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The Star of the Psalms: The Geometric Structure of Psalm 136
By: Rachel Sutphin
The Book of Psalms has fascinated readers for centuries. Deep respect has been accredited to the
psalmists due to their sheer honesty and the intensity of their poems. There are many different methods used to
analyze the Psalms, each providing another way to enjoy them.
Dr. Jacob Bazak recently published a new theory concerning Psalm 136. He proposed a geometric structure,
unique to Psalm 136, based on a four-part division. However, Psalm 136 ought to be broken down into a fivepart division based on inter-textual references to other books in the Hebrew Bible.
PSALM 136
Psalm 136 is found in the fifth book of the Psalms, which corresponds with the fifth book of the
Pentateuch: Deuteronomy. Both the Psalms and Deuteronomy speak of a new beginning after coming out of
exile (Gillingham, 242). The Psalms express the Israelites’ experience in captivity, their return to Jerusalem, and
their hope for tomorrow.
Psalm 136 is a litany of thanksgiving
about the beloved history and culture of the Israelites. Psalm
136, also known as the Great Hallel
, is an antiphon: a chant set to music, typically recited by two groups.
This is reflected in the A-B form of the Psalm. Line A is a remembrance of an action of God in the Israelites’
tradition, coupled with the B line, “for his steadfast love (hesed) endures forever” (Baxter, 1). “The purpose of
praise becomes clear […] to respond to the experience of God’s grace and power, to exalt what one has seen and
known” (Miller, 391). Without the response, the Psalm tells a straightforward composition of God’s actions in
Israelite history. By including the repetition of the response, the audience is called to join in and affirm what
the Psalmist has composed. This call and response was most likely used as a part of a worship service, perhaps
the liturgy of the harvest festival. The harvest festival “was celebrated in autumn, and likewise reflects the
fundamental elements of the tradition of the feast, that is, the revelation of God’s salvation in creation (vv. 5-9)
and in history (vv. 10-24); the psalm ends in a thanksgiving to God for the blessing of the harvest” (Weiser pg.
793).
GEOMETERIC STRUCTURE
“Psalm [136] has a unique composition and structure in the Psalter. It also reflects a variety of poetic features
that serve as literary vehicles to enhance the Psalm’s theological content” (Human, 1209). For these reasons, the
stylistic structure of Psalm 136 has been widely debated. Dr. Christensen of Graduate Theological Seminary
suggests a menorah pattern division of the verses, based on logo prosodic analysis. Father Van der Lugt, a Jesuit
priest, determined a division of five, based on discernable separate units (Labuschagne, 3).
Most recently, Dr. Bazak presented his theory in his article “The Geometric-Figurative Structure of Psalm
CXXXVI.” Bazak not only breaks the Psalm into four distinct parts, but also correlates these parts to geometric
shapes (see figure 1). Dr. Bazak’s work comes from a new concept of “Figure Poems” or “Pattern Poetry”, which
presupposes the Psalms to have “an impressive aesthetic figure, composed of carefully balanced symmetric
geometric patterns which help to clarify the message of the psalm, and intensify the impression of its artistic
value” (Bazak 130). Bazak uses this view to create a pattern of Psalm 136:
		
		

The structural geometric pattern of Ps. cxxxvi is that is a reverse trapezium, the narrower part
being downward and the broader base being upward. In each of the trapezium’s four angles

		
		
		
		
		

there is a triangle. The two triangles at the upper part of the trapezium are large triangles, each
composed of three small triangles. Each small triangle is composed of three verses, one verse
at each angle. We thus have two large triangles, each of which contains nine verses. On the
other hand, the two triangles at the narrow base of the trapezium are small triangles, in each
angle of which one verse is located, with one more verse in the centre [sic.]. (Bazak, 130)

Although an interesting idea, Dr. Bazak’s four primary groups are not completely coherent or cogent. Bazak
ignores textual divisions and adds text breaks in order for the Psalm to fit into his pattern (Labuschagne, 4). To
correct this, Psalm 136 can, and ought, to be broken down into five primary slices: verses 1-3, 4-9, 10-16, 17-22,
and 23-25 plus a reprise. This five-part division is “clearly determined by ‘episodes’” (Labuschagne, 1). These
sections correlate with an introduction, three books of the Pentateuch — Genesis, Exodus, and Numbers — and
prophecy. To symbolize these five parts, as well as the interconnections within the texts, a star shape can be used
as a geometric representation (see figure 2).
THE STAR
In this star shape, the word “hesed” is written in the center depicting its role in connecting the Psalm together
(Baxter, 1). Hesed
is a central idea of Jewish culture and describes God’s covenantal relationship with
God’s followers. Hesed is often reflected in the Book of Psalms because poetry allows a broader expanse for the
expression of this immense concept. “Hesed in the Psalms […] is predominantly associated with deliverance
rather than a special blessing […] a concrete expression of and testimony to [God’s] faithfulness […] Hesed
is God’s faithful given expression as protection, deliverance, or forgiveness” (Sakenfeld, pg. 218, 230). Hesed
is “undeserved yet offered as a compassionate act” (Sakenfeld, pg. 231). Hesed is key to Psalm 136 as it is the
response after every line:
“His steadfast love endures forever” (NRSV).

THE FIVE POINTS
1.
The Introduction: LORD
		
O give thanks to the Lord, for he is good,
		
for his steadfast love endures for ever.
		
O give thanks to the God of gods,
		
for his steadfast love endures for ever.
		
O give thanks to the Lord of lords,
			
for his steadfast love endures for ever. (vv. 1-3, NRSV)
At the top of the star is written “LORD”. This word is attributed to verses 1-3 because the opening verses
act as a prelude introducing the LORD
to the people gathered. The LORD “is good […] the God of
gods […] the Lord of lords” (NRSV). Perhaps the Psalmists felt it necessary to clarify to which god praise is
being given, to set apart the Psalmist’s LORD from idols. This call to praise the LORD is addressed to all of
Israel, a threefold call to prayer and praise. It commands from the audience “remembrance and re-enactment
of the incomparable power of God as the ‘God of gods’ and the ‘Lord of lords’” (Human, 1209).
2.
Down to Earth: Genesis
		
who alone does great wonders,
		
for his steadfast love endures for ever;
		
who by understanding made the heavens,
			
for his steadfast love endures for ever;
		
who spread out the earth on the waters,
			
for his steadfast love endures for ever;
		
who made the great lights,

			
for his steadfast love endures for ever;
		
the sun to rule over the day,
			
for his steadfast love endures for ever;
		
the moon and stars to rule over the night,
			
for his steadfast love endures for ever; (vv. 4-9, NRSV)
Following the line down in the geometric shape, one moves from the holy realm to the secular world
in the story of Creation (vv. 4-9) as reflected in Genesis. This section includes intertextual references to the
Creation Story captured in Genesis. Coinciding with the order of Genesis 1, the Psalm describes creation:
		
		
		
		
		
		
		

In the beginning when God created the heavens [Psalm 136:5] and the earth, the earth was a
formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the
face of the waters [Psalm 136:6]. […] God made the two great lights [Psalm 136:7]—the greater
light to rule the day [Psalm 136:8] and the lesser light to rule the night—and the stars
[Psalm 136:9]. God set them in the dome of the sky to give light upon the earth, to rule over
the day [Psalm 136:8] and over the night [Psalms 136:9], and to separate the light from the
darkness. (Genesis 1:1-5, 16-17, NRSV)

By calling attention to the Creation Story, the Psalmist is creating a setting of eternity. Psalm 136 begins with the
beginning of time and ends in ambiguity referring to future prophecy; the Psalm is timeless.
3.

Out of the Garden, Into the Wilderness: Exodus

who struck Egypt through their firstborn,
		
for his steadfast love endures for ever;
and brought Israel out from among them,
		
for his steadfast love endures for ever;
with a strong hand and an outstretched arm,
		
for his steadfast love endures for ever;
who divided the Red Sea in two,
		
for his steadfast love endures for ever;
and made Israel pass through the midst of it,
		
for his steadfast love endures for ever;
but overthrew Pharaoh and his army in the Red Sea
		
for his steadfast love endures for ever;
who led his people through the wilderness,
		
for his steadfast love endures for ever; (vv. 10-16, NRSV)
Leaving the Garden of Eden, the geometric pattern moves left and upward— closer to God reflecting the
Psalm’s depiction of God’s close and direct involvement in lives—to the place of Exodus. This section is used to
remind the Israelites of their heritage recorded in the Book of Exodus. The section begins with verse 10 alluding
to the final of the ten plagues: the death of the firstborn
: “At midnight the LORD struck down all
the firstborn in Egypt, from the firstborn of the Pharaoh who sat on the throne” (Exodus 12:29, NRSV). Verses
11-15 continue the story of the Exodus with the freeing the Hebrews (Exodus 6:6, 12:51, 14:21) and the Red Sea
being parted in two for the Hebrews to walk by (Exodus 14:21-22) before crushing the following Egyptian army
(Exodus 14:26-28). Verse 16 concludes the story of the Exodus leaving the Hebrews in the wilderness guided,
protected, and cared for by God. This section of the Psalm serves as a reminder of the Passover and Moses’
leadership going into the wilderness.

4.
Overthrown Kings: Numbers
		
who struck down great kings,
			
for his steadfast love endures for ever;
		
and killed famous kings,
			
for his steadfast love endures for ever;
		
Sihon, king of the Amorites,
		
for his steadfast love endures for ever;
		
and Og, king of Bashan,
			
for his steadfast love endures for ever;
		
and gave their land as a heritage,
			
for his steadfast love endures for ever;
		
a heritage to his servant Israel,
		
for his steadfast love endures for ever. (vv. 17-22, NRSV)
After the telling of Exodus comes an account of the dismantle of famous, powerful kings. These kings
were specifically selected to highlight important events within the frame of the hesed covenant. King Sihon is
defeated in Numbers 21:21-31. King Sihon refused to let the Israelites pass through his land on their way to
Zion. The king sent an army to attack the Israelites outside of the boundaries of his kingdom. As a result, the
Israelites fought against the king and won, capturing his land against great odds. King Og is mentioned next
in Numbers 21:33-35. Instead of learning from Sihon’s example, King Og challenges the nomadic Israelites.
At first God’s people are afraid, “but the LORD said to Moses, ‘Do not be afraid of him; for I have given him
into your hands […] You shall do to him as you did to King Sihon” (Numbers 34, NRSV). Both of these kings
underestimated the power of the tiny migratory Israel nation. Winning over these kings, the Israelites gained
land, confidence, and respect. These battles are retold in this Psalm to remember the God-given victory and
God’s continuous presence with the Israelites.
5.
God of the Tomorrow: Prophecy
		
It is he who remembered us in our low estate,
			
for his steadfast love endures for ever;
		
and rescued us from our foes,
			
for his steadfast love endures for ever;
		
who gives food to all flesh,
			
for his steadfast love endures for ever. (vv. 23-25)
Going down to the final point, is prophecy. This section is characteristic of prophecy in its ambiguity
and promises of God’s deliverance and provision even in times of trouble. To set an example, the Psalmist
uses verse 23 to allude to the humbling of Israel in Exile. Written after the return from exile, the Psalmist does
not need to directly state exile; “our low estate” is enough to bring the audience memories (Emanuel, 87). The
following verse is translated “rescued us from our foes”. However, the Hebrew verb
” is a stronger
word, referring to “to break off, tear in pieces, snatch away” (Strong, 97). God snatched God’s people from the
hands of their foes. The Psalmist alludes that if God rescued Israel once, God will rescue Israel always, although
one must walk through the wilderness first.
6.
Reprise
		
O give thanks to the God of heaven,
			
for his steadfast love endures for ever. (vv. 26, NRSV)
Drawing a line up to LORD, back to the starting point, the Psalm recaps with a reprise praising the name
of the LORD. “O give thanks to the God of heaven” (NRSV). This title is full of honor and respect, placing God
in the upmost of highs, above all. “God of Heaven”
is a linguistic of the Persian era (Emanuel,

86) and a favorite depiction of God occurring in 2 Chronicles (36:23), Ezra (1:2, 5:12, 6:9, 7:12), Nehemiah (1:4,
2:20), Daniel (2:18,19,37), Jonah (1:9), and, in variation, Genesis
The Psalmist concludes the
Psalm with this title and a reprise of praise.
CONCLUSION
A geometric structure of five segments is significant in the overall structure and understanding of the text. By
analyzing the divisions within the Psalm, one gains a higher appreciation of intertextual references and the overall
picture of the Psalm. “Appreciation of this new aspect can help [readers] to comprehend the full charm and
meaning of the psalms, as well as to solve textual and interpretative problems” (Bazak 129). By understanding
the geometric structure of Psalm 136, the journey of the Israelites becomes more apparent. Psalm 136 creates
“a particular national history for postexilic Israel, when stability, identity, and history are lacking” (Baxter, 1).
The movement in Psalm 136, from Genesis and Exodus to Numbers and Prophecy, takes the reader along on the
journey of the Israel’s salvation history within the frame of hesed. “History is filled with evil, but Israel’s faith
was that the God of the covenant would not let the present evil of the world be the last word about creation”
(Boring, 556). Finding hope in the covenant, the psalmist views history and the future within the context of a
loving God.

APPENDIX: GEOMETERIC STRUCTURES
Figure 1 (Bazak, 131)

Fugure 2:
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