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“When My Heart Is 
Overwhelmed” 

Psalm 61 

There is nothing in the superscription (title) of this psalm 
to indicate the occasion for its content. There are many 
that place it in the days when David fled from Jerusalem 
after Absolom’s rebellion. Although that may be true and 
the timeline of that event fits the context of this psalm, the 
simple truth is that we cannot know for certain what 
occasioned it because God didn’t tell us. One thing that 
can be seen in the psalm is that David was separated from 
Jerusalem and from the Temple, and was in a place of 
isolation reaching out to the Lord. 

We see that it was written to be given to “the chief 
musician,” showing that it was a song to be sung in 
worship. It was given “upon Neginah,” the singular form of 
the term “Neginoth.” This term is used in the plural 
(“Neginoth”) in the superscription of six of the psalms: 4, 
6, 54, 55, 67, and 76. It only appears this one time in 
singular form. There’s no clear reason either contextually 
or grammatically for this. Some speculate that it might 
have been a single stringed instrument (which is what the 
word means) that was used in the Temple worship for this 
song while the others that had the plural form was sung 
with multiple stringed instruments. 

Isaiah 38:20  

20 The LORD was ready to save me: therefore we will sing my 
songs to the stringed instruments all the days of our life in the 
house of the LORD.  

Habakkuk 3:19  

19 The LORD God is my strength, and he will make my feet like 
hinds’ feet, and he will make me to walk upon mine high 
places. To the chief singer on my stringed instruments.  



2 

There is a familiar pattern to this psalm: petition (prayer) 
that leads to praise that leads to a promise by the psalmist.  

I. PRAYER FROM A PLACE OF DESPERATION — VS. 1-4 

A. Desperate to be heard by God (vs. 1-2a) 

1. “Hear my cry, O God” (vs. 1a) — “cry” ( רִנָּה) is not 
just a quiet meditation that we might utter 
internally but an urgent, loud cry that is 
expressed most often out loud. 

2. “Attend unto [ב  my prayer” (vs. 1b) — the [קָשַׁ
synonymous parallel to the first line. David is 
pleading with God to listen carefully or pay 
attention and give heed to his cry and prayer. 
He’s not doubting God here — this is a poetic 
structure often used by the psalmists when in a 
desperate situation. 

3. “From the end of the earth will I cry unto thee” 
(vs. 2a) 

a) “The end of the earth” is to be understood 
figuratively for being far away from Jerusalem 
and the Temple.  

b) “Will I cry unto thee” — different word than that 
in verse 1. This word means to call in most 
instances it is found. David is seen calling out to 
the Lord in desperation to be able to return to 
the fellowship of God’s presence. 

B. Desperate to be led by God (vs. 2b) 

1. “When my heart is overwhelmed” ( טַף  the — (עָּ
image here is of a heart smothered under the 
weight and unable to breathe. 

2. “Lead me to the rock that is higher than I” 
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a) “Lead me” (נַחֵנִי) — this is an imperative of 
guidance; “cause me to go” 

b) “To the rock that is higher than I” — an image of 
elevation, stability, and safety. 

Psalm 18:2  

2 The LORD is my rock, and my fortress, and 
my deliverer; my God, my strength, in whom I 
will trust; my buckler, and the horn of my 
salvation, and my high tower.  

Psalm 18:46  

46 The LORD liveth; and blessed be my rock; 
and let the God of my salvation be exalted.  

Psalm 27:5  

5 For in the time of trouble he shall hide me in 
his pavilion: in the secret of his tabernacle shall 
he hide me; he shall set me up upon a rock.  

c) The “Rock” in this text is Messianic and speaks 
of a refuge beyond human reach to Christ 
Himself. 

Isaiah 26:4  

4 Trust ye in the LORD for ever: for in the LORD 
JEHOVAH is everlasting strength:  

1 Corinthians 10:4  

4 And did all drink the same spiritual drink: for 
they drank of that spiritual Rock that followed 
them: and that Rock was Christ.  

C. Desperate to dwell in God’s restoring presence 
(vs. 3-4) 

God is seen in these verses as: 

1. “Thou hast been a shelter for me” (מַחְסֶה) — vs. 
3a — a temporary place of cover, like stepping 
beneath a roof during a sudden storm. The 
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emphasis is on safety from danger. This is the 
first place of safety, where God protects us from 
the immediate storm. (Ps. 46:1; 91:2; Isa. 4:6) 

2. “Thou hast been a strong tower from the 

enemy” ( ל עֹז  vs. 3b — the imagery moves — (מִגְדָּ
from a temporary refuge to a fortified structure. 
The “strong tower” is the second level, so to 
speak, where God not only shelters us but 
secures us in His strength. 

Because of the first two, David could have the 
utmost confidence in these next two. 

3. “I will abide in thy tabernacle” ( אֹהֶלְך) — vs. 4a — 
the tabernacle represents God’s presence 
among His people where sacrifice, prayer, and 
fellowship occur. The tabernacle is the place of 
worship where we’re not just safe, but near to 
God. (Ps. 15:1; 27:5–6; 84:1–4) 

4. “The covert of thy wings” (בְסֵתֶר כְנָּפֶיך) — vs. 4b — 
this is a picture of a mother bird covering her 
young. Under his wings is the place of 
communion where we feel the warmth of His 
care. (Deut. 32:11; Ps. 17:8; 91:4) 

II. PRAISE FROM A PLACE OF DEVOTION — VS. 5-7 

There is a parallelism not only in the verses themselves 
but in the first two sections of the psalm. In verses 1-4, 
we saw that David is desperate to be heard, to be led, 
and to dwell again in God’s presence. In these next 
three verses, each of those cries receives its answer. 
God hears (vs. 1-2a) and restores (vs. 5), He leads (vs. 
2b) and sustains (vs. 6-7a), and He shelters (vs. 3-4) and 
remains faithful (vs. 7b). Desperation turns to devotion 
as the same needs are met by divine sufficiency. 
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A. Devotion restores fellowship (vs. 5) 

1. “For thou, O God, hast heard my vows” — The 

word for “vow” (נֶדֶר) means “a solemn promise 
freely made to God.” Under the Mosaic Law, 
vows were voluntary yet legally binding. Once 
spoken, they had to be fulfilled — often 
accompanied by an offering of thanksgiving 
(Num. 30; Deut. 23:21-23). 

Here, we find David recalling vows he made 
during distress — pledges of devotion that God 
has “heard” and accepted. This shows his heart 
of gratitude rather than a bargaining spirit. His 
vow expresses thanksgiving, not negotiation. 

In the New Testament, the system of vow-
keeping attached to the Law has been fulfilled 
in Christ. He perfectly kept the Father’s will 
(Heb 10:7-10), so believers are no longer 
bound to make legal or ritual vows. The 
emphasis now is not on pledging something to 
God but on presenting ourselves to Him 

Romans 12:1  

1 I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies 
of God, that ye present your bodies a living 
sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your 
reasonable service.  

What once required a vow and an offering has 
been replaced by a continual life of gratitude 
and consecration. Our “yes” to Christ is our vow 
(Matt 5:37; Jas 5:12). 

2. “Thou hast given me the heritage of those that 
fear thy name” — the second line of this verse 
explains or results from the first (synthetic 
parallelism). God’s hearing of David’s vows 
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grants him his place among the faithful and 
restores the fellowship he so long desired. 

In other words, because God has heard and 
accepted David’s vows, David now recognizes 
his share in the inheritance of those who truly 
fear the Lord. 

B. Devotion sustains life (vs. 6-7a) 

God not only delivers us but sustains us, giving us 
the strength and time to keep walking in His 
presence. 

1. David now prays not only for himself but as 
God’s anointed king. 

2. “Prolong the king’s life” (vs. 5a) — having just 
thanked God for hearing his vows, he now asks 
the Lord to keep him so that he might continue 
to lead God’s people in righteousness. 

3. “As many generations” (vs. 5b) — means for a 
long, enduring time. 

4. “He shall abide before God for ever” (vs. 6a) — 
David is expressing confidence that God will 
keep him in His presence and favor throughout 
his days. 

5. There is another Messianic reference here as 
well. This looks to the greater King, the Son of 
David, whose life and reign truly are 
everlasting. 

Luke 1:32–33  

32 He shall be great, and shall be called the Son of 
the Highest: and the Lord God shall give unto him 
the throne of his father David: 33 And he shall reign 
over the house of Jacob for ever; and of his 
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kingdom there shall be no end.  

C. Devotion reveals God’s faithfulness (vs. 7b)  

David recognizes the source of that secure 
dwelling — God’s mercy and truth. His safe dwelling 
doesn’t rest on his efforts but on God’s faithfulness. 

III. PROMISE FROM A PLACE OF DEDICATION — VS. 8 

A. Dedication expressed through praise (vs. 8a) 

“So will I sing praise unto thy name for ever…” 

1. “So” connects this verse to the entire psalm. It’s 
the “therefore” of worship. 

2. “Will I sing praise” — what began as desperation 
ends in dedication. David’s cry now becomes a 
continual song. 

3. “Unto thy name for ever” — this emphasizes that 
all glory belongs to God for deliverance. 

Psalm 30:12  

12 To the end that my glory may sing praise to thee, 
and not be silent. O LORD my God, I will give 
thanks unto thee for ever.  

Psalm 40:3  

3 And he hath put a new song in my mouth, even 
praise unto our God: many shall see it, and fear, 
and shall trust in the LORD.  

Hebrews 13:15  

15 By him therefore let us offer the sacrifice of 
praise to God continually, that is, the fruit of our 
lips giving thanks to his name.  

B. Dedication practiced in consistency (vs. 8b) 

“…that I may daily perform my vows” 
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1. “Daily” — literally, day by day.  

2. Under the Mosaic Law, to “daily 
perform…vows” meant fulfilling promised 
offerings. Under grace, it pictures a life of 
continual faithfulness. 

Romans 12:1  

1 I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies 
of God, that ye present your bodies a living 
sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your 
reasonable service.  

Philippians 1:27  

27 Only let your conversation be as it becometh the 
gospel of Christ: that whether I come and see you, 
or else be absent, I may hear of your affairs, that ye 
stand fast in one spirit, with one mind striving 
together for the faith of the gospel;  

 

Conclusion: 

We all know what it means to be “overwhelmed” — to feel 
far from God and faint of heart, but when we cry out to 
him, as David did as recorded in this psalm, God leads us 
to “the Rock that is higher” than we are. There, we find the 
refuge we long for, the strength we cannot provide 
ourselves, and the peace that turns fear into faith. 

 

 

 

 


