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PREFACE


Exploring the Old Testament is designed to help the beginning student understand the writings of the Old Testament. It serves the purpose of an introduction, but its unique format is devised to make the volumes accessible to the modern reader. EOT engages with the reader, by interspersing interactive panels with the main text. These panels ask for responses, suggest lines of thought, give further information, or indicate ways in which particular topics might be followed up in more depth. This design aims to make the volumes useful either for independent study or as a class text.

 

EOT aims to show the relevance of Old Testament study both to theology and to modern life. Its four authors, each writing in areas in which they have previously published extensively, believe that the Old Testament has foundational significance for theology and Christian belief and practice.

 

For that reason EOT expressly aims to incorporate modern approaches to interpreting the text. While the traditional historical questions are given their due place, newer approaches such as canonical and rhetorical criticism are represented. It is hoped that this will enable the student to see the potential applications of the books of the Old Testament to modern life.

 

EOT is a companion series to Exploring the New Testament.



Gordon McConville
Series editor




INTRODUCTION


This book aims to help students study the Psalms and Wisdom Literature of the Old Testament. Like other volumes in the Exploring the Old Testament and Exploring the New Testament series, it is intended to give students a primary resource to enable them to study the texts independently. It provides an introduction to each book, which includes a survey of the main trends in recent study of the book. There is a basic textual study. For Job, Ecclesiastes (or Qoheleth) and the Song of Songs, this amounts to a basic commentary on the book. In the case of Proverbs 10 31, the nature of the material makes such a commentary problematic, since it would require discussion of many individual, unrelated proverbs. Instead of the basic commentary the discussion of the compilation of the book provides a general overview of each section, with Proverbs 1 9 discussed in more detail. In the case of the book of Psalms, a representative selection of psalms is discussed in some detail. The discussion of each book includes a survey of the main theological issues it raises and of various theological approaches to interpreting it. Quotations from the Bible in English are taken from the New Revised Standard Version, unless otherwise indicated.

 

The book is interactive. Interspersed through it are a number of panels. Some (Think about) encourage the student to think further about what has been learnt. Others (Digging deeper:) encourage further study of some issue dealt with in the main text. There are also some panels that simply provide background material to supplement the main text.

 

The book is intended to introduce students to a range of critical and interpretative literature on the Psalms and Wisdom Literature. Each chapter has an annotated list of further reading, covering commentaries and other works. Most of these are referred to in the chapter in question. Items marked with * are considered suitable as first ports of call. Others are more complex, or related to specific issues.

 

It might be asked whether the Psalms and Wisdom Literature have been put together for anything more than pragmatic reasons. One justification for putting them in one volume is the preponderance of Hebrew poetry in these books. Psalms and the Song of Songs consist purely of poetry. Job has a prose prologue and epilogue, but most of the book is in poetry. The Hebrew proverb is poetic in its form. Ecclesiastes contains some proverbs. Some scholars conclude that it also contains a few poems, but there is debate about just how much of the book is poetic in form. The Wisdom Literature ‘proper’ of the Old Testament is usually limited to Job, Proverbs and Ecclesiastes. However, as we shall see, it can be argued that there are grounds for regarding the Song of Songs as at least a close relative to the Wisdom Literature. Also, the book of Psalms contains some ‘wisdom psalms’, though scholars debate just how many of them there are and some question the existence of this category.

 

Above all, this book is written in the belief that the Psalms and Wisdom Literature have important things to say to people today. Probably few would question this with regard to the Psalms, which have always had an important place in Jewish and Christian spirituality, both in corporate worship and personal devotional life. Although the book of Job has excited philosophers, artists and, more recently psychologists, from time to time, it is generally only the prose story that is known by most people – and sometimes misunderstood. The other books are less well known, and their content is sometimes misunderstood. Proverbs get mistaken for ‘laws’ and the Song of Songs has been routinely allegorized, so that its actual message is ignored. One or two passages of Ecclesiastes are fairly well known, but the book as a whole is neglected. It is hoped that this book will contribute to a better understanding of these biblical books and appropriation of their message.






ABBREVIATIONS









	AB

	Anchor Bible




	BZAW

	Beihefte zur Zeitschrift für die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft
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	Catholic Biblical Quarterly
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	Daily Study Bible
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	Epworth Commentaries




	FOTL

	Forms of Old Testament Literature
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	Harvard Semitic Monographs
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	International Critical Commentary




	JBL

	Journal of Biblical Literature
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	Jewish Quarterly Review




	JSOT
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	Journal of Theological Studies




	LXX
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	MT

	Massoretic Text
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	New Century Bible
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	New English Bible




	NICOT

	New International Commentary on the Old Testament




	NIDOTTE

	New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis
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	New International Version Application Commentary
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	New Revised Standard Version
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	Old Testament Library
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	Vetus Testamentum
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	Vetus Testamentum Supplements
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	Word Biblical Commentary
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	Wissenschaftliche Monographien zum Alten und Neuen Testament
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Chapter 1

PSALMS


The book of Psalms has always had an important place in the spiritual life of both Jews and Christians. The fourth-century Christian leader, Athanasius, summed up one important reason for this when he said that while most of Scripture speaks to us, the Psalms speak for us. Down the centuries the people of God have found in the Psalms the language of praise and complaint, trust and doubt, petition and thanks, which has nourished their relationship with God. Perhaps because individuals found that the psalms often spoke for them, there was a general assumption that the book of Psalms is a collection of religious poems written by individuals, especially King David, essentially for their personal use.


DIFFERENT TYPES OF PSALMS

The study of the book of Psalms entered an important new phase in the 1920s with the work of Hermann Gunkel and some of his students. The predominant impression that a casual reader of the book of Psalms gets is probably the great variety of material that it contains. The insight that Gunkel had was that within this variety there are some common patterns in the form and content of the individual psalms. He set out to categorize all the psalms according to their respective literary types (Gattungen in German). Behind this was the belief that these distinct types had their roots in the use of psalms in the worship of the temple in Jerusalem. Gunkel recognized two major categories: the hymns and the laments. Within each he found subcategories. He also recognized some additional less common types.

 

Gunkel’s work has been subject to criticism and discussion, and subsequent scholars have disagreed over the details of his classifications. This is not surprising since poets are always free to vary or break away from set forms. He has been criticized for the fact that in practice his analysis took into account not only the literary form of a psalm but also its content. In fact some of his categories are based primarily on content. However, this is probably the price one has to pay for a useful system of classification. It can be justified to some extent if the nature of the content helps to explain why a group of psalms does not fit into one of the common types.

 

Although there is not universal agreement, the following classification scheme is one that would be widely accepted.


	
Hymns


	General Praises of God


	Psalms celebrating Yahweh’s kingship


	Songs of Zion






	
Laments


	Individual Laments


	Communal Laments






	
Songs of Thanksgiving


	Individual Thanksgivings


	Communal Thanksgivings






	Royal Psalms


	Minor Types: Psalms of Confidence, Wisdom Psalms, etc.





Think about

HYMN BOOKS

Look at some modern hymn books. On what basis are the hymns arranged – alphabetically, according to the Christian year, according to the different parts of a church service? Looking at the hymns themselves, can you see any general ‘types’?





HYMNS

Characteristically, the General Praises of God have a simple, threefold structure.


	They open with a call to praise God.


	The main section gives the grounds for praise, often introduced by the word ki (‘for’).


	The psalm closes with a renewed call to praise, which often echoes the introduction.




Psalm 117, the shortest in the Psalter, illustrates this structure.








	v. 1

	
Praise the LORD, all you nations!
 Extol him, all you peoples!





	v. 2

	
For great is his steadfast love towards us,
 and the faithfulness of the LORD endures for ever.
 Praise the Lord!









Another good example is Psalm 113, in which vv. 1–3 are the introductory call to praise, vv. 4–9b give the grounds for praise and v. 9c is the conclusion. This basic structure can be modified in various ways. In Psalm 150 the reason for praise is quite brief (v. 2) and the concluding exhortation to praise greatly expanded (vv. 3–6). Psalm 33 has the introduction (vv. 1–3) and main section (vv. 4–19) expected of a hymn of praise, but it concludes with an expression of trust in the Lord (vv. 20–22). Some of the General Praises centre on the theme of Yahweh’s lordship over creation (Pss 8; 29; 104). Others celebrate his acts in history (Ps. 104).

 

Although there are a number of references to the temple and Zion in the psalms, there is a group of six hymns which centre on Zion as their main theme. They praise Yahweh by praising the city that he has chosen to be the centre of his worship, and his protection of it. These Songs of Zion are: Psalms 46, 48, 76, 84, 87 and 122. They do not have the characteristic structure of the General Praises.

 

Another subgroup of the Hymns consists of the psalms that celebrate Yahweh’s kingship (Pss 47; 93; 96 99; some scholars include Ps. 95). Apart from Psalm 98 they all contain the phrase ‘The LORD/God is king’ or similar. Psalms 97 and 99 share the threefold structure of the General Praises. We will discuss later the place these psalms may have had in the worship in the Jerusalem temple.


Digging deeper:

HYMNS


Analyse the structure of Psalms 97 and 103 as examples of the General Praises type.

 

Psalm 95 is an interesting variant on the usual form. In themselves vv. 1–7a follow the usual pattern of a General Praise. They are followed by a prophetic oracle (vv. 7b–11).








LAMENTS

The Laments are the commonest type of psalm. They form about one-third of the Psalter. They express the psalmist’s response to God when in a situation of need or affliction. Their structure is flexible, being made up of a number of elements, not all of which will occur in any one psalm, and the order of which varies. Below is a list of the more common elements.


	Invocation of God. Most of them begin with this.


	Complaint. This is a description of the distress or misfortune that the psalmist is suffering. It might be regarded as the heart of the lament.


	Petition. The psalmist appeals to God to intervene and deliver. Sometimes grounds are advanced to support this appeal – the nature of God, God’s honour, the depth of the psalmist’s need.


	A call for vengeance on the evil-doers who are the cause of the psalmist’s distress. This may be part of the petition.


	Confession of sin.


	Protestation of innocence is an alternative to the confession of sin.


	A vow to praise and thank God following deliverance.


	Expression of confidence and trust in God.


	Exclamation of praise and thanksgiving.




Psalm 54 provides an example of an Individual Lament.








  
	v. 1

	
Invocation of God
 Save me, O God, by your name,
 and vindicate me by your might.





	v. 2

	
Petition
 Hear my prayer, O God;
 give ear to the words of my mouth.





	v. 3

	
Complaint
 For the insolent have risen against me,
 the ruthless seek my life;
 they do not set God before them.





	v. 4

	
Expression of trust
 But surely, God is my helper;
 the Lord is the upholder of my life.





	v. 5

	
Call for vengeance
 He will repay my enemies for their evil.
 In your faithfulness, put an end to them.





	v. 6

	
Vow
 With a freewill-offering I will sacrifice to you;
 I will give thanks to your name, O Lord, for it is good.





	v. 7

	
Exclamation of praise
 For he has delivered me from every trouble,
 and my eye has looked in triumph on my enemies.









In the Individual Laments, the psalmist’s situation of distress is described in very general terms. However, three motifs recur and have caused considerable debate. Some psalms (e.g. Pss 7; 26; 27) seem to be the pleas of someone who feels falsely accused of some crime. Both H. Schmidt and W. Beyerlin have, in different ways, made this the starting point from which to argue for some formal procedure of sacred trial in the temple. There may be an element of truth in this since 1 Kings 8:31–32 refers to an accused person coming to swear an oath before God in the temple. However, the evidence is lacking for the kind of detailed procedures that Schmidt and Beyerlin have proposed.

 

Other psalms seem to refer to illness of some kind (e.g. Pss 6; 31; 35; 38; 88). Most of these psalms also refer to enemies. Occasionally they are called ‘workers of evil’ (e.g. Ps. 6:8). S. Mowinckel argued that these people were sorcerers who had cast spells on the psalmist. The psalms would then be a form of counter-spell. His view has gained little acceptance. The fact is that there is nothing in the psalms to suggest that the enemies are the cause of the illness. Indeed, sometimes Yahweh himself is thought of as its source (e.g. Ps. 38:1f.). Also, Hebrew has a specific term for ‘sorcery’ and this word is not used in the phrase ‘workers of evil’, which uses a general term for ‘evil’.

 

In a few laments the enemies appear to be foreigners (e.g. Pss 10:15–16; 56:7; 59:5, 8). This suggests that the individual reciting this psalm may be a representative of the nation. Many scholars have assumed that this would be the king, but it could be some other senior military commander, or even the high priest. This issue will be raised again later when discussing the Royal Psalms.

 

Where the ‘I’ of a lament is a representative figure, the lament is really a Communal Lament. Those laments that are clearly communal, because they are cast in terms of ‘we/us’, are less numerous than the Individual Laments. They reflect disasters such as defeat in war (Pss 44; 60; 74; 79; 83) or drought and famine (Pss 126; 144).


Digging deeper:

LAMENTS


Analyse the structure of the following Laments: Psalms 3, 6, 51, 60.

 

Note that Psalm 51:18–19 presupposes the destruction of the walls of Jerusalem and seems somewhat out of place in this individual lament. These verses are probably a post-exilic addition to an already existing psalm, picking up on the theme of sacrifice in vv. 15–17.

 

Psalm 60 is unusual in including a prophetic oracle in vv. 6–8.





A considerable number of Individual Laments contain an expression of confidence that Yahweh has heard the psalmist’s prayer, often at the end of the lament (e.g. Pss 6:8f.; 28:6f.; 56:9f.; 140:12f.). A widely held explanation of this is the suggestion that a priest or cult prophet delivered a salvation oracle, to which the closing words of the lament are a response. In support of this it has been pointed out that there are a number of salvation oracles in Isaiah 40 55 (characteristically containing the words, ‘Fear not…’) and some of them contain language also found in the laments of the Psalter. Also, there are prophetic oracles in some psalms (e.g. Pss 32:8–9; 50:5–23; 60:6–8; 89:19–37). Against this explanation it is objected that it is strange that few salvation oracles have been preserved in the laments themselves (Pss 12:6 and 60:6–8 are the only examples). However, this might be because the psalms were a fixed liturgy to which a spontaneous response was expected.




SONGS OF THANKSGIVING

The Songs of Thanksgiving express thanks and praise to God for some specific act of deliverance that the psalmist has experienced. However, their aim is not only to praise God. They are also a form of witness to the saving work of God, declared before the whole congregation. Because they express praise by speaking about God, whereas the General Praises express praise to God, Claus Westermann regards these two forms of psalm as related to one another, and calls the Thanksgivings ‘Declarative Psalms of Praise’ and the General Praises ‘Descriptive Psalms of Praise’. He also argues that there is no distinctive word for ‘thanks’ in Hebrew and that the verb hodah, which is often translated as ‘to thank’, is better taken to mean ‘praise’. Although some scholars have adopted Westermann’s terminology, most have not. The fact is that, unlike the General Praises, the Thanksgivings stand in a close relationship to the Laments. In the Laments the psalmist often promises to express thanks for God’s deliverance publicly (e.g. Pss 7:17; 35:28), sometimes vowing to offer a sacrifice of thanks (e.g. Pss 27:6; 54:6f.).

 

The Songs of Thanksgiving can therefore be seen as the psalmist’s response to God answering the prayer uttered in a Lament and as accompanying a sacrificial thank-offering. This gives them a setting that is quite distinct from that of the Hymns of General Praise. Moreover, Westermann probably over-presses the point about hodah. A word that has quite a wide range of meaning has to be understood within the specific context in which it is used. When hodah denotes a response to a particular act of deliverance by God, ‘thanks’ seems an appropriate meaning for it.

 

The Individual Thanksgivings have a threefold structure.


	The introduction, which invokes Yahweh’s name. It may include a declaration of intent to thank Yahweh, and can be expanded by various hymnic additions.


	
The main section is essentially an account of the psalmist’s experience. This may include:


	a description of his previous state of distress.


	the prayer for deliverance which he uttered in that state.


	an account of Yahweh’s act of deliverance.


	a reference to the fulfilment of his vow.






	The conclusion, which often includes an exhortation to praise Yahweh addressed either to the congregation or to himself.




Psalm 116 is an example of an Individual Thanksgiving.








	vv. 1–2

	
Introduction: invocation of
 Yahweh’s name and expression
 of the intention to ‘call on him’
 I love the LORD, because he has heard my voice and my supplications.
 Because he inclined his ear to me,
 therefore I will call on him for as long as I live.





	vv. 3–11

	
Description of the psalmist’s
 state of distress, including the
 prayer he uttered (v. 4) and a
 reference to Yahweh’s act of
 deliverance (vv. 6b, 8–9)
 The snares of death encompassed me;
 the pangs of Sheol laid hold on me;
 I suffered distress and anguish.
 Then I called on the name of the LORD:
 ‘O LORD, I pray, save my life!’
 Gracious is the LORD, and righteous;
 our God is merciful.
 The LORD protects the simple;
 when I was brought low, he saved me.
 Return, O my soul, to your rest,
 for the LORD has dealt bountifully with you.
 For you have delivered my soul from death,
 my eyes from tears, my feet from stumbling;
 I walk before the LORD in the land of the living.
 I kept my faith, even when I said, ‘I am greatly afflicted’;
 I said in my consternation, ‘Everyone is a liar.’





	vv. 12–19a

	
Expression of intention to fulfil his vow
 What shall I return to the LORD for all his bounty to me?
 I will lift up the cup of salvation and call on the name of the LORD.
 I will pay my vows to the LORD in the presence of all his people.
 Precious in the sight of the LORD is the death of his faithful ones.
 O LORD, I am your servant;
 I am your servant, the child of your serving-maid.
 You have loosed my bonds.
 I will offer to you a thanksgiving sacrifice
 and call on the name of the LORD.
 I will pay my vows to the LORD in the presence of all his people,
 in the courts of the house of the LORD,
 in your midst, O Jerusalem.





	v. 19b

	
Exhortation to praise Yahweh
 Praise the Lord!









As with the Individual Laments, there are some Individual Thanksgivings where the speaker could be a representative figure. This is the case with Psalms 18 and 118, which clearly relate to a conflict with foreign nations. There are very few psalms that scholars have regarded as Communal Thanksgivings. Most would put Psalm 124 in this category. Even though it does not use the word ‘thanks’, its theme is clearly thankfulness to God for some act of deliverance. Psalm 129 has some points in common with Psalm 124 (including the exhortation, ‘let Israel now say’ in the opening verse). However, the theme seems to be more one of confidence in Yahweh because of what he has done rather than thanks. Psalm 67 has a dual theme. There is praise to God for the harvest, which can be seen as a form of thanksgiving. However, there is also a prayer for his blessing in the future, which may reflect an element of lament, the desire that they may not experience famine again.


Digging deeper:

SONGS OF THANKSGIVING


Analyse the structure of the following Songs of Thanksgiving: Psalms 32, 34, 118.

 

Note that Psalm 32 is unusual in containing a prophetic oracle (vv. 8–9).

 

Although most of Psalm 118 is written in the first person singular it is about deliverance in battle. The ‘I’ who speaks may be an army commander, or the king, speaking on behalf of the nation. This would make sense of the change to the plural in vv. 25–27, which could be the people’s response to the victory.








ROYAL PSALMS

Although Gunkel included Royal Psalms in his list of the main types of psalms, they do not form a distinctive literary type. They are psalms of various types whose distinguishing feature is their content, which concerns the relationship between God and the king. Gunkel considered the following to be Royal Psalms: Psalms 2, 18, 20, 21, 45, 72, 89, 101, 110, 132, 144. These all make clear reference to the king. Some scholars have argued for the addition of other psalms to the list. As we have seen, there are both some Individual Laments and Thanksgivings in which the speaker seems to be a representative of the community. Those who think that the representative was probably the king would add these to the list of Royal Psalms. Some would extend the list to include other Individual Laments and Thanksgivings where there is no clear representative role for the speaker but in which they discern other ‘royal’ features. These are subjective judgements that have not found wide acceptance. A few have argued that the mention of David in the heading of a psalm should be taken seriously as an indication of its royal character. The problem here, as we shall discuss later, is the uncertainty about the date and nature of these headings.

 

The psalms in Gunkel’s list cover a range of royal occasions and situations. There is general agreement that Psalms 2 and 110 are both coronation psalms. They both contain divine oracles addressed to the king. The opening of the oracle in Psalm 2:7, ‘You are my son; today I have begotten you’ echoes the word of God through Nathan the prophet concerning David’s successor recorded in 2 Samuel 7:14, ‘I will be a father to him, and he shall be a son to me.’ This, no doubt, would be a promise passed on to each successive ruler of the Davidic dynasty. In the account of Joash’s coronation there is reference to the high priest giving the king ‘the covenant’ (2 Kgs 11:12). It is not clear what this was, but it could have been a document containing something like the ‘decree’ of Psalm 2:7–9. In the cases of both Joash and Solomon (1 Kgs 1:33f.) the coronation ceremony had two parts: anointing of the king in a sacred place and his enthronement in the palace. Psalm 110 would relate naturally to the enthronement of the king. In Psalm 101 the king (v. 8 strongly implies he is the speaker) commits himself to high moral ideals. This would be a fitting ‘coronation oath’, but might have been used on other occasions also. Psalm 72 is a prayer for the king, and sets out an idealized picture of his rule. It, too, could have its setting in a coronation.

 

The king was the commander-in-chief of the nation’s forces and so it is not surprising that some of the royal psalms have a battle context. There is general agreement that Psalms 20 and 144 are prayers appealing for Yahweh’s aid prior to engagement in battle. Psalm 18 (a variant of which occurs in 2 Sam. 22) seems to be a king’s thanksgiving for victory in battle. The setting of Psalm 21 is unclear. In vv. 8–13 victory over enemies is envisaged in the future, and so some see it as a psalm to be recited before battle. On the other hand the element of thanksgiving in vv. 1–7 suggests to some that it is celebrating a recent victory. Its ambiguity, and the mention of the crowning of the king in v. 3, suggests to others that it may have been sung at the anniversary of the king’s coronation. Psalm 89 begins by extolling Yahweh, and particularly his covenant promise to David (vv. 1–18). There is an extensive divine oracle in vv. 19–37, which seems to have its roots in the oracle of Nathan in 2 Samuel 7. The psalm closes with painful words of lament, accusing Yahweh of failing to keep his promise to David (vv. 38–51; v. 52 is the doxology closing Book 3 of the Psalms). This implies that the king has been defeated in battle, and probably killed. Yahweh is urged to step in and deliver his people. This could refer to the death in battle of Josiah in 609 BC (2 Kgs 23:29f.). However, the depth of despair expressed in it may indicate that it comes from after the destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonians in 587/6 BC.

 

Psalm 45 was written for a royal marriage. The bridegroom is described in vv. 2–9 and the bride in vv. 10–15. The mention of Tyre in v. 12 has led some to link it with King Ahab of Israel, who married a Tyrian princess, Jezebel. However, v. 6 seems to allude to the promise to David and so suggest a Judean king. The Tyrians in v. 12 may be mentioned simply as the epitome of wealthy foreigners who send envoys to the wedding.

 

Psalm 132 is clearly closely related to the narrative in 2 Samuel 6–7, which records David’s search for the Ark of the Covenant, his bringing of it to Jerusalem and Yahweh’s promise to him delivered through Nathan the prophet. Part of this psalm is quoted in 2 Chronicles 6:41f., in the chronicler’s account of Solomon bringing the Ark up into the temple during the Feast of Tabernacles. Psalm 132:6–10 seems to reflect a cultic re-enactment of the bringing of the Ark to Jerusalem. This may have taken place annually as part of the Feast of Tabernacles.

 

We will postpone until later a discussion of what these psalms reveal about the ideology of kingship in Judah, and the messianic interpretation of them.





PSALMS OF CONFIDENCE

This is another group of psalms that does not form a distinct literary type. What unites them is their ‘mood’. They are sometimes called Songs of Trust. Although there is general acceptance of them as a distinct group, there is disagreement over how big the group is. Psalms 11, 23 and 62 are widely accepted as Individual Psalms of Confidence, and share the feature of referring to God entirely in the third person. Many would add at least Psalms 4, 16 and 131 to the list. Psalms 115, 125 and 129 may be classed as Communal Psalms of Confidence, but in each case the classification has been disputed.

 

Gunkel regarded these psalms as a development of the expression of confidence found in the Laments. Others have seen a closer connection with the Thanksgivings.




WISDOM PSALMS

There is widespread agreement that there is a category of psalms that have some kinship with the wisdom literature of the Hebrew Bible. This is another group that is not defined by literary form. The criteria used to define which psalms should be included are such things as the presence of ideas, and of linguistic and stylistic features, that are characteristic of the wisdom literature. However, disagreement arises because of the difficulty of deciding how many wisdom characteristics a psalm must have in order to be classified as a Wisdom Psalm. This has led a few to question the value of this category. The following appear in most lists of Wisdom Psalms: Psalms 1, 34, 37, 49, 73, 111 and 112. What these have in common is that the poet is addressing the question of the meaning of life, and in particular the problem of the prosperity of the wicked and the suffering of the righteous. They also make use of words and phrases found in the wisdom literature.

 

Some scholars, including Mowinckel, have argued that these psalms were never used in worship. They regard them as reflective and didactic poems that were used in a teaching setting separated from worship. However, it is then not clear why they were included in the Psalter. Nor is it clear why the material in these psalms should not have sometimes found a place in worship.




OTHER MINOR TYPES

There are two psalms that are linked by their content, praise of God’s Torah (Law). These are Psalms 19 and 119. Psalm 19 falls into two halves. The first (vv. 1–6) speaks of creation, especially the sun, as a witness to God’s glory. The second (vv. 7–14) extols the Torah. Although some scholars regard it as two originally separate poems that have been combined, this ignores an internal unity of thought. In the ancient Near East, the sun was not only regarded as the source of light and life, but as the source and upholder of justice. There is evidence for this from Egypt, the Mesopotamian civilizations and the Hittites. It may be that behind this is the idea of the sun as an ‘all-seeing eye’ in the heavens (cf. Ps. 19:6c). So, mention of the sun in the first half of the poem is a preparation for the theme of the second half. Moreover, if we ask in what way the creation witnesses to God, the answer that is given is the reference to the regularity of the sun’s movements. God’s giving of ‘law’ to the physical world is the counterpart to the giving of the moral Law. Psalm 119 is an anthology of meditations on the Torah.


PSALM 119


It seems to be a coincidence that the two psalms which have the Torah (Law) as their theme are Psalms 19 and 119. Psalm 119 is both the longest and the most carefully structured psalm in the Psalter.

 

The psalm is an acrostic in form. Each of the first eight verses begins with the first letter of the Hebrew alphabet, each of the next eight with the second letter, and so on through the 22 letters of the Hebrew alphabet, making 176 verses in all.

 

Eight major terms are used for the Torah throughout the psalm.


	Torah/instruction (25 times)


	Testimony (23 times)


	Judgement (23 times)


	Commandment (22 times)


	Statute (22 times)


	Word (22 times)


	Precept (19 times)


	Way (3 times)




Every verse in the psalm, apart from vv. 90 and 122, has one of these terms.

 

There is no clear progression of thought in the psalm. It is basically an anthology of meditative sayings about the Torah.





Although the overall theme of Psalm 1 is usually described as ‘the two ways’ – the ways of the righteous and the wicked – central to the ‘way’ of the righteous is delight in the Torah and meditation on it (v. 3). For this reason Psalm 1 is also classified asa Torah Psalm.

 

Psalms 15 and 24 are both ‘gate liturgies’, which seem to have been used when worshippers arrived at the gate of the temple. The worshippers ask who may enter the temple (Pss 15:1; 24:3), the gate keeper responds (Pss 15:2–5b; 24:4–5), and the worshippers then affirm their acceptance of the conditions (Pss 15:5c; 24:6). A similar liturgy is found in Isaiah 33:14–16.

 

The headings of Psalms 120—134 link them together as ‘Songs of Ascent’, although this group includes a variety of types of psalm (hymns, laments, songs of thanksgiving, psalms of confidence). There is a widespread view that these are psalms which came to be used by pilgrims going up to Jerusalem for the great festivals (cf. Ps. 122:4). A variant view points out that the word translated ‘ascents’ nearly always means ‘step’ or ‘stair’ elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible. It is therefore suggested that these psalms were recited either on a set of steps that went up to one of the gates of Jerusalem, or a set of steps within the temple precinct itself. A few scholars have argued that the ‘ascent’ referred to is the return of the exiles from Babylon. Against this is the implication in some of the psalms that Jerusalem and the temple have been rebuilt (e.g. Pss 122; 126; 134). Goulder points out that the ‘return’ took place in several phases over a lengthy period and tries to link these psalms with the book of Nehemiah. He suggests that these psalms were part of the liturgy of the Feast of Tabernacles held after the completion of the rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem by Nehemiah. He tries to link them with the ‘I’ passages in the book of Nehemiah, suggesting that the psalms were written as a response to these passages which, he proposes, were Nehemiah’s ‘testimonies’ delivered at the festival. Some of Goulder’s suggested links between the psalms and the ‘testimonies’ are plausible, others seem tenuous.


TYPES OF PSALMS


It is not surprising that no two scholars agree exactly in their classification of the psalms into specific types. We would expect poets sometimes to modify the traditional forms that they use as their basic models. The result is that some psalms seem to fall between the main types and it is debatable as to which one they fit into best. Others do not seem to fit into any of the accepted types. Below is a classification of most of the psalms that would be fairly widely accepted.

 

Hymns

General Praises 8, 29, 33, 65, 95, 100, 103, 104, 113, 114, 117, 134—136, 145—150

Celebrations of Yahweh’s kingship 47, 93, 96—99

Songs of Zion 46, 48, 76, 84, 87, 122

 

Laments

Individual Laments 3, 5—7, 13, 17, 22, 25—28, 35, 39, 41—43, 51, 54—57, 61, 64, 69, 71, 86, 88, 102, 109, 130, 140—143

Communal Laments 12, 44, 60, 74, 79, 80, 83, 85, 90, 126, 137

 

Songs of Thanksgiving

Individual Thanksgivings 9, 10, 32, 34, 92, 116, 118, 138

Communal Thanksgivings 67, 107, 124

 

Royal Psalms

2, 18, 20, 21, 45, 72, 89, 101, 110, 132, 144

 

Psalms of Confidence

Individual Psalms of Confidence 4, 11, 16, 23, 62, 91, 121, 131

Communal Psalms of Confidence 115, 125, 129

 

Wisdom Psalms

1, 34, 37, 49, 73, 111, 112

 

Torah Psalms

1, 19, 119





Psalms 146—150 each begin and end with the exclamation, ‘Hallelujah’ (‘Praise the LORD’). In Judaism they came to be called the Hallel Hymns and form part of the daily morning prayer in the synagogue.

 

A Christian liturgical tradition going back to the Middle Ages has grouped seven psalms together as ‘penitential psalms’: Psalms 6, 32, 38, 51, 102, 130, 139 and 143. Most of these are individual laments, but the classification is based more on content than literary form. In the Late Middle Ages in particular, paraphrases were made of these psalms and commentaries written on them as aids to personal piety. Some commentators linked them to the ‘seven deadly sins’, with each psalm acting as a deterrent to one of the sins.






THE PSALMS AND ISRAEL’S WORSHIP

According to their headings, about half the psalms are linked with King David. As we shall see, the exact meaning of these headings is unclear, as is the date at which they were added to the psalms. However, they do make the point that from an early time the psalms tended to be regarded as arising out of the experiences of an individual poet, and in that sense to be primarily autobiographical. Even when a psalm is clearly about the concerns of the whole community it was assumed that these were presented through the personal insights of the psalmist. This continued to be the dominant approach to the psalms up until the early twentieth century, even though during the nineteenth century most scholars moved away from the assumption that David was the principal poet of the book of Psalms.

 

Gunkel’s form-critical approach provoked a fresh look at the origin of the psalms. He recognized that the different psalm-types that he identified originated in Israel’s cultic worship. They reflected different activities that took place in the cult. However, he still considered that the psalms preserved in the Psalter are the free compositions of individuals who used the traditional forms to express their own feelings and thoughts. In his view they were a ‘spiritualized’ development of the psalms that were actually used in the cult. The references that they contain to cultic matters are to be taken metaphorically.

 

It was Mowinckel who took Gunkel’s approach to its logical conclusion. He believed that most of the psalms had their original setting in the worship of Israel, and that therefore if we are to understand them properly we have to discern and understand the cultic settings of the various poems. This is not to deny that the authors of the psalms put something of their own personal piety into their compositions, but it is to stress that they were professional poets working with the conventions of Israel’s liturgical worship and in the service of the communal cult.

 

There are numerous allusions to the cult and cultic activities in the psalms. These make more sense if the psalms were used in public worship in the temple in Jerusalem than they do if taken as ‘spiritualized’ metaphors. There are several references to the temple (e.g. Pss 27:4; 63:2; 96:6; 122:1). As we have seen, Psalms 15 and 24 contain ‘gate liturgies’ to be performed at the entrance to the temple. In Psalm 24 this appears to be part of a procession in which God, in some sense, enters the temple. There is no doubt that God would have been represented by the Ark of the Covenant. The language of v. 8 implies this, since in the early period of Israel’s history the Ark symbolized God’s presence with the people in battle (cf. Num. 10:35f.).


Who is the King of glory?

The LORD, strong and mighty,

The LORD, mighty in battle. (Ps. 24:8)

Whenever the ark set out, Moses would say,

‘Arise, O LORD, and let your enemies be scattered,

and your foes flee before you.’

And whenever it came to rest, he would say,

‘Return, O LORD, of the ten thousand thousands of Israel.’ (Num. 10:35–36)



Psalm 132 is possibly related to the procession of Psalm 24 and looks like the accompaniment to a re-enactment of the bringing of the Ark to Jerusalem by King David (cf. 2 Sam. 6). Psalm 68:24–27 gives a quite detailed description of a procession.


Your solemn processions are seen, O God,

the processions of my God, my King, into the sanctuary –

the singers in front, the musicians last,

between them girls playing tambourines:

‘Bless God in the great congregation,

the LORD, O you who are of Israel’s fountain!’

There is Benjamin, the least of them, in the lead,

the princes of Judah in a body,

the princes of Zebulun, the princes of Naphtali.



This psalm begins with words which echo Numbers 10:35, and so it too may refer to a procession accompanying the Ark of the Covenant. Psalms 48:12f. and 118:19f. also refer to cultic processions of various kinds.

 

Other cultic activities are mentioned, such as singing (e.g. Pss 9:11; 30:4; 33:2) and dancing (Pss 87:7; 149:3; 150:4). There are references to various kinds of musical instruments (e.g. Pss 33:2; 47:5; 81:2; 98:6; 150:5).

 

If we accept Mowinckel’s approach, we can conclude that the Songs of Thanksgiving were intended for use when offering a thanksgiving offering, such as is described in Leviticus 7:11–15. At least some of the hymns might have been used to accompany the burnt offering (Lev. 1:3f.), which seems to have been primarily an act of praise and homage to God. As well as general references to sacrifices (Pss 4:5; 27:6; 50:8), specific kinds of sacrifices are mentioned: burnt offerings (Pss 20:3; 50:8; 51:16, 19), thanksgiving offerings (Pss 50:14; 107:22; 116:17), a covenant-making sacrifice (Ps. 50:5), the freewill offering (Ps. 54:6).

 

As we have seen, some of the Royal Psalms are related to specific occasions such as coronations, weddings and prayers before and after battle. These, no doubt, took place, at least in part, in the temple.

 

The Psalter has often been called ‘the hymn book of the second temple’, referring to the temple that was rebuilt after the return from exile in Babylon (Ezra 5 6). As we shall see, it is certainly true that the book of Psalms took the form that we know now in the post-exilic period. So, on this ground it can be called ‘the hymn book of the second temple’. However, as our discussion of the dating of the psalms will show, there is good reason to believe that some of the psalms are from the pre-exilic period and so were used in the first temple, built by Solomon. This is most obviously the case for those that mention royal occasions or the Ark of the Covenant. With the fall of Jerusalem in 587/6 BC the monarchy came to an end and the Ark was lost.

 

E. S. Gerstenberger, like a few other scholars, has argued that most of the psalms originated outside the temple in the context of local communities meeting for worship. He saw the primary setting for this to be the synagogue worship of the post-exilic period. The major weakness of his case is that nothing is known about synagogue worship in the Persian period, and it is not even clear that synagogues existed then. Given this lack of evidence, there is little to commend his argument in the face of the evidence that many of the psalms reflect the worship of the temple, and in some cases worship in the pre-exilic temple.


THE AUTUMN FESTIVAL: YAHWEH’S ENTHRONEMENT?

According to the earliest Israelite cultic calendars (Exod. 23:14–17; 34:22f.) in pre-exilic times all male Israelites were expected to appear at the sanctuary three times a year for major festivals. These were the Feast of Unleavened Bread, which was associated with the barley harvest in the spring; the Feast of Weeks, which celebrated the wheat harvest in the early summer, and the Feast of Tabernacles in the autumn, when the grapes and other fruit were harvested.


Think about

THE ORIGINS OF HYMNS


You might find it interesting to discover the origins of some of your favourite hymns. There are a number of hymn book ‘companions’ which give this kind of information. Here are some brief notes on a few fairly well-known hymns.

 

‘Amazing grace’ This expresses the personal testimony of its author, John Newton (1725–1807). He described himself as ‘once an infidel and libertine’ who was ‘by the rich mercy of our Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ, preserved, restored, pardoned and appointed to preach the faith he had long laboured to destroy’.

 

‘Beauty for brokenness (God of the poor)’ This modern hymn was written by Graham Kendrick (1950–) for the twenty-fifth anniver-sary of the Christian international aid agency Tear Fund.

 

‘Eternal Father, strong to save’ Having been written by William Whiting (1825–1878), Master of Winchester Choristers’ School, for a pupil who was about to sail to America, it has become ‘the sailors’ hymn’.

 

‘God of grace and God of glory’ Harry Emerson Fosdick (1878–1969) wrote this hymn for the dedicatory service at the formal opening of the new Riverside Church in New York in 1931. He described it as ‘a very urgent personal prayer’ for the ministry of the new church.

 

‘Onward, Christian soldiers’ Sabine Baring-Gould (1834–1924) wrote this for a Sunday school procession headed by a cross and banner. Lord Curzon, Viceroy of India, is said to have forbidden the use of it in services at the time of the Great Durbar of 1902 because he objected to the lines, ‘Crowns and thrones may perish, Kingdoms rise and wane’.

 

Some source books are Colquhoun, 1980, and Routley, 1979.






Digging deeper:

THE PILGRIMAGE FEASTS

Using Bible dictionaries, find out what you can about the three ‘pilgrimage feasts’ of Un-leavened Bread, Weeks and Tabernacles/Booths.




Mowinckel suggested that the Feast of Tabernacles was a new year festival and had features in common with the New Year (Akitu) Festival celebrated in Babylon (though that was in the spring). In this the so-called Babylonian creation epic (Enuma Elish) was recited. It tells of the god Marduk’s victory over the forces of chaos, symbolized by the monster Tiamat and a host of other sea monsters, and the creation of the world. Marduk’s enthronement as king of the gods was associated with this. Mowinckel argued that there are hints within the Hebrew Bible and later rabbinic material that suggest that the Feast of Tabernacles had a similar theme. He read Exodus 23:16 as meaning that the feast took place at new year. Zechariah 14:16f. specifically links the Feast of Tabernacles with the worship of Yahweh as king.

Then all who survive of the nations that have come against Jerusalem shall go up year by year to worship the King, the LORD of hosts, and to keep the festival of booths. If any of the families of the earth do not go up to Jerusalem to worship the King, the LORD of hosts, there will be no rain upon them.


In post-biblical times one of the important themes of the Jewish New Year Festival was, and is, Yahweh’s kingship. The heading of Psalm 29 in the LXX connects it with the Feast of Tabernacles. It concludes with reference to Yahweh’s enthronement as king and a call for him to bless his people. The psalms that Mowinckel identified as ‘enthronement psalms’ (Pss 47; 93; 96 99) contain the phrase Yahweh malak (malak ’elohim in Ps. 47:8). He proposed that this should be taken to mean ‘Yahweh (God) has become king’ rather than as ‘Yahweh (God) is king’, as had been generally supposed. These psalms, he argued, were used in a re-enactment of Yahweh’s enthronement over the forces of chaos in primeval times. By re-enacting it, his control over the forces of chaos was sacramentally experienced afresh to ensure Israel’s well-being in the year ahead. In this re-enactment the Ark would represent the presence of God. Mowinckel therefore linked those psalms that imply that it was carried in procession with the autumn festival. He also assumed that the king would be involved, representing Yahweh, and so regarded the Royal Psalms as closely linked with it too.

 

Much of Mowinckel’s evidence for linking the Feast of Tabernacles with both the new year and the theme of Yahweh’s kingship is post-exilic, even post-biblical, and therefore its relevance to what happened in pre-exilic times has been questioned. The earliest evidence is Zechariah 14:15f., which probably dates from the fifth century BC. Mowinckel’s defence for use of this evidence rested on the assumed conservative nature of the religious cult. There is some validity in this, but there must always be a question mark against very late evidence.

 

Mowinckel’s understanding of the phrase ‘at the going out of the year’ in Exodus 23:16 as referring to the new year is now generally discounted. When the Hebrew root (ys’) that is used for ‘going out’ in this phrase is used with time periods in the Hebrew Bible it always refers to the end of that period. Hence here it means ‘at the end of the year’. This fits with the fact that in both Exodus 23 and 34 the Feast of Tabernacles is the last in the list. However, the ending of one year means the imminent beginning of another, and Exodus 34:22 puts the Feast of Tabernacles at ‘the turn of the year’, so some link with the new year is possible. David Clines has made the point that Exodus 23 and 34 refer to the agricultural year, and has argued that in pre-exilic times the civil calendar new year began in the spring, as it did in Babylon. However, this makes it difficult to explain why in later Judaism the new year has been celebrated in the autumn. It is perhaps more likely that references such as Leviticus 23:34, which put the Feast of Tabernacles in the ‘seventh month’, are a result of Judean adoption of the Babylonian calendar either in the late sixth century BC when under Babylonian hegemony, or while in exile. Overall, on balance, the evidence for linking the Feast of Tabernacles with the new year is not strong.

 

In the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century it was often argued that the Royal Psalms related to the Maccabean or Hasmonean rulers of Judah in the second or first centuries BC. This would clearly rule out Mowinckel’s linkage of these psalms with a pre-exilic festival. Very few scholars today hold such a position. To begin with, there is general agreement that the Psalter was finalized before the Maccabean era. One piece of evidence for this is that 1 Chronicles 16:36 quotes Psalm 106 including the editorial doxology that was added to it when the Psalter was compiled. The books of Chronicles are usually dated to the fourth century BC. Second, by Hasmonean times there was a reluctance to use the divine name Yahweh, yet it is used freely in the Royal Psalms. Finally, there are features in some of these psalms that reflect pre-exilic times, such as reference to the Ark (Ps. 132:8) and to the king as a priest ‘according to the order of Melchizedek’ (Ps. 110:4).

 

There are some striking similarities in themes, and even phraseology, between the poetry used in Isaiah 40 55 and that of the so-called Enthronement Psalms. This includes the phrase ‘your God reigns’ in Isaiah 52:7. In the light of this it has been argued that the psalmists are drawing on the poetry of the prophet, with the implication that the psalms are therefore post-exilic. However, against this is the fact that the prophet was clearly monotheistic in outlook, denying the existence of other gods (e.g. Isa. 44:6; 45:5, 14, 21; 46:9), an attitude that shaped later post-exilic Jewish faith. In some of the psalms, on the other hand, Yahweh is spoken of as pre-eminent among the gods (Pss 96:4f.; 97:7).

 

Mowinckel’s translation of Yahweh malak has been hotly debated. The perfect tense verb form malak is used frequently to mean both ‘he was king’ and ‘he became king’. In the context of coronations it is used in the sense ‘he has become king’ (2 Sam. 15:10; 2 Kgs 9:13 cf. 1 Sam. 12:14; 1 Kgs 1:11, 13, 18). Therefore Mowinckel’s translation of the phrase in the psalms is clearly permissible. In fact it seems natural in Psalm 47:8 after the reference in v. 5 to God having ‘gone up witha shout’, which could well refer to an enthronement. The main resistance to Mowinckel’s translation is now not grammatical but theological and conceptual. Who could enthrone Yahweh? In Marduk’s case it is the other gods who proclaim him king. Does the annual enthronement of Yahweh imply that there ever was, or is, a time when he was, or is, not king? In response it is argued that here we face the inevitable problems associated with cultic and sacramental language, which refers to realities outside our space-time frame. Maybe what was done in the festival was thought of, not in terms of ‘remaking’ Yahweh’s kingship, but as celebrating it and making it real afresh in Israel’s experience. For this reason most scholars now favour the translation ‘Yahweh reigns’ or ‘Yahweh is king’. For more on this, see the discussion of Psalm 96 on p. 47–49.







THE AUTUMN FESTIVAL: COVENANT RENEWAL?

Other scholars have also linked many of the psalms with the Autumn Festival, but have suggested that its main theme was different from that proposed by Mowinckel. In his commentary on the Psalms, A. Weiser suggested that the theme of the festival was the renewal of the Sinai covenant.

 

Two psalms can very plausibly be linked with covenant renewal. Psalm 50:5 refers to the making of a covenant between God and his people. The psalm goes on to take to task those who pay lip-service to the covenant but do not keep its laws (v. 16) and calls them to repentance. The apparent allusion to v. 2 of this psalm in Lamentations 2:15 (‘Is this the city that was called the perfection of beauty?’) suggests that it is a pre-exilic psalm. Psalm 81 is clearly intended for a feast day (v. 3).


Blow the trumpet at the new moon,

at the full moon, on our festal day.



This combination of trumpet blowing at the new moon (the first day of a month) and a feast at the full moon (the middle of the month) fits with what is said of the seventh month and the Feast of Tabernacles in Leviticus 23:23f. The psalm then refers to the exodus from Egypt and other events which took place before the Israelites reached Sinai (Ps. 81:5–7). A call to listen to God (v. 8) is followed by verses that echo the beginning of the Ten Commandments (vv. 9–10). Then God expresses the desire to bless the people, if only they would listen to and obey him. Later Jewish tradition links this psalm with the Feast of Tabernacles and new year. If, as several scholars have argued, the Sinai covenant was modelled on the form of a ‘vassal treaty’ between a ‘great king’ and a vassal, with Yahweh as the ‘great king’ and Israel as his ‘vassal’, then the theme of Yahweh’s kingship would fit naturally within this proposed festival theme. Indeed, Psalm 95:8 (an enthronement psalm) refers to the Israelites’ rebellion against God at Meribah, an incident also mentioned in Psalm 81:7. Since Moses is said to have put the tablets with the Ten Commandments written on them in the Ark of the Covenant (Exod. 40:20; Deut. 10:5), one would expect the Ark to play a role in any covenant renewal ceremony, and therefore Psalms 24 and 132 could have a place in the festival. In fact Weiser suggested a setting for most of the psalms within this proposed covenant renewal festival. Sometimes the links he suggests are rather tenuous.

 

The main evidence that there was a covenant renewal festival in pre-exilic times, and that it was linked with the Feast of Tabernacles, is Deuteronomy 31:9–13. However, this states that the covenant is to be renewed every seventh year, not annually. Some scholars have argued that covenant theology itself is something that was introduced only in the seventh century BC, which is the period to which most date the book of Deuteronomy in the form in which we have it. However, the concept of the covenant seems to be part of the theology of the eighth-century prophets, even if it is only Hosea who explicitly uses the term (Hos. 6:7; 8:1). It is possible that the reference in Deuteronomy 31 reflects what was done in the later pre-exilic period. According to Nehemiah 8, Ezra read the book of the Law during the feast of the seventh month, the Feast of Tabernacles. This reading led to a renewal of the covenant. However, at some point in the post-exilic period covenant renewal came to be associated with the Feast of Weeks. The careful dating of the feast in Leviticus 23:15f. places it in the third month, at the time the Israelites are said to have arrived at Sinai (Exod. 19:1). A covenant renewal festival was held at this time by the community at Qumran. In wider Judaism the Feast of Weeks has come to be associated with the making of the covenant and the lawgiving at Sinai.




THE AUTUMN FESTIVAL: A ROYAL ZION FESTIVAL?

H.-J. Kraus argued that the main purpose of the Autumn Festival was to celebrate Yahweh’s choice of Jerusalem/Zion, the founding of the temple, and the consequent protection and security of God’s chosen people. He thought that this celebration owed something to the pre-Israelite, Canaanite royal cult of Jerusalem.

 

The Songs of Zion would have an obvious place in this proposed festival. Two of these have possible Canaanite connections. According to Psalm 46:4:


There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God,

the holy habitation of the Most High.



Jerusalem does not have any such river. At best this would be a very hyperbolic way of referring to the spring of Gihon. However, in Ugaritic poetry the dwelling place of the Canaanite high god, El, is said to be at the source of the rivers. Moreover, here God is called El Elyon (Most High). This is the title given to the God whom Melchizedek, the Canaanite priest-king of Jerusalem, served according to the story about his meeting with Abraham (Gen. 15:18). It seems as though Canaanite language about El Elyon is being transferred to the God of Israel in this psalm. In Psalm 48:1b–2, Zion is described as:


His holy mountain, beautiful in elevation,

is the joy of all the earth,

Mount Zion, in the far north,

the city of the great King.



Neither the reference to its height nor to its position ‘in the far north’ fits well with the geographic reality of Mt Zion. However, these do echo what is said of the mountain that is the dwelling place of the god Baal in Ugaritic poetry. It seems that traditional Canaanite language about the dwelling place of God is being applied to Mt Zion. Both of these psalms speak of the security of Zion as a result of God’s presence there (Pss 46:5; 48:3). Since God’s presence was symbolized by the Ark, the psalms that are connected with it would have a place in Kraus’s proposed festival. Historically the choice of Zion as Yahweh’s dwelling place was inextricably linked with Yahweh’s choice of David and his successors. It was David who captured Jerusalem from the Jebusites and made it the capital of his kingdom. He made it the centre of the worship of Yahweh by finding the Ark and taking it there. It was his son and successor, Solomon, who built the temple. Therefore one can see why Kraus proposed a royal Zion festival. The Royal Psalms would have their place in it, and so might the Psalms of Yahweh’s Enthronement, since the Davidic king represented Yahweh’s rule on earth. Kraus’s proposal is rather more speculative than those of Mowinckel and Weiser since it lacks even the minimal evidential basis outside the psalms that their proposals have.




THE AUTUMN FESTIVAL: CONCLUSION

Mowinckel, Weiser and Kraus cannot all be right in their claims about the Autumn Festival. It is possible that they have each hit upon evidence of different major festivals. However, there is a problem with the methodology on which they rely. To see this one has only to think of the Book of Common Prayer (or some similar liturgical compendium) being dismembered and the various prayers, canticles, creeds and so on being reassembled in a more or less random order. Without clear evidence of the structure of, say, Morning Prayer, it would be very difficult to recreate its liturgy. Perhaps the most we can conclude from the proposals made by Mowinckel, Weiser and Kraus is that they point to different major themes of the worship that took place in the Jerusalem temple.


Think about

YAHWEH’S KINGSHIP

One group of psalms that figures prominently in all three different reconstructions of the Autumn Festival by Mowinckel, Weiser and Kraus are those that celebrate Yahweh’s kingship. That this is possible suggests the centrality of this theme in Israel’s worship. With the replacement of absolute monarchies by democracies, this ‘model’ of God has become problematic for many people. What problems do you see in it? Can you think of a suitable alternative ‘model’?







THE PSALM HEADINGS

In the Hebrew Bible all but 34 of the psalms have a heading of some sort. Although they are often referred to as ‘titles’ this is a misleading term. They are better regarded as ‘ascriptions’ that indicate such things as: the collection to which the psalm belongs, what type of psalm it is, how it was to be performed, the situation in which it was written, and occasionally other details. The Greek translation of the Psalter adds a heading to all those without one, except Psalms 1 and 2. It also makes some changes to several of the other headings. The fact that the Greek translators made these additions and changes shows that the headings were not considered fixed by the second century BC. The fact that two versions of the same psalm (Pss 14 and 53) have somewhat different headings indicates that the headings were not originally part of the psalm but were added later. In this case they were presumably added after the two versions of this psalm had become part of two different collections.

 

The material in the headings can be classified according to the kind of information it seems to give. Some headings contain information of more than one sort.


INDICATION OF AUTHORSHIP OR COLLECTION


‘Of David’

This is found in the heading of 73 psalms in the Hebrew Bible. Its meaning is debatable because both the Hebrew preposition le and the word ‘David’ can be interpreted in more than one way. The preposition may indicate authorship (‘by’), ownership (‘belonging to’), the person for whom it was written (‘for’). In some Ugaritic texts the preposition l- seems to indicate the person who is the main character of a poem (‘about’). The word ‘David’ could denote King David or any king of the house of David (as in Hos. 3:5; Ezek. 34:23f.; 37:24f.). These possibilities have led to a number of suggested interpretations.

 

In both Jewish and Christian tradition this heading came to be understood as indicating Davidic authorship of these psalms. There is certainly an ancient tradition linking David with music and psalms. In the eighth century BC the prophet Amos refers to David’s skill with musical intruments (Amos 6:5). According to the story in 1 Samuel 16:14–23, it was this which brought him into the court of King Saul. He influenced the development of Israel’s worship by bringing the Ark of the Covenant to Jerusalem (2 Sam. 6) and by planning to build the temple (1 Sam. 7). In later tradition he is remembered as encouraging the composition of psalms and organizing the music and liturgy of the temple (1 Chr. 13 29). It is therefore likely that in the Psalter there are psalms, or parts of psalms, which were composed by David. However, a few psalms that have the heading ‘of David’ seem, at least in their present form, to come from a time later than David (e.g. 51:18f.; 69:35f.). In the LXX, 14 psalms have the heading ‘of David’ in addition to those that have it in the Hebrew Bible, indicating a growing tendency to link psalms of unknown origin with David.

 

It is possible that in some cases ‘of David’ means that it was written for use by the king (e.g. Ps. 18, a thanksgiving for deliverance in battle) or to be prayed on behalf of the king (e.g. Ps. 20, a prayer for a king to be given victory in battle).

 

Perhaps the most likely origin of the heading ‘of David’ is that it denotes psalms derived from a royal collection of psalms, possibly including some originally composed by David and others composed for the use of later kings.

 

Thirteen of the psalms in the Hebrew Bible that have the heading ‘of David’ make reference to some historical circumstance in his life as the supposed setting for the composition of the psalm. Most of these refer to events known from the books of Samuel. Michael Goulder has argued that the historical headings in Psalms 51 72 were actually written for David, by a close attendant, reflecting specific events during his life. The order of these psalms follows the order of events. However, there are some discrepancies between the headings and the account in the book of Samuel. For example, the heading of Psalm 34 refers to David feigning madness before Abimelech, while in 1 Samuel 21:10 the king concerned is Achish. The heading of Psalm 60 attributes to Joab a slaughter that 2 Samuel 8:13 attributes to David, and the number killed differs. The fact that in the LXX several more ‘historical’ headings are added suggests that they represent a growing tradition of linking psalms with known incidents in David’s life that were suggested in some way by the psalm. For example, the mention of God as a ‘refuge’ for the psalmist who is beset by enemies (Pss 57:1; 142:5) may have prompted the linking of these psalms with the time when David was hiding in caves while being hunted by Saul. Peter Ackroyd points out that some ancient Hebrew manuscripts of 2 Samuel leave spaces at certain points in the story of David, and suggests that these were the points at which relevant psalms were intended to be read. This would encourage the attribution of the origin of such psalms to these historical episodes.


Digging deeper:

THE HISTORICAL HEADINGS IN THE PSALMS


Read some of the following psalms together with the related passage from the books of 1 and 2 Samuel. What connections can you see between the psalm and the story? Do you think it more likely that the psalm was written in the context of the events recounted in the story, or that it was written independently and only subsequently linked with the story?








	Psalm 3

	David’s flight from Absalom (2 Sam. 15—16)




	Psalm 7

	Concerning Cush the Benjaminite (original event unknown)




	Psalm 18

	David’s deliverance from Saul (1 Sam. 24; 27)




	Psalm 34

	David feigns madness (1 Sam. 21)




	Psalm 51

	Nathan’s condemnation of David’s adultery (2 Sam. 12)




	Psalm 52

	Doeg’s betrayal of David (1 Sam. 22)




	Psalm 54

	The Ziphites’ betrayal of David to Saul (1 Sam. 23)




	Psalm 56

	The Philistines seize David in Gath (1 Sam. 21)




	Psalm 57

	David’s flight from Saul (1 Sam. 22)




	Psalm 59

	Saul sends men to kill David in his house (1 Sam. 19)




	Psalm 60

	David’s wars against the Arameans and Edom (2 Sam. 8; 10)




	Psalm 63

	David in the wilderness of Judea (1 Sam. 23—24)




	Psalm 142

	David’s flight from Saul (1 Sam. 22)















‘Of Asaph’

This is found in the heading of 12 psalms which, apart from Psalm 50, form a distinct group, Psalms 73 83. In Chronicles, Asaph appears as a leading musician and singer in the time of David (1 Chr. 15:19; 16:4f.). The ‘sons of Asaph’ have this role in later times (1 Chr. 25:1; 2 Chr. 5:12; Ezra 2:41; 3:10; Neh. 7:44; 11:22). It seems reasonable to assume that the Asaphite psalms originate from this continuing guild of temple musicians. The fact that the headings ascribe these psalms to Asaph himself when some clearly come from a time much later than that of David (e.g. Pss 74 and 79 attest the destruction of the temple in 586 BC) indicates that ‘of Asaph’ refers to an ongoing collection of psalms in the same way that it is suggested that ‘of David’ does.


	There are a number of distinctive features about the Asaphite psalms that support the view that they come from a specific collection.


	The theme of divine judgement runs through them all, though it is present in varying ways. Thus the object of judgement may be Israel (Pss 50; 77; 78; 80; 81), Jerusalem (Pss 74; 79), other nations (Pss 75; 76; 83), wicked people (Ps. 73) or the gods (Ps. 82).


	Several of them refer to Yahweh’s mighty deeds in the past: creation (Ps. 74), the exodus (Pss 77; 78; 80; 81), the conquest of Canaan (Ps. 78); the period of the judges (Pss 78; 83).


	Within this group there are more allusions to Israel as the flock of which Yahweh is the shepherd than there are in the whole of the rest of the Psalter.


	There are a number of references to the northern Israelite tribes, especially under the name Joseph. There is only one other reference to Joseph in the Psalter (Ps. 105:17).


	There are divine oracles in Psalms 50, 72, 81, 82.


	Apart from Psalms 73 and 77 these are communal psalms.




Some see a prophetic background to these psalms in view of their emphasis on divine judgement, appeals to Yahweh’s past acts and the presence of divine oracles, and point out that 2 Chronicles 29:30 speaks of Asaph as a seer, and 1 Chronicles 25:1–6 of the sons of Asaph and other temple singers as prophesying. Because of the references to the northern tribes some have suggested a northern origin for the Asaphites before they came to Jerusalem. However, Psalm 78 is distinctly anti-northern in tone, and the references to Joseph are largely the result of the interest in the events surrounding the exodus.

 

Goulder has argued that the Asaphite psalms are part of the liturgy of the New Year Festival held at Bethel in the latter part of the eighth century BC, and that they contain the earliest form of the traditions that now exist in a more developed form in the books of Exodus to Numbers. He specifically links these psalms with the ‘Elohistic’ material in these books. This is the material which refers to God as ‘Elohim’ rather than ‘Yahweh’. ‘Elohim’ is the dominant way of referring to God in these psalms. Goulder argues that, after the fall of the northern kingdom of Israel, these psalms were taken to Jerusalem. The strongest part of Goulder’s case is the affinity between the Asaphite psalms and the ‘Elohistic’ material in Exodus to Numbers. His identification of the time and place of their origin and their later history involves a good deal of surmise and speculation. It does not help his case that he has to explain away the anti-northern tone of Psalm 78, and the references to the destruction of Jerusalem in Psalm 79, as later editorial additions.




‘Of the Sons of Korah’

This appears in the heading of 11 psalms (counting Pss 42 43 as one psalm), which occur in three groups (Pss 42 49; 84 85; 87 88). Oddly, Psalm 88 is also attributed to Heman the Ezrahite (see here). Several of these psalms are concerned with Mt Zion (Pss 42 43; 46; 48; 84; 87), and their stress on its inviolability suggests a pre-exilic origin in the worship of Solomon’s temple.

 

Michael Goulder argues that the Korahite psalms originated in the northerly sanctuary of Dan, before they came to be used in the worship in Jerusalem from the seventh century BC onwards. In support of this he cites the phrase ‘the heights of the north’ (as he translates it) in Psalm 48:2 and identifies the river of Psalm 46:4 as the Jordan. However, most scholars see in these verses the application of mythical Canaanite imagery about the abode of the gods to Jerusalem. Also, whereas Goulder sees support for his view in the reference to the land of the Jordan and Mt Hermon in Psalm 42:6 because they are near Dan, others point out that the emphasis of this verse is that these places are far from Yahweh’s sanctuary.

 

J. Maxwell Miller has argued for a southern origin of the Korahite psalms. He bases this on the reference made to ‘the sons of Korah’ on an ostracon found near the sanctuary at Arad in southern Judea. It is not clear whether this refers to the levitical sons of Korah of the Bible. Miller supports his case by appeal to the statement in Psalm 48:2 that Mt Zion is ‘in the far north’. However, as we have already noted, most scholars see this as a mythical description, not a literal geographical one.

 

The concentration of many of these psalms on Mt Zion indicates an origin in Jerusalem. In 1 Chronicles 26:1 the sons of Korah appear as gatekeepers of the temple, but in 2 Chronicles 20:19 they appear as temple singers in the reign of Jehoshaphat.




‘(According) to Jeduthun’

Jeduthun is a name that occurs several times in Chronicles (e.g. 1 Chr. 9:16; 2 Chr. 5:12) and once in Nehemiah (11:17) as a temple musician and singer of the time of David and Solomon, whose sons followed in his footsteps. Therefore the reference in the psalm headings could be to a guild of singers like the Asaphites and Korahites. However, Psalms 39 and 62 have a double attribution to Jeduthun and David, and Psalm 77 is attributed to both Jeduthun and Asaph. Moreover, in Psalms 62 and 77 the preposition used is ‘al (‘according to’). This has led to the suggestion that ‘jeduthun’ is the name of a musical instrument or style of playing. Less likely is Mowinckel’s suggestion that the word is a noun meaning ‘confession’ and so indicating a psalm intended for some penitential ritual.




‘Of Solomon’

Two psalms have this heading: Psalms 72 and 127. Psalm 127 is probably post-exilic, and it is likely that the linking of both these psalms with Solomon is a late tradition based on the contents of the psalms. The reference to ‘building the house’ in Psalm 127 could be linked with Solomon’s construction projects, especially the building of the temple. References to the king’s judgement (Ps. 72:1) and to tribute from Sheba (vv. 10, 15) might be reasons for linking Psalm 72 with Solomon.




‘Of Ethan the Ezrahite’

In 1 Kings 4:31 Ethan the Ezrahite is named as a famous sage of Solomon’s time. The heading of Psalm 89 is presumably equating him with the temple musician of David’s time named Ethan son of Kushiah, mentioned in 1 Chronicles 15:17, 19. To add to the confusion 2 Chronicles 2:6 makes Ethan and the other sages mentioned in 1 Kings 4:31 all sons of Zerah (is ‘Ezrahite’ a corruption of this?).





‘Of Heman the Ezrahite’

In 1 Kings 4:31 Heman son of Mahol is one of the famous sages of Solomon’s time mentioned along with Ethan the Ezrahite. The heading of Psalm 88 may be identifying him with the temple musician of David’s time named Heman the son of Joel who is mentioned in 1 Chronicles 15:17, 19. In 1 Chronicles 25:5 he is also called ‘the king’s seer’. As we have noted already, 2 Chronicles 2:6 makes Ethan and Heman and the other sages mentioned in 1 Kings 4:31 all sons of Zerah.




‘A Prayer of Moses, the Man of God’

This is the heading of Psalm 90. There is nothing in the psalm to link it specifically with Moses, or indeed to suggest that it is a particularly early poem.






INDICATION OF THE TYPE OF PSALM


mizmor

This occurs 57 times and is found only in the Psalter. It probably denotes a cultic song to be sung to the accompaniment of stringed instruments, and is usually translated ‘psalm’.




shir

In 13 of its 29 uses, this term occurs alongside mizmor. It is a common term for ‘song’, but in the psalm titles it presumably has a specialized meaning that is now lost.




maskil

This is in the heading of 17 psalms. Its use in Psalm 32:8 suggests that it refers to a psalm that has a teaching purpose.




mikhtam

This term is used in six psalms. Since in Akkadian the root ktm is used to mean ‘atone’, Mowinckel takes it to mean ‘a psalm of atonement’.




tefillah

This word for ‘prayer’ is found in the heading of five psalms. Here it may have the narrower sense of a psalm of lamentation because that is what these psalms are (Pss 17; 86; 90; 102; 142).




tehillah

Although this is the term used of the whole Psalter, it occurs in only one psalm heading (Ps. 145). It means a song of praise.




shiggayon

Found only in Psalm 7, this word could be from a root meaning ‘wail’. If so, it could indicate a psalm of mourning or lament.




shir yedidhot

This means ‘a song of loves’, i.e. ‘a love song’, and is an appropriate term for Psalm 45.




shir hamma’elot

This term, usually translated ‘song of ascent’, is used in the headings of Psalms 120—134. We have discussed its meaning when discussing the minor psalm types.






INDICATION OF LITURGICAL USE

A few psalms have headings suggesting their liturgical use. Psalm 30 is said to be for ‘the dedication of the temple’. This is often taken to refer to the purification of the temple by Judas Maccabeus in 164 BC, the origin of the Jewish Feast of Dedication or Hanukkah. The headings of Psalms 38 and 70 link them with the memorial offering, and the heading of Psalm 100 links it with the thank-offering. Psalm 92 is designated as a psalm for the Sabbath.




TECHNICAL MUSICAL TERMS

The most common of these, lamenasseah, occurs in 55 headings. Its meaning is not clear. The translators of the LXX did not know what it meant, as indicated by their translation of it as ‘for the end/eternity’. The most widely held view is that it means ‘to the chief musician/choirmaster’.

 

There are references to the musical instruments to be used to accompany some psalms. Psalms 4, 6, 54, 55, 61, 67 and 76 are to be accompanied by stringed instruments. Presumably this is meant to exclude the use of wind and percussion instruments. Psalm 5 is to be accompanied by flutes. It is a lament and the Babylonians had a special flute accompaniment for laments. The term sheminit ‘the eighth’ (Pss 6 and 12) may mean an eight-stringed instrument, or possibly eight voices.

 

A number of phrases are thought to be references to particular tunes: ‘The Gittith’ (Pss 8; 81; 84); ‘Do Not Destroy’ (Pss 57; 58; 59; 75); ‘The Lilies’ (Pss 45; 69; 80; Ps. 60 has ‘The Lily of the Covenant’); ‘The Deer of Dawn’ (Ps. 22); ‘The Dove on Far-Off Terebinths’ (Ps. 56). The meanings of ‘Muth-labben’ (Ps. 9), ‘Alamoth’ (Ps. 46) and ‘Mahalath (Leannoth)’ (Pss 53, 88) are unclear.


Digging deeper:

THE PSALMS AND MUSIC


There is evidence in the book of Psalms of a close link between the psalms and music.


	In Hebrew the book is called tehillim (‘songs of praise’), although in the book the noun is used only in the heading of Psalm 145.


	The verb zamar (‘to accompany the singing’) is used more than 40 times in the psalms and the corresponding noun, mizmor (‘a song sung to musical accompaniment’), occurs about 57 times. The noun shir (‘song’) is used about 40 times.


	The term ‘to the choirmaster’ is prefixed to 55 psalms. The headings concerning Asaph (Pss 50; 73—83) and Korah (Pss 42—49; 84; 85; 87; 88) probably indicate the origin and/or use of these psalms within guilds of temple musicians. The chronicler makes Asaph one of the chief temple musicians (1 Chr. 15:17, 16:5f.; 2 Chr. 5:12).


	Some terms in the headings may refer to specific tunes, e.g. ‘according to the lilies’ (Pss 45; 69; 80), ‘according to do not destroy’ (Pss 57—59; 75).


	Several musical instruments are mentioned both in the headings and in the psalms themselves. The stringed instruments include the lyre (Ps. 33:2) and harp (Pss 33:2; 43:4; 57:8; 150:3). Among the wind instruments mentioned are the horn and trumpet (Ps. 98:6), the pipe (Ps. 150:4) and flutes (the heading of Ps. 5). Percussion instruments mentioned include cymbals (Ps. 150:5) and tambourines (Pss 81:2; 149:3; 150:4).




Look up what Bible dictionaries have to say about the various musical instruments mentioned in the psalms.
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