Psalm 117
Praise the LORD, all nations! Laud him, all peoples!

' Praise Yahweh, all nations!

Laud him, all peoples!
For his covenant commitment has prevailed over us,
and the faithfulness of Yahweh is everlasting.
Hallelujah!

2

Psalm 117 is a masterpiece of miniaturization. It comprises a call to praise (v. 1)
and the reason for praise (v. 2). Cassiodorus: “It transcends all others in the
economy of its utterance.” Dahood: “The shortest of all psalms is theologically one
of the grandest.” Derek Kidner: “This tiny psalm is great in faith, and it reach is
enormous...This shortest psalm proves, in fact, to be one of the most potent and
most seminal.” Spurgeon: “This Psalm, which is very little in its letter, is
exceedingly large in its spirit; for, bursting beyond all bounds of race and
nationality, it calls upon all mankind to praise the name of the Lord.”

1.  The call to praise (v. 1)

“The primary rationale of the summons in v 1 is not contemporary missionary
intent nor eschatological hope of conversion but the preliminary truth that Yahweh
deserves the praise of the whole world” (Leslie C. Allen).

This is the only Psalm which addresses the nations with the imperative “Praise the
LORD!” (Other Psalms issue imperatives to: kings and judges of the earth (Ps. 2);
families of peoples (Ps. 96); and all the earth (Ps. 100).)

The word translated “laud” is rare (used only in 1 Chron. 16:35; Ps. 63:4; 65:8;
89:10; 106:47; 145:4; 147:12; Prov. 29:11; Eccl. 4:2; 8:15). It means “to laud,
glorify, commend, congratulate”. Here it is used in parallel with the usual word for
“praise”, i.e. “hallelu!”

The “nations” and the “peoples” are synonymous. If there is a difference, it is only
one of scale — the “peoples” are usually smaller groupings, e.g. clans, cf. Gen.
25:16. Any dissimilarity between the “nations” and the “peoples” pales into
insignificance when compared to the difference between them and Israel — they
are “strangers and aliens” to the covenant relationship Israel enjoys with the
LORD (Eph. 2:12). And yet in Ps. 117 Israel issues a call to the nations-peoples to
praise and laud the LORD.

The call to “praise the LORD!” is another example of the polemic (the fighting talk)
of the Psalms. The Psalms refuse to accept that the gods of the nations have any
reality and any rights. The Psalms reject the temptation to syncretism (mixing
pagan worship with the worship of the LORD) and pluralism (acknowledging that
gods other than the LORD also have a right to be worshipped). “In singing this, we
too are challenged not to measure God’s Kingship by His ‘little flock’, nor to accept
the idea that different people have a right to different faiths” (Derek Kidner). The
rejection of syncretism and pluralism is still very important today.

2.  The reason for praise (v. 2)

The Psalm doesn’t just reject syncretism and pluralism — it puts something better
in their place — it commands the nations to worship the LORD. And the reason it
gives is the character the LORD has demonstrated in his dealings with Israel.
God’s character is demonstrated in his steadfast love and faithfulness.

“It is the connection between [v. 2] and the call of verse 1, the little word for, that
makes Psalm 117 so astonishing. ‘Praise him, all you nations, for great is his love
towards us.” When you grasp what he has done for us...you will see that he alone
deserves your allegiance too” (Michael Wilcock).

The combination of “steadfast love and faithfulness” (or in NT language, “grace
and truth”) is found first in Gen. 24:49 and 47:29, where it describes the bond of
loyalty between kinsfolk which endures even though they are separated by
distance, time or even death (see also Josh. 2:14; Prov. 3:3; 20:28). The third
occurrence of the phrase “steadfast love and faithfulness” is in Exodus 34:6-7 on
the occasion when God forgave the Hebrew people their sin in the incident of the
golden calf, and revealed his glory to Moses. This is fundamental to OT piety.

God’s steadfast love is said to be “great towards us”. This translate “a vigorous,
formidable word,” which is “used of the stronger side in battle (‘pervailed’, Ex.
17:11), or of the waters of the Flood which ‘prevailed...mightily’ (Gn. 7:18-20); or
again of our transgressions (Ps. 65:3); but also of God’s blessings (Gn. 49:26)
and his pledged love (both here and in 103:11)” (Derek Kidner). “Great is his
steadfast love towards us” = “grace abounds” (Rom. 5:50)!

God’s truth is for ever. Let your understanding of the word “truth” be as rich as
possible, i.e. God (and his Word) is true, unchanging and faithful.

The Hebrew word “steadfast love” is “hesed”. Related to this is the word “hasid”
which is sometimes translated “saint” but really means “a committed person”.

The Hebrew word “truth” or “faithfulness” is “emeth”. It carries the sense of “being
steady, firm, reliable”. It is from this that we get the word “amen” = “so be it”.

The appropriate response then to God’s steadfast love and faithfulness is to be
committed and believing.

3. The use of Psalm 117:1 by Paul in Romans 15:8-12

Psalm 117 “is stamped by the apostle in Rom. xv. 11 as a locus classicus for the
fore-ordained...participation of the heathen in the promised salvation of Israel’
(Franz Delitzsch).

“Unwittingly the psalmist let loose in the world an invitation that later facilitated
Gentiles’ sharing in this covenant grace (Rom. 15:8-12). From a Christian
perspective that invitation lay at the far end of a theological trajectory that
originated in the promises to the patriarchs concerning the nations, such as Gen
12:3. Israel's would-be hired choristers were destined eventually to become their
partners in faith in the international religion of the NT. In that new hermeneutical
context the psalm was to take on a new breadth and depth of meaning” (L Allen).
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