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In this paper I should like to concentrate on the use of Psalm 110 (LXX 
109) in the New Testament. This Psalm is used rather frequently. It is either 
cited verbatim or alluded to, but all together we have thirty passages in which 
the text is quoted one way or another. The verses which are used mostly are 
vs 1 and vs 4. According to Nestle-Aland's edition the words EV ~[l£pq 
6py~e; in Romans 2:5 are a reference to the fifth verse of Psalm 110, but this 
is uncertain. I will not go into all the passages in which the Psalm is quoted, 
but will concentrate on 1 Corinthians, Romans, Mark and Hebrews. I will only 
briefly mention some of the other passages. 

The most widely accepted theory is that Psalm 110 is pre-exilic, and that 
its original function was the authorization of a Davidic king. There are also 
scholars who date this Psalm in post-exilic times, and they interpret the text 
as a SUppOlt for the priestly rulers of the Hasmoneans (verse 4 mentions the 
priestly task of the king). It seems that a pre-exilic date is more likely. 1 In the 
Psalm the king is authorized by God to rule, and his right hand place signifies 
the highest honour and closeness to God. 

The translation of the Septuagint does not differ very much from the 
Masoretic text. The Septuagint has the verb clrcEv where the MT has t:::n~:l., the 
tetragrammaton becomes () KUpWe;. In the quotations of the first verse 'of the 
Psalm in Mark 12:36 and the parallel passages of Matthew and Luke, there 
is no article () (ELmv KUpWe; 10 KUPlq;> [lou instead of dmv () KUpWe; 
10 KUPlq;> [lou), and where the LXX has EWe; av 8w 'tOue; Ex8poue; oou 
uJtorc60wv TwvrcOO(DV OOU the New Testament authors quite often use the 
words UJtOK(iTW nJ)v rcoOwv oou from Psalm 8:7. 

* Dr Marijke H.de Lang is a Translation Consultant of the United Bible Societies and follows a 
number of translation projects in countries that formed part of the former Soviet Union. 

I. The Psalm talks about a king with priestly qualities. the Hasmoneans were priests with royal 
qualities. 
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Earliest Christian use of the Psalm 

Let us first look at the earliest Christian use of the Psalm. Already in the 
earliest period of Christianity believers connected the words of Psalm 110 with 
Jesus' post mortal fate. The multiple attestation of this connection in the letters 
of Paul, the Gospel of Mark, and Hebrews proves that the application of the 
Psalm to Jesus dates back to the first decades of Christianity. 

The original interpretation of the Psalm, however, was changed in four ways. 
Firstly, the earthly, political throne became a heavenly throne. Secondly, the 
earthly, political enemies became the enemies of God's kingship. Thirdly, the 
speaker was no longer the poet of the Psalm, but king David himself, speaking 
as a prophet. And lastly, most importantly, the second OUPLOS of v. 1, to whom 
the first Lord speaks, was no longer a king of Israel, but Jesus Christ. 

Was the early Christian exegesis of this text simply a continuation of an 
existing Jewish Messianic interpretation? An interpretation of the Psalm in which 
the second 'lord' (KUpLOS) is connected with the expectation of a Messiah is 
not found in pre-Christian times.2 The connection must have had its origins in 
the early Christian church. That also means that already in very early times 
the idea came into being that Jesus was a king, a son of David. Otherwise it is 
difficult to explain how the Psalm could be applied to Jesus. 

The belief that Jesus was a king, a Messiah, should probably be traced back 
to the period before his suffering and death. Most likely the indication 'Messiah' 
had a political meaning during his lifetime. A Messiah was the future ideal 
king of the people of God who in the near future would liberate and save the 
people from its enemies (Psalms of Solomon 17:32). This qualification cannot 
have been applied to Jesus after his death. Nothing after his death can have 
occasioned this expectation about him. Consequently, it must have been applied 
to him before his death.3 However, after Jesus' death, the title 'Messiah' or 
'Christ' was stripped of its political meaning: in the Gospels Jesus became a 

2. Fitzmyer (1985), p. 1311: 'There is simply no evidence of the Davidic messianic interpretation 
of Psalm 110 in pre-Christian Palestinian Judaism.' 

3. Dahl (1974), pp. 10-36, De Jonge (1988), pp. 208-211. 
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suffering Messiah, who after his death was exalted by God. Psalm 110 was a 
Psalm in which both these aspects - Jesus' kingship and his exaltation - were 
found together. 

NT Texts in which Psalmll 0 is used 

Let us turn now to some of the New Testament passages in which Psalm 110 
is used. If we look at the passages in which the Psalm is quoted or alluded to, 
it becomes clear that all passages one way or the other refer to the exaltation 
of Jesus.4 

First of alII Corinthiails 15:25. It is the earliest writing of the New Testament 
in which we can find a quotation from Psalm 110. Paul explains in which order 
the events will take place when the end comes. The verses 1 Corinthians 15:25-
27 are far from easy because the implied subject changes many times: 

Then comes the end, when he (Jesus) delivers the kingdom to God 
the Father after he (Jesus or God) destroyed every rule and every 
authority and power. For he (Jesus) must reign until he (God) has 
put all his (God's) enemies under his feet (Christ's feet). The last 
enemy to be destroyed is death. 'For God has put all things in 
subjection under his feet.' 

Paul presumes that Christ now reigns as a king, and that when the end comes 
he will give back this power to God. And in' this context Paul quotes Psalm 
110: 1.5 The words uno TOUS no6us ulrwu at the end of the quotation are 
not the words of Psalm 110:1, which has unono61Ov twv n06wv 0011, but 
of Psalm 8:7. The combination of Psalms 110:1 and 8:7 must be prepauline: it 
can also be found in Mark, Ephesians (1 :20-22), and Hebrews (2:6-8). 

In Ephesians Psalm 110 is used with a similar emphasis on the exaltation. 
Here, as in 1 Corinthians, the text of verse 1 is used to show that Jesus is exalted 

4. See especially Hay (1973). 
5. The poet of Psalm 110 presents the king as passive. Although the king is the actual ruler, it 

is God who exercises his power through the king. In these verses of 1 Corinthians the same 
idea is expressed: Jesus is the one who reigns, but God acts through Jesus. See Holleman 
(1996), pp. 59-60. 
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in heaven, and that he rules. But there is also a difference: in I Corinthians the 
destruction of the enemies is something that will happen in the future, whereas 
in Ephesians everything has already been submitted to Jesus. In Ephesians the 
emphasis is on Jesus' present cosmic rule. 

In the Gospel of Mark Psalm 110 is used on two occasions, which are 
probably inter-dependent; again, the focus is on Jesus' exaltation. 
In Mark 12:36-37 there is a direct quotation of the Psalm. In this passage Jesus 
says: 

How can the scribes say that the Christ is the son of David? David 
himself, inspired by the Holy Spirit, declared, 'The Lord said to 
my Lord, Sit at my right hand, till I put thy enemies under thy 
feet.' David himself calls him Lord; so how is he his son? 

The Markan quotation differs from the text of the Septuagint at two points. 
Firstly Mark has ICUpLOe; instead of 6 KUpLOe;. Secondly, Mark has uJ[oK(hw 
tWV J[obwv aou instead of UJ[OJ[ObLOV twv J[obwv aou; here too the 
words of Psalm 8:7 are used instead those of Psalm 110: 1. The interpretation 
of this Mm-can passage has puzzled many exegetes. The best way to explain 

. the passage is as follows. 6 Throughout his Gospel Mark wants to explain to 
his readers that the title XPLotOe; has no political meaning. Indeed, Jesus is 
xPLOTOe;: Bartimeus' confession of Jesus as 'Son of David' is not rejected 
by Jesus himself. However, Jesus is not a political Messiah and he makes no 
earthly royal claims. Who Jesus really is can only be understood, according 
to Mark, after Jesus' suffering, death and exaltation, when it becomes clear 
that he will play the role of judge (Son of Man) at the parousia. It is in this 
connection that Mark uses Psalm 110. In 12:36-37 Mark wants to show who 
Jesus is not: he is not a political son of David. Later, in 14:62, Mark points 
out who Jesus really is. This time he only refers to the Psalm with the words 
EK bE~LWV. When Jesus stands on trial before the Sanhedrin, the High priest 
asks: LV et 6 XpLOtOe; 6 ULOe; taU EUAOYllTaU; (,Are you the Christ, 
the Son of the Blessed?'). Jesus' answer is: 'Eyw ELI-LL, Kat OljJW8E tov 
mov <xv8pwJ[ou EK 6E~LWV Ka8~I-LEVOV Tije; 6UVCtI-LEWe; Kat EPX0I-LEVOV 
I-LETa TWV VECPEAWV taU oupavou ('I am; and you will see the Son of man 

6. De Jonge (1988). pp. 60-61. Roskam (2004), pp. 159-160. 
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seated at the right hand of Power, and coming with the clouds of heaven'). In 
both passages Mark uses the word XpLot6~, but he does not give this title the 
main attention. According to Mark the focus should be on Christ as the Son of 
Man (as in 14:62), or as the Son of God (other verses in Mark). Again, Psalm 
110 is used to prove Jesus' high position as the exalted one. 

Let us look now at some other passages in which Psalm 110 is used. In 
Romans 8:34 the idea of exaltation is expressed with the phrase EV 6£SLQ., a clear 
reference to Psalm 110's words £K 6£s£wv. But here the idea of exaltation is 
connected to a prepauline dying and resurrection formula: t(~ 6 KataKpLvwv; 
XPLoto~ ['IY)ao1)~] 6 ano8avwv, !-taAAOV 6E Ey£p8£(~ ("It is Christ Jesus, 
who died, yes, who was raised from the dead, who is at the right hand of God, 
who indeed intercedes for us"). To the notion of exaltation is now added the idea 
that the heavenly Jesus intercedes for others. In Romans 8:34 this is expressed 
with the words o~ Kat EVTUYXUV£L l)J[EP ~!-twv. The idea of Jesus' function 
as an advocate is based on older, prepauline tradition: we find the same tradition 
in Hebrews 7:25.7 And the connection between advocacy and Psalm 11 0 is most 
probably not a result of Jesus' authority as a king althought we know from 
4 Ezra 7:106-110 that David, Solomon and Hiskia acted as intercessants with 
God.s Rather the idea is closely tied to Jesus' exaltation in heaven: it is exactly 
his exaltation which gives him the power to intercede for all those who belong 
to him. 

In Hebrews too, Psalm 110 is used to. underpin the idea of Jesus' exaltation 
and intercession. However, in Hebrews 8:1 and 10:11-14 the text of the Psalm 
is not only used to prove Jesus' exaltation and intercession, but also to connect 
these notions with the idea of Christ as a High priest (compare 3:1, 4:14, 
10:23). 

As we have seen, the exaltation and the intercession were not inventions of 
the author of Hebrews. First there was the idea of exaltation. In Romans, Paul 
linked the notion of advocacy to that of exaltation. Now advocacy can easily be 
taken as the function of a priest or High priest. This is exactly what happened 

7. For the use of Psalm 110 in Hebrews, see especially De Jonge (1983), for Jesus' advocacy, 
see pp. 8-9. 

8. De Jonge (1983), p. 9. 
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in Hebrews: Christ is depicted as the High priest, as the one who intercedes 
for those who believe in him. 

The idea of Christ as a High priest does not seem to be an invention of 
the author of Hebrews. In 2:18-3:1 he assumes his readers to be familiar with 
the idea. And the tradition advocacy-priest is also known in 1 Clement: one 
passage is clearly dependent on Hebrews (1 Clem 36:2-5), but two others are 
not (1 Clem 61:3 and 64:10). 

After Psalm 110: 1 had been used to describe Jesus' exaltation, 110:4 could 
be used to describe Jesus' function as intercessor and High priest. In the 
Septuagint, this verse says: WIlO(J£V KUplOe; Kat ov ll£Tall£AT]8~(J£Tm (Ju 
£1 l£p£ue; £le; LOv ai&va KaLa TtlV LUSlV M£AXW£6£K (,The Lord has 
sworn and will not change his mind, You are a priest for ever after the order of 
Melchizedek'). When quoting Psalm 110:4, the author follows the text of the 
Septuagint, which has l£p£ue; (5:6), but he uses apXl£p£Ue; when he paraphrases 
the verse (5:10 and 6:20). This proves that the image of the High priest was 
not taken from the Psalm, but the other way round: that the existing image of 
Christ as a High priest was supported with the aid of the Psalm. It is probable, 
howyver, that the connection with Psalm 110:4 was invented by the author of 
Hebrews. 

The question remains whether the author of Hebrews was influenced by 
Qumran in his idea of Christ as a High priest. There are several reasons to 
assume that this is not the case.9 For instance, the High priest in Qumran is a 
Levite, whereas the High priest in Hebrews is opposed to the Levitical priesthood. 
And whereas the High priest in Qumran remains an earthly figure, the High 
priesthood of Jesus is a heavenly one. The differences between Qumran and 
Hebrews are too big to assume any kind of connection. 

The same can be said of the figure of Me1chizedek. It has been claimed that 
the author of Hebrews was influenced by ideas as expressed in 11QMelch.1O In 
11 QMelch Melchizedek is mentioned as a heavenly deliverer, who executes God's 
judgements and who will save the faithful people of God. But the differences 

9. The arguments against influence from Qumran are mentioned by De Jonge (1983), pp. 3-4. 
10. Thus De Jonge and Van der Woude (1965/66). 
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between the two writings are too striking to assume that Hebrews was influenced 
by 11 QMelch. In 11 QMelch Melchizedek acts as a heroic warrior, in Hebrews 
not. In Hebrews Melchizedek himself has no role as a heavenly intervenient; he 
is shown to be superior over Abraham, hence the priesthood of Jesus is superior 
over the Levitical priesthood." 

Before we come to a conclusion, it may be useful to recall that the idea 
of Jesus' exaltation (which lies at the basis of the use of Psalm 110) can be 
explained from pre-Christian Jewish tradition. In several Jewish writings of 
the second century BCE to the first century CE we find the idea that someone 
who suffers a violent death because of his obedience to God, is vindicated by 
God through his or her exaltation into heaven. It was believed that soon after 
his or her death the martyr would be taken up by God unto heaven (2 Macc.7, 
Wisdom of Solomon 3:2-9 and 4: 10; PS.-Philo, Antiquitates Biblicae 32:2-3; 
40:4; Testament Job 39: 12; 40:3). 

In sum, it must be concluded that, although the idea of Jesus' exaltation 
in the New Testament is often backed up with Psalm 110, the belief in Jesus' 
exaltation is older than the Christian use of the Psalm. The exaltation of Jesus 
has been believed as soon as he had died, as an unavoidable corollary of his 
violent death as a righteous one. Martyrs were all supposed to have been taken 
up by God into heaven. Subsequently, the exaltation of Jesus has been found 
in the Psalm and read into it, rather than that the Psalm elicited the belief in 
Jesus' resunection. 
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