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Bible Study
Biblical Theology of Psalms

Lesson 6: Psalm 6

I

Psalm Summary: 
Psalm 6 shows God turning from discipline to deliverance because of his covenant mercies.

Outline
1-7 Prayer to God1. 
8-10 Warning to Enemies2. 

O

Psalm 6 was written by David. The superscription ascribes it to him. There is no infor-
mation as to a speci ic occasion. Historically, it is one of the Psalms for daily singing in 
the synagogues (Psalms 6, 20, 25, 30, 134, 145-150).

It is directed to the chief musician, or the choirmaster. The term neginoth refers to stringed 
instruments. The term sheminith means to the eight, or on the eight. It could refer to an in-
strument with eight strings. It might also refer to a musical octave as direction for diff erent 
parts in the singing.

Psalm 6 is an individual lament Psalm and the subtype is a penitential lament. The peniten-
tial subtype is debated due to the fact David does not refer to personal sin directly. How-
ever, he does refer to God’s rebuke and chastening in verse 1. He doesn’t plead innocence, 
but pleads for God’s mercy. He does mention enemies, but he focuses on his condition. This 
does it the form of penitential lament.

Psalm 6 is the irst Psalm we encounter that embodies what we traditionally think of in 
Psalms. David expresses personal pain and distress. His pain and anguish is physical, emo-
tional, and spiritual.

Walk Through Psalm 6
In verses 1-5 David cries to God for mercy. Verse 1 shows David seeking relief from God’s 
rebuke and chastening. He doesn’t mention his own sin, but he acknowledges suff ering 
under God’s discipline. David does mention enemies in this Psalm, but they don’t seem to be 
the chief complaint. Perhaps they were God’s rod to discipline David.

David begins describing his personal experience of suff ering in verse 2. He describes his 
suff ering in physical terms, referring to weakness and vexed bones (v. 2), weary groaning 
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and tears (v. 6), his eyes failing and aging (v. 7), and weeping (v. 8). He also describes his 
suff ering in spiritual and emotional terms, referring to the vexation of his soul (v. 3), being 
weary (v. 6), and grief (v. 7). 

In verse 3, David asks God, “How long?” This question is frequent in the Psalms (Psalms 
13:1-2; 35:17; 62:3; 74:10; 79:5; 80:4; 89:46; 94:3). Such a question expresses the un-
bearableness of the pain he is enduring. It functions like a notice that the Psalmist is at the 
breaking point and cannot last longer under the burden of suff ering. 

Verse 4 is the heart of David’s petition. He asks the Lord to return and deliver. Asking God 
to return is asking for him to turn back to David in favor, since he has lost that and experi-
enced rebuke and chastening. David does not plead innocence. He doesn’t plead his merit 
or that he is unworthy of such discipline. He pleads for God to turn back to him in favor for 
his covenant mercies’ sake. The word for mercies’ in the text is the Hebrew word hesed (see 
interpretation section). 

In verse 5, it seems David says his troubles bring him to the grave in this condition. His dy-
ing would be a complaint rather than a praise. The verse presents some dif iculties, but it 
seems a negative way of pleading for life to thank and serve God with.

Verses 6-7 express David’s suff ering in vivid imagery. The images used describe his experi-
ence and related that experience to the reader. He notably describes a loss or lack of sleep 
here, which contrast with his expressions in Psalm 3:5 and 4:8. In those Psalms, peaceful 
sleep re lected his con idence in God to deliver him from his enemies. Lack of sleep here 
indicates the depth of his internal distress and suff ering. Though he mentions enemies, they 
do not appear to be the primary cause of his suff ering. Verse 7 is the irst mention of en-
emies in this Psalm. He also refers to them in verses 8 and 10, though using diff erent words 
in each.

David voices his con idence in God in verses 8-10. David actually addresses his enemies 
directly. This is an example of a literary apostrophe, which is a rhetorical or poetic device 
where a subject is addressed directly though the subject can’t really hear or respond. The 
addressee may or may not be present and may or may not be human, as when the Psalmist 
addresses parts of the creation. 

David can con idently dispel them because God has heard him. This marks a turn in this 
Psalm. David has been heard and he con idently pronounces judgment on his enemies. Note 
he expresses his enemies’ judgment  in terms of their devices being turned against them. 
David’s con idence in this Psalm doesn’t come from looking back at what God has done in 
the past, but in looking forward to what God will do because of his covenant promises.

I

What does Psalm 6 teach?
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God’s Covenant
Psalm 6 turns on God’s covenant. David uses God’s covenant name, Yahweh, eight times in 
this Psalm. The usage is clustered at the beginning and end of this Psalm, and is the only 
name for God used in this Psalm. 

He appeals to God’s hesed, his covenant mercy in verse 4. God’s covenant mercy was the 
basis of Moses’ appeal for Israel after the golden calf incident in Exodus 34:6-7. When God 
makes a covenant, he puts his name and character on the line to perform all he has prom-
ised (Genesis 22:15-18; Hebrews 6:13-14). David prayed for deliverance according to God’s 
covenant mercies’ sake. This prayer marks the turn in David’s experience and gives him 
sure footing to look forward in hope for God to keep his promise.

Desperate Prayer
Psalm 6 shows the reality of desperate prayer. Note the diff erence of tone when David ad-
dresses God in verses 1-7 and when he addresses his enemies in verses 8-10. He is victori-
ous and con ident addressing his enemies. He is weak and hopeless when addressing God. 
He is open and vulnerable in his pleas to God. The extremity of experience expressed shows 
David as desperate.

The Messianic Hope
References or allusions to God’s covenant will obviously involve the Messiah. The promised 
ful illment David looked forward to, we look back at with the coming of Jesus Christ, the Son 
of David, into the world. The depth of  suff ering expressed in the context of David’s hope in 
God’s covenant show how such suff ering can actually testify to belonging to God. His suff er-
ing actually brought him closer to God in verses 8-9. David is not only a type of the Messiah 
in victory, but also in suff ering. His suff ering Psalms outnumber his victorious Psalms. No 
one has suff ered God’s displeasure more than Jesus on the cross. We identify with Christ in 
his suff erings and Paul wrote that God has forgiven us for Christ’s sake (Ephesians 4:32). 

A

What does Psalm 6 say to modern readers?

Understanding Psalm 6 helps us suff er pain today. It teaches us how to pray in desper-3. 
ate times. We should speak honestly and vulnerably to God. We should seek his mercy.
Understanding Psalm 6 helps us understand that people can be used by God to disci-4. 
pline us. We must trust his hand. We must know and believe that he chastens us for our 
good (Hebrews 12:3-17).
Understanding Psalm 6 helps us look forward in hope. God will perform all his word in 5. 
his time. We must be patient, but we also have hope.
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A  T  S

This series is a study in biblical theology of the book of Psalms. Each lesson typically covers 
one Psalm. This PDF is provided for personal study, small group study, or use in a church 
class. Unless otherwise noted, all lessons have been prepared by Jeff  Short, the pastor of 
Harmony Baptist Church.

Harmony Baptist Church
3012 W Delmar Ave

Godfrey, IL 62035
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