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PSALMS 

Chapter 139 
 
1 O LORD, you have searched me and you know me. 2 You know when I sit 
and when I rise; you perceive my thoughts from afar. 3 You discern my 
going out and my lying down; you are familiar with all my ways. 4 Before a 
word is on my tongue you know it completely, O LORD. 5 You hem me in—
behind and before; you have laid your hand upon me. 6 Such knowledge is 
too wonderful for me, too lofty for me to attain. 7 Where can I go from your 
Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence? 8 If I go up to the heavens, you 
are there; if I make my bed in the depths, a you are there. 9 If I rise on the 
wings of the dawn, if I settle on the far side of the sea, 10 even there your 
hand will guide me, your right hand will hold me fast. 11 If I say, “Surely the 
darkness will hide me and the light become night around me,” 12 even the 
darkness will not be dark to you; the night will shine like the day, for 
darkness is as light to you. 13 For you created my inmost being; you knit me 
together in my mother’s womb. 14 I praise you because I am fearfully and 
wonderfully made; your works are wonderful, I know that full well. 15 My 
frame was not hidden from you when I was made in the secret place. When 
I was woven together in the depths of the earth, 16 your eyes saw my 
unformed body. All the days ordained for me were written in your book 
before one of them came to be. 17 How precious to b me are your thoughts, 
O God! How vast is the sum of them! 18 Were I to count them, they would 
outnumber the grains of sand. When I awake, I am still with you. 19 If only 
you would slay the wicked, O God! Away from me, you bloodthirsty men! 20 

They speak of you with evil intent; your adversaries misuse your name. 21 

Do I not hate those who hate you, O LORD, and abhor those who rise up 
against you? 22 I have nothing but hatred for them; I count them my 
enemies. 23 Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my 
anxious thoughts. 24 See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in 
the way everlasting.  
 
Ps 139 A prayer for God to examine the heart and see its true devotion. Like Job, 
the author firmly claims his loyalty to the Lord. Nowhere (outside Job) does one 
find expressed such profound awareness of how awesome it is to ask God to 
examine not only one’s life but also his soul—God, who knows every thought, 
word and deed, from whom there is no hiding, who has been privy even to one’s 
formation in the dark concealment of the womb. The thought progresses steadily 
in four poetic paragraphs of six verses each (vv. 1–6, 7–12, 13–18, 19–24), and 
each paragraph is concluded with a couplet that elaborates on the unit’s central 
theme. References to God’s searching and knowing begin and end the prayer. 
(CSB) 
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Though the notation “to the choirmaster” suggests a use in public worship, this psalm of 

David is deeply personal and contemplative. 

Format: Vv 1–6, the Lord knows His people; vv 7–12, the Lord is everywhere 

present; vv 13–16, the Lord created every person; vv 17–18, God’s thoughts are vast; 

vv 19–22, the Lord’s enemies; vv 23–24, the Lord leads. (TLSB) 

 
This psalm is a practical discussion of God’s attributes.  (PBC) 
 
139 title For the director of music. See note on Ps 4 title. Of David. See note on 
Ps 138 title. (CSB) 
 
139:1–6 God, you know me perfectly, far beyond my knowledge of myself: my 
every action (v. 2a), my every undertaking (v. 3a) and the manner in which I 
pursue it (v. 3b), even my thoughts before they are fully crystallized (v. 2b) and 
my words before they are uttered (v. 4). (CSB) 
 
God knows our weaknesses, not to take advantage of them, but to help us 
overcome them.  God knows our trouble, not to exploit them, but to help us with 
them.  (PBC) 
 
139:1 searched me and known me! God is omniscient; i.e., He knows everything. This 

includes knowing us—our actions, our thoughts, even our future—with perfect intimacy. 

(TLSB) 
 
139:5 You hem me in. To keep me under scrutiny. (CSB) 
 
God surrounds us. We cannot escape Him. (TLSB) 
 
          laid your hand upon me. So that I do not escape you. The figures are 
different in Job 13:27, but the thought is much the same. (CSB) 
 
          hand. Or “hands.” (CSB) 
 
139:6 too wonderful for me. Yours is a “wonder” knowledge, beyond my human 
capacity—the Hebrew term regularly applies to God’s wondrous acts (see 77:11, 
14, “miracles”; Ex 15:11). (CSB) 
 
To be hemmed in by God’s knowledge and to have his hand on us can be either 
a comfort or a threat.  Our response depends on one crucial relationship; are we 
sinners trying to escape an angry judge or are we dear children in the arms of 
loving father?  It is faith that changes us from fearful sinners to confident children.  
(PBC) 
 
Our little mind just cannot begin to fathom the depth of the mind of God, to put it 
mildly.  (Leupold) 
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139:7–12 There is no hiding from you—here no abstract doctrine of divine 
omnipresence but an awed confession that God cannot be escaped (see Jer 
23:23–24). (CSB) 
 
This section begins with the same ambiguity as the first section.  It sounds as if 
David is trying to escape from God’s presence, but as the psalm progresses, it 
becomes clear that David’s talk of escape is hypothetical and that he rejoices in 
the presence of God.  (PBC) 
 
139:7 your Spirit … your presence. See 51:11; Isa 63:9–10; Eze 39:29 (“face … 
Spirit”). (CSB) 
 
Chemnitz: “Lest anyone argue that the Holy Spirit is called God and Lord in only a 

metaphorical sense, we should examine also the passages which attribute to the Holy 

Spirit those qualities which belong only to the true God, such as the work of creation and 

preservation of all things” (LTh 1:139). (TLSB) 

 

            presence? God is omnipresent. Wherever we go, God is there. (TLSB) 
 
139:8 the heavens … the depths. The two vertical extremes (see NIV text note). 
(CSB) 
 
Sheol. God’s presence spans the greatest polarities, from the highest skies to the depths of 

the earth, from heaven to hell. (TLSB) 
 
Although the people in hell do not experience God’s gracious presence, even 
those in hell will recognize that it is the Lord, not Satan, who is the master of hell.  
(PBC) 
 
139:9 wings of the dawn … far side of the sea. The two horizontal extremes: east 
and west (the sea is the Mediterranean). Using a literary figure in which the 
totality is denoted by referring to its two extremes (merism), vv. 8–9 specify all 
spatial reality, the whole creation. (CSB) 
 
Pictures the sun’s rays coming up over the horizon.  Similar poetic language 
describes other poles of God’s presence, from the horizon to the depths of the 
sea, from light to darkness (v. 11).  (TLSB) 
 
139:10 guide me … hold me fast. Though this language occurs in 73:23–24 to 
indicate God’s solicitous care, it here denotes God’s inescapable supervision, not 
unlike the thought of v. 5. (CSB) 
 
God is not only present but also providentially cares for and directs us.  (TLSB) 
 
139:11–12 Just as the whole creation offers no hiding place (vv. 8–9), neither 
does even the darkness. (CSB) 
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139:11 light about me be night. God sees through darkness as if it cares for and 
directs us.  (TLSB) 
 
139:13–16 You yourself put me together in the womb and ordained the span of 
my life before I was born. (CSB) 
 
This section meditates on one aspect of God’s mighty power – his power of 
creation.  (PBC) 
 
139:13 created. The Hebrew for this verb is the same as in Ge 14:19, 22; Pr 8:22 
(“brought … forth”), not as in Ge 1:1, 21, 27. (CSB) 
 
            inmost being. Lit. “kidneys”—in Hebrew idiom, the innermost center of 
emotions and of moral sensitivity—that which God tests and examines when he 
“searches” a person (see note on 7:9). (CSB) 
 
Our very bodies with their internal organs and biological complexity, as we 
developed in the womb, are the work of God. (TLSB) 
 
Although these verses do not address the issue of abortion directly, they are 
certainly relevant to it.  (PBC)  
 
          Connotes plaiting and interweaving, as with muscles, nerves, and veins.  
The human body is described as an artistically designed network.  (TLSB) 
 
139:14 fearfully … wonderfully … wonderful. You know me as the One who 
formed me (see vv. 15–16), but I cannot begin to comprehend this creature you 
have fashioned. I can only look upon him with awe and wonder (see note on v. 
6)—and praise you (see Ecc 11:5). (CSB) 
 
“God created the body and soul of Adam and Eve before the fall. But He also created our 

bodies and souls after the fall. Even though they are corrupt, God still acknowledges 

them as His work” (FC Ep I 4). (TLSB) 
 
139:15 MY FRAME – The skeleton and, by extension, the state of being. (TLSB) 
 
            secret place … depths of the earth. Reference is to the womb: called “the 
secret place” because it normally conceals (see 2Sa 12:12), and it shares with 
“the depths of the earth” (see note on 30:1) associations with darkness, 
dampness and separation from the visible realm of life. Moreover, both phrases 
refer to the place of the dead (63:9; Job 14:13; Isa 44:23; 45:19), with which on 
one level the womb appears to have been associated: Man comes from the dust 
and returns to the dust (90:3; Ge 3:19; Ecc 3:20; 12:7), and the womb is the 
“depth”-like place where he is formed (see Isa 44:2, 24; 49:5; Jer 1:5). (CSB) 
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This metaphor for the womb recalls that God shaped us as He shaped Adam, and that we, 

too, are dust and to dust we will return (Gn 3:19). (TLSB) 
 
139:16 UNFORMED BODY – An embryo. (TLSB) 
 
            All the days ordained. The span of life sovereignly determined. (CSB) 
 
            WRITTEN – “All things, whether they are past or future, are clear and present 

before God” (FC SD XI 4). (TLSB) 
 
            your book. The heavenly royal register of God’s decisions (see note on 
56:8). (CSB) 
 
Some have seen a parallel with the way the genetic “language” encoded in DNA directs 

the development of the child in the womb. More broadly, God has written out the course 

of our days, from our conception to our death. (TLSB) 

 

139:17 your thoughts. As expressed in his works—and in contrast with “my 
thoughts” (v. 2). (CSB) 
 
The mind of God is unfathomable, but the psalmist cherishes being able to contemplate 

God’s wisdom in creation and revelation. (TLSB) 

 

            SUM OF THEM –  Hbr ro’sh, “head,” “top,” “chief.” (TLSB) 
 
139:18 When I awake. The sleep of exhaustion overcomes every attempt to 
count God’s thoughts/works (see 63:6; 119:148), and waking only floods my soul 
once more with the sense of the presence of this God. (CSB) 
 
Imagery is of someone counting God’s thoughts, which are more numerous than the 

grains of sand, until falling asleep. Upon awakening, the person is still contemplating 

God’s thoughts and enjoying His presence. The Hbr for “to awake” and “come to an end” 

are similar, so wordplay may be intended. (TLSB) 
 
139:19–22 My zeal for you sets me against all your adversaries. (CSB) 
 
139:19 If only. Jealous impatience with God’s patience toward the wicked—
whose end will come (Isa 11:4). But the psalmist leaves it to God. (CSB) 
 
            wicked. Though God is wise, loving, and good, many people hate Him, blaspheme 

His name, and rebel against Him. (TLSB) 

 

            men of blood. People who cause others to shed blood, destroying the lives of those 

God has so lovingly made! (TLSB) 
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139:20 misuse your name. Perhaps by calling down curses on those trying to be 
the faithful servants of God. (CSB) 
 
139:21–22 A declaration of loyalty that echoes the pledge required by ancient 
Near Eastern kings of their vassals (e.g., “With my friend you shall be friend, and 
with my enemy you shall be enemy,” from a treaty between Mursilis II, a Hittite 
king, and Tette of Nuhassi, 14th century B.C.). (CSB) 
 
139:21 May refer to the oaths used in covenants, forming allegiance between parties. To 

love righteousness is to hate unrighteousness. To love God is to hate whatever opposes 

Him. (TLSB) 

 

139:22 complete hatred. God hates sin; the psalmist shares that complete abhorrence. 

(TLSB) 
 
139:23–24 Examine me, see the integrity of my devotion and keep me true (see 
17:3–5 and note). – David closes not with pride, but humility.  He recognizes that 
without forgiveness he too would fall under the wrath of a holy God.  (PBC) 
 
139:23 SEARCH ME – Psalmist applies God’s stringent standards to himself. 

Returning to the theme of v 1, he asks God to extend His omniscience to his inner life, to 

search out the traces of sin in his life, so that God’s presence might lead him to 

everlasting life. (TLSB) 
 
            heart. See note on 4:7. (CSB) 
 
            anxious thoughts. See 94:19. It is no light matter to be examined by God. 
(CSB) 
 
139:24 OFFENSIVE WAY – That which causes the pain and misery that is punishment 

for sin. (TLSB) 
 
            the way everlasting. See note on 16:9–11 (Describes the joy of total 
security. David speaks here, as in the rest of his psalms, first of all of himself and 
of the life he now enjoys by the gracious provision and care of God. The Lord, in 
whom the psalmist takes refuge, wills life for him (hence he made known to him 
the path of life, v. 11) and will not abandon him to the grave, even though “flesh 
and … heart … fail.”  But implicit in these words of assurance (if not actually 
explicit) is the confidence that, with the Lord as his refuge, even the grave cannot 
rob him of life. (CSB) 
 
Ps 139 A meditation on God’s attributes: His omniscience, His omnipresence, His 

omnipotence, and His holiness. The psalmist’s wonder segues into anger at those who 

hate God and destroy His gift of life. That God knows our every thought, word, and deed 

can be terrifying to a sinner. This psalm also gives a clear answer to today’s controversy 

about the value of human life and when life begins, clearly condemning abortion and 
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other assaults on developing children. And yet, this psalm, above all, proclaims God’s 

love, which He expresses in His personal care and involvement in all of His creation. 

God’s knowledge, power, and presence were manifest most fully when He Himself 

assumed our substance, with a human body knit together in the womb of the Virgin 

Mary, and grew up to bear in that body God’s hatred of sin at the cross. • O Lord, thank 

You for knowing us so completely! Confound the abortionists, the “men of blood” (v 19) 

and others who would abuse and harm the bodies You have made. Lead us to agree with 

Your judgment against sin, especially with the sin in our own lives. Cleanse us with 

Christ’s blood, born of the Virgin Mary, who is present for our salvation in His Word and 

Sacraments. Amen. (TLSB) 


