
CHAPTER ELEVEN

JESUS’ USE OF THE PSALMS
IN MATTHEW

THOMAS A. WAYMENT

One of the most remarkable aspects of Jesus’ earthly ministry was His abil-
ity to teach the gospel in a way that caused even His most learned follow-
ers to reevaluate their thinking. He often taught principles and concepts
that were new and exciting and that were difficult to understand and
accept without the guidance of the Holy Spirit. In a culture where the Old
Testament was accepted as the ultimate source of gospel learning, it is not
surprising to find the Master Teacher drawing broadly on this important
body of scripture, especially the book of Psalms, to facilitate His message
and give credence to His teachings (see John 5:39). By looking at the ways
Jesus incorporated the Psalter, or book of Psalms, into His teachings, we
can gain a more profound understanding of how Jesus taught the gospel,
as well as how He chose to explain His earthly ministry to the Jews.

The Sermon on the Mount contains nine relatively short sayings known
as beatitudes.1 This major discourse contains the Savior’s teachings on the
higher law of salvation. It has also been suggested that this sermon was a
type of missionary preparation for the disciples.2 The Beatitudes form an
introduction to the body of the sermon, and they maintain a certain orga-
nizational consistency that helps to reveal their original meaning and
function. In our biblical account of the Sermon on the Mount, there is
some confusion regarding the Savior’s audience. The event, as recorded by
Matthew, indicates that the Savior went to the mountain to remove
Himself from the multitude (see Matthew 5:1), yet at the end of the
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sermon the multitude is said to be astonished at what the Savior has
taught (see Matthew 7:28). This confusion is eliminated, however, when
we consider the account of the Savior’s sermon given at the temple in
Bountiful in the Book of Mormon or when we look at the changes made
by the Prophet Joseph Smith in his inspired version of the biblical account.
The Book of Mormon makes it clear that the sermon to the Nephites was
delivered to a believing multitude, whereas some of the Savior’s teachings
were directed specifically to the Twelve (see 3 Nephi 12:1; 13:25). We may
assume that the sermon delivered in the Holy Land had an audience simi-
lar to that in the Nephite setting. The Joseph Smith Translation indicates
that parts of the Sermon on the Mount were directed to the disciples, thus
helping to confirm our comparison (see JST, Matthew 6:1).3

As an introduction to the Sermon on the Mount, the Beatitudes sum-
marize some of its more prevalent themes. The eight beatitudes represent
an independent unit framed by the first beatitude, which promises “the
kingdom of heaven” to the poor (Matthew 5:3), and the eighth beatitude,
which repeats the promise of the “kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:10).
The first seven beatitudes (vv. 3–10) are also composed in the third person
plural (they), while the eighth and final beatitude (vv. 11–12), with its
warning that persecutions may follow, is written in the second person
plural (you). The last beatitude also shifts from the indicative “blessed are
they” to the imperative “rejoice, and be exceedingly glad” (Matthew
5:11–12). The shift from the indicative to the imperative indicates a shift of
emphasis and creates a distinction between the first eight beatitudes and
the final beatitude. The “you” of Matthew 5:11 makes the connection
explicit between the first seven beatitudes and the eighth one. The newly
called disciples should begin to consider that persecution may follow those
who seek to obey the commandments and purify their lives. While it may
have been comforting to hear in the third person the expectations the
Savior has for His people, the disciples have this expectation placed
directly on their shoulders when the Savior turns to them and warns them
of the perils that will follow the righteous.4 Jesus strengthens this idea by
telling His disciples to expect the same treatment and blessings that the
prophets of old received. The Savior’s profound reasoning on this issue 
is persuasive. How could these disciples reject the Savior’s call to be like
one of the prophets of old, even if it meant enduring suffering and
persecution?

A close look at the first three beatitudes and the way the Savior uses
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them to teach His disciples the higher law demonstrates the characteris-
tics that Jesus expected His disciples to emulate. It also provides an
example of the Savior’s ability to present new ideas, using the Old
Testament as His text. The first three beatitudes, which are structured
according to the pattern of Isaiah 61:1–3, incorporate a passage from Psalm
37:11.5 Isaiah 61 provides the structure and some terminology for Matthew
5:3–5. Isaiah 61 promises good tidings to the poor (KJV, “meek”) and com-
fort to those who mourn. The two passages, Matthew 5:3–5 and Isaiah
61:1–2, share a number of verbal similarities. The following will help to
demonstrate the verbal relationship between Isaiah 61 and Matthew 5.
Matthew 5:3: “Blessed are the poor in spirit [ptochoi]”; Isaiah 61:1: “The
Lord hath anointed me to preach good tidings unto the poor [ptochois; KJV
reads “meek”]”; Matthew 5:4: “Blessed are they that mourn [penthountes]:
for they shall be comforted [paraklethesonthai]”; Isaiah 61:2: “To comfort
[parakalesai] all that mourn [penthountas]”; Matthew 5:5: “Blessed are the
meek: for they shall inherit the earth [klerovomesousin ten gen]”; Isaiah 61:7:
“Therefore in their land they shall possess [kleponomesousin ten gen]; a
double portion” [KJV reads “the double”]; Matthew 5:6: “Blessed are they
which do hunger and thirst after righteousness [dikaiosunen]”; Isaiah 61:3,
8, 11 each use the term for righteousness (dikaiosunes); Matthew 5:8:
“Blessed are the pure in heart [katharoi te kardia]”; Isaiah 61:1: “To bind up
the brokenhearted [suntetpimmenos te kardia].”

One of the reasons the Savior referred to Isaiah 61 may be found in the
opening verses of that chapter. Isaiah’s prophecy lends authority to the
Savior’s message, and it forms a remarkable parallel to the power and
authority the Savior’s teachings would have. Isaiah may well have had the
Savior in mind when he said, “The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me;
because the Lord hath anointed me to preach good tidings” (Isaiah 61:1).6

In addition, Isaiah 61 is quoted numerous times in the New Testament
with reference to Jesus.7 Jesus Himself, when given a portion of Isaiah 61 to
read in the synagogue, interpreted it as a reference to His own ministry. In
his Gospel, Luke reported that this reading and interpretation caused such
excitement and hostility that some of Jesus’ listeners attempted to take His
life. They couldn’t abide His declaration that this important messianic
prophecy pointed to His own ministry—that He was its literal fulfillment.8

This passage, Isaiah 61:1–3, was interpreted by the rabbis and others as a
reference to the end of the world and the redemption associated with the
coming of the Messiah at that time.9 The Qumran sectarians, the authors
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and compilers of the Dead Sea Scrolls, likewise understood this passage
messianically and eschatologically, or as a reference to the time when the
Messiah would come to redeem His people at the end of the world.10 It is
significant that the Savior used this passage of scripture, one that many
Jews of His day believed had reference to the ministry of the Messiah, both
at the beginning of His public ministry and as the prelude to one of the
greatest sermons ever given.

In using Isaiah 61 as a preface to the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus drew
on an image that was highly familiar to those who were looking for the
Messiah. Jesus often incorporated the Old Testament into His teachings in
a manner that was completely unexpected or contrary to popular opin-
ion.11 This is the case with the Sermon on the Mount. Many of the Jews
were expecting a national hero who would use physical force to liberate
them from their Roman captors.12 The Jews also viewed themselves as the
legitimate heirs of the covenant, the only people whom the Messiah would
visit and redeem, and a nationalistic pride led many of them to despise
other peoples and nations. For some, Isaiah 61 was part of this mind-set
and rhetoric.13 In this setting of national fervor and excitement, the Savior
did something that would cause many Jews to reflect upon their own
assumptions. Instead of playing to the Jews’ nationalistic hopes and expec-
tations and the pride they took in being the chosen people, the Savior
pointed out that God blesses the meek, the poor, and the persecuted, sup-
porting that doctrine with wording derived from Psalm 37:11: “But the
meek shall inherit the earth.” This psalm, which the Savior converts into a
beatitude, is linked with Isaiah 61 to help the Jews understand Isaiah’s true
meaning. This reversal of conditions would signify a dramatic shift in
thinking for many of Jesus’ followers, as evidenced by Matthew’s com-
mentary: “The people were astonished at his doctrine” (Matthew 7:28).14

Instead of emphasizing the parallel between His own ministry and the
messianic ministry described in Isaiah 61, the Lord chose to focus on the
plight of the poor and brokenhearted and to indicate that it is they who
will receive the kingdom of heaven. In doing so, He directed the attention
of the leaders of the Jews to those whom they had typically despised.15

Both Isaiah 61 and Psalm 37 contain the Hebrew term ‘anawim, or “meek.”
In both passages, the Lord promises a certain blessing to the poor or meek
and defines who the poor really are. The term used for “poor” in both of
these passages is the same one used to describe the meekness of Moses (see
Numbers 12:3). Psalm 37 interprets this to mean those who have been
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pushed aside by society, criticized by the wicked, and deprived of land
ownership by the wealthy (see Psalm 37:1–13). The Lord promises that this
class of despised servants will be given the necessities they lack, namely
the land that has been usurped by the wealthy and powerful. The Savior’s
use of Psalm 37 in the context of Isaiah 61 helps us see that the poor spo-
ken of in Matthew 5:3 are different from the meek of Matthew 5:5, even
though both terms derive from the same Hebrew word.16 The King James
translators attempted to accentuate this difference by translating Matthew
5:5 as “meek” and Matthew 5:3 as “poor.” The subtle nuance of compar-
ing the meek of Psalm 37 with the meek of Isaiah 61 helps us to see that
the Lord had two different groups in mind.17

The term for “meek” in Isaiah 61 connotes slavery, bondage, and
oppression by a foreign power. The meek to whom Isaiah referred have
their liberty taken away; they are in prison and are brokenhearted because
there seems to be no relief (see Isaiah 61:1). The meek in this context are
those who suffer under the weight of the oppression this world often
inflicts on those who seek to live righteously. In a way, they are subject to
the demands and punishments of this world, even though they are waiting
to hear the good news of the gospel promised by the Lord. In a sense,
Isaiah 61 may be speaking to all those who would hear the good tidings
despite being taken into bondage by the world. To this group of down-
trodden and afflicted, the Savior promises the kingdom of heaven. The
promise of the kingdom in Matthew 5:3 is essentially the promise of all
the rights, powers, and ordinances necessary for salvation. The Prophet
Joseph Smith summarizes this promise: “Whenever men can find out the
will of God and find an administrator legally authorized from God, there is
the kingdom of God; but where these are not, the kingdom of God is
not.”18

In contrast to the meek of Isaiah 61 are the meek of Psalm 37. These are
they who, due to their meekness, have been denied privilege, standing,
and honor in this world. They are persecuted because they are willing to
stand up to the ways of the world and “do good” (Psalm 37:3). In this
psalm, the Lord calls on the meek to trust Him even though the wicked
seem to prevail. The meek are also called on to cease being angry and to
let go of wrath (see Psalm 37:8). The meek of Psalm 37 are those who are
trying to live in the ways of the Lord even though the unrighteous pros-
per and appear to be blessed. The Lord reiterates His promise that the meek
shall ultimately inherit the earth as a result of their humility and patience.
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The magnitude of that blessing is better understood through latter-day
revelation, which teaches that the earth, in its sanctified and immortal
state, will become the final resting place of the righteous (see D&C
88:17–20, 25).

The Savior’s skill in teaching from the scriptures is unparalleled. We find
in the Beatitudes a marvelous example of the Savior’s ability to teach new
concepts using familiar sources. Psalm 37 and Isaiah 61 evoked certain
ideas in many of Jesus’ followers and antagonists. Many among those who
heard the Savior teach were astonished to learn that the very groups that
society had learned to despise were those whom the Lord would ultimately
bless, while those who were typically thought to be blessed would be left
wanting. Using these two Old Testament passages to introduce the Sermon
on the Mount, the Lord declares the entrance requirements for the king-
dom of heaven. The reformulation of the old law turns its attention to
those who suffer, are meek, are poor, and seek after the things of God.

PSALM 118 AND MATTHEW 21

Psalm 118 has a familiar ring to many Latter-day Saints. Phrases such 
as “The stone which the builders refused is become the head stone of the
corner” (v. 22) and “Blessed be he that cometh in the name of the Lord”
(v. 26) remind us of the Savior’s mortal ministry and His final days on
earth. These scriptures, and others like them, confirm that the Savior came
in fulfillment of the prophecies spoken of Him by David and Old
Testament prophets. This scripture in particular was used by the prophet
Jacob in the Book of Mormon to explain that the Jews would reject the
Messiah, be gathered again after having rejected Him, and once again
become His covenant people. Jacob quoted from Psalm 118 when he
described the Jews’ turning away from and eventually returning to the
Messiah. One might even say that Psalm 118 forms an introduction to the
allegory of the olive tree (see Jacob 4:15–17).

What did the Jews at the time of Christ understand this particular scrip-
ture to say? Did they, like the Nephites, believe it referred to the mortal
ministry of the Messiah and His first coming, or did they expect something
entirely different? Another related question Psalm 118 raises is how the
Savior used this scripture to refer to His own ministry.

There is little, if any, evidence that the Jews at the time of Christ under-
stood that Psalm 118 referred to the initial coming of the Messiah. On the
other hand, there is ample evidence that the earliest Christians regarded
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Jesus Christ as the literal fulfillment of Psalm 118. One New Testament
scholar has remarked that there is no evidence to suggest that the rabbis
at the time of Jesus interpreted Psalm 118 as a reference to the Messiah.19

The earliest evidence that can be adduced to support a messianic under-
standing of Psalm 118 dates to the late second century after Christ, when
the Jews had already lost their homeland.20 Before this time, it appears that
the Jews understood the rejection of the chief cornerstone and its eventual
reestablishment as a reference to their own nation and the return of the
Davidic dynasty.21 The structure of Psalm 118 lends itself, on one level, to
this interpretation.

Verses 1 through 4 of Psalm 118 are a song of thanksgiving for deliver-
ance; verses 5 through 18, a description of divine rescue; verses 19 and 20,
a triumphal entry into the gates of the Lord (that is, into the temple of the
Lord); verses 21 through 28, a celebration of Israel’s rescue; verse 29, a final
call for thanksgiving.

Psalm 118 reads as though it were written to celebrate the Lord’s
redeeming Israel following the persecution and suffering she had endured
at the hands of her political oppressors. The celebration is centered in the
temple (see v. 27) and has to do with Israel’s miraculous deliverance from
those who sought Israel’s demise. It is no surprise, then, that many
Israelites derived a certain nationalistic hope from Psalm 118. For many, it
was the Lord’s promise that Israel would finally be vindicated and that the
stone, symbolic of Israel herself, would no longer be rejected by the
world.22

Even though the Jews at the time of Christ may not have interpreted
Psalm 118 as a reference to the Messiah, they were deeply aware of its con-
tent. According to the Mishnah, one of the earliest Pharisaic oral interpre-
tations of the Old Testament, Psalm 118 was sung as part of the Hallel at
the Feast of Tabernacles, Hanukkah, and the Feast of the Passover, where
it was recited at the sacrificing of the Paschal Lamb and at the Passover
Feast.23 The context of these recitations of Psalm 118 suggests that this
psalm was of significant importance to the Jews at the time of Christ. The
fact that this scripture was also a Jewish hymn helps us to gain an appre-
ciation of the extent to which its content would have become ingrained
for faithful Jews at the time of Christ. If we are correct in stating that many
of the Jews looked at this psalm as an indication of God’s promise of deliv-
erance, then the repeated recitation of Psalm 118 makes sense, given 
the Jews’ concern over the loss of their nation’s sovereignty. 
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Roman oppression caused many Jews to look to the heavens for deliver-
ance. For many, the continued recitation of Psalm 118 reminded them that
God had delivered them in the past and that He would once again estab-
lish this rejected stone.

The evidence suggesting that Psalm 118 was understood as a promise of
the coming and rejection of the Messiah at the time of Christ has been
very weak. Most of the evidence suggests that Jews at the time of Christ
were interpreting this psalm as a promise of the reestablishment of their
nation. When we turn to the early Christians, however, there is very strong
evidence that the early Christians thought the rejected stone and other
prophecies of Psalm 118 had reference to the Messiah. Psalm 118 is, in fact,
cited or alluded to at least fifteen times in the New Testament, if we do not
count the occurrences where different gospel writers have recorded the
same event.24 This evidence suggests that Psalm 118 was one of the most
cited Old Testament scriptures and indeed one of the most important state-
ments about the coming of the Messiah from any Old Testament figure.
The interpretation of Psalm 118 and its relative importance goes back to
the Savior Himself as He sought to explain the meaning and importance
of His mortal ministry to a people who were for the most part looking for
a leader who would liberate them from foreign oppression.25

One of the most interesting ways the Savior used Psalm 118 as a refer-
ence to His own ministry can be found in Matthew 21. This chapter begins
with Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem on the back of a donkey, thus fulfilling the
prophecy of Zechariah (see Zechariah 9:9). According to the Gospel of
Matthew, many people immediately recognized the significance of this
sign, and they laid out their clothes for the Savior to ride upon. They also
prepared a path for Him so that he could ride into the city triumphantly.
While He entered, they recited the now famous words of Psalm 118:26:
“Blessed be he that cometh in the name of the Lord.” After His triumphal
entry, making His whereabouts public, He immediately entered the temple
and cast out the money changers. The following day He again entered the
temple. On this occasion, His authority to do such things as cleanse 
the temple was challenged. His response, in part, includes the parable of
the vineyard, wherein the lord of the vineyard prepares all that is neces-
sary for his vineyard to flourish. He then rents it out to those who end up
abusing his servants and ultimately taking the life of his son (see Matthew
21:33–40). After reciting this parable, the Savior asks His inquirers what
action the lord of the vineyard should take against these wicked servants.
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Matthew records their response as “He [the lord] will miserably destroy
those wicked men, and will let out his vineyard unto other husbandmen”
(Matthew 21:41).

Having backed His accusers into a corner, the Savior summarizes the
implications of the parable of the vineyard. He begins by saying that the
son of the vineyard is equated with the rejected stone of Psalm 118:22, ask-
ing, “Did ye never read in the scriptures, The stone which the builders
rejected, the same is become the head of the corner: this is the Lord’s
doing, and it is marvellous in our eyes?” (Matthew 21:42). The Savior then
gives them to understand that the Jews represent the hired servants and
that the kingdom of God (the vineyard) will be taken from them and given
to someone else who is worthy.26 To appreciate fully the impact of such
teachings, one must look back at the Jews’ understanding of this passage.
Many of them believed that this scripture, Psalm 118:22, promised the
return of their nation to a position of prominence, and they believed that
the Lord would ultimately deliver them. Instead, the Savior interprets this
scripture to mean the very opposite—the Jews become those who have
oppressed the Lord’s people, and the Lord will punish them as wicked ser-
vants. Moreover, the land of their inheritance will be taken from them and
given to the worthy followers of Jesus, a man whom many Jews despised.
Matthew underscores the impact of this interchange by saying, “When the
chief priests and Pharisees had heard his parables, they perceived that he
spake of them. But when they sought to lay hands on him, they feared the mul-
titude” (Matthew 21:45–46; emphasis added). These Jews became so
enraged at the Savior’s teachings that they wanted to take His life, but they
feared that the multitude would cry out against them.27

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

It is difficult to overstate the impact the Savior’s statement had on His
listeners. Many in the exuberant crowd that welcomed Jesus to Jerusalem
saw in that event a fulfillment of the prophecy in Psalm 118. Others, how-
ever, thought the Savior’s interpretation of this passage was self-serving
and blasphemous. They could not see that Jesus of Nazareth was the
Messiah promised by the prophets. For His critics and enemies, He was
simply a man caught up in His own pride who deserved to be put to death.
Jesus’ use of Psalm 118 cuts to the very core of this division. Will the fol-
lowers of Jesus be able to accept Him as their Redeemer even though their
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prior understanding of scripture indicates that He is not what they
expected? For many, as indicated by Matthew 21:8, the answer is yes.

These two examples give us an insight into the ways the Lord taught
from the Old Testament during His mortal ministry. In the first example,
the Savior reveals His complete mastery of scripture, though He often uses
familiar scriptures in new and different ways. The Lord has revealed in our
dispensation that revelation helps us know when we have erred, and that
it will guide us on the strait and narrow path (see D&C 1:25). For those
who were ready and willing, the Savior’s message was one of profound
enlightenment and intelligence. In the second example, we see the Savior
boldly apply to Himself the scriptures that speak of the coming of the
Messiah. For many people, these scriptures were of national importance,
providing hope that when the Lord came, He would redeem His people
from the oppression of the world. Instead, the Savior offered a dramatically
different interpretation. In both instances, the reaction of the crowd is
marked; in the first, His audience is surprised, while in the second, a por-
tion of His audience seeks to take His life as a result of His teachings.

NOTES
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likewise teaches the gospel, is profound. The early Christian usage of the
term gospel or euangellion may indicate that they were intentionally draw-
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