
Psalm 18
An Antiphonal Hymn of Heaven & Earth:

Yahweh & David

My Translation1

[1]For the director of music. Regarding the servant of Yahweh, namely David. 
He was the one who spoke to Yahweh the words of this song when Yahweh had 
 delivered him from the grasp of all his enemies, even from the hand of Saul.
 [2a] He said:

The Davidic King’s Love & Praise for His ‘ROCK’2

1[2b] I love you,3 O Yahweh, my strength.
2[3] O Yahweh—
  my ROCK, my fortress, my deliverer—
  my God, my ROCK in whom I take refuge—
  my shield, the horn of my salvation, my stronghold.
3[4] As one worthy of praise, I will [always] call to Yahweh,
        for I will be saved from my enemies.
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1This psalm (with heading) appears also at 2 Sam 22:1-51. The two texts are very close, 
but not exact parallels. At times, our translation follows the reading of the alternate text.

2The earliest background for the ‘rock’ imagery of Yahweh in this Psalm is the Song of 
Moses at Deut 32:4, 15b, 18, 30b-31, 37. In this imagery of Yahweh as “rock,” the dominant 
term is s.ûr. For its attestation outside this psalm with reference to the strength, justice, and 
protection of Yahweh / God see 1 Sam 2:2; Isa 44:8; Hab 1:12; Ps 19:14[15]; Ps 28:1; Ps 62:2-
6[3-7]; Ps 92:15[16]; Ps 144:1-2 (cf. also Ps 73:26). Our psalm opens at v. 2[3] with a single 
attestation of an alternative term for “rock,”  séla‘,  which is used of Yahweh’s providential 
provision for Israel in the wilderness (cf. Num 20:8-10; Neh 9:15; and Ps 78:16; cf. also at Deut 
32:13).  

3This opening line is missing from the parallel of this psalm found at 2 Sam 22:2. The first 
phrase of the Hebrew text rendered here “I love you,” is often emmended to read “I exalt you.” 
This is unnecessary.



The Davidic King’s Distress & His Appeal to Heaven

4[5] The cords of death had enmeshed me;
        the torrents of evil terrified me.
5[6] The cords of še’ôl wrapped around me;
        the snares of death were right in front of me.

6[7] In my distress I called out, “O Yahweh”;
        and to my God I kept crying for help.
        He heard my voice from his temple;
        [there] my cry for help entered his presence—into his [very] ears.

Yahweh at War on behalf of the Davidic King

7[8] The earth rumbled and quaked, 
        and the foundations of the mountains gave way;
        they swayed to and fro because of his anger.

8[9]  Smoke rose from his nostrils;
        and consuming fire from his mouth.
        Burning coals blazed out of it.
9[10]  He struck open the heavens and came down;
        [a cover of ] thick darkness was beneath his feet.
10[11] He rode upon the cherubim and took flight;
         he swooped down on the wings of the wind.
11[12] He put on darkness as his covering all around him; 
         as his shelter, he donned the darkness of rain-laden clouds.
12[13] Emerging from the bright light before him, 
         his clouds advanced [with] hailstones and firey coals.
13[14] Yahweh made the heavens thunder;
            ‘elyôn sent forth his voice.

14[15] Then he shot his arrows and dispersed [the enemies],
         with awe-inspiring lightning he threw them into confusion.
15[16] SEA’s deepest trenches were revealed,
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         for the foundations of the world were laid bare—
         at your rebuke, O Yahweh, at the blast of the breath of your
         nostrils.

A Divine Rescue of the Davidic King
16[17] He reached [down] from on high to take hold of me;
         he drew me out of MIGHTY WATERS.
17[18] He rescued me from my powerful enemy,
         even from those who hate me, 
         for they were too strong for me.

18[19] [When] they opposed me on the day of my disaster,
         then Yahweh became my support.
19[20] Then he brought me out into a spacious place;
         he rescued me because he took delight in me.

The King’s Testimony to the Faithfulness of  Heaven

20[21] Yahweh has dealt with me according to my righteousness;
         in keeping with the cleanness of my hands he has requited me.
21[22] For I have kept the ways of Yahweh,
         and I have not departed in wickedness from my God.
22[23] For all his judgments are before me;
         furthermore, from his statutes I have not turned aside.
23[24] I have been [a person] of integrity with him
         and I have guarded myself from the guilt of sin.
24[25] Thus, Yahweh has requited me according to my righteousness,

 in keeping with the cleanness of my hands before his eyes.

25[26] Toward the faithful you prove yourself loyal,
         toward the person of integrity you manifest integrity,
26[27] with the one who is pure, you show yourself pure,
         but toward the devious you show yourself crafty.
27[28] Indeed, it is you who saves an afflicted people;
         but haughty eyes you bring low.
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28[29] To be sure, it is you who keeps my lamp4 lit, O Yahweh;
         O my God who illumines [all] my darkness.
29[30] It is true! By you I can advance against a troop,
         and by my God I can scale a wall!

30[31] Such a God—his way has complete integrity:
         the word of Yahweh is flawless;
         he is a shield for all who take refuge in him.
31[32] For who is God apart from Yahweh [alone]?
         And who is ‘ROCK’ other than our God?

32[33] He is the God who arms me with valor
         and grants integrity to my way.
33[34] He makes my feet like [those of] the fallow doe;
         he enables me to stand on the heights.
34[35] He trains my hands for war
         so that my arms pull back [even] a bow of bronze.

The King’s Praise of Yahweh

35[36] You give me the shield of your deliverance,
          and your [own] right hand supports me;
          your responsiveness bolsters me.
36[37] You make a wide [path] beneath my steps,
          so that my ankles do not stagger.         

37[38] I pursued my enemies and overtook them;
          I did not turn back until they were finished off.
38[39] I smashed them so that they were not able to rise;
          they fell beneath my feet.
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4Beginning with the early life of Samuel, the Hebrew term nēr (ֵנר) (“lamp”) is a technical 
term referring to Yahweh’s commitment to David and to the Davidic dynasty. Aside from the 
present text see its use in this regard at 1 Sam 3:3; 2 Sam 21:17; 1 Kgs 11:36; 15:4; 2 Kgs 8:19; 
and Ps 132:17.



39[40] You have “wrapped” me with valor for war;
          you have brought down beneath me any who rise up [against]
  me.
40[41] You caused my enemies to show their backs to me,
          so that those who hate me I destroyed.
41[42] They cried for help, but there was no savior—
          [they cried out] to Yahweh, but he did not answer them.
42[43] I crushed them as dust [flying] before the wind;
          I pulverized them like mud in the streets.
43[44] You have rescued me from accusations of people;
          you have established me as the head of nations.
          A people I never knew [now] serve me,
44[45] strangers cower before me;
          at the mere rumor of me, they render [their] obedience.
45[46] Foreigners become disheartened;
          though battle ready, [they flee] their strongholds.

46[47] Yahweh lives! Blessed be my ROCK!
          On high is God my Saviour!
47[48] He is the God who carries out full retribution for me,
          he has subdued peoples under me.
48[49] He saves me from the wrath of my enemies.
          From those who rise up against me, you set me on high;
          from men of violence you rescue me.
49[50] Therefore I will praise you among the nations, O Yahweh;
          I will sing songs to your name.

The Eternal Solidarity between 
the Throne of Heaven & the Davidic Throne

50[51] He magnifies the triumphs of his king;
          he deals faithfully with his anointed,
          with David and with his descendants without end.
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My Reflections

This psalm appears to be anchored by its title to a specific time in 
the life of David (cf. 2 Sam 22). In reality, however, a Davidide of a 
later time transcends this earlier context. An anonymous king in 
Jerusalem has appropriated and embellished the ancient sentiments of 
the David himself to voice his own experience of Yahweh through deep 
peril and divine rescue.  Out of such experiences, this viceroy of 
Yahweh’s people expresses exuberant confidence in Yahweh’s fidelity  
to his promise of perpetuity for the Davidic dynasty, and by implication 
for Israel (cf. 2 Sam 7).

The king dramatically testifies to his profound exigency and 
rescue by Yahweh. As the King of Heaven takes note of the king’s 
urgent cry, he emerges arrayed as a warrior. The cosmos acknowledges 
its creator, ruler, and redeemer and responds accordingly. Mountains 
quake, sway, and crumble. Dark clouds shield Yahweh’s advance only 
to become his chariot and platform from which he launches his death-
dealing salvos against the agents of dark deeds. Even the unruly 
primordial SEA and MIGHTY WATERS become impotent before his 
advancing splendor.  

By means of narrating Yahweh’s heavenly response to the 
Davidide’s earthly outcry, our poet-king explores the dynamic and the 
depths of the reciprocating allegiances that tradition and experience 
have taught him do exist between Yahweh’s throne and David’s 
throne—that is. between Heaven and earth. In the psalm, this dynamic 
fuels a robust interleaving of allusions to the past, present, and future. 
Our poet exhibits an insatiable appetite for the prospect that Yahweh’s 
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“immanent   transcendence” has, does, and will unfold when the spheres 
of Heaven and the souls of earth keep faith with one another. As it were, 
Heaven sings its anthems and awaits earth’s antiphonal choruses of 
fidelity.  

 The extravagant language of this psalm runs the risk of fostering 
errant expectations.  Much depends upon the integrity and fidelity of the 
once and future Davidic king and of the community of faith.  There 
exists no ancient nor newly minted guarantee that Yahweh will mount 
the cloud-chariot in support of king or community in each and every 
crisis. To be sure, there is much praise of Yahweh’s abilities to  provide 
victory over the enemy. Nonetheless, in our poet-king-theologian’s 
understanding, such an outcome is only warranted when an earthly 
fidelity that corresponds to the fidelity of such a God as Yahweh takes 
root in the soul and society and rises heavenward. Only then may 
Yahweh’s “immanent transcendence” in / with / for / and by his 
anointed and his people—whether past, present, or future—create an 
antiphonal hymn shared by heaven and earth. 

 The fidelity of the Davidic king Jesus challenges every generation 
of the community of God to respond to Yahweh’s “immanent 
transcendence” by means of antiphonal choruses of fidelity.  In this 
psalm we come to know something of Jesus’ earthly exigencies and of 
his experience of  Yahweh as ‘ROCK’.  With complete fidelity, Jesus 
responded with the choruses for which Heaven awaits from us: 

Such a God—his way has complete integrity:
the word of Yahweh is flawless;
he is a shield for all who take refuge in him.
For who is God apart from Yahweh [alone]?
And who is ‘ROCK’ other than our God?
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