reflect his own nature and character.

Yahweh has commissioned us to be as watchful, care-giving, and providential over 
the non-human creatures of the earth and their respective habitations as he himself is 
watchful, care-giving, and providential over humanity. As image-bearers of the 
creator, we wear a crown that on the one hand leaves us breathless in praise and 
wonder at our affinity to the divne. On the other hand, it is a crown that presses 
down upon our head with unutterable responsibility and accountability.

The reputation of Yahweh’s character is magnificent to contemplate in his created 
works. However, in Yahweh’s contemplation of us, he desires above all to find his 
nature, character, and splendor nobly and eloquently expressed in the lives of the 
most divine-like creatures of his inhabitated world. 

Now, that is truly a breathtaking agenda and prospect. 
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