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Book III: Psalms 73 ‒ 89


The eleven psalms 73 – 83, which make up the bulk of this third ‘book’, bear the name of Asaph, founder of one of the temple choirs (1 Chr. 25:1). Psalm 50 is their isolated forerunner in Book II. Four of the remaining psalms belong to the Sons of Korah (84f., 87f., supplementing the group in Book II, 42 – 49); the rest are divided between David (86), Heman (who shares with the Korahites the heading to Ps. 88) and Ethan (89). For some further details see the Introduction, 2, pp. 17f.; 6.b, p. 49.


Psalm 73. ‘Beyond compare’

This great psalm is the story of a bitter and despairing search, which has now been rewarded beyond all expectation. It recalls the kind of questions that distracted Job and Jeremiah; but at the end they no longer seem unanswerable, and the psalmist has a confession and a supreme discovery to share.


Title

On Asaph, see Introduction, p. 50.




73:1‒14. The blight of envy

Verse 1 stands somewhat by itself, and is the key to the whole psalm, telling not merely of what God can do for a man but of what he can be to him. The phrase, pure in heart, is more significant than it may seem, for the psalm will show the relative unimportance of circumstances in comparison with attitudes, which may be either soured by self-interest (3, 13) or set free by love (25). Pure means more than clean-minded, though it certainly includes it (see the ruinous effect of impurity in Titus 1:15; 2 Pet. 2:14); basically it is being totally committed to God. As for heart, its occurrence six times in the psalm emphasizes, as Martin Buber has pointed out, that ‘the state of the heart determines whether a man lives in the truth, in which God’s goodness is experienced, or in the semblance of truth, where the fact that it “goes ill” with him is confused with the illusion that God is not good to him’.1

The upright (1) is an emendation (see mg.), made by dividing the consonants of ‘Israel’ (yśr’l) into two words, yšr’l (but RSV, NEB then omit the second of them, a synonym for ‘God’). This is unsupported and hardly necessary, since ‘Israel’ makes good sense and is an appropriate reminder, at the outset, of God’s grace and covenant, which precede the individual’s response.

2, 3. Unsettling doubt. The NEB conveys the precarious situation better than RSV, with ‘My feet had almost slipped, my foothold had all but given way’. On the reasons for this crisis of faith the psalmist is refreshingly frank. Where he might have affected a disinterested passion for justice he confesses to envy and to having judged only by what he saw (contrast Isa. 11:3).

4–9. Daunting display. It is curious that to be physically sound and sleek is still viewed in some circles as the believer’s birthright, in spite of passages such as this and, e.g., Romans 8:23; Hebrews 12:8. In the very description the psalmist reveals the temptation to arrogance which goes with too much well-being; which indeed would have become his own temptation had his original wish been granted.

4. This verse as read by RSV, etc., makes excellent sense, though it involves dividing one Hebrew word into two. While this was hardly justified in verse 1 (see comment there on the upright), here the awkwardness of the alternative makes a case for it.2

7. NEB is preferable in the second line: ‘while vain fancies pass through their minds’.

The whole passage is a masterly picture of these darlings of fortune: overblown, overweening; laughable if they were not so ruthless; their vanity egging them on to hector the very universe. There are companion portraits in e.g. Psalms 12 and 14; and in the present psalm a telling contrast of attitude to the heavens and the earth (9) in verse 25.

10–14. Lonely dissent. The idea that ‘we needs must love the highest when we see it’3 finds no support here, unless by ‘highest’ we mean whatever appears to have the upper hand. The Most High (11) receives the least respect of all, and the psalmist has the mortification of seeing sin not only well paid but well thought of (10; see comment). It is not a purely modern phenomenon.

10. The text of this verse seems to have suffered in transmission. Literally the first line reads either ‘. . . he will bring back his people here’ or ‘. . . his people will return here’; and the second line (cf. RV) ‘and water of a full (vessel) will be drained by them’. But the lack of any clear connection with the context has prompted attempts by RSV and others to restore the original text. The Hebrew emendations are fairly small,4 and most modern versions find here the popular worship of success.

13. The phrase, and washed my hands in innocence, is a bitter echo of the devoted resolve of 26:6. To decide that such earnestness has been a waste of time is pathetically self-centred – what did I get out of it? – but the very formulating of the thought has shocked the writer into a better frame of mind, which he now describes.




73:15‒28. The radiance of faith

The transformation of his outlook had its decisive moment, pinpointed by the until of verse 17, but there was heart-searching before it, and much to explore beyond it.

15–20. The dawn of truth. The first step to enlightenment was not mental but moral: a turning from the self-interest and self-pity revealed in verses 3 and 13 to remembering basic responsibilities and loyalties (15). The writer had still no inkling of an answer (16), but this shift of attention was itself a release after his fixation on one part of the scene, the worldlings. The high title he uses for his fellow-believers, ‘the family of God’ (NEB), or lit. ‘thy sons’ (15), introduces a forgotten factor, a relationship which is wealth of quite another kind.

17. The light breaks in as he turns to God himself, and to him as an object not of speculation5 but of worship. Against his eternity, sovereignty and underived being, these men of the moment are seen as they are. Their end is literally ‘their afterward’, their future which will unmake everything they have lived for. By contrast, a related word for ‘afterward’ in verse 24 will introduce a quite different and glorious prospect.

18–20. Judgment is not simply the logical end or ‘afterward’ of evil, though it has this quality (see on verse 17); it is ultimately God’s personal rejection, his dismissal of someone as of no further account or interest (20) which is the ‘shame and everlasting contempt’ of Daniel 12:2, and the ‘I never knew you’ of Matthew 7:23. ‘We can be left utterly and absolutely outside – repelled, exiled, estranged, finally and unspeakably ignored.’6

21–26. The full blaze of glory. ‘On the other hand’ (to continue the quotation above) ‘we can be called in, welcomed, received, acknowledged.’ It was this that the writer had forgotten – for nothing is so blinding (and his terms are still stronger, 22) as envy or grievance. This was the nerve the serpent had touched in Eden, to make even Paradise appear an insult. Now the true values come to light, in a passage which must be unsurpassed, brief as it is, in the record of man’s response to God.

21, 22. There is a new depth in the singer’s repentance of his former mood. In verse 2 he had noticed his own peril from it; in verse 15 he saw it as a betrayal of his fellows; now he confesses the affront he has been offering to God. This has come of finding himself in God’s presence (cf. ‘into the sanctuary’, 17), for toward thee is literally ‘with thee’; but that presence, at first accusing, will now become his delight. The same expression, ‘with thee’, is taken up at once in 23a, and again in 25b (see note), transformed by its new context.

23, 24. The tenses, while they are not always as sharply temporal in Hebrew as in English, seem designed here to bring out the long span of the phrase, continually with thee. The sequence can be read (somewhat as in JB):


You took hold of my right hand,

You guide me with your counsel,

And in the end you will receive me with glory.



The word afterward,7 or ‘in the end’, makes it clear that the last line looks beyond the steady progress of the middle sentence, to the climax of the whole. Whether that climax (which can be translated either to glory or ‘with glory’) is the comparatively modest one of promotion to earthly honour, as some would judge, or the crowning joy of passing into God’s presence, is something of an open question. To the present writer, the second is altogether the more likely. Verbally, the word receive suggests it, and doubly so by its use in the story of Enoch (Gen. 5:24, ‘for God took him’; the verb is the same) and in Psalm 49:15. In the latter, the line ‘for he will receive me’ completes a couplet which begins ‘But God will ransom my soul from the power of Sheol’. Further, the thrust of the present paragraph is towards God alone, from its opening theme, ‘continually with thee’, to its supreme confession in 25f., ‘Whom have I in heaven but thee?’ This mounting experience of salvation, ‘grasped, guided, glorified’, is a humble counterpart to the great theological sequence of Romans 8:29f., which spans the work of God from its hidden beginning, ‘whom he foreknew’, to the same consummation as here, ‘he also glorified’. We may well conclude that if eternal life was visible to a discerning eye even in the saying ‘I am the God of Abraham, . . . Isaac, and . . . Jacob’, as our Lord pointed out, here it lies open for all to see. For some other passages where this hope comes into view, see the final comment on Psalm 11.

25. Having reached assurance on what God is doing for his salvation (‘hold . . . guide . . . receive’, 23f.), the psalmist comes to rest in what God is to him, however unpromising his situation.

Heaven and earth are, at one level of language, simply a way of saying ‘anywhere at all’. But addressed to God, the two words keep their full meaning. Certainly the Bible’s presentation of heaven is wholly God-centred –


Thou its light, its joy, its crown,

Thou its sun which goes not down8



– and in its view of earth it shows that the motto, ‘To me to live is Christ’, is not an excluding but an enriching of other relationships.9

Note in passing that besides thee is the same Hebrew expression here as ‘toward thee’ (22) and ‘with thee’ (23); a link which is not translatable but real enough, emphasizing the poet’s sense of standing in God’s presence, which has transformed his outlook. NEB may well be right in rendering this line not ‘. . . besides thee’, but ‘And having thee, I desire nothing else on earth’.

26. Here death itself is faced, for the word fail looks in this direction, meaning ‘come to an end’ rather than ‘be inadequate’.10 But with true realism the psalmist refuses to modify either this or the contrasted eternity of God (note the uncompromising words ‘rock’, RSV mg., and for ever); and he invokes the indissoluble bond between the two parties, which, as our Lord pointed out, must override death (Matt. 22:32). As a Levite, furthermore, he had an explicit assurance that God was his portion (Num. 18:20), an assurance which David could claim only by analogy: see on 16:5, 6.

27, 28. The real comparison. From this vantage-point the singer can look back at his fretting and jealousy, and see them truly. ‘Envious of the arrogant’ (3)? But they are doomed. ‘All in vain’ my godliness 13? But I possess the chief and only good (28), which is to be near God.

So, whereas at one point the best thing he could do was to keep his thoughts to himself (15), now his lips are open. In the light of his discovery we turn back to his first exclamation with new understanding: ‘Truly God is good . . . to those who are pure in heart.’






Psalm 74. Havoc

This tormented psalm has the marks of the national disaster that produced Psalms 79 and 137 and the book of Lamentations, i.e. the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem and the temple in 587 BC. Perhaps the closest parallel is in Lamentations 2:5–9, where the silencing of prophecy is, as here (verse 9), one of the most disorientating blows of all. In AV, RV, a mention of ‘synagogues’ (8) gives an impression of a later age, such as the great persecution by Antiochus Epiphanes in 168–165 BC (when we are again told of the absence of any prophet: 1 Macc. 4:46). But ‘synagogues’ is a debatable translation here, and most interpreters agree in placing the psalm within a lifetime, at most, after the events of 587.

The complete change of tone in verses 12–17, not unlike the triumphant interlude in Psalm 60, suggests a new voice breaking in (note the singular, ‘my’, after the ‘us’ and ‘our’), or else a breath of fresh air from another psalm otherwise unknown to us. The tragic note will return, but at least the discipline of offering praise and of facing other facts will have made the plea more confident, if no less urgent.


Title

On Maskil and Asaph see Introduction, pp. 53, 50.




74:1‒3. The cast-off heritage

It is faith, more than doubt, that precipitates the shower of questions which begins and ends this half of the psalm (verses 1, 10, 11), since the real perplexity is not over the bare fact of punishment but over its apparent finality. ‘Is it for ever?’ (1a, NEB; cf. 10) – yet how can it be, when this is ‘thy pasture . . . thy congregation . . . thy heritage’? We might add, it is thine by choice and long standing; for such is the implication of the series in verse 2: thou hast gotten of old . . . redeemed . . . dwelṭ On this theme see Romans 11:1f., 29.

2. On the practical implications of Remember, see on 13:1. In the Psalms, the theme of Zion as God’s earthly dwelling evokes a great variety of moods, from the present bewilderment to the eager longings of Psalm 84, the jubilance of 68, the world-vision of 87, the defiant faith of 46, and more besides. Of the present verse Perowne has well said that ‘the two great facts, the redemption from Egypt, and God’s dwelling in the midst of them, . . . seem here, as in the 68th Psalm, to sum up all their history’.

Tribe can also mean ‘rod’ or ‘sceptre’, and was so translated by the ancient versions; but the emphasis here is on belonging to God as his own folk, not on being wielded as his instrument (cf. likewise Jer. 10:16 and the plural in Isa. 63:17).

3. Direct is literally ‘lift up’; hence JB has the vivid but doubtful touch, ‘Pick your steps over these endless ruins’. It is more likely to mean ‘hasten to’;11 and the ruins are seemingly irreparable, rather than endlessly extensive.




74:4‒8. The pillaged temple

After the questions and entreaties, the facts are now spread before God. The sharp detail of the picture, evidently an indelible memory, adds greatly to its force.

4. For roared . . ., NEB has, more realistically, ‘The shouts of thy enemies filled the holy place’. But ‘roared’ was probably meant to convey a comparison with wild beasts. ‘Bellowed’ might be a better combination of realism and metaphor. The word used here for thy holy place is ‘thy meeting place’ (cf. 8), which recalls the term ‘tent of meeting’, i.e. the place where God promised to be available to his people (Exod. 29:42). Already the scene is a brutal enough contrast to the setting in which Isaiah heard the seraphim’s Sanctus and the voice of God.

The signs would be the military ensigns (cf. the same word in Num. 2:2). The explanatory note, for signs, which may look superfluous, directs our attention to some very different ‘signs’ appointed for the sanctuary: the beaten-out censers from Korah’s rebellion, and Aaron’s miraculous rod (Num. 16:38; 17:10 [17:3, 25, Heb.]) . . . To these reminders of inviolable holiness the heathen emblems were a humiliating retort. There were worse abominations to come, but both the Old Testament and the New contemplate them as signs of the enemy’s last onslaught and imminent defeat (Dan. 11:31; Matt. 24:15).

5. The RV is the most faithful to this difficult verse, with ‘They12 seemed (or, ‘made themselves known’,13 mg.) as men that lifted up axes upon a thicket of trees.’ It is a picture of furious destructive energy.

6, 7. 1 Kings 6:21f., 29 reveals that the carved work was overlaid with gold (RSV adds the word wood). If any of this plating remained (cf. 2 Kgs 18:16), verse 6 may describe its stripping off before the burning of the woodwork: cf. the careful collecting of metals for removal to Babylon, 2 Kings 25:13–17.

8. Meeting places is the plural of the word translated ‘holy place’ in verse 4, where see comment. If this is the sense here, their multiplicity is a problem, since only one sanctuary was recognized by God (Deut. 12:13f.). Possibly, however, this verse sees the Jerusalem temple as the last of God’s successive meeting places (Exod. 20:24), all of which had now been destroyed. Cf. Shiloh (Ps. 78:60–64). If, instead, it means ‘assembly places’ (cf. ‘synagogues’, AV, RV), there is no clear supporting evidence for such buildings at this early date, apparently within living memory of the events of 587 BC. The LXX offers a third possibility by understanding it as ‘appointed feasts’, a sense which it often has; but it would require a different verb, e.g. ‘made to cease’. There is, so far, no clear solution, but on balance the first seems the most likely.




74:9‒11. The impenetrable silence

The lack of any ‘sign of thy favour’ (cf. the plea of Ps. 86:17), let alone any word through a prophet, are deeper wounds than the enemy’s, for ‘by these things men live’ (Isa. 38:16; cf. Deut. 8:3). The only signs within memory had been the enemy’s (cf. 4b). Incidentally, the role of a prophet emerges clearly here as one who was entrusted with inside knowledge (Amos 3:7) and could see ahead. Cf. the expression, ‘your eyes, the prophets’ (Isa. 29:10).

Historically, this cry could well be that of the derelict community left in the homeland after the deportations to Babylon and the emigration to Egypt (Jer. 43:5–7) which had removed first Ezekiel and then Jeremiah.14 We can see, at this distance, how fruitful the fallow period of God’s apparent neglect was to be, in dissolving Judah’s political structures in readiness for its next phase, as a church rather than a kingdom The How long (10), as always, had a limit, and the Why (11) an answer.




74:12‒17. The ancient exploits

On the sudden burst of praise, see above, in the second introductory paragraph.

12. The psalm is swung into a new direction on the pivotal opening, Yet God . . ., as are many other passages of Scripture: e.g. Psalm 22:19 (see comment); Ephesians 2:4. While the pronoun my may imply that a single voice now takes the lead, it speaks for the nation, as in the similar utterance of 44:4ff. (where ‘I’ and ‘we’ alternate). With the words God my King there is a tacit turning from the earthly monarchy to the heavenly; the former a brief episode in history, late on the scene and soon overpowered; but the latter immemorial and irresistible. (The contrast would disappear with the Messiah, who is also from of old: Mic. 5:2 [1, Heb.].) The human enemies and their havoc (4–8) now look small against the powers which God has quelled and the universe he formed. What the heathen had done ‘in the midst’ of the sanctuary (4) was as nothing to what God at the exodus had done in the midst of the earth (12) – their earth, as they had thought.

13–15. The parting of the Red Sea and the crushing blow to Egypt, that dragon of the deep (cf. Ezek. 32:2ff.), invite comparison with the Canaanite boast of Baal’s victories over the personified Sea and River, over the Dragon (tnn; cf. the plural tannînîm, dragons, here) and over the seven-headed serpent Lotan (the equivalent word to Leviathan15). The point here is that what Baal had claimed in the realm of myth, God had done in the realm of history – and done for his people, working salvation. Scripture will also use this language for the battle with ‘the spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places’ (cf. Isa. 27:1; Rev. 12:7ff.; 13:1ff.); but here verses 12–15 survey the earthly scene, clothing the exodus events in its lively imagery, from the Red Sea (13a) to the Jordan (15b), and from the realm of judgment on the enemy (13b, 14a) to that of God’s turning the wilderness into a scene of plenty (14b, 15a). It was highly relevant to the current crisis of verses 1–11, as indeed it is to the vicissitudes of the Christian church.

On Leviathan (14) see above. The slaying of a monster has its natural sequel in the devouring of its carcase, a picture elaborated with relish in Ezekiel 32:4ff., where Egypt is again the dragon (tannîn). To RSV, the feast is enjoyed by the creatures of the wilderness (cf. JB, Gelineau), while NEB conjectures ‘the sharks’; but these are emendations of the Hebrew text,16 which reads ‘to a people, to desert-dwellers’ (or desert-creatures, interpreting ‘people’ as in Prov. 30:25; but see 72:9 mg., and comment ad loc.). At the risk of over-pressing a poetic image, we may perhaps see a reference to the wealth which the Israelites brought away with them from Egypt; ‘thus they despoiled the Egyptians’ (Exod. 12:35f.). The mention of food corresponds to the metaphor of Egypt as a carcase, not necessarily to the literal provision it yielded.

16, 17. Now the thought takes wings, to God as Creator, not only as Redeemer. It is tempting to read a parable in the phrase, thine also the night; likewise in the final word, and winter; but the psalmist gives no sign of speaking figuratively. Nevertheless he is claiming the whole created order, with all its contrasts, powers and changes, for God. In the psalm’s context of suffering, it forestalls our hasty conclusions in the same way as the closing chapters of Job, by looking beyond the immediate problem to the total scene which God coordinates in wisdom.




74:18‒23. The continuing ordeal

The suffering remains, and the psalm ends with a stream of urgent prayers. But, perhaps significantly, the questions of verses 1–11 (‘Why?’ ‘How long?’ ‘Why?’) have ceased.

Some inconspicuous, probably unconscious, features of the prayer are instructive. Its first request, as in the Lord’s prayer, is for God’s good name (18); and this concern shows through again in 21. Another fingerprint is the frequent use of ‘thy’, which relates friend and foe to God, not only to one another (see further on 72:1–4). And the appeal to God’s covenant gives a steadying foothold where all else is in movement.

A few further details call for comment:

18. Impious, here and in verse 22, is nābāl, the word for the blasphemous and overbearing fool who meets us in 14:1, where see comment.

19. The soul of thy dove was read by the ancient versions as ‘the soul that confesses thee’ (NEB), a difference of one letter (d for r, easily confused in Hebrew). But ‘dove’, a term of tender affection (e.g. Song 6:9), makes equally good sense.

20. This verse is particularly haunting in its AV form, where the land is translated ‘the earth’, and violence ‘cruelty’. The RSV is more accurate, since the setting of the psalm is local,17 and the meaning of the final word is not as specialized as our word ‘cruelty’. But when the details are filled in, as in Lamentations 5:11ff. (‘Women are ravished . . . Princes are hung up by their hands . . .’), or as in man’s continuing record, ‘cruelty’ is not too strong a word, nor ‘the earth’ too wide a scene.






Psalm 75. Disposer supreme

Joy in God’s great reversals, his ‘putting down one and lifting up another’ (7), is a note which this psalm shares especially with the Magnificat and the Song of Hannah. It is happily placed to follow the plea of 74:22f. that God will bring his case to court. Here he is no reluctant plaintiff but the Judge: the case will open when he chooses (2), and be settled without compromise.


Title

On the choirmaster and Do Not Destroy, see Introduction, pp. 55, 58. On Asaph, see p. 50.




75:1. The wondrous story

Here are the thanks that are prompted by memory, and memory by ‘recital’; that is, by a re-telling of the great things God has done (cf. 78:4; Deut. 31:10ff.). This is still an indispensable part of worship: cf. 1 Corinthians 11:23–26.

On the expression, wondrous deeds, see on 9:1. In this line then RSV follows the ancient versions,18 whereas NEB keeps closer to the existing Hebrew with ‘thy name is brought very near to us in the story of thy wonderful deeds’.19 God’s name is part of his self-giving: a revelation of who he is (Exod. 34:5ff., 14) and an invitation to call upon him (Acts 2:21). Brought ‘near’ in all his acts, it was brought right among us in Christ (John 17:6, 26).




75:2‒5. Word from the Judge

Now (perhaps initially through a prophet) the voice of God breaks in, with the same massive authority as in 60:6–8: first to reassure (2f.) and then to warn (4f.).

2. The set time is an important word in the Old Testament account of God’s ordering of the world. It is used for the ‘seasons’ of the year, with their steady rhythm (Gen. 1:14), for the ‘appointed feasts’ (Lev. 23:2)20 which gave the annual pattern of worship (and, unknown to Israel, set the times when Christ would suffer, rise and send the Holy Spirit), and for the ‘time, times and a half’ which, unknown to us, mark the approaching end (Dan. 12:7). No word could better express his control, and no word better befits a judge than equity, its companion here.

3. There is an almost panic-stricken glimpse of crumbling foundations in Psalm 11:3, with an answering reminder of the throne set in heaven. Here is the other aspect: God as the stabilizing strength within the structure. It can be spelt out in terms of ‘common grace’, his gift of wholesome influences and institutions which shore up even a godless society; but also more directly, by his holding all things in being (Acts 17:25), by his guiding hand on events and by his truth in certain men’s lives. Cf. the ‘he’ of Isaiah 33:6 and the ‘you’ of Isaiah 58:12.

4, 5. After the reassurance, the warning; for those who think themselves ‘pillars’ of society (3) may be only the pushers in the herd. NEB brings 5a to life, with ‘toss not your horns against high heaven’; but in 5b it unnecessarily follows LXX and Vulg. in finding a reference to God (‘arrogantly against your Creator’).21 The ‘insolent neck’ (RSV, as MT) is well suited to the figure of the tossing horns; it refuses the yoke, as the wicked refuse God.




75:6‒8. Vision of justice

This is the responsive comment on God’s oracle, driving home two of its points in particular.

6, 7. The root word for lifting up, in both these verses, is picked up from God’s rebuke to the self-promoted (4, 5; this is the drawback of NEB’s vivid ‘toss not your horns’). In verse 6 the Hebrew nouns are less stereotyped than ours, and emphasize not the points of the compass but the element of inaccessibility (the place of going forth [of the sun], the place of evening, and the wilderness; and the latter is not the Negeb in the south, but any wilderness). In other words, search where you will, there is no other arbiter but God;22 therefore no worldly rank that is anything but provisional.

8. Now God’s pledge of ultimate action (2) is translated into a powerful vision. The figure of a cup of judgment meets us often elsewhere, and its final occurrence in Scripture presents it as retribution: in our phrase, a dose of one’s own medicine; ‘a double draught for her in the cup she mixed’ (Rev. 18:6). Other passages give further play to the metaphor, picturing the recipients reeling, vomiting, crazed, prostrate (e.g. Isa. 51:17; Jer. 25:15f., 27f.). Well mixed is a reference to the spices which might be added for pungency; so NEB, ‘hot with spice’.




75:9, 10. Endless glory

Rejoice is what LXX read; a difference of one letter from ‘declare’. But the latter is the text we have, and matches the concern of the second line to give God the glory.

With verse 10 the theme of tossing horns and of true exaltation returns. Strictly, the one who will act is not ‘he’ (RSV) but ‘I’. This may mean that the worshipper pledges himself to fight God’s battles; but in view of the emphasis on the one Judge, more probably this echoes God’s own proclamation of 4 and 5. So patience and suffering are not the end of the story: there will be a time for power without aggression, and glory without pride.






Psalm 76. Lion of Judah

There is a strong simplicity in the pattern of this psalm, which first looks back to a great deliverance (1–6), and then on to a greater judgment (7–12). The former is local and defensive, with Zion, God’s earthly base and residence, under concerted attack; the latter half is cosmic, with heaven as God’s seat, the world his kingdom, and all who suffer injustice his concern. So it is to some extent a miniature of the biblical story itself, from the circumscribed and fiercely fought beginnings to the end-time when, through all man’s opposition, God’s salvation and judgment will have reached their climax and full spread.


Title

On the choirmaster and Asaph, see Introduction, pp. 55, 50. On A Song, see p. 52.




76:1‒3. God in his stronghold

Nothing could be narrower or more provincial than this beginning, taken as a statement of God’s glory; but as the glory of Israel nothing could be richer or more fruitful for the world. The fact that in Judah God was known has become the blessing of all men, ‘for salvation is from the Jews’ (note the connection of this with the claim that ‘we worship what we know’, in John 4:22). Likewise for the church, these are still the priorities: that God be known (Phil. 3:10) in it, and his name held great (John 12:27f.).

2. Not his ‘abode’ but his ‘covert’ or ‘lair’23 is the bold expression here, with its tacit comparison of the Lord to a lion (cf. Jer. 25:38, and see on Ps. 27:5, with the references there; also, for his defence of Jerusalem, Isa. 31:4). Salem is a shorter form of Jerusalem (cf. Gen. 14:18; Heb. 7:2); its alternative name of Zion was that of the hilltop and fortress which David captured. On God’s choice of this city, a major theme in the Psalms, see on 46:4; 68:15–18; 87.

3. The flashing arrows are literally ‘thunderbolts (cf. 78:48) of the bow’. The great deliverance will be enlarged upon in the next section.




76:4‒6. The helpless aggressor

The occasion that springs to mind here is the elimination of Sennacherib’s army overnight by the angel of the Lord (Isa. 37:36). The LXX brings in an allusion to it in its version of the title, and no event could be more strongly suggested than this by verses 5f. While Psalms 46 – 48 sing of Zion’s salvation in figurative terms, as if to avoid confining it to any one occasion, this language seems designed to recall a particular night in history,24 as if to remind us that miracles are actual and datable, not picturesque statements of general truths.

4. The everlasting mountains is a reading borrowed from the LXX, probably rightly, in place of the somewhat obscure ‘mountains of prey’ (AV, RV).25 Various other suggestions have been made (e.g. JB, TEV), but have no textual evidence to support them.

5. The phrase, were unable to use their hands (lit. ‘did not find their hands’) is put better by NEB: ‘cannot lift a hand’. So God fulfilled his promise: ‘He shall not come into this city, or shoot an arrow there . . .’ (Isa. 37:33). There is a series of such miraculous restraints on the enemy, within Scripture and without, in the history of God’s church; but not an unbroken series (as Pss 74 and 44, to look no further, make clear enough). What one’s expectation of miracles should be, has never been better put than by the three friends in Daniel 3:17f.




76:7‒9. God rises for judgment

The action is no longer localized, or past, or defensive. God is foreseen striking the final blow against evil everywhere, as Judge; and, in the concluding stanza, receiving the world’s homage, as its King.

7. Who can stand . . .? is echoed (perhaps quoted) as the climax of the judgment vision of Revelation 6:12–17, which is a most powerful exposition of this verse.

8. This is the end-time, and the vision of it is so certain as to be presented to us as past and complete. (This happens often enough in the Prophets to have given rise to the term ‘the prophetic perfect’, often translated by the future.26) The picture of the earth hushed into silence is akin to that of verses 5f., which like all God’s judgments gives a foretaste of his final day. God is now seen, however, not entrenched in Zion but enthroned in heaven.

9. Note the purpose of judgment, which is to save those who commit their cause to God. This is the chief aspect of justice in the Psalms, where the plight of those who either cannot or will not hit back at the ruthless is a constant concern. Here the victims are the latter sort: the ‘humble’ (NEB, JB) or ‘meek’ (AV, RV) rather than simply the ‘oppressed’. See the comments on the word ‘ānāw at 18:27 (the second word discussed there). Note, too, the breadth of God’s care: his little kingdom of verses 1–3 was his bridgehead, never his boundary. This was as wide as the earth, and his objective the salvation of ‘all (9b) poor men and humble’.




76:10‒12. The rebels submit

Verse 10, one of the most striking sayings in the Psalter, creates some problems of detail by its very boldness. But most of our translations agree on the first line, well conveyed by Coverdale in ‘The fierceness of man shall turn to thy praise’. This statement of God’s providential control (to have its supreme demonstration at Calvary, cf. Acts 2:23) is the main thrust of the verse. The familiar sequel, ‘the remainder of wrath shalt thou restrain’ (AV, cf. PBV), distorts the meaning of the verb, which is always used in the Old Testament to mean ‘gird’ or ‘gird on’, not ‘bind’ in the sense of ‘restrict’. The picture then is probably like that of Isaiah 59:17, where the Lord ‘wrapped himself in fury as a mantle’,27 and it is a moot point whether the residue of wrath is thought of as man’s or God’s. If it is the latter, it implies that whatever is lacking in the judgment man brings on himself (thereby vindicating God’s name), the wrath of God will supply when he arises to judge the world.

11. The expression your God suggests that the first half of the verse is addressed to the covenant people; but the second half summons the surrounding world, since their gifts are properly translated ‘tribute’ (NEB; cf. this word in 68:29 [30, Heb.]; Isa. 18:7). In speaking of him who is to be feared (a single word in Heb.) the last line uses a term for God which (in spite of NEB mg.) need not be forbidding; it is expounded in Isaiah 8:12f.

12. If verse 11 left the matter open, this closes it. The first line can mean either ‘he snuffs out the lives’ (JB) or ‘he breaks the spirit’ (NEB). The second line takes a related word to ‘feared’, discussed above (11); but now, as in verse 7, its context can only allow the meaning terrible.

If this is an Old Testament ending, the New Testament presents the same alternatives of willing or unwilling submission. But it adds to this the daunting dimension of eternity.






Psalm 77. Musings in two moods

All who have known the enveloping pressure of a dark mood can be grateful for the candour of this fellow-sufferer,28 but also for his courage. The memories which at first brought only tormenting comparisons are resolutely re-examined, no longer coloured with the present despair but allowed to shine with their own light and speak with their own logic. By the end of the psalm the pervasive ‘I’ has disappeared, and the objective facts of the faith have captured all his attention and all of ours.


Title

On the choirmaster and Asaph, see Introduction, pp. 55, 50. On Jeduthun, see on Psalm 39.




77:1‒3. Cries of distress

1. If we think it naïve to cry to God aloud . . . that he may hear me, God, reading the heart, may think otherwise. Jesus himself prayed ‘with loud cries and tears . . . and he was heard for his godly fear’ (Heb. 5:7).

2. In this verse the tenses should probably be translated as past, helping to show the long span of the ordeal, but also the persistence of the prayer.29 In the last line there may be a further hint of this tenacity by an echo of Jacob’s refusal to be comforted over Joseph (Gen. 37:35). Love will not easily accept a parting; and this is how God’s silence seems to the sufferer.

3. I think is literally ‘I remember’ – a word which will play an important part in the poem as a whole: see verses 5 (6) and 11, and the opening comments on the psalm.




77:4‒9. Searchings of heart

We are now given a closer insight into the distress, first as to its symptoms of sleeplessness and confusion (4), but chiefly as to its root condition, a state of doubt.

5, 6. Most modern translations follow the ancient versions here, transferring I remember from verse 6 to verse 5, and accepting other small variations, which hardly affect the general sense. But the existing Hebrew text has some striking features which may well be original. RV renders it:


I have considered the days of old,

The years of ancient times.

I call to remembrance my song in the night:

I commune with mine own heart;

And my spirit made diligent search.



The last line could indeed be translated ‘And he searched my spirit’,30 which would bring out the other side of this self-communing; but the ensuing questions follow more naturally from the usual translation. ‘My song’31 is probably not a ‘song in the night’ like that of 42:8, but one remembered in the night from happier days – making the contrast all the sharper, but the homeward pull so much the stronger.

7–9. This is a clear example of the value of confessing one’s doubts to God. As the broad misgivings of verse 7 are spelt out more precisely in verses 8f. their inner contradictions come to light, and with them the possibility of an answer. If steadfast love is pledged in his covenant (see on 17:7), it can hardly disappear, or his promises come to nothing. The words for ever and for all time underline the point. And to ask ‘Has God forgotten?’ is to invite only one reply. The remaining question (9b) is admittedly more uncomfortable, since only sin arouses God’s anger, and only impenitence perpetuates it. But that, if it arises, is a challenge rather than a problem.




77:10‒15. Courage from the past

Verse 10 is the turning point (as the Selah indicates), in spite of RSV’s paragraphing. But since two of its key words are open to various interpretations,32 the translation of the verse must ultimately be controlled by its compatibility with the passage it introduces. That passage (10–20) is an exultant act of worship, recalling the miracles of salvation.

This tells against RSV and most moderns, with their tone of pained surprise at God’s lost prowess33 (cf. especially TEV’s ‘What hurts me most is this –’). Our older translations did better justice to the sense by supplying the verb ‘I will remember’ (anticipating its two occurrences in the next verse). Thus PBV: ‘And I said, It is mine own infirmity: but I will remember the years of the right hand of the most Highest.’ The verse then makes a strong pivot between the two sections, and its roughness of form may be partly due to its variation on verse 5b (another verbless line)34 which it lifts to a higher plane – as if to say, ‘The years of long ago?’ ‘The years of his right hand!’ So memory, which was enervating before, is now invigorating. That right hand, so far from failing, links the past to the present, full of promise.35

11, 12. I will call to mind is, strictly speaking,36 ‘I will make mention of’; i.e. it is a public recounting of these deeds (Ps. 78 is an extended example of this), just as 11b, 12 speaks of one’s private pondering of them – the one enriching the other. On the meaning of wonders, here and at verse 14, see on 9:1, where ‘wonderful deeds’ is a word from this root.

13, 14. Although the translation, ‘Thy way . . . is in the sanctuary’ (AV, RV; cf. LXX, etc.), would find a telling counterpart in verse 19, ‘thy way was in the sea’, the phrase should almost certainly be taken as (lit.) ‘thy way is in holiness’, for this echoes the victory song at the Red Sea (‘majestic in holiness’, Exod. 15:11), while the companion phrases echo first its question ‘Who is like thee . . . among the gods?’, then its epithet ‘doing wonders’ (as in our verse 14a), and finally its allusion to the effect of these things on ‘the peoples’ (14b; Exod. 15:14). Holy, in such a context, is a formidable word, conveying the aspect of God as one who ‘dwells in unapproachable light’; fearful as an enemy but glorious as a friend.

15. And it is closer than friendship. In contrast to the peoples (14), these are thy people, joined to God in covenant and counted as virtually his kinsmen. This is the common implication of the word redeem, since the redeemer (gō’ēl) was normally the relative who must buy one out of trouble when all else failed. The deliverance from Egypt implied no less than that.

The coupling of Jacob and Joseph as ancestors of the people redeemed from the Egyptians may be due to the insistence of both of them that the Promised Land, not Egypt, must be their final rest (Gen. 47:29ff.; 50:24f.).




77:16‒20. ‘Thunder of thy power’

The tremendous events at the Red Sea and at Sinai fire the poet’s mind as he gives himself to the thought of them and to conveying what he sees. Not only is his trouble dwarfed and forgotten, but our picture of the world is given a corrective against any impression of autonomous forces and an absentee creator. Poetic freedom, of course, as in 114:3ff., heightens and personalizes the drama, with the waters not merely in turmoil but in travail (the lit. sense of afraid, 16), and the lightning and thunder pictured as God’s flaming arrows (17) and, perhaps, roaring chariot-wheels (a frequent sense of the word translated whirlwind, 18; cf. NEB mg. and, e.g., Isa. 5:28; Jer. 47:3; Ezek. 10:2). But it is a true picture of God’s sway over nature. Even when he was incarnate, the winds and waves would obey him and the sea provide a path for him.

20. The closing verse, if it is an anticlimax, is a calculated one. Displays of power (as Elijah was to find) are means, not ends; God’s overriding concern is for his flock. With that unflattering but reassuring word, and with the mixed human leadership of Moses and Aaron, the psalm comes to a close which is within hailing distance of the psalmist and his day of small things, yet one which marked a stage in Israel’s pilgrimage destined to be no less formative than its spectacular beginning.






Psalm 78. Lest we forget

This could be sub-titled, in view of verses 12 and 68, From Zoan to Zion, for it reviews the turbulent adolescence of Israel from its time of slavery in Egypt to the reign of David. Like the parting song of Moses (Deut. 32) it is meant to search the conscience: it is history that must not repeat itself. At the same time, it is meant to warm the heart, for it tells of great miracles, of a grace that persists through all the judgments, and of the promise that displays its tokens in the chosen city and chosen king.

The Christian user of the psalm knows that history did repeat itself, and that finally the chosen tribe refused its King, and did so in the chosen city (68); but he also knows that God has more than kept the promise to David, and has established a Mount Zion that is ‘the mother of us all’ (Gal. 4:26, AV). He can also reflect, however, that just as Israel’s story in the psalm breaks off abruptly, for subsequent generations to complete and to learn from, so the New Testament breaks off its history of our own beginnings (Acts 28:30f.), for us to continue with the fidelity which is expounded in verse 7.


Title

On Maskil and Asaph, see Introduction, pp. 53, 50.




78:1‒8. A sermon from history

Verses 1 and 2 are in the style of the Wisdom writings; for example, the word for parable (māšāl) gives the book of Proverbs its title. Basically this means a comparison, i.e. a saying which uses one realm of life to illuminate another. Matthew 13:35 quotes verse 2 as a prophecy of the way Jesus would teach; but his method would be more imaginative and less explicit than this example. The psalm makes its point (as Stephen did in Acts 7) by its selection of material from the past, and drives the lesson home relentlessly. Our Lord, when he based a parable on history (Matt. 21:33ff.), re-shaped the events by a vivid miniaturization (as Nathan did in 2 Sam. 12) which invited the hearers to draw conclusions. Both methods make the past hold up a mirror to the present, and bring its dark sayings, or riddles (NEB), to light – for the true pattern of history is not self-evident.

4. On the use of the word wonders (translated ‘miracles’ in verse 11), see on 9:1.

5, 6. The certainty and the clarity of what God has delivered to us are emphasized in the twin expressions, testimony and law; see the comment on 19:7–10 and on 119:1f. For the classic passage on teaching this faith to one’s children see Deuteronomy 6:6–9, for Scripture has no room for parental neutrality.

7, 8. Here is the main burden of the psalm, in positive and negative terms. The three phrases of verse 7 show a threefold cord of faith, as personal trust,37 informed and humble thinking, and an obedient will. If these qualities strike us as unadventurous, verse 8 depicts the rebel against the covenant in his true colours, not a hero but a renegade: perverse, infirm of purpose and unfit for trust. The next verses develop the thought.




78:9‒16. Miracles forgotten

9. The Ephraimites will reappear in verse 67 as those who were passed over for the leadership. As the largest of the breakaway tribes, their subsequent history was to make them almost a symbol of backsliding and apostasy (cf. Hos. 4 – 13, passim), and this is how their name is used here. As there is no record of any special cowardice on their part (they tended in fact to be hot-tempered: Judg. 8:1ff.; 12:1ff.), their desertion in battle is probably a metaphor, a powerful way of expressing the facts of the next verse and bringing out the shame of it, a shame which belongs to the whole nation.38

12. Zoan is better known as Tanis, in the north-east of the Nile Delta, a city which was either identical with Rameses II’s capital (Raamses, which the Israelites helped to build: Exod. 1:11) or not many miles from it. The fields would be better translated ‘the country round’ or ‘the region of’.




78:17‒31. Murmurs of unrest

17, 18. Evidently the more God gives, the less we appreciate it. This grudging response to a string of miracles is not unlike the sequel to the feeding of the five thousand: a demand for a further and better sign (John 6:26, 30f.). The whole history of unbelief in the wilderness supports our Lord’s refusal; it is also an answer to the perennial demands for better proofs. In appealing to this very psalm (24; cf. John 6:31), the arguers were handling too sharp a weapon.

19, 20. The expression, spread a table, uses the same words as Psalm 23:5, whose serenity is a shining contrast to this. If the question, Can God . . .? Can he . . .? always deserves some degree of rebuke (e.g. Gen. 18:14; Mark 9:23), God knows the difference between struggling faith and contemptuous unbelief (no faith, 22).

21, 22. Verses 21–31 are based on Numbers 11, from which we learn that the fire of verse 21 was more than a mere metaphor (cf. Num. 11:1–3). God’s reply to the challenge of 19f. was in facta fiery ‘No’ to the spirit of the demand, and a prodigious ‘Yes’ to the substance of it. Through both of these, in different ways, Israel was brought into judgment. The second of them is memorably summed up in Psalm 106:15 (where see comment).

23–25. While the quails (26ff.) were the climax of the food in abundance (25), the manna was likewise a quite searching gift of grace. The stipulations surrounding it made it a gentle test of obedience (Exod. 16:4) and its unfamiliarity made it (together with the hunger that had preceded it) a simple training in priorities and in humility (Deut. 8:3).

Jesus pointed out the limited sense in which it could be called the grain of heaven (‘bread from heaven’, John 6:31f.) and yet a foretaste, for all that, of the greater reality. If this bread came from the skies, he, the bread of life, was from the Father; and if this nourished the body for a while, he would satisfy a deeper hunger and be made the food of immortality (John 6:30–40, 47–51). We may note perhaps a further parallel, in that neither of these gifts from above, for all their miraculous and kindly qualities, evoked much gratitude.

26–31. If the manna, with its unexciting provision, was one kind of test, the sudden glut of quails was quite another. It was met with an abandoned greed (commemorated in the name of the spot, ‘the graves of craving’, Num. 11:34 mg.; cf. our verses 29b, 30a) which spoke its own language of utter impatience with the pilgrim call and the filial spirit. The swift judgment of 30f. shows not that God acted prematurely but that this behaviour was symptomatic, this attitude contagious and this moment crucial.




78:32‒39. Meaningless repentance

A passage that may usefully be read with this is Hosea 5:15 – 6:6, where Israel is seen responding to God’s chastening, as here, with apparent earnestness (cf. 34), and with a touching eloquence which may deceive the reader (Hos. 6:1–3), until he hears God’s answer: ‘Your love is like a morning cloud, like the dew that goes early away.’ The flattery and lies of our verse 36 were possibly of this kind: a deception which was the self-deception of empty verbalizing: in which case the guilt of Israel was not unlike the guilt which James attacks in Christians (e.g. Jas 1:22ff.; 2:14ff.). But the sin which was so shallowly repented of, here and in Hosea, was the crucial sin of disloyalty to God (towards him) and to his covenant (37; cf. verse 8b, above). In the light of this apostasy, the equivalent of marital unfaithfulness, God’s compassion and restraint (38f.) are overwhelming. In this respect, too, the passage is reminiscent of Hosea: ‘What shall I do with you, O Ephraim?’ (Hos. 6:4), ‘How can I give you up!’ (11:8).




78:40‒53. Ingratitude for the exodus

40, 41. The expressions, How often . . .! and again and again, give the other side of the sudden judgment of verses 30f. and the pious prayers of 34f. The verbs add their contribution to the picture of both Israel and God: on Israel’s side a combination of stubbornness (rebelled; cf. Deut. 21:18) and insolent scepticism (tested; cf. Exod. 17:7; Ps. 95:8f.), and on God’s side grief and pain. The rare verb in 41b probably means hurt or provoked (LXX and most moderns), rather than AV’s ‘limited’, appropriate though the latter might seem.39 On the name, Holy One of Israel, see on 71:22.

42. Here is the crux of the matter (cf. verse 7), for if redemption itself is forgotten (in Israel’s case, the exodus; in ours, the cross and resurrection), faith and love will not last long.

43–53. So the psalm makes sure that our memory is refreshed. In a free survey of the ‘miracles in the fields of Zoan’ (43; see on verse 12) six or seven of the ten plagues are mentioned,40 in language designed to show not only the power of God but the privilege of Israel. Have they forgotten that the wrath which was restrained for them (38) was let loose on their oppressors (49f.), or that they were shepherded while others perished (52f.)?




78:54‒64. Ingratitude for the promised land

Privilege again sharpens the reproach, with the mention of the evicted nations (55); for the old attitudes of Israel persisted, summed up in the words tested and rebelled (56; cf. 40f.) and in the metaphor of the useless bow, failing on the day of battle (57; cf. verse 9).

58. But the characteristic sin is no longer discontent (the paradox of the wilderness years with their daily miracles) but idolatry – the paradox of the years in Canaan, whose idolaters God had used Israel to judge.

59–64. The history behind these verses is told in 1 Samuel 4, the chapter which gave us the word Ichabod and the phrase ‘The glory has departed’. This glory (61) was the ark of God, captured by the Philistines, its departure a symbol of his own withdrawal (60f.). It would happen again. Jeremiah would use Shiloh (60) as his text against the temple (Jer. 7:11ff.), and Ezekiel would see the glory of the Lord departing from Jerusalem (Ezek. 11:23). Jesus would speak in similar terms, and not only to the Jewish church (cf. Rev. 2:5; 3:16).

64. The allusion is to the death of Eli and his two sons, and to the stunned silence of Phinehas’s widow (1 Sam. 4:20), broken only by her cry of ‘Ichabod’ and her comment on its meaning. Cf. Ezekiel 24:15–24.




78:65‒72. A new beginning

The blackest moment in Israel’s early history had in fact been swiftly followed by stirrings of power. The boisterous verses 65f. scarcely exaggerate the tragi-comedy played out at Ashdod (1 Sam. 5), and the next half-century was to see Israel brought to its zenith. By this point in the psalm such a development is utterly unexpected, and shows the steadfast love of God in the most robust and unsentimental colours.

67ff. Now it is God’s sovereignty of choice which comes to the fore. Despite the fame of Joseph, and the central position and power of his son Ephraim, God’s choice was Judah, a tribe which had won no glory in the days of the judges. Within Judah he chose Mount Zion, a stronghold still in enemy hands (2 Sam. 5:6f.); and to capture it and reign there he took a shepherd from the flock. In all this the only motivation which is mentioned is in the phrase ‘Mount Zion, which he loves’. Certainly the rejected Ephraim (67) was stigmatized in verse 9 as a renegade, but all Israel has since been shown in the same light. The emphasis is not on man’s deserts but on God’s ‘own purpose and . . . grace’ (2 Tim. 1:9). To this, Zion owes its stability (69); to this God’s people owe the gift and gifts of David as their skilful shepherd. If Israel’s record is her shame, God’s persistent goodness emerges as her hope (and ours) for the unfinished story.






Psalm 79. Outrage

With Psalm 74, this cry comes down to us, it seems, from eyewitnesses of the fall of Jerusalem to Nebuchadnezzar. Probably these were the survivors left in its neighbourhood, rather than deportees like the singers of Psalm 137.

The gloom is almost unrelieved, but never reaches despair: it is in fact largely the product of bewilderment that God’s ‘great power’ (11) should be withheld so long from his undoubted people. In other words it is a cry of faith in perplexity, not of fundamental doubt.


Title

On Asaph, see Introduction, p. 50.




79:1‒4. Desecration

While there is pathos in the psalm, its prevailing tone is one of indignation, and its appeal is to God’s honour. It is thy inheritance and temple, not simply ours, that have suffered; thy servants and thy saints, viewed not merely as our friends and compatriots, who have been treated as carrion. The word holy (1) adds to this emphasis. What has happened is more than tragedy: it is sacrilege. (But the word for saints, in verse 2, means ‘loyal’, not ‘holy’; see on 18:25.) So was fulfilled the prophecy of Jeremiah 16:4.

3. To lie unburied was the final humiliation, as though one had departed unloved and of no account, as disposable as an animal. David had honoured Rizpah for fighting off this last indignity for her sons (2 Sam. 21:10–14); the tyrant Jehoiakim was promised just such a fate: ‘the burial of an ass . . . dragged and cast forth’ (Jer. 22:18f.). Whether in popular imagination the departed suffered in Sheol for lack of burial rites, as is often assumed, one can hardly tell; it is certainly not a doctrine of the Old Testament,41 which discourages superstitious attitudes to death (cf. Lev. 19:28). What is taught in the Old Testament is the human solidarity and individual worth which decent burial and mourning customs instinctively affirm.




79:5‒7. Strange friendship!

There is no pretence here of innocence; the word for jealous wrath is too reminiscent of the second commandment for that (Exod. 20:5). But there is a twofold perplexity, that the fire should burn so long, and the covenant count for so little. For us, this is doubly valuable, first as insight into the feelings of the hard-pressed in our own age; but secondly through hindsight, for history shows us God’s answer to Israel. The ordeal was not for ever; the jealous wrath had another side to it (see Zech. 8:2); and the answer to verse 6 had already been given through Amos (Amos 3:2; cf. Luke 12:48), if they could bear to hear it.42




79:8‒10. Strange severity!

8. Two prophets in this period quote a bitter saying that was going the rounds: ‘The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge’ (Jer. 31:29; Ezek. 18:2). There was truth in it (see again the second commandment), which one could either humbly accept, as here, recognizing one’s continuity with the past, or indignantly reject as a gross injustice. The present humility shows itself in the plea for compassion (whose vivid phrase, come speedily to meet us, may put us in mind of another encounter: Luke 15:20), and in the people’s confession of their own sins (9).

9. The appeal rests on God’s character (as God of our salvation) and his good name, much as in Ezekiel 36, where the highest of blessings are promised in terms not even of compassion but of God’s self-consistency and honour. It is strong ground.

10. This fiercer demand is equally well founded, since every tongue must confess the Lord (Isa. 45:23), and every drop of innocent blood be requited (cf. Matt. 23:35; Luke 18:7). What the psalmists could not know of was the blood of Christ which ‘speaks more graciously than the blood of Abel’ (Heb. 12:24). See further, Introduction, pp. 39–47.




79:11‒13. Sighs, taunts or praise

Such are the three tones of voice which, in the main, ascend to God. The prayer of the psalm is that the first two will be answered so decisively that only the third remains. It is a prayer to echo; but not lightly. The Old Testament searches the reader in relation to verse 11 (see Prov. 24:11f.) and the New Testament in relation to verse 12, at least as regards the taunts that spread to us (cf. 1 Pet. 3:9, 16f.; 4:14).

13. To look back to verse 1 is to wonder at the faith which enabled such a psalm, from such distress, to end, even if only in anticipation, with such a word as praise.






Psalm 80. Turn, Lord, and turn us!

Not the fall of Jerusalem, it seems, but the last days of its northern counterpart, Samaria, about a century-and-a-half earlier, gave rise to this strong cry for help. The refrain, ‘Restore us . . .’ (3, 7, 19), reiterates the theme of the psalm, and the extended simile of the vine gives it a memorable form. The prayer reveals how deep was the shock felt in Jerusalem (the psalm belongs to the Asaphite temple-singers) at the sweeping away of almost the whole of Israel – ten tribes out of the twelve – between 734 and 722 BC, leaving the little realm of Judah exposed now on the north to a new Assyrian province instead of to its sister-kingdom of Israel. There is no thought here of the old rivalries of north and south, only distress at the wreck of so much promise and the break-up of the old family. There was another glimpse of this solidarity in the invitation to the passover at Jerusalem, which was sent by Hezekiah to the survivors of the northern tribes, soon after the disaster. But the rebuff which he received (2 Chr. 30:1, 10f.) revealed something of the Israelite obduracy which had helped to make inevitable the judgment which this psalm laments.


Title

See Introduction, pp. 57, 50, 52. LXX adds ‘A psalm concerning the Assyrian’, which seems a valid inference from the psalm, whether or not it belonged originally to the title.




80:1‒3. Distant shepherd, hidden sun

Just as prayer itself adds nothing to God’s knowledge, and yet plays a large part in his economy, so the impassioned pleas for his attention, that he will rouse himself and act, have a proper place within prayer although they add nothing to his will to help. This psalm abounds in them: see the spate of imperatives in the first and last sections. God, it seems, prefers an excess of boldness in prayer to an excess of caution, as long as the boldness is something more than loquacity (Eccl. 5:2; Matt. 6:7). We come to him as sons, not as applicants.

1. It was mostly the king who was called his people’s Shepherd; cf. 78:71. This prayer acknowledges that ultimately there is only One who lives up to such a title (cf. 2 Sam. 24:17; Ezek. 34:1ff.). He is also named as Shepherd in the Blessing of Joseph (Gen. 49:24). Pictured in Psalm 22:3 as ‘enthroned on the praises of Israel’ (since a people’s love is a king’s glory), God is seen elsewhere in the Old Testament enthroned upon the cherubim, guardians of holiness and agents of judgment (see on 18:10). These, together with his dazzling brightness, were features of a theophany, i.e. of God’s majesty made visible; and the psalm prays for no less.

2. These tribes, the Rachel tribes (Gen. 46:19f.), give us the clue to the situation, for they had ceased to exist as independent units long before the fall of Jerusalem. The prayer therefore concerns their own crisis and downfall, near the end of the eighth century BC; see the opening remarks on the psalm. Only Benjamin survived, since it had stayed with Judah at the split of the kingdom after Solomon. Samaria, the capital of Israel, was in the territory of Ephraim, and this powerful tribe, with its brother Manasseh, dominated the centre of the promised land. The kingdom of Israel, as distinct from Judah, was often referred to as ‘Ephraim’, especially by Hosea; so it was doubly difficult for this proud tribe to accept help from Jerusalem (cf., again, 2 Chr. 30:5–12). But this prayer shows how genuine was Jerusalem’s concern: note the fellow-feeling in the use of ‘us’ and ‘our’.43

3. This refrain returns at verses 7 and 19, each time with the divine title a little fuller than before. The plea, restore us, can be taken in more than one way, and it is debatable whether it is simply a cry for rescue or whether it goes deeper, as in AV, RV, ‘Turn us again’. The confession of disloyalty in verse 18 suggests that it has indeed a spiritual dimension as well as the material one; if so, this will apply, too, to the word saved (cf. Ezek. 37:23), although in the Old Testament the latter seldom has this richer meaning. The prayer, let thy face shine, takes up the words of the Aaronic Blessing (Num. 6:25), invoking not the blinding glory of verse 1b but the glow of kindness and friendship. The paraphrases of JB and TEV, ‘let your face smile on us’, and ‘Show us your love’ (to match the latter’s paraphrase of 2b, ‘Show us your strength’), are vivid and expressive, but are comments rather than translations.




80:4‒7. The bread of tears

Instead of the shining face of God (see above) there is the darkness of smoke, like that of Sinai, in the word used here for be angry; cf. JB, ‘smoulder’.44 Instead of green pastures and a cup running over, the Shepherd of Israel (1) offers monotonously tears . . . tears (cf. 42.3). The word for in full measure is characteristically specific; a rough equivalent would be ‘by the quart’45 – a vivid touch.

6. For scorn (mānôd) the MT has ‘strife’ (mādôn). The latter makes some sense, as in our expression ‘a bone of contention’, but the former is supported by the Syriac version and makes a closer parallel with the second line; it assumes that two consonants have changed places in the copying.

7. On this refrain, see on verse 3.




80:8‒13. The ravaged vine

This may well have been the chief background to our Lord’s saying, ‘I am the true vine’. What Israel had only begun to be, he wholly was and is. Other relevant passages are Isaiah 5:1–7, written perhaps at about this time, and Ezekiel 15. Possibly the ‘fruitful bough’ of Joseph (cf. verse 1) in Genesis 49:22 suggested the metaphor here.

8–11. The story of Israel’s exodus, conquest and settlement is carried through to the great days of its expansion46 under David and Solomon, in a figure of simple beauty and clarity. What is also brought out is the wonder of so small a tree overshadowing mountains and mighty cedars. But is there a hint of incongruity, as in the fable of the vine tempted to leave its fruit-bearing to lord it over the trees (Judg. 9:12f.)?

12. The answer to this Why? is given clearly enough to the men of Judah, in a like situation sung of in Isaiah 5:1–7. The unanswerable question is not this, but the ‘why?’ of Isaiah 5:4.

13.47 The expression all that move represents a single Hebrew word, zîz, which may mean ‘swarms of insects’ (cf. NEB) or perhaps the small creatures of the countryside. In 50:11 it is parallel to ‘birds of the air’. Unprotected, Israel lies open to casual (12b) and piecemeal (13b) plundering, as well as to more formidable foes (13a), the one kind completing what the other has begun. Cf. Song of Solomon 2:15; Isaiah 56:9f.




80:14‒19. The final plea

14. Turn again matches the recurrent prayer, ‘Turn us again’ (or ‘Restore us’, RSV; see note on verse 3), and makes this verse a variant of the refrain in 3, 7 and 19. It reaches back behind God’s power to save, seen in those verses, to the compassion which motivates it. On the expression, have regard, see on 8:4 (‘care’).

15. Now the appeal is to God’s faithfulness as well as to his compassion, since the planting of the vine was no casual operation; cf. the allusion to God’s right hand, i.e. his power fully exerted; see again verses 8f. He is not the one to begin a great work and lose interest in it.

But the verse has a second line, arbitrarily relegated to the margin by RSV and others (but not TEV). RV renders it: ‘And the branch (Heb. ‘son’) that thou madest strong for thyself.’ The word ‘son’,48 used here for the vine-shoot, will be upgraded in 17b, a line which carries the whole thought a stage further. Here it simply continues the metaphor and emphasizes the growth of what was planted, as in 9b–11,

17. Two expressions are picked up here from verse 15 and strengthened. Thy right hand is now used to mean the place of honour (cf. 110:1), and the ‘son’ is now the son of man. This sounds Messianic, but the context points to Israel in the first place, as God’s ‘firstborn’49 and right-hand man among humanity. It is in other passages that Israel’s calling becomes focused in a single figure who alone fulfils it: the true Vine and Son of man.

18. Turn back is not the same expression as the ‘turn again’ of verse 14, but is from the verb used in 53:3 (4, Heb.) for apostasy: ‘they have all fallen away’. By the linking word Then (or ‘And’) it faces the fact that only God’s hand (17) can avert this,50 as only his breath of life (18b) can awaken faith.

19. So the psalm ends with the refrain (see on verse 3), now at its fullest with the addition of the name Yahweh (Lord), and with its thought enriched by the history just reviewed and by the call and grace of God re-emphasized.






Psalm 81. Trumpet call

This powerful psalm leaves no doubt of its festal character, and little doubt of the particular feast it was designed to serve: in all probability the Feast of Tabernacles (see on verse 3). This commemorated the wilderness journey, and included a public reading of the law, every seventh year (Deut. 31:10ff.), of which verses 8–10 seem to preserve some echoes.

The psalm nearest to the spirit of this is the Venite, Psalm 95, where a similarly joyous opening leads to the reminder that God looks for listeners as well as singers, on whom the sober lessons of the wilderness will not be lost.


Title

On the choirmaster and according to The Gittith, see Introduction, pp. 55, 56. On Asaph, see p. 50.




81:1‒5. Rejoice

This rousing call, Sing aloud, was first heard in the Song of Moses (Deut. 32:43), whose praises and warnings, with other themes from Deuteronomy, have left a considerable mark on the psalm. The joyous shout was such as might greet a king (1 Sam. 10:24) or hail a victory (Zeph. 3:14), for the scene in the temple court would have had all the excitement of a national occasion.

2. Song should probably be ‘music’ (possibly ‘pipe’, NEB), instrumental rather than vocal. The timbrel is the tambourine, its tapping sound suggested by the Hebrew, tōp. Miriam danced to it; so did the women who greeted Saul and David. On lyre (kinnôr) and harp (nēbel; in the older versions ‘psaltery’) see the article ‘Music and Musical Instruments’ in NBD.

3. This word for trumpet is shophar (šôpār), the ram’s horn such as sounded the attack at Jericho and in Gideon’s battle, and which announced certain festal days. Here the reference to the new moon, or ‘the new month’ (NEB), points to the seventh month, which was the climax of the festal year and was ushered in with the sound of this horn (Lev. 23:23) on the first day. On the tenth there followed the Day of Atonement, and on the fifteenth, i.e. at the full moon, began the Feast of Booths, or Tabernacles (Lev. 23:34).

4, 5a. The mention of statute, ordinance and decree may raise the question of how one can rejoice to order. Neither the Old Testament nor the New finds this a difficulty, since there are ‘always’ solid grounds for joy, and valid means of awakening and snaring it (Eph. 5:19f.). The New Testament agrees with the Old in prescribing music as well as words for this; but makes no statute about feasts or fasts, speaking of them as ‘only a shadow’ of the reality which Christ brought, leaving their use or non-use to individual judgment (Col. 2:16f.; Rom. 14:5f.). But it warns against individualism (‘neglecting to meet together’, Heb. 10:25), and here the common sense of Matthew Henry makes the useful comment: ‘No time is amiss for praising God . . . But some are times appointed, not for God to meet us (he is always ready) but for us to meet one another, that we may join together in praising God.’
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