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Pondering Psalm 68 Let God arise 
Introduction 

For the choir director. A Psalm of David. A Song.  
Once again we are pondering a Psalm of David, which gives us a time frame of about 
1000BCE. David gave to this psalm to the choir director to be put to music.  
This psalm is “widely admitted as textually and exegetically the most difficult and obscure of 
all the psalms.”1 In light of this comment, I can only hope that my notes will not add to the 
confusion out there but bring some clarity. 
 
The different translations will vary greatly over the precise wording as the Hebrew in this 
psalm has some unusual variants, and the brevity of the Hebrew has caused commentators to 
also differ over the meaning behind it. 
 
In the prayer liturgy of the Spanish & Portuguese Jewish community, this Psalm is sung 
on the evening of Shavuot (Feast of Weeks). 
 

Occasion  
There are two reasons given why David may have written this song. 
Firstly, it may have been sung during the transfer of the ark of the Lord from the house of 
Obed-Edom to the new sanctuary that David had built for the tabernacle on Mount Zion (2 
Samuel 6:2-19). The opening cry “Let God arise” (Numbers 10:35) comes from Moses’ 
prayer (Song of the Ark), when Israel wandered in the wilderness. The cry was ushered every 
time the glory cloud lifted and the children of Israel moved the Ark of the Covenant 
(Numbers 9:15-23). Psalm 132 also fits well with the transfer of the ark; however, I do not 
think that is the background here. 
Secondly, there is the thought that this is a victory song, a composite of various triumphal 
hymns strung together, a song to commemorate various battles, similar to the Song of the Sea 
(Exodus 15:1-8), where we also encounter God as protector and warrior. And so, recalling 
Israel’s history, we see David recalling the LORD as the Divine warrior in this Psalm. 
 

An outline of the Psalm 
Verses 1-4 David prays that the enemies of God be scattered. 
Verses 5-7 God the Divine Warrior goes out before His people. 
Verses 8-10 Israel praising God for His protection. 
Verses 11-14 Praising God for past protection. 
Verses 15-19 The Mountain of God! 
Verse 18 Gifts to and fro (Ephesians 4:8). 
Verses 20-23 Continuing praise for past actions. 
Verses 24-27 The victory song. 
Verses 28-31 Messiah’s strength. 
Verses 33-35 Praise the Divine Warrior. 

 

 
1 Mitchell Dahood, Psalms, vol II (51-100), a new translation with introduction and commentary. [Anchor Bible 
Commentary vol. 17] Doubleday Inc. New York, 1968, 3rd Ed., p. 133. 
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Verses 1-4 David prays that the enemies of God be scattered. 
1 Let God arise, let His enemies be scattered, And let those who hate Him flee before 
Him. 2 As smoke is driven away, so drive them away; As wax melts before the fire, So 
let the wicked perish before God. 3 But let the righteous be glad; let them exult before 
God; Yes, let them rejoice with gladness. 4 Sing to God, sing praises to His name; Lift 
up a song for Him who rides through the deserts, Whose name is the LORD, and exult 
before Him.  

In verse 4, we see God riding through the desert, the ISV has God riding on the clouds, while 
the Hebrew word ֲעָרבֹות (aravot) generally means plains, deserts or even wilderness,2 some of 
the translators see it as a poetic version of ָע֥ב (av) as “the LORD is riding on a swift cloud” 
(Isaiah 19:1) or ים  meaning clouds, as in “He makes the clouds His chariot” (Psalm (avim) ָעִב֥
104:3). But reading the text as received is easier in light of verse 7, where God is leading 
Israel through the desert ְיִׁשימֹון (ye’shimon) and David, in true Hebrew poetic style, uses a 
different word. 
 
In verse 4 we do not have the full name of God ה ֹהָו֗  ,(Yah) יה but the shortened (Yahweh)  ְי֜
which is common shortening of His Name in the Psalms2F

3. 

Verses 5-7 God the Divine Warrior goes out before His people. 
5 A father of the fatherless and a judge for the widows, Is God in His holy habitation. 6 
God makes a home for the lonely; He leads out the prisoners into prosperity, Only the 
rebellious dwell in a parched land. 7 O God, when You went forth before Your people, 
When You marched through the wilderness,  
Selah.  

God always has had a soft spot for the weak and vulnerable and He even commanded Israel 
and the Church to look after them. In context, this is the nation of Israel whom He led out of 
Egypt. They had been a nation of slaves (prisoners) and were being led into the prosperity of 
the Promised Land.  
 
These former prisoners are led into prosperity (NASB, JPS), or are still in chains (KJV) or 
are led out in jubilation (Robert Alter). The Hebrew word ּכֹוָׁש֑רֹות (kosharot) is only used once 
in the Bible, so it is unclear what the word might mean, but prosper seems to be the most 
common choice in many translations.  
 
It was God who went before Israel in the pillar of cloud and fire, and it was God who is seen 
to have marched through the wilderness ahead of Israel as their leader. We find a similar 
phrase by Deborah who said: “Lord, when You went out from Seir, When You marched from 
the field of Edom, The earth quaked, the heavens also dripped, Even the clouds dripped 
water” (Judges 5:4). This fits in very well with verse 8 which mentions the rain. 

Verses 8-10 Israel praising God for His protection.  
8 The earth quaked; The heavens also dropped rain at the presence of God; Sinai itself 
quaked at the presence of God, the God of Israel. 9 You shed abroad a plentiful rain, O 

 
2 Cf. Numbers 22:1; Joshua 4:13; 5:10; 13:32; 2 Samuel 17:16; 2 Kings 25:5; Psalms 68:4; Jeremiah 5:6; 39:5. 
3 Psalms 68:4,18; 77:11; 89:8; 94:12; 102:18; 106:1,48; 111:1; 112:1; 113:1,9; 115:17,18; 116:19; 117:2; 
118:5,14,17,18,19; 122:4; 135:1,3,4,21; 146:1,10; 147:1,20; 148:1,14; 149:1,9; 150:1,6. 
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God; You confirmed Your inheritance when it was parched. 10 Your creatures settled 
in it; You provided in Your goodness for the poor, O God.  

While Moses did not record God sending rain in the desert, he did mention the quake of the 
mountain at Mount Sinai. There must have been rains in Sinai as the sheep and the cattle 
were able to graze on the mountain (Exodus 34:3). Israel again is called the poor, and God 
settles them into the promised land, a land which drinks water by the rains from heaven 
(Deuteronomy 11:11). 

Verses 11-14 Praising God for past protection. 
11 The Lord gives the command; The women who proclaim the good tidings are a 
great host: 12 “Kings of armies flee, they flee, And she who remains at home will 
divide the spoil!” 13 When you lie down among the sheepfolds, You are like the wings 
of a dove covered with silver, And its pinions with glistening gold. 14 When the 
Almighty scattered the kings there, It was snowing in Zalmon.  

The issuing of the command, especially to women, links it again to Judges 5, the song of 
Deborah, when everyone, even those who had stayed at home, received spoil. From the 
context this would then refer to Jael (Judges 5:24), who received the spoil after she killed 
Sisera.  
 
The “You” in verse 13 is thought to be Israel, who are like the wings of a dove covered with 
silver, And its pinions with glistening gold. Michael Wechsler wrote: This “is a poetic image 
of Israel under God’s bountiful and beautiful protection (cf. Psalm 17:8; 57:1; 91:4).”4 
 
In verse 14, the victory song is describing a battle scene in figurative language. God scattered 
the bodies of kings and commoners across the fields, so that it looked like the corpses of the 
victims and their weapons were like scattered snowflakes on the mountain.5 And again this 
connects back to the time of the Judges when Abimelech won a victory on Mount Zalmon 
near Shechem (Judges 9:48). 

Verses 15-19 The Mountain of God! 
15 A mountain of God is the mountain of Bashan; A mountain of many peaks is the 
mountain of Bashan. 16 Why do you look with envy, O mountains with many peaks, 
At the mountain which God has desired for His abode? Surely the LORD will dwell 
there forever. 17 The chariots of God are myriads, thousands upon thousands; The 
Lord is among them as at Sinai, in holiness. 18 You have ascended on high; You have 
led captive Your captives; You have received gifts among men, Even among the 
rebellious also, that the LORD God may dwell there. 19 Blessed be the Lord, who daily 
bears our burden, The God who is our salvation.  
Selah.  

David is speaking to the many mountain peaks of Bashan, which we know today as the Golan 
Heights. Why do you envy? Mount Hermon is much higher than the mountains of Zion, but 
Hermon had many pagan shrines to Pan, Caesar, and the fertility goddess Nemesis which 
were all located at Bayas. God chose Zion, that is the Mountain of God, and in the 

 
4 Michael G. Wechsler, “Comments on Psalm 68,” in Moody Bible Commentary (gen. ed. Michael Rydelnick 
and Michael Vanlaningham). Moody Pub, Chicago, 2014, p. 815. 
5 Willem Van Gemeren, “Psalms” in The Expositor's Bible Commentary. Zondervan, 2017, p. 447. 
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Millennium this mountain will be the highest mountain (Isaiah 2:2; Micah 4:1), and the Lord 
will reign from Zion. 
David than switches back to describing Mount Sinai, the place where God was accompanied 
by His angelic army when He gave Israel the Mosaic Covenant (Exodus 19-24). It is there 
that He descended with the chariots of God. This is a reference to His angelic army 
(Deuteronomy 33:2; Galatians 3:19). It was here that God received gifts of sacrifices from 
Israel, even from those who were rebellious. No explicit enemy is mentioned in verses 15-19, 
so I do not picture this as the rebellious enemies whom God has taken captive, but rather the 
rebellious children of Israel (Numbers 17:10; 20:10; Deuteronomy 9:7, 24; 31:27). Those He 
subjugates will bring tribute to the Lord. Why? Because they too will realise it is the LORD 
who should be blessed, for it is He who cares for His people and He bears our burden. As the 
shepherd cares for his lambs, He is the God who saves.  
 
Note the phrase that He might dwell there in verse 16. This implies He even desires to dwell 
amongst the rebellious and bring them back into the fold, that they too may know He desires 
to ‘dwell’ amongst them. The word dwell is from the root ׁשכן (shachan) and from this same 
root we get two key words: the Tabernacle (Mishkan) and the glory (Shechinah). Yeshua 
came to save the lost, even from amongst those who did not recognise Him (John 1:11). 
Yeshua came to save (Matthew 1:21), He came to bear our burden by making it light 
(Matthew 11:30), and He truly is the God of our salvation (Jude 1:25). 
 

Verse 18 Gifts to and fro (Ephesians 4:8) 
Psalm 68:18 
18 You have ascended on high, You have led captive 
Your captives; You have received gifts among men, 
Even among the rebellious also, that the Lord God 
may dwell there.  

Ephesians 4:8   
8 Therefore it says, “When He 
ascended on high, He led captive a 
host of captives, And He gave gifts 
to men.”  

 
Psalm 68:18 is repeated in Ephesians 4:8, however “when we read Ephesians 4:8 we discover 
that it reads differently than Psalm 68:18 in English. This is not because Paul used the 
Septuagint, for in this case that translation agrees with our English Bibles. Instead, Paul 
appears to have used one of the Aramaic translations (called a Targum). In many Jewish 
synagogues the Scriptures were first read in Hebrew and then translated into Aramaic, for 
that is the language the people actually spoke. Paul would have been familiar with both 
versions, and in this case, he chose to translate not the Hebrew but the Aramaic into Greek. 
The Hebrew text would not have made his point.”6 
 
When David wrote this, he could not have known how the Holy Spirit would guide the 
Apostle Paul.  For David ascending on high, was a picture of God sitting on His heavenly 
throne as the conquering King, for God had won the battle and was now seated on a raised 
platform. In ancient times after the battle, the victorious king sat raised on high. The victor 
would symbolically place his feet on the neck of his enemy (Joshua 10:24), indicting his 
authority over the enemies. After the war was over the king took some of the captured 
enemies back to Jerusalem as a war tribute, and secondly, He received tribute from the 
conquered peoples (not all were taken as slaves). Thirdly, “that the LORD God might dwell 

 
6 The Hard Sayings of the Bible (gen. editors Walter C. Kaiser jr.; Peter H. Davids; F.F. Bruce; Manfred 
Brauch). InterVarsity Press, 1990, (p. 77, electronic ed). 
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there,” many of the pagan deities were often perceived as territorial gods, such as the Baal of 
Peor (Numbers 25:3,5; Deuteronomy 4:3; Psalms 106:28).  
 
The Apostle Paul connected this verse with the ascension. All people who had died prior to 
Messiah’s death went to Sheol (the after-life). Sheol had two compartments, one for the 
righteous and one for the wicked. All were kept captive in what the Brit Chadashah (New 
Testament) calls Abraham’s bosom (Luke 16:19-31). At the ascension of Yeshua to heaven, 
He emptied the righteous compartment and took them to heaven (Ephesians 4:8) as a tribute 
over the vanquished foe. 

Verses 20-23 Continuing praise for past actions. 
20 God is to us a God of deliverances; And to GOD the Lord belong escapes from 
death. 21 Surely God will shatter the head of His enemies, The hairy crown of him 
who goes on in his guilty deeds. 22 The Lord said, “I will bring them back from 
Bashan. I will bring them back from the depths of the sea; 23 That your foot may 
shatter them in blood, The tongue of your dogs may have its portion from your 
enemies.”  

Salvation in the Tanach (Older Testament) usually means physical deliverance, so building 
on verse 19 David speaks of the God of our physical rescue and even the one who can rescue 
us from death. The victory is due to the LORD who crushed the head, that is either the 
enemy’s king or general. David has already raised examples from Moses and the time of 
Judges, so recalling those events is an exercise of faith and prayer that God will help us 
today. Since there is no exact date for this psalm, we can cautiously say it relates to a time 
when David had been victorious, and he and his men had escaped from a deadly battle and 
contributed their victory to the LORD.  
 
In verse 21 “hairy scalp” (JPS, KJV) or a “hairy crown” (NASB, ESV) is probably a 
reference to the hairy Esau (Genesis 25:25). He was a hairy man who settled in Seir (hairy), 
the territory south east of Judea. Esau and his descendants (Edom) were perpetual enemies of 
Israel. The theme of Habakkuk’s prayer is that God will shatter this perpetual enemy when 
He comes from Teman (Habakkuk 3:3-16). They were guilty of kidnapping and selling 
peoples on as slaves (cf. Ezekiel 27:13; Joel 3:6). 
 
In contrast God will break Esau, who lived southeast of Judea, while bringing back captives 
from Israel, from the northeast which is Bashan and from across the sea (west). Also note that 
Mount Hermon is in Bashan, so from the highest mountain to the depths of the sea, or 
wherever Israel would be scattered, God would regather His people according to His promise 
(Deuteronomy 30:4). 
 
To the 21st Century person, verse 23 may sound horrific, “your foot may shatter them in 
blood, The tongue of your dogs may have its portion from your enemies,” but we need to 
remember that Israel’s enemies were extremely cruel. If we compare them to the German or 
Japanese war crimes during World War 11, they pale in comparison. While it goes beyond us 
to study the cruelty of the Kings of Assyria, Walter Maier in his commentary on Nahum has 
page after page of Assyrian records: “Their corpses I formed into pillars; their young men 
and maidens I burned in the fire. Hulai, then governor, I flayed, his skin I spread upon the 
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wall of the city of Damdamusa.”7 This was repeated in the next town and the next. In light of 
this, we can see that it is God who is humiliating their former enemy (Cf. 1 Kings 21:19; 
22:38). He is the righteous Judge; He is not lording it over them because He can. I note that 
Jewish translations go even further: “That your foot may wade in the blood” (JPS and Robert 
Alter), and it makes me wonder who is having this conversation? Is God addressing Messiah? 
For when Yeshua returns, He will fight the enemies (Isaiah 63:3; Revelation 19:13-16) and 
the blood of the enemies will be as high as a horse’s bridle (Revelation 14:20), that is, 
between 1.5-1.7 meters high. I suspect so and to add insult to them the tongue of the dogs 
will lick the enemies. This is the ultimate desecration, see Elijah’s curse on Ahab (1 Kings 
21:19; 22:38). 

Verses 24-27 The victory song. 
24 They have seen Your procession, O God, The procession of my God, my King, into 
the sanctuary. 25 The singers went on, the musicians after them, In the midst of the 
maidens beating tambourines. 26 Bless God in the congregations, Even the LORD, you 
who are of the fountain of Israel. 27 There is Benjamin, the youngest, ruling them, The 
princes of Judah in their throng, The princes of Zebulun, the princes of Naphtali. 

Without missing a beat, the psalm changes to a victory song. The battle has been won, and a 
victory parade was taken place to honour God, the Victor in Jerusalem. When we think of 
modern military parades, we think of tanks and cannons, soldiers and generals, but there is 
none of that here. The contrast is striking because the victory belongs to the LORD (Proverbs 
21:31), and the battle was also spiritual (cf. Exodus 17:8-16). Here it is all about worship, the 
Levitical choir and musicians and the virgins beating the drum.  
 
The whole congregation then blesses the LORD, who is the fountain of Israel, the source of 
life. The tribe of Benjamin, the smallest and Judah, and the most significant tribe, represents 
the southern portion of the Kingdom of David, while the tribes of Zebulun and Naphtali 
represent the most northern portion. 

Verses 28-31 Messiah’s strength.  
28 Your God has commanded your strength; Show Yourself strong, O God, who have 
acted on our behalf. 29 Because of Your temple at Jerusalem Kings will bring gifts to 
You. 30 Rebuke the beasts in the reeds, The herd of bulls with the calves of the 
peoples, Trampling under foot the pieces of silver; He has scattered the peoples who 
delight in war. 31 Envoys will come out of Egypt; Ethiopia will quickly stretch out her 
hands to God. 32 Sing to God, O kingdoms of the earth, Sing praises to the Lord,  
Selah. 

Who is in the picture? Is it David? Or is this a Messianic prophecy, as a number of rabbis 
have thought 8 … “And furthermore, Rabbi Yishmael sent another of his father’s teachings to 
Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi: In the future, Egypt will bring a gift to the Messiah when all of the 
nations gather before him, as the verse says: “Out of Your temple at Jerusalem, where kings 
shall bring presents to you” (Psalms 68:30). The Messiah will think it appropriate not to 
accept gifts from them, as the Egyptians abused Israel. The Holy One, Blessed be He, will say 

 
7 Walter A. Maier, The Book of Nahum. (Thornapple Commentaries, 1980), p. 291-292. 
8 Midrash Rabbah, Esther 1.4; Midrash Rabbah, Exodus 35.5 in Tom Huckel, The Rabbinic Messiah, 
(Philadelphia, PA: Hananeel House, 1998). 
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to the Messiah: Accept their gifts from them, as they granted lodging to My children in Egypt. 
They lived there for many years before being enslaved. Immediately, “Nobles shall come out 
of Egypt” (Psalms 68:32).” 9 
 
The prophets already foretold that Gentiles would come to Messiah during His reign on earth 
(Isaiah 60:3-4), because Messiah will reign with a rod of iron (Psalm 2). Kings will come and 
bring tribute, even those who had opposed Him. It is during His millennial reign that all the 
nations, including Egypt (Lower Egypt) and Cush (Upper Egypt) the old enemy, and all the 
nations of the earth, will bring praise to the Lord. 
 
Here we have the third Selah, so pause and ponder this moment. We ought to do this too, to 
consider victory song and heap praise on the LORD, the Divine warrior. 

Verses 33-35 Praise the Divine Warrior. 
33 To Him who rides upon the highest heavens, which are from ancient times; Behold, 
He speaks forth with His voice, a mighty voice. 34 Ascribe strength to God; His 
majesty is over Israel And His strength is in the skies. 35 O God, You are awesome 
from Your sanctuary. The God of Israel Himself gives strength and power to the 
people.  
Blessed be God!  

 
In the final call to praise we see David addressing God again as the Divine warrior. Since the 
creation He has controlled the heavens and His strength is displayed in the skies above. It is 
He who is to be feared. It is God who commands all peoples of the earth with a mighty voice 
(verse 32) and calls upon them in return to “Ascribe strength to God.” This echoes Psalm 29 
where a three-fold call was issued to ascribe “1 Ascribe to the LORD, O sons of the Mighty, 
Ascribe to the LORD glory and strength. 2 Ascribe to the LORD the glory due to His name; 
Worship the LORD in holy array.” (Psalm 29:1-2) and acknowledge that the Lord sat as King 
at the flood; Yes, the Lord sits as King forever (Psalm 29:10-11). David “acknowledges that 
any strength or power Israel enjoys comes from none other than God himself.”10 
 
“Your sanctuary” is actually in the plural, “holy places” (JPS, KJV etc.), as there was only 
one sanctuary on earth, the Tabernacle (Exodus 15:17; Psalm 78:69; 96:6 etc.) It would seem 
that David is not describing the earthly one, but the heavenly sanctuaries (Ezekiel 28:18) 
which served as the blue print for the earthly one (Exodus 25:40, 26:30; Hebrews 8:5). 
 

Title of God 
In this Psalm we twice encounter one of the names of the Lord, namely “The God of Israel” 
(verse 8 & 35). This phrase is used over 200 times in scripture and indicates that He is the 
covenant making and keeping God, but it emphasizes that He is in a covenant relationship 
with the nation of Israel, something He has not done with other nation (Exodus 2:23-25, 3:6-
8; Isaiah 1:4; Luke 1:68; Romans 9:4). It is the God of Israel who fights for His people and 
He Himself gives them strength and power, so that they too may fulfil their calling to “…be 
to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” (Exodus 19:6), and to be “… a light to the 

 
9 B. Pesachim 118b; https://www.sefaria.org/Pesachim.118b.12  
10 Tremper Longman III, Psalms: An Introduction and Commentary, ed. David G. Firth. Tyndale Old Testament 
Commentaries, (Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 2014), p. 15–16:261. 
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Gentiles” (Isaiah 42:6). While this primarily applies to Messiah, it is the calling for Israel 
according to the Apostle Paul: “For so the Lord has commanded us, ‘I have placed You as a 
light for the Gentiles, That You may bring salvation to the end of the earth.” (Acts 13:47) 
talking about Barnabas and himself, it was Jews who were and are to bring God’s message of 
salvation to the ends of the earth, for Yeshua said “salvation is of the Jews” (John 4:22) 

Blessed be God 
Finally, “Blessed be God!” This is the call to all believers then and today, for this Psalm 
stands “as a monument to the invincible faith and inextinguishable hopes of Israel, and as a 
prophecy of spiritual glories in part realised, in part to come.” 11 
 
The God of Israel is described as the Divine warrior who has and will defend Israel. While 
most of us have never been in battle, we are in a war against the powers and principalities of 
darkness in heavenly places (Ephesians 6:10-20). When the Apostle Paul quoted Psalm 68:18 
in Ephesians 4:8, it is as if he saw Messiah’s ascension to heaven as a military procession 
leading the captives into freedom. On His return, Messiah will be the Divine warrior 
(Revelation 19:11-16), He will fight with supernatural powers (Habakkuk 3:3-4), and gain the 
victory, for the victory belongs to the LORD (Proverbs 21:31). This Psalm can therefore be 
seen as a song of thanksgiving for victories over Israel’s enemies, both past, present and in 
the future. 

Conclusion 
As I ponder this psalm and review David’s inspired words, I wonder why there are still 
nations that refuse to submit to God. History has proven that those who oppose Him, and 
Israel His chosen people, will be destroyed. While God is patient, He is also sovereign, 
giving favour to those nations that stand up for righteousness and prospering those who trust 
in Him, and blessing those who stand with His people. A time will come when He will 
destroy all the nations that oppose Him. For to the God of Israel belongs victory and He will 
reign over them with a rod of iron. 
 
The Good News is one side of our message that we often share, however there is also the bad 
news for God’s enemies, when He comes in majestic strength and triumphant power. We 
pray for our enemies, that they may respond to the good news, for the Lord Messiah Yeshua 
is coming soon. 
 
I hope this illuminates our understanding of this Psalm a little. 
Blessings in Messiah Yeshua 
Paul & Sue  

 
11 Abraham Cohen, The Psalms in Soncino Books of the Bible, (London: Soncino Press, 1962), p. 209. 
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