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B. God’s Reign Over Creation in the Image-Son – Psalm 110 

 

Israel’s psalms gave voice to all of the dimensions, challenges, and hopes that were part of the 

nation’s unique sonship. Among all the earth’s peoples, God chose Abram to be the patriarch of 

a great family of sons and daughters, children born of covenant election and called to make their 

covenant God known through faithfully living out their sonship. A son is of his father, bearing 

the father’s image and likeness, so that Israel’s faithful conformity to its covenant sonship would 

cause the nations to see its God and Father. Thus Israel would fulfill its vocation of mediating to 

the estranged human world Yahweh’s blessing – i.e., a true knowledge of Him – by fulfilling its 

own sonship. Israel’s obligation to do was precisely its obligation to be. 

 

Thus Israel’s “law-keeping” consisted in covenant fidelity – conformity to the disclosures and 

obligations embodied in Yahweh’s covenant Torah. That Torah – codified in the Law of Moses – 

defined and prescribed Israel’s covenant sonship according to their election in Abraham. Like all 

covenants (biblical and otherwise), the Law of Moses was a relational instrument, so that all of 

its myriad prescriptions (ordinances, statutes, commandments, etc.) simply elaborated on the 

singular obligation of love – the children’s love for their Father and for His other children. Israel 

would fulfill all that the Law required of them if they loved their God with heart, soul, mind and 

strength and loved their neighbors as themselves (cf. Matthew 7:12, 22:35-40; Romans 13:8-10). 

 

But Israel failed miserably because they were incapable of such love. Only a divine and mighty 

work of renewal could overcome that inability and enable the children to become sons indeed. 

And nothing less than this purging and transformation would allow Yahweh’s purpose for His 

creation to be realized: For the Creator to achieve His goal of being “all in all” – of flooding His 

creation with His presence and His wise, loving, and splendid lordship, His human image-bearer 

needed to become image-son in truth. God’s ultimate intention for His creation necessitates that 

man attain to his own destiny as the Creator’s priest-king. For God’s intent in creating man was 

that he should mediate His relationship with His creation, administering His sovereign lordship 

in it, while also gathering back to Him the creation’s delight and praise.  

 

Hence, the consummation of man’s sonship involves the full realization of His vocation as 

priest-king. The Psalter speaks to the former, and so also speaks to the latter. And, consistent 

with the rest of the Scriptures, the Psalter associates this human outcome with the messianic 

image-son. Nowhere is this more evident than in Psalm 110. It’s not surprising, then, that the 

New Testament references this psalm more than any other. Indeed, there are more references to 

Psalm 110 in the New Testament than to any other passage in Israel’s scriptures. 

 

1. This fact suggests the immense eschatological importance of Psalm 110. For the New 

Testament writings were penned with the premise that Israel’s Scriptures – and so all of 

the salvation history – have found their fulfillment in Jesus the Messiah. The repeated 

reference to Psalm 110 in the New Testament, then, underscores two truths: First, this 

psalm was well known in first-century Israel; second, it was widely regarded as a 

messianic psalm, and therefore an eschatological one. For the coming of the Messiah 

would mark the inauguration of God’s promised eschaton – i.e., the messianic age (Olam 

Ha Ba) when Yahweh would rule the world from His throne in Jerusalem, having 

vanquished the opposing powers and renewed His covenant relationship with Israel (cf. 

Matthew 22:41-45; Mark 12:35-37; Luke 20:27-44; Acts 2:22-36). 
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The rabbis of Jesus’ day viewed Psalm 110 as an important reference point in their 

eschatological perspective and hope, and yet they wrestled with how to understand it.  

 

a. The synoptic gospel accounts show that the Jews interpreted it as referring to the 

regal descendent Yahweh had promised to David (2 Samuel 7), yet they debated 

some of the psalm’s particulars. First, how is it that this son of David could sit at 

Yahweh’s right hand (110:1)? David and the kings who came after him were 

regarded as sitting on Yahweh’s throne in Jerusalem, but this was simply a way of 

acknowledging that they executed His rule in Israel and not their own; their 

throne was actually His throne, and they presided over His kingdom (ref. 1 

Chronicles 29:23). This was very different from the idea of being enthroned at 

Yahweh’s right hand. For this expression suggests equal status and authority with 

Israel’s God, something that no Israelite king would ever claim.  

 

 The psalm has Yahweh Himself ascribing a unique and mysterious preeminence 

to this Davidic ruler by installing him at His right hand. But David also affirmed 

the preeminence of this descendent by referring to him as his lord: “An utterance 

of Yahweh to my lord – sit at My right hand…” David represented the pinnacle of 

kingship in Israel; he was the first fruit of the pledge of the scepter coming to 

Judah (Genesis 49:9-10), and the king against whom all subsequent Israelite kings 

were measured. And yet, he regarded this covenanted descendent as his superior – 

specifically, the one in whom his own kingship would attain its ordained destiny 

and be fully and perpetually realized (cf. 2 Samuel 7:1-17 with vv. 18-29). 

 

b. Another feature of Psalm 110 that perplexed the Jews is that it presents this 

preeminent ruler as a priest. And not just a priest, but a priest “according to the 

order of Melchizedek” (110:4). This is the only Old Testament mention of 

Melchizedek outside of Genesis 14, and the reference here isn’t to the man 

himself, but to his priesthood. This king whom Yahweh exalts to His right hand is 

a priest, but not of the Israelite order of Aaron. He is not a Levitical priest, but 

neither is he a priest in a line of priests; rather, Yahweh declares him to be a 

unique priest who holds this priesthood in perpetuity. 

 

 By associating this figure with David’s messianic son, the Jews of Jesus’ 

generation attributed eschatological significance to Psalm 110. But the psalm 

itself asserts this perspective, but so as to force Israel to rethink its eschatology.  

 

1) It does so first by conjoining the kingship and priesthood in the same 

person. Such a thing was impossible in the Mosaic economy, for the two 

offices were separated by two separate lines of descent. The scepter 

belonged to Judah, while the priesthood belonged to Levi (cf. Numbers 1, 

3 with Deuteronomy 18:1-2; Hebrews 7:5).  There could be no priest-king 

in Israel, for it’s impossible to be descended from two brothers. Yes, 

David was allowed to perform priestly acts because of his prototypical 

significance as prefiguring his messianic descendent (2 Samuel 6), but he 

didn’t hold the priesthood (2 Samuel 20:23-26). 
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2) Secondly, Psalm 110 assigns a different priestly order to its king-priest. 

Again, the Law of Moses established only the Aaronic (Levitical) 

priesthood, and Yahweh rejected any and all challenges to it (cf. 1 Samuel 

13:1-4; 2 Chronicles 26:1-21; also 1 Kings 12:25-13:5). Yet here was 

Yahweh exalting a man to His right hand and ordaining him as His 

perpetual priest outside of the Levitical order. 

 

Thus Psalm 110 confronted the Jews with a seemingly impossible quandary. If it did 

indeed refer to the messianic son of David, Yahweh had indicated that this individual 

would restore Israel by establishing David’s house, throne and kingdom. How could 

restoring the covenant kingdom of Israel involve altering its inherent structures in such a 

fundamental way? Wouldn’t such a circumstance imply that Israel was to be restored to 

no longer be Israel? At the very least, Israel’s restoration under an Israelite king who is a 

non-Levitical priest would entail a substantial change in the covenant itself, a fact not lost 

on the Hebrews writer (7:11-22). The rabbis debated all of these questions and 

quandaries, and they would not be resolved until the Spirit enabled Jesus’ followers to 

reconsider them through the lens of His triumphal work; only then would the house of 

Israel understand that eschatological fulfillment meant christological transformation. 

 

2. Melchizedek was the prototypical king-priest, described in the Genesis account as “king 

of Salem” and “priest of God Most High” (14:18). His priesthood preceded the Aaronic 

(Levitical) counterpart, and tacitly excelled it, based on the fact that Abraham offered 

tithes to him (Hebrews 7:1-10). The king-priest depicted in Psalm 110 would share this 

superior priesthood, and he would hold it uniquely as solely His possession forever. By 

implication, then, his kingship would also be perpetual, since he is a king-priest. This is 

likely why the Jewish tradition going into the first century associated this individual with 

the covenant son promised to David. For Zechariah had prophesied that the regal and 

priestly offices separated under the Sinai Covenant were to be conjoined in the Davidic 

“Branch,” so that he would rule as a priest on his throne (Zechariah 6:9-15). 

 

 Thus David’s depiction of this person indicated a future state of affairs that profoundly 

departed from Israel’s present covenantal circumstance. Not only would he function as 

Yahweh’s unique king-priest, his rule and priestly ministration were to have profound 

and sweeping effects in the world (ref. vv. 2-3, 5-7).  

 

a. The first achievement David ascribed to him is victory over adversaries: Yahweh 

was going to “extend his scepter” from his throne in Zion and so enable him to 

rule “in the midst of his enemies.” David’s language suggests a triumph beyond 

military conquest; arguably a better rendering is rule in the inner part of your 

enemies (cf. Psalm 39:3, 51:10, 55:4, 15, 62:4-6, 94:19, 103:1), especially given 

the statement that follows in verse 3: “Your people will be a free-will offering in 

the day of your power, clothed in holy array from the womb of the dawn…” 

 

 The “free-will” offering was just as the name implies; it was a voluntary offering 

made to Yahweh, either as a particular expression of a prescribed sacrifice 

(Leviticus 7:11-18, 22:17-21, 23:33-38), or a self-initiated offering expressing 

personal worship and devotion to Yahweh (Exodus 35:20-36:3). 
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 It seems, then, that David was speaking of a conquest that turns enemies into 

willing, devoted subjects. This king wasn’t going to build his kingdom by 

crushing adversaries through military might, but by the exercise of a power that 

wins their hearts and minds. Though David established his kingdom by securing 

the devotion of the tribes of Israel (2 Samuel 5:1-5), he enlarged it through 

military conquest. David was a great warrior, and he obtained rest from his 

enemies through bloodshed. The surrounding nations brought him tribute, not 

because they loved him, but because he had subjugated them (2 Samuel 8:1-6). 

Even David, the great prototype of the messianic king to come from him, did not 

conquer his enemies by making them a free-will offering in holiness and purity. 

  

b. The second achievement that David highlighted also involves the idea of 

conquest, but he notably associated it with the priestly aspect of this king-priest’s 

rule  (vv. 4-7). David spoke of Yahweh ordaining him as His priest forever, but 

then immediately described this enthroned priest as executing judgment against 

the kings, mighty men, and nations of the earth. Israel’s priests were the mediators 

between Yahweh and His people, and it was their responsibility to mediate His 

truth and will through their words and actions. In this sense, Israel’s priests were 

judges who disclosed Yahweh’s mind and judgment to the people. That seems to 

be the point of the imagery here: This melchizedekian king-priest would 

administer Yahweh’s judgment and retribution, not just respecting the children of 

Israel, but all mankind, the great and mighty as well as the weak and insignificant. 

 

 Somehow, this priest would achieve His decisive victory over all that opposes 

Him and His rule through the process of mediating Yahweh’s judgment. He 

would execute judgment, but on Yahweh’s behalf as the king enthroned at His 

right hand. Hence David: “The Lord at Your right hand has struck down kings, 

He judges the nations, He has filled up the corpses, He has struck down the great 

ones over the whole earth.” 

 

 This language expresses eschatological judgment – the judgment of the great 

“Day of Yahweh” when He arose on behalf of His people and His creation to put 

all things right (ref. again Psalms 96-99). The present psalm emphasizes that He 

would accomplish this triumph through His messianic king-priest, understood 

among the Jews as referring to David’s regal descendent – the covenanted son 

who would be both David’s root and stem (cf. Isaiah 11:1, 10). 

 

 For generations, the Jews grappled with Psalm 110 and the meaning of its images and 

assurances, but the “fullness of the times” revealed that the triumph celebrated in this psalm was 

to be accomplished in the most astonishing and unexpected way. Yahweh did indeed execute 

judgment and establish His rule over the earth in His king-priest, but through incarnation, faithful 

sonship, vicarious death, and the consummation of human life. In a word, Yahweh’s triumph in 

creation is a matter of consummated sonship. David’s regal son achieved this triumph as God’s 

firstborn and His new Adam, and now He is enthroned at His Father’s right hand as His glorified 

priest-king, reigning until all of His enemies are subjugated to Him. Mortality is the last and 

great enemy, but it, too, is a conquered foe. The Messiah has defeated death in Himself; all that 

remains is for it to be banished forever, and this He will do at His appearing (1 Corinthians 15). 


