
 
 

THE USE OF THE BOOK OF PSALMS IN THE EVANGELISTIC SPEECHES OF 

THE BOOK OF ACTS 

Brian LePort 

Introduction 

In this paper we will survey the evangelistic sermons of the Book of Acts wherein 

the Book of Psalms has been quoted. Our aim is two-fold: (1) to better understand the 

Lukan hermeneutical approach to the Psalms and (2) to evaluate how quoting a psalm 

contributes to the message of an evangelistic sermon. Our focus is literary more than 

historical. We do not know what sources might have been used to reconstruct the 

sermons, but we do have the author’s versions. The exegesis of a sermon in Acts might 

tell us something about the worldviews of people like Peter, Stephen, or Paul; but it 

definitely tells us something about Luke’s agenda. 

We will proceed by first defining what is meant by the phrase “evangelistic 

sermon” as it is used in this paper. Then we will examine the sermons that quote a psalm 

or psalms. There are some “echoes” of psalms in these sermons, and we will allude to 

them, though they will not receive as much in-depth attention. We will evaluate the 

Christology of the sermons before summarize our findings. 

Definition of an “Evangelistic Speech” 

We will define “evangelistic speech” as a speech given by a character that 

represents the Christian community to a person or group that appear to be outsiders. In 

2.14-36 Peter stands before Jewish pilgrims in Jerusalem proclaiming Jesus as the 
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resurrected Messiah. This is an evangelistic speech because it includes a speech by a 

character (Peter) that represents the Christian community to a group (the Jewish 

pilgrims). There are several others, e.g. in 17.22-34 it is Paul before the Athenians. In 

1.15-22 when Peter stands to address his fellow disciples regarding the replacement of 

Judas this is similar in that it is a speech by a character that represents the Christian 

community, but we will not define it as an “evangelistic speech” because it does not 

address outsiders. 

The Evangelistic Speeches 

The speeches we will examine in-depth because they include the quotation or 

allusion of a psalm are the following: Peter’s Pentecost Speech (2.14-36), Peter’s Trial 

Speech (4.8-12), and Paul’s Synagogue Speech (13.16-41). Also, we will briefly discuss 

possible allusions in 7.46 and 17.31. 

Peter’s Pentecost Speech (2.14-36): 

In Peter’s speech on the Day of Pentecost he quotes or alludes to the Book of 

Psalms on several occasions: Psalm 16.8-10 in 2.25-28; Psalms 89.4 and 132.11 in 2.30; 

Psalm 16.10 in 2.31; and Psalms 110.1 in 2.34. In each one of these sections Peter 

interprets the Psalms as prophetic glimpses of Jesus the Christ.  Let us review each one. 

Psalm 16 has the superscript מִכְָּת֥ם לְדָוִ֑ד. The preposition ל is problematic since it 

creates a vague genitive. Is it a psalm “of David” meaning David is the author, or that it is 

about David, or something else?1 Peter says that it is the words of David (Δαυὶδ γὰρ 

λέγει εἰς αὐτόν, 2.25). David is depicted as a prophet who foresaw the Messiah (v. 31). 

He knew that what he wrote was about another.  

                                                
1 This problem is the same in the LXX, which uses the genitive singular τῷ Δαυιδ. 
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Peter deduces this from Jesus’ resurrection. In 2.22-24 Peter proclaims to his 

fellow Jews that God has resurrected Jesus. This is where he quotes Psalms 16.8-10. In 

the context of this psalm the psalmist calls upon God to be his refuge (vv. 1-2), he 

juxtaposes the good with the wicked (vv. 3-4), then he begins to talk about God as his 

inheritance (vv. 5-6) before confessing that YHWH who gives him counsel and 

instruction is always with him, so much so that his body (ּבְׂ֝שִָר֗י/σάρξ) rests secure and his 

life/soul (נַפְִׁש֣י/ψυχήν) will not be abandoned to Sheol (לִׁשְאֹ֑ול) (vv. 7-10a).2 The LXX 

(Psalm 15) translated Sheol as Hades (ᾅδην). It departs from the MT in 10b as well. The 

MT reads that YHWH will not give his holy/pious one ( ֗"ְחֲ֝סִיד) to see the pit (ָׁשֽחַת) while 

the LXX (Ps. 15) reads that God will not give his holy one (ὅσιόν σου) to see 

“destruction” or “corruption (διαφθοράν).” Luke uses the LXX rendering in 2.27: οὐδὲ 

δώσεις τὸν ὅσιόν σου ἰδεῖν διαφθοράν. 

That God would not let the “holy one” see “decay” was obviously a statement 

about Christ in Luke’s estimation. The psalm ends with the assurance that God will lead 

this holy one into a path of life (v. 11). This sounds like a statement on resurrection and 

that is how Peter is depicted as interpreting it. Peter says that this cannot be about David 

because he had died, he was buried, and his memorial stands (v. 29). If it is not about 

David it must be about another.  

                                                
2 Peter Doble writes in “The Psalms in Luke-Acts” in Steve Moyise and Maarten J.J. Menken, eds.,The 
Psalms in the New Testaments (London: T&T Clark, 2004), 89, “That Luke’s speeches are summaries has 
long been recognized and cannot be reasonably doubted. Because these speeches are condensed, are their 
allusions to and echoes from psalms similarly condensed? What, precisely, is the intertextual force of 
Luke’s quotations and allusions?” We are assuming that the quotation of a portion of a psalm is a summary 
allusion to the broader context of the psalm. It is impossible to know if whole psalms or larger portions of 
psalms were quoted in apostolic preaching, but it is reasonable to suggest that Luke wants the reader to 
think about the broader message of the psalm. In other words Luke’s quotations of Scripture should not be 
understood as over-glorified proof-texting. 
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In v. 30 Peter argues that David knew that God’s covenant with him that one of 

his children would always be on the throne provided him with the insight that this 

salvation from Hades must be about that descendant. Peter alludes to Psalm 132.11 which 

says, “The Lord has sworn to David a truth from which he will not turn back: “Of the 

fruit of your body I will set upon your throne (NASB).” This psalm is an allusion as well. 

It refers to 2 Samuel 7.12-13. In that passage David is told he will die but a descendant 

will come after him who will establish David’s Kingdom. That descendant will have the 

“throne of his kingdom” established “forever (v. 13).” It is here that one can see that 

David was told he would die, so Peter argues that he could not have been speaking of 

himself in Psalm 16.8-10. David was told that he would have a child whose Kingdom 

was עַד־עֹולָֽם/εἰς τὸν αἰῶνα so David must have known that what he was saying was about 

that descendant. 

In Psalm 132.10 David is evoked for the protection of God’s “Anointed” or 

“Messiah” (!ֽמְׁשִיֶח /τοῦ χριστοῦ σου). This moves to the reminder of God’s covenant with 

David and the promise that his throne would be forever (vv. 11-12). As Luke presents 

Peter’s sermon he connects a variety of elements in the Hebrew Scriptures as read 

through the paradigm of resurrection. David knew he would die, he knew he would have 

a descendant with an eternal throne, and Jesus has been resurrected so that he could 

ascend to reign from the right hand of God. This means Jesus must have been the one of 

whom David wrote. In v. 31 Peter connects Christ’s resurrection with no being 

abandoned to Hades or experiencing decay, points which arise from the LXX’s Psalm 15. 

This combination of Psalm 16, Psalm 132, and the narrative in 2 Samuel 7 creates an 

exegetical and apologetical masterpiece.  
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In 1.9-11 the resurrection is followed by Jesus’ ascension. Peter speaks of the 

importance of these events in 2.32-33: Jesus was raised; the disciples witnessed it; Jesus 

has ascended into heaven; Jesus sends the Spirit. This allows for another psalm to be 

quoted. Peter choses Psalm 110.1 as a proof-text for the ascension.  

In Psalm 110 (another one לְדָוִ֗ד) YHWH speaks to the psalmist’s “lord” telling 

him to sit at his right hand, an idiom for a place of royal power and exaltation. In the 

canonical context of the Psalms this statement should evoke Psalm 2 where YHWH 

choses his “son” to reign over the nations. This is the message of Psalm 110: YHWH has 

chosen this King or “Lord” and Zion has her King now.  

According to Peter this cannot be about David. Since Peter has argued that David 

knew he would die and that it was one of his descendants who would reign forever, and 

since Psalm 110.1 (cited in vv. 34-35) is about that King, it must be about Jesus. That 

Jesus has ascended to be with God the Father means that the “Lord” has chosen David’s 

“lord.” God the Father has chosen his Messiah, Jesus. Psalm 2 has been fulfilled as the 

words of Psalm 110 indicated they would be with the Messiah sitting in God’s power.  

Now arises the great irony: Jesus the crucified has been chosen by God to be that 

“lord” and that “messiah (Acts 2.36).” This is the main point of Peter’s argument in this 

sermon and this is the end for which these psalms were used. Peter’s use of the Psalms is 

for the purpose of proving Jesus to be the Messiah. 

Peter’s Trial Speech (4.8-12): 

Peter delivers our next speech also, but this time his audience is the Jewish rulers.  

Peter and John had been preaching Jesus in the Temple following the healing of a lame 

man (3.1-26). This leads to their arrest and trial. Peter and John are asked “By what 
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power or what name did you do this (4.7)?” Luke depicts Peter as having a rush of the 

Holy Spirit before addressing the rulers (v. 8). He tells them that if they want to know 

how they performed the healing they should know that it was “by the name of Jesus 

Christ the Nazarene whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead (v. 10, NET).” 

At this point Peter quotes Psalm 118.22 (117.22 LXX) and personalizes it for the 

Jewish rulers. In this psalm the author calls for Israel to remember YHWH’s 

loyal/steadfast love (חֶ֫סֶד) (vv. 1-4). The psalmist is in danger and he calls for YHWH’s 

protection (vv. 5-12) being confident in YHWH’s ability to save him (vv. 13-18) even 

saying at one point, “I shall not die, but I shall live (v. 17a).” The psalmist calls for the 

gates to be opened so that he can enter and thank YHWH because YHWH has “become 

my salvation (v. 21b).” Then he writes the words used by Peter: “The stone that the 

builders rejected has become the chief cornerstone (v. 22),” except Peter says “the stone 

that was rejected by you (οὗτός ἐστιν ὁ λίθος ὁ ἐξουθενηθεὶς ὑφʼ ὑμῶν).”3 

The Jewish leaders are the one’s who reject the stone (Christ) that becomes the 

corner stone. In Psalm 118.23 the psalmist writes the words, “This is YHWH’s doing,” a 

claim that would not be lost on any biblically literature audience. Peter had just said in 

Acts 4.10 that God resurrected Jesus. Jesus’ resurrection is God’s way of taking the stone 

rejected by the leaders and making it the cornerstone. As with Peter’s previous sermon 

the motif remains: Jesus was rejected by Israel, but God vindicated him making him King 

                                                
3 This is the second time Psalm 117.22 is used by Luke. It is quoted at the end of Jesus’ Parable of the 
Tenants in Luke 20.17. The parable ends with the heir of the vineyard owner being killed by the tenants of 
the vineyard. Jesus quotes Psalm 117.22 and tells them that the one who falls on the stone will be broken 
but the one upon whom the stone falls will be crushed. Jesus’ opponents are said to have understood that 
Jesus spoke about them (v. 19). In both uses of this quotation it appears that Luke finds the wording to be a 
fitting description of how many of the Jewish people rejected Christ. This tradition can be found in 
Matthew 21.4 and Mark 12.11 as well. 
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over all. This accusation is a very straightforward one. This is why Luke writes that the 

rulers saw Peter and John had “boldness (v. 13).” 

Paul’s Synagogue Speech (13.16-41): 

In our third speech the speaker is Paul in the Synagogue of Pisidian Antioch. Paul 

was invited to speak by the “ruler of the synagogue (οἱ ἀρχισυνάγωγοι).” In the speech 

delivered by Paul we find four quotations from the Psalms: Psalms 89.20 in 13.22, Psalm 

2.7 in 13.33, and Psalm 16.10 in 13.35. 

In gist Paul abbreviates the history of Israel with an emphasis on the rise of David 

and his descendants as God’s chosen royal line. This sermon is similar to Peter’s in 2.14-

36. Likewise, the use of psalms is similar. The psalms that are quoted are proof-texts that 

connect Jesus to God’s promise of a Davidic heir to the throne of Israel.  

Psalm 89 was cited in 2.30 and it is cited again in 13.22.  The first use was from 

Psalms 89.4 which states, “I will establish your descendants forever, and build your 

throne for all generations.” The psalm speaks of the rule of YHWH over the world before 

returning to the subject of David’s descendants in vv. 19-37. In this section God promises 

to elevate and protect the Davidic King. David’s descendant will be victorious over his 

enemies (v. 22), he will speak of God as his Father (v. 26), he will be the “highest of the 

kings of the earth (v. 27),” and his throne is eternal (vv. 29, 36-37). In v. 38 the tone 

changes and the psalmist seems to accuse God of failing to do this. This part of the psalm 

appears to have been written during exile as the psalmist uses the image of fallen walls, 

ruins, and the defeat of the king by his enemies (vv. 38-45). In vv. 46-48 the psalmist asks 

YHWH how long it will be until he reverses the fortunes of his people. Then he vv. 49-51 

he appeals to God’s faithfulness to David. 
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When Paul quotes the words “I have found David” (along with a statement from 1 

Samuel 13.14 regarding David being a “man after my [God’s] heart”) from Psalms 89.20 

the aim is to evoke the psalm and its entirety. Immediately after this word about David 

Paul argues, “God brought Israel a Savior, David, just as he has promised (13.23).” Since 

Psalm 89 contains a plea for God to honor the Davidic Covenant it makes sense that Paul 

would be depicted as saying that God has answered even if Luke gives us a few words. 

The biblically literate hearer of Acts should have recognized the reference and understood 

the connection. 

Later in the speech Paul argues that God has fulfilled his promise to Israel to sent 

David’s promised heir when he chose Jesus. He quotes Psalm 2.7, “You are my Son; 

today I have begotten you.” The second psalm is about God’s chosen King. As the Psalter 

was shaped this book was placed at the beginning to help shape how the Psalms should 

be read. In Psalm 1 the focus is upon Torah and faithful living as an Israelite in response 

to Torah. In Psalm 2 the focus moves to God’s King in Zion. This dual introduction helps 

readers realize the importance of Torah and Messiah as one reads the next one hundred 

and forty eight psalms.  

In this psalm the rulers of the nations oppose God’s messiah (vv. 1-3). YHWH 

laughs at this opposition saying, in essence, that he has chosen his King and that no 

opposition can overthrow him (vv. 4-6). In the second half of the psalm YHWH declares 

to his chosen King that he is his “son” who he has “begotten.” In this context it seems to 

be adoptive—Israel’s King is seen as son with YHWH’s coronation. YHWH promises the 

son “the nations” as his inheritance (v. 8). According to Paul Jesus is this person. 
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Paul moves into a discussion on the resurrection. He begins by quoting Isaiah 

55.3, which mentions to “holy and trustworthy promises made to David (NET).” In that 

passage YHWH promises a covenant to Israel. This covenant is based on YHWH’s love 

for David. In 55.4-5 there seems to be a transition from God’s former call of David to his 

future work among the nations. There is a cause-and-effect here that seems to share the 

worldview of Psalm 2: the Davidic throne will someday result in the nations coming to 

submit to Israel’s God.  

Paul connects this to “another psalm (v. 35).” This one is from Psalm 16.10. We 

discussed Psalm 16.8-10 earlier in this paper. Again, the “holy one” not seeing “decay” is 

impossible to ignore for Luke. What better fit could be found that Jesus who was 

resurrected by God? As with Peter’s sermon Paul makes the point that David is dead, 

buried, and decayed, so this psalm must point to someone else (vv. 36-37). The sermon 

ends with a call for know Christ as the one who brings forgiveness and justification that 

the Law could not bring (vv. 38-40). Then Paul quotes the warning from Habbakuk 1.5 

that one should not ignore the work of God in their days. 

A Possible Allusion (7.46): 

It is difficult to address possible allusions to various psalms without a quotation 

being involved, but there are two possible echoes worth mentioning in passing. First, in 

Stephen’s speech in 7.46 there may be an allusion to Psalm 132.5. In this psalm the writer 

calls upon YHWH to remember “David’s favor (v. 1)” YHWH is asked to return to his 

resting place with his ark and priest “for your servant David’s sake (vv. 8-10).” In v. 5 the 

psalmist says he will not sleep until “I find a place for YHWH, a dwelling place for the 

Mighty One of Jacob.” In the LXX (Psalm 131.5) the word for “dwelling place” is 
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σκήνωμα. Stephen uses this word when speaking of David finding favor with God asking 

if he could build a temple for YHWH that his son Solomon would build eventually (7.45-

47). This comes at the end of the sermon at Stephen turns on his audience quoting Isaiah 

66.1-2 regarding the cosmos being YHWH’s temple before accusing them of ignoring 

YHWH like their ancestors. Then he accuses them of killing “the Righteous One (v. 52).” 

It is easy to find motifs in various psalms that appears in the Book of Acts, but it 

is not always easy to tell is the author has a psalm in mind. We can find concepts like 

God’s judgment of the world in the psalms, but elsewhere as well. The connection of an 

important word between 7.46 and LXX Psalm 131.5 makes the allusion more likely, 

though not obvious like the ones we have investigated thus far that include direction 

quotations. 

The Christology of the Sermons 

What is the “Christology” presented to readers of the Book of Acts through those 

evangelistic speeches that quote a psalm? It seems that there are some important motifs 

that appear. For one, Jesus is connected to David. Luke uses psalms that speak of David, 

his covenant, and his promised descendant. He presents Jesus as this person through the 

mouthpieces of Peter and Paul. Second, resurrection is important and connected to the 

Davidic covenant as well. Luke shows that psalms like Psalm 16 could not have been 

about David since David is dead and decayed. Rather, through the lens of Luke’s belief in 

Jesus’ resurrection he crafts an argument from the Psalms that this must have been a 

prophetic reference to Jesus, the one who did not stay in the grave. 
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For Luke it is essential to include (1) the Davidic covenant4 and (2) resurrection is 

a presentation of the Gospel. As Peter and Paul proclaim Jesus they present him as the 

resurrected one who is vindicated as the heir to David’s throne. He is the King of Psalm 

2. Resurrection was a form of coronation for the Messiah. Now the apostolic call is like 

that of Psalm 2: God has chosen and enthroned his King (currently at his right hand in 

heaven in Acts). What will you do with this information? Will you fight against his King 

or accept his King?  

Conclusion 

We have shown that the apostolic interpretation and use of the Psalms focuses 

upon the Davidic covenant themes as understood through the resurrection. When we 

consult the broader themes of the psalms that are quoted we realize that this is not mere 

proof texting. Rather, the Lukan reading of these psalms has a well-structured 

hermeneutical paradigm that must be considered if we are to understand how psalms are 

cited in the evangelistic speeches of the Book of Acts. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
4 The apostolic reinterpretation of royal psalms to apply to messiah stands in a strong tradition of 
reinterpreting royal psalms. After the exile it was apparent that the Davidic line had ceased and that there 
was no king on the throne. As Jamie A. Grant notes in “Singing the Cover Versions: Psalms, 
Reinterpretation and Biblical Theology in Acts 1-4," Scottish Bulletin of Evangelical Theology 25.1 (Spring  
2007): 27-49, the inclusion of these psalms in the Psalter during the post-exilic period was an act of 
reinterpretation itself. Those psalms that seemed to be about David and his descendants could have been 
abandoned after the exile, since there was no king. Instead, these psalms became “eschatological” in nature, 
pointing forward in hope. Luke’s use of these psalms to speak of Jesus is his way of saying that the hope 
expressed by the editors who compiled the Psalter has been honored by God who has chosen David’s 
eternal heir.  
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