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 “Bless the LORD, O my soul!”  Psalm 103 begins and concludes with this exclamation and 

command to the psalmist’s own soul to praise the Lord.  Between these two lines, which function 

as an inclusio and reveal the song’s theme, Psalm 103 flows with the same thought pattern of the 

traditional Christian Doxology: 

Praise God from whom all blessings flow; (Strophe 1: vv1-5) 

Praise him, all creatures here below; (Strophes 2-5) 

Praise him above, ye heav'nly host: (Strophe 6: vv20-22b) 

Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. (Epilogue: v22c) 

This short paper will follow a similar outline, offering personal reflections on the main points 

of Psalm 103. 

How Personal is God’s Mercy! (Strophe 1: vv1-5) 

The psalmist begins by reminding himself how wonderfully personal is God’s mercy.  He is 

overwhelmed by the abundant mercy poured out upon him – mercy that manifests itself in visible 

and hidden ways.  These great benefits are intimate in nature as he speaks to himself: forgiveness 

of your sins, healing of your diseases, salvation from death, loving and tender mercies, and 

rejuvenation of your soul. 

O that every Christian would remember the moments when the Lord works wonders in our 

lives.  It is during times of struggle and depression when I must remind myself how God has not 

forgotten me, how He has always met my needs in the midst of physical, emotional, and spiritual 

trials.  At the transitional periods in my life God has always provided: going away to college, 

venturing out into the working world, and lonely nights when I needed loving companionship.  

God has always been my Rock, my solid ground, and my high tower in which I sought refuge.  

His ear is always listening when I cry out, even though I may not sense Him for long periods of 

drought. 
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My memories of His care for a broken heel at the beginning of a long rock-climbing, 

mountain biking, and hiking trip bring joy to my soul.  My friends and I only had a six-week 

window after college graduation to take such a long vacation away from home.  I had saved 

money and planned for months before, putting my hopes and dreams into the promise of 

excitement and thrills.  But only a few days into the itinerary I slipped from a rock and fell eight 

feet.  My heel palette was fractured by the landing impact of my fall, and I could not put any 

weight on my right foot.  Only one day passed before anger welled up against myself, my 

predicament, and God for allowing just an accident to happen.  But although the wound did not 

heal completely for almost a year, I was able to continue (under medical authorization) a 

majority of physical activities on my vacation despite the pain.  God healed the hurt in my heel, 

but more importantly the hurt in my heart during the days that followed.  Bless the Lord, O my 

soul! 

Close friends and a loving, vibrant church community in my college town of Blacksburg, 

Virginia were still on my heart during the year following graduation.  A half-dozen times I left 

Northern Virginia after work on a Friday evening to make the trip to my spiritual home for the 

weekend.  At some point on that long drive, my heart would become alive with prayer and song 

to the Lord.  Truly my youth was renewed like that of the soaring eagle, as God was satisfying 

my mouth with the good things of soulful praise (Ps. 103:5).  I had this same experience every 

trip, and each time it sprung on me without hint or warning. 

Psalm 103 calls me to remember how personal God’s mercy can be to his children, and that I 

should always “Praise God from whom all blessings flow.” 
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How Inclusive is God’s Mercy! (Strophe 2: vv6-10) 

In verses 6-10 the psalmist shifts the focus from himself to his community – the children of 

Israel.  God’s mercy is not just for me, but it is inclusive of all the Lord’s children.  The song is 

growing louder as a harmony of other voices join the chorus of praise.  This marks the move to 

the second doxological line, “Praise Him, all creatures here below.”  In this strophe the repeated 

point is forgiveness of sins, and this forgiveness is highlighted with synonymous-additional 

parallelism in every bicolon.  God’s mercy and grace abound, His anger with our sins will not 

continue forever, and He will not punish us according to the penalty our sins require.  The Lord’s 

anger with His children is described as slow and only for a time – it will not last forever (Ps. 

103:8-9).  But the mercy of God benefits us in another way.  By recalling the example of Moses 

and the children of Israel during the Exodus, divine justice and righteousness are promised when 

we are oppressed.  God will give us justice when our enemies deserve it, and mercy when we do 

not.  This mercy of God does not encompass all, but is inclusive in a special way by being 

particular toward us. 

What a marvelous benefit to be a member of God’s special and particular community.  We 

suffer together as a family; we are graced with mercy together as a family.  It is said that misery 

loves company.  The same could be said of joy and forgiveness.  When I passionately repent of 

certain sins that I keep repeating in my Christian walk, and subsequently experience a heightened 

sense of forgiveness, I want to share the joy of forgiveness with others.  This is typical of a new 

believer zealous to share the story of how God has forgiven, and how life is fresh and beautiful 

and guiltless again.  But I have been a Christian for many years, and that youthful and innocently 

naive joy is a relatively rare experience now.  The cure for my malaise is surrounding myself 

with the exuberance over forgiveness that occurs in the context of the Christian family – the 
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Church.  We are not isolated persons in relationship with the Lord; rather God’s people constitute 

His Bride.  We possess and delight in forgiveness as members of the Heavenly Family.  When I 

see a brother or sister with the fire of God in the eyes, I am reminded that mercy is special 

because it is not for just myself – it is inclusive. 

How Great is God’s Mercy! (Strophe 3: vv11-14) 

God’s mercy is not merely personal and inclusive of His children, it is also vastly great.  This 

strophe and the next lean heavily on the figurative devices of simile and metaphor.  The psalmist 

employs the imagery of measureless height and distance to describe the forgiveness of sin.  From 

the barely traversable desert expanse in the east to the place where ships disappear in the west, so 

far are our sins from us.  From the unreachable heavens to our earthly abode – so great is this 

mercy. 

My daughter loves it when I read her stories.  Her favorite is a book by Sam McBratney 

called Guess How Much I Love You?  A young hare is trying to express the scope of the love he 

feels toward his father.  The daddy trumps each of the child’s metaphors (the width of his arm 

span, the height of his leap, and all the way down the road) as he demonstrates how he loves his 

child even more.  Finally the young hare looks up into the sky and says, “I love you all the way 

up to the moon.”  The pinnacle of the young hare’s expression of love is the same level of 

greatness of God’s mercy.  My daughter also loves to go outside to see the moon at night.  When 

I show her the moon, the planets, and the stars, I am reminded again through her eyes that God’s 

creation is vastly great and expansive.  The psalmist says that such is His mercy. 

I take great comfort in verses 13 and 14.  The deep love and affection I feel for my little girl 

is similar to God’s merciful love for us.  My daughter is vulnerable and frail, and I desire to 

protect her from the dangers of life.  The Lord also knows that we – His children – are frail and 
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are said to be “dust” (verse 14).  He pities us in the same way.  How blessed we are to have such 

a tender and loving heavenly Father. 

How Strong is God’s Mercy! (Strophe 4: vv15-18) 

This passage, which paints a picture of the strength of God’s mercy, is most touching.  The 

staying power of a man is weak and temporal, but the mercy of God is everlasting – even to our 

children’s children.  Such is the strength of the faithfulness of our Lord.  This personal, inclusive, 

and great mercy is a sure foundation on which we can build our trust.  And this steady foundation 

finds its roots in God’s covenant familial love. 

As a father and husband, I am frightened by the responsibility that is entrusted to me for the 

spiritual nurture of my family.  I’ve never been very successful at persuading people of the truth 

claims of Christ, and I can accept this knowing that only the Holy Spirit can change a man’s 

heart.  But I can’t imagine experiencing the pain of my daughter rejecting the faith of her parents.  

I pray every night for God to save my little girl, that she would experience the love and 

forgiveness only found in Christ, and that God would bless her life exceedingly.  But now that I 

am called to be a Christian example in a completely different way than I have ever been required 

to be, I am overwhelmed with a suffocating sense of helplessness and inadequacy.  My 

confidence has been utterly reduced to only trust in the covenant promise that the Lord will have 

mercy on the next generation for those who fear Him and keep His commandments.  The first 

tricolon of Psalm 103 (verse 17) describes the strength of this mercy – it is from everlasting to 

everlasting and to children’s children.  Again the Hebrew superlative is used to convey the super-

strength of this mercy to us.  It is not just infinite; it is from infinite to infinite.  It is not just to 

our children, but also even to our children’s children.  May God look past my faults and failings 

and honor His covenant for Christ’s sake. 
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(Transition) How Certain is God’s Mercy! (Strophe 5: v19) 

Verse 19 functions as a type of transition in the flow of the song.  All God’s people can be 

confident in divine mercy because His kingdom and dominion extends from heaven even to the 

earth.  The Lord’s sovereignty and rule over every conceivable place make certain and establish 

His mercy. 

How Glorious is God’s Mercy! (Strophe 6: vv20-22b) 

Now that the focus is turning to the heavenly realm, the psalmist calls upon the angels in 

heaven to praise God (“Praise Him above, ye heav’nly host”).  The angelic hosts do the work of 

the Lord because they are created to do God’s pleasure.  They excel in strength because they 

“heed the voice of His word” (verse 20).  When creatures actually succeed in doing God’s will, 

the result is a glorious display of the heart of the Lord.  As if to bring the symphony to its 

cresting climax, the very works of God found throughout the kingdom are called to offer praise 

to the Lord.  I cannot help but imagine at this point every thing that has breath praising the Lord.  

What a glorious day that will be when the great multitude from every tribe, tongue, and nation 

will sing a new song praising God for our merciful redemption (Rev. 5:9).  Death, time, distance, 

and all other things that separate me from friends and family will be conquered at that grand 

reunion/worship event.  As a Christian, my hope is seeing God for the first time and sharing that 

joy with the saints I love. 

Praise God for His Mercy! (Epilogue: v22c) 

Psalm 103 ends in the same fashion it began, but with a newfound appreciation and 

understanding of the merciful God.  Much like the conclusion to the Doxology, all creation 

blesses the Lord as He is revealed in His works and revelation (“Praise Father, Son, and Holy 

Ghost”). 
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Appendix A – Psalm 103 Sung “By” and “To” Jesus 

 To Jesus By Jesus 

Possible Theme A hymn of praise for the LORD's 
mercies in the midst of soulish trouble. 

A hymn of praise for the LORD's 
mercies in the midst of Christ's dark 
night of forsakenness. 

Strophe 1 (vv1-5) I sing to myself to praise God and 
remember what he has done for me. 

Jesus sings to himself (as he is feeling 
forsaken) to praise the Father and look 
to the blessings promised to him. 

Strophe 2 (vv6-10) I sing to myself to remember God's 
graciousness in forgiving the sins of 
His people (of which I am a member). 

Jesus sings to his people (and 
identifies himself with us) and reminds 
us that the Father's wrath will soon be 
sated. 

Strophe 3 (vv11-14) I sing to myself to explain how great is 
the forgiveness of sins that we 
experience from God. 

Jesus sings to his people to remind us 
that since our sins are thoroughly 
forgiven, the Father loves us in our 
frailty. 

Strophe 4 (vv15-18) I sing to myself to remember the 
certainty of God's forgiveness of our 
sins if we obey Him. 

Jesus sings to his people to remind us 
that even though we are frail and 
weak, the Father's continuing mercy is 
certain for His faithful covenant 
children. 

Strophe 5 (v19) I sing to myself to trust in God's 
sovereign power over everything in 
order to exercise forgiveness and 
blessing for His people. 

Jesus sings to his people to remind us 
to take comfort in these promises 
because the Father (who rules over 
all) will bring them to pass. 

Strophe 6 (vv20-22b) I sing to God's heavenly angelic 
armies and works to remember to 
praise Him. 

Jesus turns his song heavenward to 
call God's angelic servant armies and 
his handiworks to praise God, for they 
were created to delight in giving 
praise. 

Epilogue (v22c) I sing to myself to therefore praise the 
LORD. 

Jesus sings to himself to find solace 
and comfort in these things during his 
anguish, and to therefore praise the 
LORD. 
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Appendix B – NIV 

Psalm 103 

Of David. 

 
1
Praise the LORD, O my soul; 

 all my inmost being, praise his holy name. 
2
Praise the LORD, O my soul, 

 and forget not all his benefits – 
3
who forgives all your sins 

 and heals all your diseases, 
4
who redeems your life from the pit 

 and crowns you with love and compassion, 
5
who satisfies your desires with good things 

 so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s. 

 
6
The LORD works righteousness 

and justice for all the oppressed. 

 
7
He made known his ways to Moses, 

 his deeds to the people of Israel: 
8
The LORD is compassionate and gracious, 

 slow to anger, abounding in love. 
9
He will not always accuse, 

 nor will he harbor his anger forever; 
10

he does not treat us as our sins deserve 

 or repay us according to our iniquities. 
11

For as high as the heavens are above the earth, 

 so great is his love for those who fear him; 
12

as far as the east is from the west, 

 so far has he removed our transgressions from us. 

13
As a father has compassion on his children, 

 so the LORD has compassion on those who fear him; 
14

for he knows how we are formed, 

 he remembers that we are dust. 
15

As for man, his days are like grass, 

 he flourishes like a flower of the field; 
16

the wind blows over it and it is gone, 

 and its place remembers it no more. 
17

But from everlasting to everlasting 

 the LORD’s love is with those who fear him, 

 and his righteousness with their children’s children – 
18

with those who keep his covenant 

 and remember to obey his precepts. 

 
19

The LORD has established his throne in heaven, 

 and his kingdom rules over all. 

 
20

Praise the LORD, you his angels, 

 you mighty ones who do his bidding, 

 who obey his word. 
21

Praise the LORD, all his heavenly hosts, 

 you his servants who do his will. 
22

Praise the LORD, all his works 

 everywhere in his dominion. 

 

   Praise the LORD, O my soul. 

 



I, We, and They: Praise the Lord! Brian Sandifer 

Reformed Theological Seminary 9 5/14/04 

Appendix C – NKJV 

Psalm 103 

A Psalm of David. 

 
1
Bless the LORD, O my soul; 

And all that is within me, bless His holy name! 
2
Bless the LORD, O my soul, 

And forget not all His benefits: 
3
Who forgives all your iniquities, 

Who heals all your diseases, 
4
Who redeems your life from destruction, 

Who crowns you with lovingkindness and tender 

mercies, 
5
Who satisfies your mouth with good things, 

So that you’re your is renewed like the eagle’s. 

 
6
The LORD executes righteousness 

And justice for all who are oppressed. 
7
He made known His ways to Moses, 

His acts to the children of Israel. 
8
The LORD is merciful and gracious, 

Slow to anger, and abounding in mercy. 
9
He will not always strive with us, 

Nor will He keep His anger forever. 
10

He has not dealt with us according to our sins, 

Nor punished us according to our iniquities. 

 
11

For as the heavens are high above the earth, 

So great is His mercy toward those who fear Him; 
12

As far as the east is from the west, 

So far has He removed our transgressions from us. 
13

As a father pities his children, 

So the LORD pities those who fear Him. 
14

For He knows our frame; 

He remembers that we are dust. 

 
15

As for man, his days are like grass; 

As a flower of the field, so he flourishes. 
16

For the wind passes over it, and it is gone, 

And its place remembers it no more. 
17

But the mercy of the LORD is from everlasting to 

everlasting 

On those who fear Him, 

And His righteousness to children’s children, 
18

To such as keep His covenant, 

And to those who remember His commandments to do 

them. 

 
19

The LORD has established His throne in heaven, 

And His kingdom rules over all. 

 
20

Bless the LORD, you His angels, 

Who excel in strength, who do His word, 

Heeding the voice of His word. 
21

Bless the LORD, all you His hosts, 

You ministers of His, who do His pleasure. 
22

Bless the LORD, all His works, 

In all places of His dominion. 

 

Bless the LORD, O my soul! 
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Appendix D – NASB 

Psalm 103 

A Psalm of David. 

 
1
Bless the LORD, O my soul; 

And all that is within me, bless His holy name. 
2
Bless the LORD, O my soul, 

And forget none of His benefits; 
3
Who pardons all your iniquities; 

Who heals all your diseases; 
4
Who redeems your life form the pit; 

Who crowns you with lovingkindness and compassion; 
5
Who satisfies your years with good things, 

So that your youth is renewed like the eagle. 

 
6
The LORD performs righteous deeds, 

And judgments for all who are oppressed. 
7
He made known His ways to Moses, 

His acts to the sons of Israel. 
8
The LORD is compassionate and gracious, 

Slow to anger and abounding in lovingkindness. 
9
He will not always strive with us; 

Nor will He keep His anger forever. 
10

He has not dealt with us according to our sins, 

Nor rewarded us according to our iniquities. 
11

For as high as the heavens are above the earth, 

So great is His lovingkindness toward those who fear 

Him. 
12

As far as the east is from the west, 

So far has He removed our transgressions from us. 

13
Just as a father has compassion on his children, 

So the LORD has compassion on those who fear Him. 
14

For He Himself knows our frame; 

He is mindful that we are but dust. 

 
15

As for man, his days are like grass; 

As a flower of the field, so he flourishes. 
16

When the wind has passed over it, it is no more; 

And its place acknowledges it no longer. 
17

But the lovingkindness of the LORD is from 

everlasting to everlasting on those who fear Him, 

And His righteousness to children’s children, 
18

To those who keep His covenant, 

And who remember His precepts to do them. 

 
19

The LORD has established His throne in the heavens; 

And His sovereignty rules over all. 
20

Bless the LORD, you His angels, 

Mighty in strength, who perform His word, 

Obeying the voice of His word! 
21

Bless the LORD, all you His hosts, 

You who serve Him, doing His will. 
22

Bless the LORD, all you works of His, 

In all places of His dominion; 

Bless the LORD, O my soul! 
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Appendix E – NLT 

Psalm 103 

A psalm of David. 

 
1
Praise the LORD, I tell myself; 

  with my whole heart, I will praise his holy name. 
2
Praise the LORD, I tell myself, 

  and never forget the good things he does for me. 
3
He forgives all my sins 

  and heals all my diseases. 
4
He ransoms me from death 

  and surrounds me with love and tender mercies. 
5
He fills my life with good things. 

  My youth is renewed like the eagle's! 
6
The LORD gives righteousness 

  and justice to all who are treated unfairly. 
7
He revealed his character to Moses 

  and his deeds to the people of Israel. 
8
The LORD is merciful and gracious; 

  he is slow to get angry and full of unfailing love. 
9
He will not constantly accuse us, 

  nor remain angry forever. 
10

He has not punished us for all our sins, 

   nor does he deal with us as we deserve. 
11

For his unfailing love toward those who fear him 

   is as great as the height of the heavens above the 

earth. 
12

He has removed our rebellious acts 

   as far away from us as the east is from the west. 

13
The LORD is like a father to his children, 

   tender and compassionate to those who fear him. 
14

For he understands how weak we are; 

   he knows we are only dust. 
15

Our days on earth are like grass; 

   like wildflowers, we bloom and die. 
16

The wind blows, and we are gone-- 

   as though we had never been here. 
17

But the love of the LORD remains forever 

   with those who fear him. 
18

His salvation extends to the children's children 

  of those who are faithful to his covenant, 

  of those who obey his commandments! 

 
19

The LORD has made the heavens his throne; 

  from there he rules over everything. 
20

Praise the LORD, you angels of his, 

  you mighty creatures who carry out his plans, 

  listening for each of his commands. 
21

Yes, praise the LORD, you armies of angels 

   who serve him and do his will! 
22

Praise the LORD, everything he has created, 

  everywhere in his kingdom. 

  As for me--I, too, will praise the LORD. 
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Appendix F – ESV 

Psalm 103 

Of David. 

 
1
Bless the LORD, O my soul, 

  and all that is within me, 

  bless his holy name! 
2
Bless the LORD, O my soul, 

  and forget not all his benefits, 
3
who forgives all your iniquity, 

  who heals all your diseases, 
4
who redeems your life from the pit, 

  who crowns you with steadfast love and mercy, 
5
who satisfies you with good 

  so that your youth is renewed like the eagle's. 

 
6
The LORD works righteousness 

  and justice for all who are oppressed. 
7
He made known his ways to Moses, 

  his acts to the people of Israel. 
8
The LORD is merciful and gracious, 

  slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. 
9
He will not always chide, 

  nor will he keep his anger forever. 
10

He does not deal with us according to our sins, 

  nor repay us according to our iniquities. 
11

For as high as the heavens are above the earth, 

  so great is his steadfast love toward those who fear 

him; 
12

as far as the east is from the west, 

  so far does he remove our transgressions from us. 

13
As a father shows compassion to his children, 

  so the LORD shows compassion to those who fear 

him. 
14

For he knows our frame; 

  he remembers that we are dust. 

 
15

As for man, his days are like grass; 

  he flourishes like a flower of the field; 
16

for the wind passes over it, and it is gone, 

  and its place knows it no more. 
17

But the steadfast love of the LORD is from everlasting 

to everlasting on those who fear him, 

  and his righteousness to children's children, 
18

to those who keep his covenant 

  and remember to do his commandments. 
19

The LORD has established his throne in the heavens, 

  and his kingdom rules over all. 

 
20

Bless the LORD, O you his angels, 

  you mighty ones who do his word, 

  obeying the voice of his word! 
21

Bless the LORD, all his hosts, 

  his ministers, who do his will! 
22

Bless the LORD, all his works, 

  in all places of his dominion. 

   Bless the LORD, O my soul! 

 


