
O give thanks unto the Lord; for he is good: 
for his mercy endureth for ever. 

Psalm 136:1

The Mercy of Justice
Of all the chapters in the Bible, none employ repetition 
as consistently and poignantly as does the 136th Psalm. 
Alone for its unique structure, Psalm 136 repeats a cer-
tain six-word phrase across every one of its twenty-six 
verses. Certainly, no other chapter is quite like it. 

As with many of his psalms, David begins the 136th 
by giving praise to God. He says: “O give thanks unto 
the Lord; for he is good”, then adds: “for his mercy en-
dureth for ever”. In the second half of this verse, David 
introduces us to the keynote of his Psalm; a phrase he 
wants us never to forget. 

Psalm 136 follows a simple yet precise pattern. The 
first half of each verse supplies a description of God’s 
mighty works, while the second half discloses the rea-
son behind their occurrence. For this reason, isolating 
the first half of each verse creates a poem in and of it-
self. In fact, it is only by removing David’s written mo-
tif - the repeated phrase at the end of each verse - that 
the purposeful flow of the poem becomes apparent. 
Consider the adjusted chapter below. 

O give thanks unto the Lord; for he is good:
O give thanks unto the God of gods:
O give thanks to the Lord of lords: 
To him who alone doeth great wonders:
To him that by wisdom made the heavens: 
To him that stretched out the earth above the waters:
To him that made great lights:
The sun to rule by day: 

The moon and stars to rule by night: 
To him that smote Egypt in their firstborn:
And brought out Israel from among them:
With a strong hand, and with a stretched out arm:
To him which divided the Red sea into parts:
And made Israel to pass through the midst of it: 
But overthrew Pharaoh and his host in the Red sea:
To him which led his people through the wilderness:
To him which smote great kings:
And slew famous kings:
Sihon king of the Amorites:
And Og the king of Bashan: 
And gave their land for an heritage:
Even an heritage unto Israel his servant:
Who remembered us in our low estate: 
And hath redeemed us from our enemies:
Who giveth food to all flesh:
O give thanks unto the God of heaven:

By examining the chapter in this way, we discover 
more clearly that David’s outline of events - from the 
creation of the world to the parting of the Red Sea - 
are recorded to bring honour to the God of heaven. 
Indeed, the reason for the extensiveness of the list is 
distinct. As Sister While states, “the tenor of the Bible is 
to inculcate distrust of human power and to encourage 
trust in divine power.” {PP 717} 

However, while the 
wonder of God’s 
power underlines the 
passage, the theme of 
divine justice is also 

OctOber 07, 2016

And he sAid unto me, Write: for these Words Are true And fAithful. 
revelAtion 21:5

Parchment



Parchment | October 07, 2016  2

evident. We read of “him that smote Egypt in their 
firstborn”; who “overthrew Pharaoh and his host”; 
who “smote great kings”; and “slew famous kings”. 
Truly, God’s justice is most visibly shown in the acts 
recorded above. By describing such events, God’s 
authority is clearly pronounced. 

Thus, David’s list begins by giving thanks unto him 
who “made the heavens”, and ends by giving thanks 
unto “the God of heaven”. This cyclical structure en-
sures that the greatness of God and His divine jus-
tice as Creator is the first and last thought of every 
reader. 

Nevertheless, with the addition of the repeated 
phrase - “for his mercy endureth forever” - at the 
end of each verse, a secondary meaning is obtained. 
In order to gain its full effect, it is integral to read 
the psalm in its entirety. Moreover, reading the 
psalm aloud will also add to the intended impact of 
the repetition.

O give thanks unto the Lord; for he is good: for his 
mercy endureth for ever.
O give thanks unto the God of gods: for his mercy 
endureth for ever.
O give thanks to the Lord of lords: for his mercy 
endureth for ever.
To him who alone doeth great wonders: for his 
mercy endureth for ever.
To him that by wisdom made the heavens: for his 
mercy endureth for ever.
To him that stretched out the earth above the wa-
ters: for his mercy endureth for ever.
To him that made great lights: for his mercy en-
dureth for ever:
The sun to rule by day: for his mercy endureth for 
ever:
The moon and stars to rule by night: for his mercy 
endureth for ever.
To him that smote Egypt in their firstborn: for his 
mercy endureth for ever:
And brought out Israel from among them: for his 
mercy endureth for ever:
With a strong hand, and with a stretched out arm: 
for his mercy endureth for ever.
To him which divided the Red sea into parts: for 
his mercy endureth for ever:
And made Israel to pass through the midst of it: 
for his mercy endureth for ever:
But overthrew Pharaoh and his host in the Red 
sea: for his mercy endureth for ever.

To him which led his people through the wilder-
ness: for his mercy endureth for ever.
To him which smote great kings: for his mercy en-
dureth for ever:
And slew famous kings: for his mercy endureth 
for ever:
Sihon king of the Amorites: for his mercy en-
dureth for ever:
And Og the king of Bashan: for his mercy en-
dureth for ever:
And gave their land for an heritage: for his mercy 
endureth for ever:
Even an heritage unto Israel his servant: for his 
mercy endureth for ever.
Who remembered us in our low estate: for his 
mercy endureth for ever:
And hath redeemed us from our enemies: for his 
mercy endureth for ever.
Who giveth food to all flesh: for his mercy en-
dureth for ever.
O give thanks unto the God of heaven: for his 
mercy endureth for ever.

While the first half of each verse reveals God’s pow-
er and justice, the second half points to the abun-
dance of His mercy. Though the 26th repetition of 
the phrase “for his mercy endureth for ever” appears 
gratuitous to articulate, that is exactly the point Da-
vid is intending to make. 

However, without isolating the first half of the chap-
ter and reading it on its own, the message of Psalm 
136 appears paradoxical. It is only by recognising 
David’s outline of events as an overall description 
of God’s power and justice that such cases of judge-
ment can be understood as expressions of mercy. Or 
else, verses such as verse 17 - “To him which smote 
great kings: for his mercy endureth forever” - would 
seem to be both inharmonious and insensitive.

Yet by examining both halves of this chapter in-
dividually and then as a whole, we find that every 
act of God is performed out of mercy toward us. It 
is because of His infinite regard for humanity that 
judgement must be executed. It is because of His 
great patience and long-suffering that justice must 
finally be met. 

Another vital element of the 136th Psalm is the prac-
tise of giving thanks. We must remember, that acts 
of praise bring joy to God as He sees them bring-
ing joy and benefit to us. By recalling the wondrous 
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blessings God has performed in the past, and com-
piling them into a list as David demonstrates, our 
own faith will be restored, and our trust rekindled. 

Sister White declares: 

“We do not pray any too much, but we are too 
sparing of giving thanks. We are the constant re-
cipients of God’s mercies, and yet how little grat-
itude we express, how little we praise Him for 
what He has done for us.” {SC 103}

By recognising and thanking God for his mercies 
toward us, we will be energised to entreat Him in 
times of need. In an earlier psalm, David draws on 
this very thing as he seeks forgiveness from his sin 
with Bathsheba. With a knowledge of God’s great 
mercy at the forefront of his mind, David prays: 
“Have mercy upon me, O God, according to thy 
lovingkindness: according unto the multitude of 
thy tender mercies blot out my transgressions.” 
Psalm 6:4

Ultimately, by examining David’s purposeful use 
of repetition in Psalm 136, in conjunction with the 
chapter’s unique structure, we gain insight into the 
harmonious interrelationship of divine justice and 
mercy. We see how God’s love and patience is man-
ifested in the stories of the Old Testament. And we 
are inspired to go, and do likewise. For as Micah 
declares:

“He hath shewed thee, O man, what [is] good; 
and what doth the LORD require of thee, but to 
do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly 
with thy God?” Micah 6:8.

Testimonies on Temperance
The Indulgence of Appetite:  
A Need For Great Reform

“With our first parents, intemper-
ate desire resulted in the loss of 
Eden. Temperance in all things has 
more to do with our restoration to 
Eden than men realize.” Testimonies 
for the Church 3:491-492

“The declension in virtue and the degeneracy of 
the race are chiefly attributable to the indulgence 
of perverted appetite.” Testimonies for the Church 
3:486 

“As our first parents lost Eden through the indul-
gence of appetite, our only hope of regaining 
Eden is through the firm denial of appetite and 
passion.... The controlling power of appetite will 
prove the ruin of thousands, when, if they had 
conquered on this point, then they would have 
had the moral power to gain the victory over ev-
ery other temptation of Satan. But those who are 
slaves to appetite will fail in perfecting Christian 
character.” HL 74.5

“I feel distressed as I look upon our people and 
know that they are holding very loosely the tem-
perance question.... From the light God has giv-
en me, every member among us should sign the 
pledge and be connected with the temperance 
association. Some have backslidden and tam-
pered with tea and coffee. Those who break the 
laws of health will become blinded in their minds 
and break the law of God.... We should not work 
solely for our own people, but should bestow la-
bor also upon noble minds outside of our ranks. 
We should be at the head in the temperance re-
form. We want our sisters who are now injuring 
themselves by wrong habits to put them away 
and come to the front and be workers in reform. 
The reason why many of us will fall in the time 
of trouble is because of laxity in temperance and 
indulgence of appetite.” RH October 21, 1884, Art. 
B, par. 1

“Moses preached a great deal on this subject, and 
the reason the people did not go through to the 
promised land was because of repeated indul-
gence of appetite. Nine-tenths of the wickedness 
among the children of today is caused by intem-
perance in eating and drinking. Adam and Eve lost 
Eden through the indulgence of appetite, and we 
can only regain it by the denial of the same.” RH 
October 21, 1884, Art. B, par. 2

“The controlling power of appetite will prove the 
ruin of thousands, when, if they had conquered 

on this point, they would have had mor-
al power to gain the victory over ev-

ery other temptation of Satan. But 
those who are slaves to appetite 
will fail in perfecting Christian 
character. The continual trans-
gression of man for six thousand 

years has brought sickness, pain and 
death as its fruits. And as we near the 

close of time, Satan’s temptation to indulge 
appetite will be more powerful and more difficult 
to overcome. It is only through obedience and 
continual effort that we shall overcome as Christ 
overcame.” TSDF 36.6


