Psalms 39:1

Authorized King James Version (KJV)

I said, I will take heed to my ways, that I sin not with my
tongue: I will keep my mouth with a bridle, while the wicked

is before me.

Analysis

I said, I will take heed to my ways, that I sin not with my tongue: I will
keep my mouth with a bridle, while the wicked is before me. This psalm
opens with David's resolution regarding speech control in the presence of the
wicked. The verse reveals mature spiritual wisdom: sometimes silence is more
godly than speech, particularly when speaking would cause the wicked to
blaspheme God or when inner turmoil might produce sinful words.

'l will take heed to my ways' (eshmerah derakai, '227 nJnwy) uses military/guard
language—David commits to stand watch over his conduct. The specific focus is
‘that I sin not with my tongue' (mechato' bilshoni, 1iv'72 Xionn), recognizing the
tongue's potential for sin. James would later write, 'If any man offend not in word,
the same is a perfect man' (James 3:2), acknowledging speech as the most difficult
area of self-control.

'l will keep my mouth with a bridle' (eshmerah lefi machsom, nionn '97 ninvy)
employs vivid equestrian imagery. A bridle controls a horse's powerful strength,
directing it or restraining it. Similarly, David commits to bridle his tongue—not
allowing it to run wild but maintaining strict control. Proverbs repeatedly
emphasizes this wisdom: 'He that keepeth his mouth keepeth his life' (Proverbs
13:3), 'A fool uttereth all his mind: but a wise man keepeth it in till afterwards'
(Proverbs 29:11).



The temporal clause 'while the wicked is before me' (be'od rasha lenegdi, vyl Tva
17217) provides the specific context. David chooses silence in the wicked's presence
for several reasons: to avoid giving them ammunition to mock God, to prevent
hasty words born of anger, to maintain testimony through restraint, and to
demonstrate trust in God rather than self-defense. Jesus modeled this perfectly
before His accusers, remaining silent when speech would serve no purpose
(Matthew 26:63, 27:14).

Historical Context

Psalm 39 bears the inscription 'To the chief Musician, even to Jeduthun,'
identifying it for Levitical temple worship under one of David's appointed music
leaders (1 Chronicles 25:1). The psalm's personal anguish would have resonated
with countless worshipers facing suffering, injustice, or the presence of hostile
opponents. Its inclusion in Israel's worship collection validated the expression of
doubt, confusion, and painful honesty before God.

The context of David's life provides multiple settings for this psalm. During Saul's
persecution, David repeatedly refrained from defending himself or striking back
despite opportunity (1 Samuel 24:4-7, 26:8-11). During Absalom's rebellion, when
Shimei cursed him, David silenced his men's desire for vengeance, accepting even
unjust abuse without retaliation (2 Samuel 16:5-12). In each case, silence
demonstrated trust in God's vindication rather than self-justification.

Ancient wisdom literature across the Near East praised speech restraint, but
biblical wisdom was distinct in its theological grounding. Egyptian wisdom taught
silence for pragmatic reasons (avoiding offense to superiors), but Hebrew wisdom
rooted it in covenant faithfulness—restraining speech to honor God and avoid
giving His enemies occasion to blaspheme. Paul would later echo this principle:
conduct yourself 'that ye may walk honestly toward them that are without' (1
Thessalonians 4:12), 'that the name of God and his doctrine be not blasphemed' (1
Timothy 6:1).

The early church faced constant need for this wisdom. Believers hauled before
Roman magistrates, falsely accused and mocked, had to choose between self-



defense and Spirit-led silence. Peter instructed, 'If ye be reproached for the name

of Christ, happy are ye' (1 Peter 4:14), while Paul wrote, 'Being reviled, we bless;

being persecuted, we suffer it: being defamed, we intreat' (1 Corinthians 4:12-13).

Christian martyrs' restrained silence before executioners often proved more

powerful testimony than words.

Related Passages

1 Corinthians 13:4 — Characteristics of love

John 15:13 — Greatest form of love

Study Questions

1. In what situations is silence more godly than speech, and how can you

discern when to speak versus remain silent?

2. What 'bridle' strategies can you employ to control your tongue when tempted

to speak rashly?

3. How does the presence of 'the wicked' affect your speech, and should it?

4. In what ways does restraining your tongue demonstrate trust in God rather

than self-defense?

5. When has silence been more powerful testimony than words in your

experience?

Interlinear Text
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my mouth with a bridle
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to my ways that I sin not with my tongue I will keep
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Additional Cross-References

Proverbs 21:23 (Parallel theme): Whoso keepeth his mouth and his tongue
keepeth his soul from troubles.

Psalms 141:3 (Parallel theme): Set a watch, O LORD, before my mouth; keep the
door of my lips.

James 1:26 (Parallel theme): If any man among you seem to be religious, and

bridleth not his tongue, but deceiveth his own heart, this man's religion is vain.

Psalms 119:9 (Parallel theme): Wherewithal shall a young man cleanse his way?
by taking heed thereto according to thy word.

Psalms 34:13 (Evil): Keep thy tongue from evil, and thy lips from speaking guile.

Hebrews 2:1 (Parallel theme): Therefore we ought to give the more earnest heed
to the things which we have heard, lest at any time we should let them slip.

1 Kings 2:4 (Parallel theme): That the LORD may continue his word which he
spake concerning me, saying, If thy children take heed to their way, to walk before
me in truth with all their heart and with all their soul, there shall not fail thee (said
he) a man on the throne of Israel.

Proverbs 18:21 (Parallel theme): Death and life are in the power of the tongue:
and they that love it shall eat the fruit thereof.

Colossians 4:5 (Parallel theme): Walk in wisdom toward them that are without,

redeeming the time.

Psalms 62:1 (Parallel theme): Truly my soul waiteth upon God: from him cometh

my salvation.
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