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“ZION” IN THE PSALMS 

 

 

As a child, I remember looking at the word “Zion” in my dad’s Bible.  I thought the 

word was interesting, since it started with a “Z,” just like my name, but I didn’t really 

understand what it meant.  My dad suggested I think of it as another name for Jerusalem, 

but didn’t go into any more detail.  Zion shows up many times in the book of Psalms1, and 

in a way, this paper brings closure to my childhood wonderings.  In the Psalms, Zion is a 

symbol within a system of symbols which includes the ark, the temple, and the Lord as 

King.  For a detailed exploration of the history and development of the Zion tradition, 

including its connection to the ark, I recommend readers see Ollenburger’s work, Zion the 

City of the Great King: A Theological Symbol of the Jerusalem Cult, listed in the 

bibliography.  The use of Zion in the Psalter will be surveyed below, with particular 

                                                 

1 There is also significant Zion imagery in Isaiah, but there is insufficient room in this paper to 

discuss those passages in depth. 
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attention to the “songs of Zion.”2 It will be shown that the Lord resides on Zion, where he 

reigns as king (with the Davidic King as His agent), bestowing blessings and salvation.  

Worshippers can find refuge there while they give praise.3  The imagery remains relevant 

today, since Zion can be associated with the church, and plays an important role in the end 

times. 

 

 

I. Zion as Synecdoche for Jerusalem/Judah, etc 

The idea that Zion is another way to refer to Jerusalem is simple enough for a child 

to understand.  Zion is literally a mountain in Jerusalem, where the temple stood.  

Sometimes the term “Zion” in the psalms is used as a synecdoche, which can be seen in 

parallel lines. Psalm 51:18 addresses God saying “By your good will, do good to Zion/ 

build the walls of Jerusalem.”4 In this instance, the parallelism intensifies the blessing: do 

good to Zion… in fact, all of Jerusalem.  After saying that God has rejected Joseph and 

Ephraim, Psalm 78:68 says “but he chose the tribe of Judah / Mount Zion which he loved.”  

In this verse, the distinction between Zion and Judah is blurred.  Psalm 122 (which doesn’t 

contain the word “Zion”, yet is traditionally considered to be one of the songs of Zion) 

blesses Jerusalem in verse 7 “may peace be in your walls/ prosperity in your palaces” 

                                                 

2 A genre label borrowed from Psalm 137:1.  The psalms so-labeled are 46, 48, 76, 84, 87 and 122. 

3 Ollenburger cautions that the meaning of Zion as a symbol cannot be restricted/identified with a 

cluster of motifs.  Ben C. Ollenburger, Zion the City of the Great King: A Theological Symbol of the 

Jerusalem Cult, (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Pr, 1987), 17. 

4 Scripture quotations are my own translation (unless otherwise indicated).  My verse numbering 

scheme follows that of most English Bibles.  This was confusing for me as I did it, but I wanted my work to 

be readable by those who don’t know Hebrew. 
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(language of security), but in verse 9, the psalmist has focused on “the house of the Lord”.     

Psalm 48:1 opens5 with general geography, and zeros in on Zion “Great is Yahweh / and 

greatly to be praised/ in the city of our God / his holy mountain.”6   

 

 

II. God Lives on Mount Zion 

The main reason Zion shows up so much in the Psalms is because God lives there.  

He selected the site himself, and it points to a heavenly reality. 

 

 

A. The Psalms describe God as residing on Mount Zion.   

In Psalm 3, Yahweh answers the psalmist “from his holy mountain” (3:4). Psalm 9 

exhorts worshippers to “sing praises to Yahweh who dwells in Zion” (9:11).  God shines 

forth from Zion in Psalm 50:2.  Psalm 76:2 says “his dwelling place is in Zion.”  Psalm 135 

ends with “blessed be Yahweh from Zion, who dwells in Jerusalem (135:21).  Out of 

everything that will be said about Zion, it all depends on the prior notion of Yahweh’s 

presence there.7 

                                                 

5 The LXX curiously inserts “Second Sabbath” into the title of Psalm 48 (δευτέρᾳ σαββάτου). 

6 The targum actually takes the imagery one step further and specifies the holy mountain as the 

temple (בית מקדשיה).  Targum references are taken from Comprehensive Aramaic Lexicon, Targum Psalms, 

(Hebrew Union College, 2005). 

7 Ollenburger, Zion the City of the Great King: A Theological Symbol of the Jerusalem Cult, 23. 
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In laments, God is described as having lived in Zion in the past tense, and is asked 

to return.  In Psalm 74, Asaph pleads with God to remember “Mount Zion, where you have 

dwelled in it” (74:2). 

 

 

B. The Reason the Lord Resides in Zion   

Psalm 132:13 tells us “For Yahweh has chosen Zion, he has desired it for his 

dwelling place.”  It was God’s selection.  The psalm continues in verse 14 from the Lord’s 

perspective: “This is my resting place forever/ Here I will dwell because I have desired it.” 

The Lord’s choice of Zion is the reason the ark was brought there: earlier in the psalm 

(132:8), it says “Arise, O Yahweh, to your resting place/ You and the ark of your might.”  

Psalm 87:2 says “Yahweh loves the gates of Zion/ more than all the dwelling places of 

Jacob.”8  Whether this love existed before the choice was made is not clear. 

 

 

C. Psalm 48: Zion vs. Zaphon 

Psalm 48:2 has the elusive phrase י ָצ֑פֹון ֵ֣  Many interpret the words to refer to  .ַיְרְכת 

“the far side of the North”, identifying Zion’s location in Jerusalem9, or contrasting Zion to 

                                                 

8 Targum inserts “gates of house of study in Zion” (מעלני בתי מדרשיא דקביען בציון). 

9 C.H. Spurgeon, The Treasury of David, volume 2, Psalms 27-52, (Baker Book House, Grand 

Rapids: MI, 1981), 403. 
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the southern mountain of Sinai,10 etc.  Some point out that Zion was not at the North end of 

the city, and it is preferable to take “Zaphon” as a proper name (NIV).  The Canaanite god 

Baal was thought to dwell on a great mountain to the north, Mt Zaphon; 11 so the psalmist 

could be contrasting Zaphon with Zion in order to “dethrone” Baal.12  However, the phrase 

is in apposition with Zion.  Mount Zaphon is not an actual place, but represents a mythical 

counterpart that is the true heavenly abode of God. 13  By calling Zion “Zaphon,” the 

psalmist is identifying the mountain as God’s dwelling place, saying that Mount Zion 

points to a greater, ultimate reality, which is labeled Mount Zaphon in this poem.14  This is 

similar to the idea of the earthly and heavenly tabernacles (see Hebrews 9).  Ollenburger 

suggests “no absolute distinction should be made between Yahweh’s heavenly abode and 

his earthly dwelling in the temple on Zion.”15 Psalm 48:2, therefore, can be translated 

“Beautiful in elevation/ the joy of all the earth/ Is Mount Zion/ The peak of Zaphon/ the 

city of the Great King.”   

 

 

                                                 

10 Lange, John Peter, et al, A Commentary on the Holy Scriptures: Psalms, (Bellingham, WA: Logos 

Bible Software, 2008), 307. 

11 W. A. Elwell, B. J. Beitzel, “Zion,” Baker encyclopedia of the Bible. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 

Book House, 1988), . 

12  Ollenburger, Zion the City of the Great King, 45. 

13 A. Robinson, “Zion and Saphon in Psalm 48:3,” Vetus testamentum 24 no 1 (Jan 1974), 121. 

14 Français Courant renders the phrase “La capital du monde.” LSG: “La côté septentrional” Segond 

21: “du côté nord.” La Semeur “tu es la demeure de Dieu,” with a footnote “les extrémités du Çafôn, ce qui 

peut se comprendre de manière géographique: du côté du nord, ou religieuse: le Çafôn étant une montagne 

sacrée où, selon la religion phénicienne, Baal résidait.” 

15 Ollenburger, Zion the City of the Great King, 34. 
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III. God is King on Zion 

The Great King of 48:2 is God himself.  The Lord is not just dwelling in Zion as a 

simple resident, but is reigning as King. “The Lord Reigns” is the dominant motif in the 

book of Psalms.16  Psalm 99 begins with “Yahweh reigns… he sits on the cherubim… 

Yahweh is great in Zion, He is high above all the peoples”.  The cherubim from the Ark of 

the Covenant were understood to represent Yahweh’s throne,17 the picture is of Yahweh 

sitting on His throne in Zion, exalted above everyone in rank and glory.  His kingship is 

exclusive18 and is derived from the simple fact that He created everything: “The earth is the 

Lord’s and all that fills it/ the world and those who dwell in it/ for he founded it on the 

waters/ and he established it on the rivers” (Psalm 24:1-2).  

 

 

IV. God Sets his King on Zion 

Yet God is not the only king in Zion.  King David and his descendants reign in Zion 

as God’s agent, executors of Yahweh’s rule.19  Psalm 2:6 says “and I [God] have set20 my 

king on Zion, my holy mountain.”  Psalm 110 starts out by saying “Yahweh declares to my 

                                                 

16 James Mays, The Lord Reigns: A Theological Handbook to the Psalms, (Louisville: Westminster 

John Knox, 1994), 13. 

17 Craig C. Broyles, “The Psalms and Cult Symbolism: The Case of the Cherubim-Ark”, in 

Interpreting the Psalms: Issues and Approaches, Firth, David, and Philip Johnston, eds., (Downers Grove, IL: 

IVP, 2006), [Kindle Edition], Kindle location 1223 of 3676.  The ark also symbolized Yahweh’s chariot and 

footstool. 

18 Ollenburger, Zion the City of the Great King, 81. 

19 Ibid, 59. 

20 Literally, “I have poured out” my king (י ְכתִּ  perhaps recalling the anointing imagery earlier in ,(ָנַסֵ֣

the Psalm. 
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Adonai/ Sit at my right hand/ Until I set your enemies as a footstool for your feet/ Your 

strong scepter Yahweh will stretch out from Zion.” Psalms 2 and 110 are the most quoted 

Psalms in the New Testament.  They find their ultimate fulfillment in Jesus, who reigns as 

Yahweh’s Davidic King.  The English language in limited when talking about the Trinity.  

Jesus (the fulfillment of the Davidic dynasty) reigns as God’s agent, yet is God himself.  

Under the new covenant, the ideas of “The Lord reigns in Zion” and “Jesus reigns in Zion” 

blur together to mean the same thing.  To attempt to draw out Christ’s reign as something 

different from Yahweh’s reign runs the risk of separating the persons of God into two gods.   

 

 

V. Salvation/Blessing from Zion 

The Psalms describe the Lord (as king) bestowing salvation and blessing from Zion.  

Psalm 14:7 (repeated in Psalm 53:6) rhetorically asks “Who will give salvation to Israel 

from Zion?”  The next line immediately describes the Lord in the act of bringing back the 

people from captivity.  In the songs of ascent, Psalm 133:3 refers to the “…mountains of 

Zion, because there Yahweh commanded the blessing, life unto the ages.”  Then in Psalm 

134:3, we find “May Yahweh bless you from Zion” (the same Hebrew phrase is in 128:5).  

After several verses of lamentation, Psalm 102:13 confidently says “You will arise, have 

mercy on Zion, because it is time to be gracious to her, because the time has come.”  Psalm 

20 is a prayer asking for victory, verse 2 points to Zion as the source of the Lord’s support 

when it says “may He (Yahweh, from verse 1), give you help from the sanctuary, may he 

give you support from Zion.” 
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VI. Zion itself is Strong 

The security of the Lord’s kingship extends to the security of Zion itself.21  Psalm 

48:3 says “God is in her22 citadels/ he has made himself known as a stronghold.” As a 

result of Yahweh’s presence in Zion, Zion itself is strong, and becomes a place of refuge.  

The Lord builds Zion, and makes it secure by defending it. 

 

 

A. God Builds Zion 

  Psalm 51:18 has already been mentioned, above, where the psalmist asks God to 

do good to Zion and build23 the walls of Jerusalem.  In Psalm 69:35, heaven and earth are 

called to Praise the Lord, “because God will save Zion / and will build24 the cities of Judah 

/ that they may dwell there and possess it.”  Later in Psalm 102:16, it says “the Lord built 

up25 Zion.”   

 

 

B. Zion is Described as Secure and Steadfast: Psalms 48 and 46. 

                                                 

21 Ollenburger, Zion the City of the Great King, 46. 

22 “Her” refers to the “City” of the Great King in the previous line (ת ְרַיַ֗  .(is feminine קִִּ֝

ה 23 ְבנ ַ֗  Qal imperfect תִִּ֝

ְבנ ה 24 יִּ  Qal preterite+ wav consecutive ְוְ֭

 Qal Perfect.  Some translations (NKJV, NRSV, LEB, Louis Segond, Français Courant, etc) ָבָנֵ֣ה 25

render this verb as future, perhaps following the string from imperfect (קּום ּו) v.13), and preterite ָתְ֭ יְראֵ֣ ִֽ   .(v.15 ְויִּ

But י ִֽ  .breaks the verbal chain in verse 16, so past tense makes more sense to me (thus NASB, Le Semeur) כִּ
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Those that trust in the Lord shall be as mount Zion, which Psalm 125:1 describes as 

a place which “cannot be shaken/ it sits forever.”  

The security of Zion is laid out in detail in Psalm 48:4-7 

For behold, the kings assemble themselves 

 They passed by together 

They saw,26 so they were amazed,  

they were terrified,  

they fled 

Trembling seized them there,  

pain like a woman in labor 

With the east wind,27  

you shatter the ships of Tarshish 

 

Yahweh’s victory over enemies is clear.  The allusion about destruction doesn’t 

require an actual vanquished fleet,28 as the imagery has already turned metaphorical in the 

previous line.  The next lines move the reader from past to present protection (verse 8): 

That which we have heard 

So we have seen 

In the city of the Lord of Hosts 

In the city of our God 

God will establish her29 

Unto the ages  Selah 

 

Psalm 48 closes (verses 12-14) by describing how the strength of Zion should 

remind us of God’s strength.  “Surround Zion and go around her/ count her towers/ 

                                                 

26 Targum fills in the gap by adding they saw “miracles” (ופרישתא) 

27 Targum inserts “like fire from before the Lord” (כאשא דמן קדם יהוה). 

28 Lange, et al, A Commentary on the Holy Scriptures: Psalms., 309. 

29 3fs suffix, referring back to city 
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consider in your hearts30 her ramparts/ go through her citadels/ so that you may tell31 future 

generations/ such is God our God32 forever and ever / he will guide us until death.”33  

Psalm 129:5 sums it up well: “May they be put to shame and turned around/ all who hate 

Zion” 

Psalm 46 paints a picture of Zion as the only safe refuge in the world.34  The 

security of Zion is exclusive.  This “song of Zion” doesn’t mention Zion or Jerusalem 

explicitly, but verse 4 refers to “the city of God/ the holy dwelling places of the Most 

High.”  Psalm 46:1 says “God is our refuge and strength/ A very present help in trouble.”  

The next verses (2-3) vividly portrays all of creation in chaos (including raging waters), 

contrasted with Zion (4-7, including a joyful river in the City of God), which is safe and 

peaceful.  The river symbolism is associated with God’s throne.35  Verses 8-11 show God 

as victorious over war itself “He makes wars stop on the earth…” Even though God created 

everything, there are elements of chaos due to the presence of sinful humans.  We can still 

look forward to the Lord’s ultimate conquest of chaos.36 

                                                 

30  Qal imperative ם ְבכ ֶ֨ יתּו לִּ ִׁ֤  שִּ

31 Piel Imperfect 2mp “count” (ּו ַסְפרַ֗  Perhaps in the sense of recounting or telling about the  .(ְתִ֝

calculations. 

32 The targum inserts “dwelling in heaven” (ומדוריה בשמיא), apparently missing the metaphor, or at 

least attempting to balance it. 

33 The meaning of the last line of the poem “he will guide us until death” (ּות׃ נּו ַעל־מִֽ ֵ֣  has (֖הּוא ְיַנֲהג 

confused many commentators.  It seems unlikely that God is leading people to their premature death, but 

rather leading them until they die naturally- in other words, all their life. 

34 Ortlund, Eric, “Lament video 2,” BLST714 Psalms class video lectures, 19:53.  

35 Peter C. Craigie, Psalms 1–50. Vol. 19. 2nd ed. Word Biblical Commentary, (Nashville, TN: 

Nelson Reference & Electronic, 2004), 343. 

36 Ibid, 346. 
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C. God Defends Zion: Psalm 76 

The reason Zion is so secure is because God defends it (as seen in Psalm 48, above).  

Psalm 76 describes God’s complete victory over those who wage war against Zion.  The 

Septuagint adds “To Assyria” (πρὸς τὸν Ἀσσύριον) to the title, apparently associating the 

psalm with the invasion of Assyria in 2 Kings 18-19, where the angel of the Lord struck 

down 185,000 enemy troops.  Against this historical backdrop, the psalm comes alive in a 

new and exciting way.37  Nothing in the psalm invalidates this historical interpretation, but 

nothing requires it either.38   

Similar to Psalms 46 and 48 above, in 76:3, God is at war.  “There [Zion, v.2] he 

[God, v.1] broke flaming arrows,39 shield and sword and battle weapons.”  The defeat of 

God’s enemies is described in verses 5-10: 

The stout of heart were plundered 

 They slept their sleep40 

And all the men of strength 

 Could not find their hands41 

From your rebuke, O God of Jacob 

 Chariot42 and horse lie stunned 

                                                 

37 MacDonald, William. Believer’s Bible Commentary: Old and New Testaments. Edited by Arthur 

(Farstad. Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1995), 664. 

38 Tate, Marvin.  Psalms 51-100.  Word Biblical Commentary 20.  Dallas: Word, 1990, 263. 

39 Hebrew: “Flaming bows” (ת ש  י־ָק֑ ְשפ   .(רִּ

ם) 40 ּו ְשָנָת֑  ”.Many translations suggest “sank into a deep sleep (ָנמֵ֣

41 That is, couldn’t use them. 

42 For some reason, many translations render this word (ב כ  ֵ֣  rider.”  However “Chariot” (the actual“ (ְור 

meaning of the word) makes sense in context, since God just defeated flaming bows in verse 3.  

Personification is a legitimate poetic device. 
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The Lord is so powerful, he wins battles with his voice.  Verse 8 says “You caused 

judgment to be heard from the heavens/ the earth feared and was stilled.”43 

 

 

VII. Worshippers at Zion 

A. The identity of the worshippers 

Those who hate Zion are not welcome there.  But it was mentioned above in Psalm 

69:35 that the Lord will build the cities of Judah that they may dwell there and possess it.  

This naturally implies the presence of more than just the Lord and his Davidic king at Zion, 

so someone else must be acceptable.  Psalm 15:1 asks “O Yahweh… who can dwell in your 

holy hill?” A similar question is posed in 24:3 “Who may ascend into the hill of Yahweh?”  

Both psalms then proceed to describe a righteous person.  Righteous people are called to 

worship the Lord at Zion, “Exalt Yahweh our God, and worship at44 his holy mountain” 

(Psalm 99:9).  In Psalm 43, God’s “holy mountain” is seen as a place of refuge and justice 

(“Vindicate me, O God…  Let them bring me to your holy mountain” 43:1, 3). 

 

 

B. The Actions of the Worshippers 

                                                 

43 Targum specifies that the land of the gentiles feared, while the land of Israel is at peace ( ארעא

 .(דעממי דחילת ארעא דישראל שדוכת

 perhaps functions as the direct object marker from Aramaic influence, since it would otherwise לְ  44

be translated as worshiping towards his holy mountain, (which may be confused with worshipping the 

mountain itself). 
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Naturally, worshippers are worshiping in Zion.  Psalm 65:1 says “Silence for you, 

praise in Zion, O God!  To you will the vow be fulfilled.”  Psalm 102:21 says, “The name 

of the Lord declared in Zion and his praise in Jerusalem.”  Psalm 87 ends with “And 

singers, like dancers (say)/ All my springs are in you.”  These springs of water refresh the 

soul,45 which seems ironic, since the word “Zion” literally means “a dry place.”46 After the 

defeat of God’s enemies described above, Psalm 76:11-12 encourages people to “Make 

vows and fulfill them to the Lord your God/ All those around him bring gifts to the feared 

one.”  Given the recent description of war, presumably the only ones left around in Zion are 

those who love God, but one day every knee will bow before the throne (See Psalm 87, 

below).   

 

 

C. Psalm 84 and the Desire to be at Zion 

Psalm 84 describes the worshiper’s longing and desire for Zion, where they can 

commune with the Lord.  The text mostly speaks for itself, so it is useful to reproduce it 

here to illustrate the thirst. 

How lovely are your dwelling places 

 O Yahweh of hosts 

My soul longs and faints  

 For the courts of Yahweh 

My heart and flesh cry out 

 To the living God  

                                                 

45 Matthew Henry, Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible: Complete and Unabridged in 

One Volume, (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1994), 869. 

46 Stelman Smith, and Judson Cornwall, “Zion,” The Exhaustive Dictionary of Bible Names, (North 

Brunswick, NJ: Bridge-Logos, 1998), 253. 
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Even the bird has found a house 

 And the swallow a nest for herself 

 Where she may lay her young 

Your altars,47 O Yahweh of Hosts 

 My king and my God 

Blessed are the dwellers48 of your house 

 They are ever praising you  Selah  

Blessed is the man 

 Whose strength is in you 

 Highways in their heart49 

Passing through the valley of Baca50 

 They make it a spring 

 Even rain covers it in blessings 

They go from strength to strength51 

 Each52 appears to the God of Zion 

O Yahweh, God of hosts, hear my prayer 

 Give ear, O God of Jacob  Selah 

Behold our shield, O God 

 Look at the face of your anointed53 

Because better is a day in your courts 

                                                 

47 The transition from birds to altars is abrupt.  “Your altars” is marked as a direct object (ת־ ִֽ  but ,(א 

there is no subject or verb.  Targums inserts “to approach” (לאיתקרבא).  Many translations insert “Even so” or 

“Thus” or “at”, etc. to smooth out the phrase.  LSG leaves the gap present “ses petits... Tes autels, ” but Seg21 

updates it to: “Moi, je soupire après tes autels.” Français Courant and Semeur insert “près de,” as if the birds 

made nests near the altars.  Despite the difficulties, the meaning is clear.  The altars are being compared to 

nests for birds: a place that is safe. 

48 Targum inserts “righteous person” (דצדיקין) to specify that not just anyone can be blessed by living 

there! 

49 This clause (ם ְלָבָבִֽ ֹות בִּ לַ֗ סִּ  ”is difficult to make sense of.  Targum changes “way” to “words (ְמִ֝

 Many English translations supply “Zion,” translating something similar to “in whose heart are the  .(במימרך)

highways to Zion.”  French translations insert “trouver”, saying highways can be found in the heart, except 

Français Courant, which interprets the phrase to “et qui ont à cœur pèlerinage” (have a pilgrim heart).  In 

context, perhaps the phrase is talking about habits of the heart; that is, finding strength in God habitually. 

50 “Baca” means “weeping”.  Whether or not this was an actual place is uncertain.  Elwell and 

Beitzel, “Baca, Valley of,” Baker Encyclopedia of the Bible, 251. 

51 Targum interprets this as “temple to temple” (מן בית מקדשא לבית מדרשיא). 

52 The verbs suddenly switch from plural to singular, perhaps emphasizing every member of the 

group. 

53 Calling God to look at the psalmist’s shield (referring to the anointed one- the Davidic king) 

makes this phrase messianic.  God is called a shield in verse 11, thus equating the King with God.  The psalm 

contains hints that the Messiah would be God himself. 
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 Than a thousand54 

I would rather be a doorkeeper 

 In the house of my God 

 Than dwell in the tents of wickedness 

Because Yahweh God is a sun55 and shield 

 Yahweh gives grace and glory 

He does not withhold good 

 From those walking in completeness 

O Yahweh of Hosts 

 Blessed is the man  

 Who trusts in you 

 

 

D. The Emotional Impact of Zion 

The idea of Zion has an emotional impact on the worshippers.  In Psalm 122:1, the 

psalmist describes himself as “glad” when it is suggested they go to the house of the Lord.  

In captivity, the Jews wept when they remembered Zion (137:1), and the request by their 

captors to sing songs of Zion (137:3) was a point of great contention. Psalm 126:1 

describes the experience of returning to Zion from captivity as like being in a dream.  

Humility is the appropriate response for those who claim Zion as a refuge (whereas pride/ 

relying on your own resources is considered a fundamental sin in Zion symbolism).56 

 

 

E. Universal Worship at Zion: Psalm 87 

                                                 

54 The Hebrew clause seems incomplete to the English mind.  Translations tend to supply words like 

“outside” or “elsewhere” to complete the contrast.   But by not specifying “in your courts”, being outside is 

implied.  The reader is provoked into asking “A thousand… where?” and then realizes the answer could be 

“anywhere.”  Life outside the courts is so empty, it is illustrated by an equally void clause. 

55 Targum says “high wall” (שור רם) instead of sun. 

56 Ollenburger, Zion the City of the Great King, 70, 100. 
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Psalm 87, the last song of Zion to be addressed in detail in this paper, has 

geographically wide language that helps illustrate the expectation that Zion will become the 

mother city of the universal worship of Yahweh.57 The Septuagint even inserts “Mother 

Zion” (Μήτηρ Σειών) into verse 5.  Verse 2 has already been mentioned above, the poem 

continues in verse 3: 

Glorious things are spoken of you58 

 O city of God   Selah 

I will mention Rahab and Babylon 

 As those who knew me 

Behold, Philistia and Tyre with Ethiopia 

 This one was born there 

And59 of Zion it will be said 

 This man and that man60  

 Was born there 

And the Most High 

 He will establish her 

Yahweh will count 

 In the recording of the peoples 

 This one61 was born there Selah 

 

By saying that the Lord will give the same status in a register to non-Zionists as he 

does to Zionists demonstrates how The Almighty King will legitimize others in a universal 

                                                 

57 Tate, Marvin.  Psalms 51-100.  Word Biblical Commentary 20.  Dallas: Word, 1990, 389. 

58 Hebrew “ְך  The preposition could also say “in you.”  The beauty of the ambiguity in the  .”ָב֑

language may actually mean both senses are invoked.  “Of” may be preferred, given the context of the 

universal worship. 

59 Some see “ ִּֽו”as contrasting: “but.”  However, it is difficult to make sense of the context that way, 

since the other nations are counted as “those who know me,” and similar language is employed. 

60 Literally: “man and man” (יש אִּ יש ְוְ֭ ֵ֣  Targum identifies these as specific men: “King David and  .(אִּ

Solomon his son” (דוד מלכא ושלמה בריה).  I think this misses the point of the poem. 

61 “This one” is replaced by “kings” (מליך) or “rulers” (ἀρχόντων) in other versions to make sense of 

the verse.  It seems best to see the verse as a summary statement of the prior verses. 
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worship of himself.  It would be as if everyone had been born there!62  Revelation 7:9 picks 

up this imagery when John says “I looked, and behold, a great multitude, which no one 

could count, from every nation and all tribes and peoples and tongues, standing before the 

throne and before the Lamb…” (NASB). 

 

 

F. Personification: Zion as a Fellow Worshipper 

Occasionally, “Zion” in the psalms includes the personification of Zion as a fellow 

worshipper.63  Psalm 48:11 says “Let Mount Zion be glad / Let the daughters of Judah 

rejoice/ because of your judgments.” Psalm 97:8 says “Zion hears this and is glad… 

because of your judgments, O Yahweh.”  Psalm 147:12 exhorts “praise your God, O Zion!”  

Psalm 146:10 informs Zion “Yahweh will reign forever, Your God, O Zion.”  Psalm 149:2 

says “Let the sons of Zion rejoice in their king,” which characterizes Zion as a parent.  

Psalm 9:14 is often translated with the phrase “Daughter of Zion”, but it has been suggested 

that this is a common mistranslation of the Hebrew phrase (֑יֹון  Daughter Zion” is“ .(ַבת־צִּ

preferred, as it is a personification of Zion as a young woman. 64 

 

 

VIII. Conclusion: Zion in the New Covenant 

                                                 

62 Tate, Psalms 51-100, 390. 

63 Some of these references could also be synecdoches for those living at Zion 

64 Elwell, W. A., & Beitzel, B. J., “Zion,” In Baker encyclopedia of the Bible, (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Baker Book House, 1988), 2201. 
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Zion is a secure refuge, made so by the presence of God the King.  The symbol of 

Zion was a powerful one in Old Testament times.  John Calvin (among others) attempted to 

reinterpret the imagery to the church,65 but it seems that the symbol has sadly lost its 

meaning in evangelical circles.  It is easier to understand God as a refuge, but harder to 

associate that security with a geographical location.  Yet, Zion remains important, because 

it is in the Bible.  Romans 11:26-27 (quoting Isaiah 59:20-21) says “the deliverer will come 

from Zion” (NASB).  In describing the end times, John saw the Lamb (Jesus) standing on 

Mount Zion (Revelation 14:1).  In Revelation 21, the New Jerusalem comes down from 

heaven, and God will dwell with his people.  The language and ideal of Zion remains a 

hope for Christians to look forward to today, and the imagery in the Old Testament aid us 

in understanding what we are hoping for.  Hebrew 12:18-24 contrasts Mount Sinai with 

Mount Zion, with Mount Zion representing the New Covenant “but you have come to 

Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to myriads of 

angels… and to Jesus…” (NASB).  Zion remains a future hope, made understandable by 

the past.  Ephesians 2:19-22 applies the imagery of the temple to the church: 

So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens 

[recall Psalm 87!] with the saints and are of God’s household, having been 

built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus Himself 

being the corner stone, in whom the whole building, being fitted together is 

growing into a holy temple in the Lord; in whom you also are being built 

together into a dwelling of God in the Spirit. (NASB) 

                                                 

65 John Calvin, Commentary on Psalms Volume, (Grand Rapids, MI: Christian Classics Ethereal 

Library, n.d.), [e-book], 194. 
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In the present, the promises of Zion apply to the church.66  God loves and defends the 

church, Christ is its head, and worshippers find refuge and give praise to the Lord in the 

Church.  The notion of Yahweh as the exclusive king of the universe provides a powerful 

critique to present political tyranny, as such systems are not acting in accord with what is 

really real.67 

                                                 

66  H. D. M. Spence, Joseph S. Exell, “Psalm 87,” Psalms, Volume 2, The Pulpit Commentary, [e-

Sword module]. 

67 Ollenburger, Zion the City of the Great King, 160. 
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