
Psalm 53— Logotechnical Analysis 
Guidelines 
• Please read the General Introduction as well as the Introduction to Book Iand Book II. 
• For common features found in the numerical analysis charts, see the "Key to the charts".  

Specific features of Psalm 53 
• The envelope technique is used to frame the central core of the poem, vs. 4-5. 
• As in the preceding and following psalms, the total number of words in Psalm 53 is 

determined by the numerical value of a key-word: •y÷q̧Hih, 'he (God) looks down', 72. 

Strophic structure  - Canto/Stanza boundary: || 

• Van der Lugt and Labuschagne: 2, 3 || 4-5, 6 || 7 (3 cantos,  5 strophes, 10 verselines 
and 22 cola, taking vs. 2, 3, 6 and 7 as 2-line bicola and vs. 4 and 5 as tricola). 

• Fokkelman: 2-3, 4-5, 6, 7 (4 strophes with 8 verselines and 18 cola, regarding vs. 2 and 
3 as tricola and v. 4 as a bicolon). 

Logotechnical analysis 
• Columns a and b show the number of words before and after the atnach. 
• Column c: words in the framework; d: words in the central core. 
• The numbering of the verselines is shown in brown. 
   Total a b c d 
 1 :d«wflḑl lyi–ķWam tal·xAm-lav fixEFc¬ņmal Heading 5 5

 2 Ù–bil¸–b lAb√n ramA' 1 3 3  3  
  ^£yih»lÈ' §yE' 2 2  2  
  l∆wAv ˚byiv¸tihÃw ˚tyix¸Hih 2 3  3 3  
  :bÙX-hEWOv §yE' 3   3 3 
  Strophe 1 Total, v. 2 11 =   5 +   6 =  11 +   0 

 3 •y÷q̧Hih £«yamAKHim £yih»lÈ' 3 3 3  3  
            •y÷q¸Hih = 72 £fldA' y≈n¸–b-lav 3 3  3  
  ^lyi–k¸Wam H≈y·h tÙ'Ëril 4 3 3  3  
  :£yih»lÈ'-te' H„rO–d 3  3 3 
  Strophe 2 Total, v. 3 12 =   9 +   3 =  12 +   0
  Canto I Total, v. 2-3 23 =  14 +   9 =  23 +   0 

 4 ˚xAlÈ'∆n wfl–ḑx¬y gAs ÙGlu–k 5 4 4   4 
  ^bÙX-hEWOv §yE' 3 3   3 
  :dAxe'-£¬Fg §yE' 3   3  3
  Total, v. 4 10 =   7 +   3 =    0 +  10
  Total, v. 2-4 33 =  21 +  12 =  23 +  10 
    5        Middle words §∆wA' yEl·vOKp ˚vËd√y '◊l·h 6 4 4   4 

         See Observation 1 ^£exel ˚l¸kA' yiGmav yElķO' 4 4   4 
  :˚'flr“q '◊l £yih»lÈ' 3  3  3
Vs. 4-5 middle verselines and cola Total, v. 5 11 =   8 +   3 =    0 +  11
  Central core  Strophe 3 Total, v. 4-5 21 =  15 +   6 =    0 +  21 
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 6 daxap-˚d·xAKp £AH 7 3 3  3  
  daxAp h√yAh-'◊l 3 3  3  
  ^™√nOx tÙm̧cav r¬∑ziKp £yih»lÈ'-yi–k 8 5 5  5  
  :£AsA'¸m £yih»lÈ'-yi–k hAtOHibÈh 4   4 4  
  Strophe 4 Total, v. 6 15 =  11 +   4 = 15 +   0
  Total, v. 5-6 26 =  19 +   7 =   15 +  11 
Canto II Total, v. 4-6 36 =  26 +  10 =  15 +  21
  Total, v. 2-6 59 =  40 +  19 =  38 +  21 

 7 §ÙCyiFcim §EGt«y yim 9 3 3  3  
  lE'flr¸W«y tÙvuHÃy 2 2  2  
  ^ÙGmav t˚b¸H £yih»lÈ' b˚H¸–b 10 4 4  4  
  :lE'flŗW«y xam̧W«y bOq·v¬y l≈g√y 4  4 4  
  Strophe 5 Canto III Total, v. 7 13 =   9 +   4 = 13 +   0
  Total, v. 6-7 28 =  20 +   8 =  15 +   13
  Total, v. 4-7 49 =  35 +  14 =  28 +  21
  Total, v. 2-7 72 =  49 +  23 =  51 +  21
  With the heading, v. 1-7 77 =  54 +  23 

Observations 
1. In terms of the 72 words of the poem, the arithmetic centre is constituted by the two 

words §∆wA' yEl·vOKp, 'evildoers', in v. 5a, yielding the formula: 72 = 35 + 2 + 35. Together 
with the 4 words flanking them, the ensuing 6-word centre may have been devised as 
the meaningful centre on word level (72 = 33 + 6 + 33): 

    yiGmav yEl¸kO' §∆wA' yEl·vOKp ˚vËd√y '◊l·h  
Have they no understanding, those evildoers who devour my people? 

On the level of verselines and cola, however, a larger meaningful centre is formed by 
the entire text of vs. 4-5, the charge against the evildoers in the 2 middle verselines:  
All are unfaithful, altogether corrupt;   no one does good,   nobody, not even one.  
Have they no understanding, those evildoers,   who devour my people - as if eating 
bread -  and never call upon God?  

vs. 2-3  4 verselines   8 cola  23 words 
vs. 4-5  2 verselines   6 cola  21 words    51 
vs. 6-7  4 verselines   8 cola  28 words 
Total:  10  22  51  +   21  =  72 words.  

The larger meaningful centre is enveloped by 51 (3 x 17) words, and the middle 
instance of the 7 occurrences of £yih»lÈ' significantly highlights the meaningful centre. 
See the General Introduction, “Special devices to highlight the meaningful centre.” 

2. If these 7 instances of £yih»lÈ' (vs. 2b, 3a and d, 5c, 6c and d, 7c) were indeed 
consciously devised by the author, they symbolize the 'fullness' of God's presence.  
Incidentally, though the psalm lacks the divine name itself, it is situated between two 
psalms in which 'your name' is explicitly referred to (see Ps. 52:11 and 54:3 and 8).  
In the parallel Psalm 14 there are also 7 references to God, in a different way: the 
name YHWH occurs 4 times and £yih»lÈ' 3 times. 
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3. It is likely that the numerical value of the word •y÷q̧Hih, 'he looks down' (v. 3a), 72, has 
prompted the choice for 72 words in the poem. Compare Psalms 52 and 54. 

4. In the parallel Psalm 14 the divine name numbers feature in 6 instances: 
vs. 1-2  17 words in the main clauses 
vs. 2-4  34 (2 x 17) words in total 
vs. 2-6  34 words in the main clauses 
vs. 5-7  26 = 15a + 11b and 15c + 11d 
vs. 1-7  17 words in the subordinate clauses  
vs. 1-7  26 words after atnach. 
In vs. 5-7 the divine name number 26 divides twice in its primary component 
parts: 15 (YH) and 11 (WH) – see Observation 2 in the Analysis of Psalm 1. 

In Psalm 53, however, the divine name numbers feature in only 4 instances: 
vs. 2-3  17 words in the main clauses 
vs. 5-6  26 words in total, with 17 in the main clauses 
vs. 4-6  26 words before atnach. 

In terms of numerical composition Psalm 14 appears to be superior to Psalm 53, but 
the latter has a more regular poetic structure with a clear central core. 

5. The two psalms differ also in the following way:  
Psalm 14 has 71 words in the poem and 73 including the heading, while Psalm 53 
has 72 and 77 words respectively. 
In Psalm 14 the short 2-word heading is integrated into the initial verse, while the 
longer 5-word heading of Psalm 53 constitute a separate verse, in line with the 
great majority of the psalms in Book II. See the introduction to Book II, Table VIII.  
Nonetheless the entire text of both psalms (including the headings) divide into 7 
masoretic verses, which must have been intentional. Moreover, both have 10 
verselines with 22 cola. The siginificant number of occurrences of multiples of 7 
(in bold) in Psalm 53 may also be regarded as consciously designed. 

6. A comparison of the two texts also shows a number of striking textual variations. 
Compare: Ps. 14:1 with 53:2, Ps. 14:3 with 53:4, Ps. 14:4 with 53:5, and Ps. 14:5, 6 
with 53:6. These and other variations clearly reflect different traditions.  

7. The name YHWH is lacking, but £yih»lÈ', ‘God’, occurs 7 times – see Observation 2. 
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