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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Reasons for Undertaking This Study
Within recent years, the historical critical method has been employed
by an increasing number of scholars throughout the world of Biblical research.

To a certain degree exegetical methodology in the Lutheran Church

has been influenced by this method of Scriptural interpretation.

The

Commission on Theology and Church Relations of the Lutheran Church--Missouri
Synod has called for an · evaluation of this method.

. .

Our church too must critically examine the methods and products of
modorn Biblical scholarship. It is a matter of record that in recent decades there has been a shift away from the crass theological
liberalism that was rampant earlier in this century in the direction
of a more conservative, more Biblical theology. With this shift has
come, on the part of many Biblical scholars, a more responsible use
of the historical-critical method of Bible study. It is therefore
not a foregone conclusion that all the presuppositions and conclusions of current scholarship are necessarily the same as those
against which our fathers rightly protested. Hence it must not be
assumed in advance that our church's present judgment needs to coincide at all points with that of the fathers, although it should indeed proceed from the same theological perspective. Rather, the
church is called upon to distinguish between sound and unsound presuppositions, between proper and improper methods of scholarly investigation, and between valid and invalid conclusions. Our church must
approach the methods and results of modern Biblical scholarship objectively, appraise them critically, and use them dlscriminately and
constructively {I Thess. 5:21).l
Some within the Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod are using and encouraging the pr~ctice of the historical critical method, while others

lnA Lutheran Stance Toward Contemporary Biblical Studies," Report .2£,

,!h! Commission .2!l Theology~ Church Relations {St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1966), p. 5.
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reject the method and condemn its usage.

These differing views have

prompted the author to undertake an investigation of historical criticism
in order to determine if the method contributes toward understanding the
theological message of the Scriptures, and of the Old Testament in particular.

If there is a valuable and valid contribution which historical

criticism makes toward such understanding, then its use may be both legiti•
mate and necessary.
Edgar Krentz, a theologian and exegete of the Missouri Syno4, spells
out the position of those who espouse the use of the historical critical
method.

.

Scholars generally think of the Bible as a small library whose books
span millenia in their content and origins. Most of the books were
written for specific, often .!.9. b.2£ purposes in definite historical
situations. The message of each work is tied to this historically
conditioned position. To understand that message today one must
know the factors that made the author write and that influenced his
literary formulation. In this respect the Bible is not at all unique
but like eve1.·y other work of literature. There is, in general, a
noteworthy consensus among Biblical scholars of varied confessional
backgrounds and theological positions that the historical critical
method is today indispensable for understanding and interpreting the
Scriptures. These scholars maintain that it is not a mark of outstanding piety or religious awe before the Scriptures to refuse to
use historical criticism. Indeed, according to those who advocate
it, "responsible interpretation of the Scriptures in the service of
the public proclamation of the Gospel in the sense of Augsburg
Confession XIV (publice docere)" cannot be carried on if historical
work is ignored. (Kurt Froer)2

'

This investigation is prompted first of all by the controversy within
the Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod concerning the use of historical criticism as a legitimate method of interpreting the Bible.

But it is also im•

portant to ascertain whether the method is strictly a classroom discipline
or if the procedure has tangible benefits for the work of the Christian
\

2Edgar Krentz, "A Guide to Current Issues and Trends," Biblical Studies
Today (St. Louisz Concordia Publishing House, 1966), pp. 13-14.
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minister.

If the method does assist one in understanding the theological

message of the Biblical words, then its potential value for the parish
pastor in his varied ministries is heightened.
The purpose of this investigation, therefore, is to determine if historical criticism contributes toward understanding the theological message
of the Sacred Scriptures.

In attempting to discover what contributions,

if any, tho method might make for such understanding, the following procedure will be employed.
Method of Procedure
With Psalms 2 and 110 as case studies, a comparison will be made
between the interpretations offered by historical criticism and those of
other methods.

These two psalms have been selected because the results

of the historical critical method in these instances differ strikingly
from the interpretations placed on these poems by non-critical s~holars.
The exegesis of Psalms 2 and 110 by representative exponents of historical
criticism will be presented, followed by interpretations of those who es•
pouse other methods.

These differing interpretations will then be analyzed

to determine what contributions, if any, historical criticism provides for
understanding the theological message of the two psalms.

Does historical

criticism produce valid insights into the theology of Psalms 2 and 110
beyond those of · other methods?

What are the strengths and weaknesses of

the various methods as they are observable in their applications to
Psalms 2 and 110?
Each of the six chapters will treat one of the major phases of the
historical critical method.

Generally, the views of historical critics

will receive first consideration, followed by a presentation of the

I
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positions taken by non-critical scholars.

Where appropriate, the chapter

will begin with an analysis of the presuppositions and operational procedures that govern the phase of historical criticism under investigation
in that chapter, so that the character of this methodological step may be
clearly understood.

At the conclusion of most of the chapters there will

be a discussion concerning the possible contributions which the particular ·
phase of critical methodology under study in the chapter makes toward
understanding the theological message of Psalms 2 .ind 110.
the question of chapter three isz

For example,

Do the four theories concerning the

setting of these two psalms proposed by critical scholars contribute
toward understanding the theological message of the two poems?
This question of contribution will bo answered as the results of historical criticism are evaluated and compared with those of other methods.
In this evaluation the Lutheran principle of distinguishing between Law
and Gospel will provide a general guide.

The use of such a criterion is

justified by the fact that the author, as a Lutheran pastor, espouses the
Lutheran presupposition and principle for interpreting the Sacred Scriptures;
namely, that Law and Gospel are the central message~ of the Biblical proclamation, and that any exegesis must ultimately relate to these messages.
This hermeneutical principle is clearly stated in a document recently issued
by the Commission on Theology and Church Relations of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod. ·
In hearty agreement with the Lutheran Confessions we affirm that the
right understanding of the Gospel (including the proper distinction
of Law and Gospel as grounded ln the article of Justification) ls
the key that finally unlocks the meaning of Sacred Scripture (Apology,
IV, 2-5, German; FC, SD, V, 1). Ye therefore hold that all theological questions raised by any interpretation must .be posed and

I
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answered with roference to this central concern of the Scriptures.3
Definitions
The Historical Critical Method4
The historical critical method is the investigation of the origin,
setting, pre-literary and literary history, form and style, date, and
authorship of the Biblical material according to the generally accepted
canons of historical analysis.
In I<rontz•s view
Historical critical scholarship seeks to put the contents of the
Bible into an historical order and framcworl<. It determines as pre- _
cisely as possible what a text meant for a man of its time, what the
history of the matorial was before it was put into writing, and what
opposing position, if any, a Biblical author was combatting. This is
criticism's historical function. The method earns the name critical
because it constantly asl<s about the bias and trustworthiness of the
text and its author. Critics are concerned that they use the tools
of the best current literary and historical research. In its techniques, 1. e., as a method, critical scholarship is nonreligious and
secular.5
John Elliott describes historical criticism as

~'

the method which has gradually emerged as that most capable for criti•
cally analysing and appreciating the textual, philological, literary,
historical, and theological nature of the Scriptures • • • • 6

311A Lutheran Stance," p. 8.
4Among the scholars representing this method and consulted in this
study arez H.J. Kraus, Artur Weiser, Hermann Gunkel, Aage Bentzen,
Charles Briggs, A. R. Johnson, Sigmund Mowinckel, Keith R. Crim, Martin
Noth, Gerhard von Rad, and William Oesterley. They have been chosen to
represent the historical critical method because they are widely recognized as some of the best critical scholars on the Psalter.
5I<rentz, p. 14.
6John °Elliott, "The Historical Jesus, the Kerygmatic Christ, and the
Eschatological Community," Concordia Theological Monthly, 37 (September
1966), 488.
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}1ethodologically, historical criticism includes the following steps:
Tho establishment of the text, the determination of the probable historical
setting, a literary analysis of the passage which often includes the application of both form and tradition criticism, understanding the passage in
tho light of its total context and the background out of which it emerged,
and finally, the determination of the meaning which the words had for the
original audience. 7

In the chapters that follow, each of the phases of

7These steps were adopted by the Ecumenical Study Conference held at
Oxford from June 29th to July 5th, 1949. See "Guiding Principles for the
Interpretation of the Bible," Biblical Authority 12£ Today, edited by Alan
Richardson and W. Schweitzer (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1959),
pp. 241-243. In attendance at this conference were such critical scholars
as C. H. Dodd, W. Eichrodt, J. Marsh, Alan Richardson, E. Schlink, W.
Schweitzer, and G. E. Wright. For a commentary on the phases of critical
methodology see "A Lutheran Stance," p. 9. See also Krentz's analysis of
the historical critical method, pp. 16-19. See also the opening sections
of chapters two through seven where we offer our analysis of the methodological presuppositions and procedures which govern the various steps of
historical criticism. See also Krentz's 11st of critical presuppositions,
pp. 19-22. For a sample of the theological presuppositions of historical
criticism, see 11Guiding Principles," pp. 240-241. It might be mentioned
in this connection that our investigation ·of the application of the historical critical method to Psalms 2 and 110 reveals very little of the
theological presuppositions drawn up by the Oxford scholars.
The following reference~ might also be profitably consulted for further enlightenment on historical critical presuppositions and methodology:
Rudolph Bultmann, "Is Exegesis Without Presuppositions Possible?," Existence and Faith, translated by Shubert Ogden (New York: Meridan Press, 1960),
~2's'9:296; John Knox, Criticism~~ (New York: Abingdon-Cokesbury
Press, 1952), pp. 20-24, 26-27, 32, and 34; Helmut Thielicke, Betwe~n
Heaven~ Earth, translated by John W. Doberstein (New York: Harper &
Row Publishers, 1965), pp. 9-11 and 26-27; Oscar Cullman, "The Necessity
and Function of Higher Criticism," The Early Church: Studies in Early
Christian History~ Theology, edited by A. J. B. Higgins (Philadelphia:
Westminster Press, 1956), pp. 3-16; David Noel Freedman, "The Interpretation of Scripture: III. On Method in Biblical Studies: The Old Testament,"
Interpretation, 17 (1963), 308-318; Gerhard Ebeling, "The New Hermeneutic
and the Early Luther," TheolOflY Todoy, 21 (1964-65), 34-46; Kurt Froer,
Biblische Hermeneutik: ~ Schriftauslegung .!,!! Predi8£ ~ Unterricht
(Muenchen: Chr. Kaiser Verlag, 1961), pp. 11-85; Robert G r a n t , ~ ~
in the Church (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1954); A. Kuenen, "The
Critical Method," The Modern Review, l (1880), 461-488 and 685-713; H. J.
Kraus, Geschichte der historisch-kritischen Erforschung ~ ~

I
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the historical critical method will receive consideration according to
the methodological sequence generally observed by critical scholars.
Chapter two will bo devoted to a discussion of the text of Psalms 2 and
110, chapter three, to the subject of setting.

After establishing the

most probable text and setting, the historical critic then undertakes an
analysis of the literary form and style of the passage.
the method will be treated in chapter four.

This phase o(

tradition criticism, a branch

of literary studies, attempts to trace the pre-literary and literary history
of the passage in relation to places and cult.

Critical scholars generally

do not make direct application of tradition criticism to Psalms 2 and 110.
Therefore, this phase of critical methodology is illustrated in chapter
five which presents a study of the Davidic traditions of 2 Samuel 7.

These

traditions aro regarded by some critical exegetes as the Biblical source
of the royal ideology reflected in Psalms 2 and 110, as well as the other
Old Testament Royal Psalms.

Frequently the critical scholar compares the

Biblical passage with similar ancient Near Eastern material to determine
what was borrowed from the surrounding culture and environment by the
Biblical authors, and how that extra-Biblical material was used, reshaped,
and recast by the inspired penmen in their own writings.

This phase of

the historical critical method will be illustrated in chapter six.

That

chapter will deal with ancient Near Eastern kingship which the majority of
critical interpreters regard as the pattern for kingship in Israel.

The

contention of most contemporary scholars is that Psalms 2 and 110, like
other Old Testament Royal Psalms, cannot be rightly understood and properly

Testaments .Y2U ~Reforma tion~.!!!!:. Gegenwart (Kreis Moers, Verlag der
Buchhandlung des Erziehungsvereins Neukirchen, 1956).

8

interpreted apart from a knowledge of similar and pertinent extra-Biblical
materials.

This process of interpreting tho Biblical text in the light of

ancient Near Eastern parallels receives ample illustration throughout the
thesis.

Critical and non-critical interpretations of Psalms 2 and 110

will be presented in chapter seven.a
The differing positions . taken by critical scholars in their investigation of Psalms 2 and 110 indicate that modern exegetes are by no means
in complete agreement in their interpretation of these two poems.

In view

of this fact, the non-critical position may be as correct and legitimate
as tho critical.

In any case, as will become apparent, the non-critical

view is often more application than exegesis in the sense that traditionalist scholars frequently make the New Testament application of Psalms 2
and 110 the Old Testament interpretation.
When differing hypotheses are offered on a given question, whether
the method under consideration be critical or non-critical, one must
choose that theory which seems most in keeping with the data and evidence.
However, tho better decision in these instances lies beyond the scope of
this study.
Other Methods 9
This designation refers to the non-critical methods consulted in this

8It is not intended that this study offer a complete interpretation
of both psalms in their entirety. Only those passages will receive consideration in which there is a marked contrast between the historical
critical position and that taken by other methods. This procedure will
be followed in both Chapters II and VII.
9The selection of scholars espousing non-critical methods _includes
representatives from the early Church, the Reformation, and the post•
Reformation periods into modern times. Among others, the following have

9

study.

Based upon observance of the application of these methods to

Psalms 2 and 110 they can be described as widely held exegetical procedures which give little or no attention to the phases of historical
critical methodology outlined above.

In addition, and again based pri-

~rily upon investigation of these methods as they are applied to Psalms 2
and 110, non-critical methods may be defined as exegetical procedures
which result in an interpretation of these two psalms almost exclusively
from the perspective of their New' Testament usage and application, with
no marked effort to determine in addition what the original audience may
have understood these poems to have meant.

It is difficult, if not impos-

sible, to offer a single comprehensive definition that will cover all the
methods employed by the traditionalist scholars consulted for the preparation of this study.lo

They range from the allegorists of the early cen-

turies of the Christian era to present day scholars.

The interpretations

been consulted: Augustine, Justin Martyr, Luther, Calvin, Hengstenberg,
Delitzsch, Barnes, Alexander, Plumer, Leupold, and George Stoeckhardt.
Two factors governed the choice of these interpreters. First, it was the
author's intention to give samples of non-critical views of Psalms 2 and
110 from various historical periods, beginning with the Ante-Nicene Fathers
and continuing into the present time. Secondly, those scholars were chosen
who, in the author's view, are representative of the traditionalist exegetes generally consulted by members of the Lutheran Church--Missouri
Synod in their studies of Psalms 2 and 110 or other Scriptural passages.
lOsee the analysis of the exegetical presuppositions and procedures
of the non-critical scholars, infra, pp. 161-165. In addition, see Ludwig
Fuerbringer, Theological Herme~cs (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing
House, 1924), pp. 9-24. The theological and methodological presuppositions and procedures espoused by Fuerbringer in this volume provide a
classic exampl'e of non-critical mothodology. See also Ludwig Fuerbringer,
Introduction to the Old Testament (St. Louisa Concordia Publishing House,
1925), especially°j;p:--i'7-26 on Pentateuchal criticism, pp. 56-60 on the
.Psalter, and pp. 70-112 on the Prophets. See also the theological presuppositions presented in "A Lutheran Stance," pp. 8-9.

•
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of pre-critical scholars such as Augustine, Luther, and Calvin are in•
eluded in order to demonstrate tho exegetical conclusions that are reached
without the availability of ancient Near Eastern material that is at the
disposal of contemporary scholars.

However, as will become evident, some

non-critical scholars, who could have made use of relevant extra-Biblical
data in their interpretation, nevertheless chose not to do so but simply
adopted the pre-critical interpretation of Psalms 2 and 110 without criticism or question.

It is in this sense that -some of the non-critical

scholars consulted are "traditionalist."

The common denominator that

unites these exegetes is that they do not use historical ·criticism, or,
at least, soma of the major steps of that method.
Theological Message
"The.ological massage" designates that ~i vine word pertaining to Law
or Gospel which is present in Psalms 2 and 110 for God's people.
Law
!'Law'' refers to any statement in Psalms 2 and 110 which describes or
suggests man's rebellion against God and the condition of wretchedness
which results from that rebellion, any statement which speaks of divine
judgment, or which defines man's obligations of faithfulness to God and
obedience to His will, or which portrays the nature of sin.
Gospel
"Gospel" indicates any statement in Psalms 2 and UO that speaks of
God's mercy to His people, any statement that al.l udes to God's saving

11

actions for men in the realms of both nature and history.

It is imnedi•

ately obvious that this definition is somewhat broader than the one generally offered in the Lutheran Confessions.

In the Book of Concord the

term "Gospel" frequently signifies the good news about the life, death,
resurrection, ascension, heavenly session, and destined return of Jesus
Christ for tho salvation of men.

While it ls certainly true that any

saving act of God described in the Old Testament can be viewed, from the
perspective of the accomplished redemption of Jesus Christ, as a part of
God's great plan of salvation that reached its culmination in Christ, it
must nonetheless be remembered that for the Israelite, with his limited
knowledge of the divine scheme of salvation, "Gospel" consisted mainly of
good news about past, present, or immediate divine intervention for the
rescue of individuals or the entire nation from real or threatening danger
or distress.

That the word "Gospel" has this connotation in the Old

Testament ls borne out by even a partial concordance study of such terms
as "peace" and "salvation. 1111
Royal Psalms
The term "Royal Psalms" designates those psalms which historical
critics interpret as centering in the Israelite king, hls person, office,
responsibilities, and significant events ln his reign.

Not all critical

scholars are agreed on the psalms that are to be placed in this category.

llsee Is. 52:1-10 where the word "Gospel" is the key term in the
passage and probably refers to the divine deliverance from Babylon that
already has happened or ls just about to take place. See also .in!!!.,
pp. 134-135 for Mowinckel's definition of the Hebrew term for "salvation."

12
In this study, the list of Hermann Gunkel has been adopted vhlc:h includes
the following;

Psalms 2, 18, 20, 21, 45, 72, 89:45-72, 101, 110, 132,

and 144; 1-11. 12

12Herm.1nn Gunlcel, ''Elnleitung in dle Psalmen," Goettinger Handlcommentar zum Alten Testament, edited by W. Nowack (Goettingen: Vandenhoeck
and Ruprecht, 1933), Ergaenzungsband zur II. Abteilung, P• 140.
·

'\
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CHAPTER II
TEXTUAL CRITICAL NOTES ON PSAI.MS 2 AND 110
As will be seen in the course of this chapter, many historica~
critics make frequent and substantive alterations in the texts of
Psalms 2 and 110, while the exponents of other methods generally leave
the Massoretic text unemended.

In what way, if at all, does this fact

influence one's understanding of the theological message of the two
psalms?
Following an analysis of the presuppositions and procedures of the
respective methods, textual critical data will be presented.

Only those

verses in which significant emendations are suggested will receive consideration.

The chapter will conclude with a discussion of tho question

of the contribution, if any, which textual criticism makes toward understanding the theological message of the two psalms.
Presuppositions and Procedures
Together with other methods, historical criticism also is agreed
that the proper establishment of the text is one of the chief tasks of
the interpreter.

,

The first step in the study of an ancient text is the establishment of the text. Textual criticism is based on an evaluation of
the available manuscripts and early translations in the light of
the "laws" of textual transmission and a knowledge of the author's
style and literary form. For the NT there is a rich store of
available manuscript evidence. The OT has far fewer manuscripts
to consult and, apart from tho Qumron texts, these are a millenium
or moro lator than tho autographs. Bocauso or tho systomatlc
_destruction of variant OT texts by the Massoretes, the OT scholar
ls often forced to emend (correct) the Hebre\f text on the basis

.1
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of early translotions (e.g. Greek or Syriac) or, in the case of
very corrupt and unintelligible passages, to conjecture what might
have been, i.e. to make an educated guess.l
Whatever his views may be on divine inspiration and its implication
for textual correctness and authenticity, the critical scholar nevertheless regards textual emendation as both legitimate and necessary.

The

general presuppositions of historical critics are that the Biblical text,
like any other ancient document, may be corrupt through transmission and
in need of correction, and that such emendation of the text is a legiti•
mate and essential preliminary step in interpretation._
The following operational procedures . can be observed.

First, the

critical . scholar carefully examines the text to see if it contains any
evidence that might suggest corruption.

Striking variation in the Ver-

sions, metrical difficulties, word disorder, grammatical and linguistic
and form critical problems, sudden and abrupt changes in thought--all
point to a possible corruption in the text.

If such evidence is found,

the interpreter next endeavors to reconstruct the text in accordance with
methods that are as varied as the commentators consulted.

Dahood, for

example, leans heavily upon Ugaritic verbal parallels for his emendations, 2
while Briggs makes many of his changes on the basis of rhythm. 3 Johnson

lEdgar M. Krentz, "A Guide to Current Issues and Trends," Biblical
Studies Today (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1966), pp. 16-17.·
2Mi tchell Dahood, "Psalms I,'' 1h.!. Anchor Bible, edited by W. F.
Albright and David Noel Freedman (Garden City, New Yqrk& Doubleday &
Company, 1966), XVI, 12 and 13.
·
lsee Charles Brigg's textual comments on Psalm 2, especially his
remarks on verse 8, "A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on . the Book
of Psalms," I!!.! International Critical Commentary, edited by Char~es A.,
Briggs, Samuel R. Driver, and Alfred Plummer (New York: Charles Scribner's
Sons, 1906), XV, 1, 17-24 and 22-23.

l5
holds the opinion that Ps. 110:3 describes the rebirth of the Messiah
and his deliverance from the underworld, both of which form a part of
the cultlc drama of the annual New Year Festival.4 His reconstruction
of the text is in keeping with that theory.

There ls also, among some

scholars, a reliance upon the Versions which is especially evident in·
Ps. 110:3. 5

'

At times, the emendations, while making good sense and

stemming from legitimate reasons, are scarcely more than educated guesses
as, for example, Gunkel's change in Ps. 2:76 and Bertholet's alteration
in Ps. 2:11-12, 7 which is followed by the majority of critical scholars.
There is neither manuscript nor versional nor any other type of evidence
to substantiate these changes~

In summary, it might be said that his-

torical critics consulted in this study reconstruct the Biblical texts
on the basis of the Versions, meter, analogy with extra-Biblic~l parallels,
and occasionally 'logical yet subjective judgment.
It is difficult to analyze the textual critical presuppositions and
operational procedures that govern the non-critical methods since these
scholars suggest very few alterations in the texts of Psalms 2 and 110.

..

·, There are occasional allusions to the Versions where they depart from

the Hebrew texts and there ls also an infrequent reliance on extraBiblical literature to establish the correctness of the text. 9

However,

4Infra, pp; 25-26.

'

5.!n.lli,

PP• 25-27.

6 Infra,

P• 18.

71.m!!., P• 19.
8.!!ll!.!, PP• 20-22.

9see Herbert Leupold on Ps. 216, Exposition .2!,Sh,! Psalms (Columbus&
Wartburg Press, 1959), p. 49.
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for the most part, non-critical scholars leavo tho Massoretic text of
Psalms 2 and 110 unaltered.
so.

They do not state their reasons for doing

One might conjecture that this paucity of textual emendations among

non-critical exegetes stems from the conviction that the inspired Biblical
text needs only infrequent alteration.

Or perhaps this scarcity of tex-

tual changes arises from tho fact that in many cases the traditionalist
scholars did not have at their disposal the wealth of textual critical
data available to contemporary scholars.

One might also theorize that

the non-critical interpreter has a reluctance to alter the sacred text
because he does not always or fully share the critical vlev of textual
development from oral tradition to written form with all the possibilities
of corruption involved in both composition and transmission.

At any rate,

the non-critical exegetes consulted in this study display a greater will•
ingness to allow the text to stand unaltered.
Somo of the traditionalist scholars do present a number of the vari•
ants that are suggested for a given verse, but then thoy generally refuse
to emend tho Massoretic text.

. ' Vulgate rendering of Ps.

Luther, for example, merely mentions the

216 without further comment.

He does not

adopt the change in his own translation. 10 Again, in verse 12 of the
same psalm, he alludes to the various Versional renderings but says that
they should probably be rejected because the Massoretic text has "kiss the
son."11

Leupold· offers a good example of the reasoning of a non-critical

lOrnfra, p. 20 •
. . llMartin Luther, "Auslegung ueber die Psalmen," Saemmtllche Schriften,
edited by Joh. George Walch (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1880),
IV, col. 295. Hereafter this work will be designated "Psalmen.."

17
scholar which prompts him to leave what critics call the corrupt text
of Ps. 2:12 unaltered.12
Textual Critical Data on Psalms 2 and 110
Two factors governed the selection of examples.

Consideration was

given first of all only to those passages in which significant textual
alterations are suggested, and, secondly, to those passages which best
illustrate the techniques of the historical critic as he attempts to
establish the original text.
Psalm 2
The Historical Critical Method13
Verse 6 offers an example of a critical emendation of the text based
upon the Versions.

The Septuagint and the Vulgate both make the king

the speaker and read the niphal

m•

. ....

., r-7 ::):

~ 'J rather than the Massoretic

In addition, "my king" becomes "his king" and "my holiness" becomes

"his holiness."
His reason is:

Gunkel favors this change, 14 while l<raus rejects it. 15
"Hier muss von einer Formerklaerung des ganzen Ps her

12_
Infra
, p. 23.
13For an excellent and exhaustive textual critical study of Psalm 2
see H. H. Rowley, "The Text and Structure of Ps. II," Journal££,. Theological
Studies, 42 (1941), 143-154.
lf+iiermann Gunkel, "Die Psalmen," Goettinger Handkormnentar Em fil!m
Testament, edited by W. NO"liack (Goettingen& Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1926),
II Abteilung, 2. Band, p. 11.
l5Hans Joachim Kraus, "Die Psalmen," Bi blischer Konunentar all!!
Testament, edited by Martin Noth (Neukirchen Kreis Moers, Neukirchener
Verlag der Buchhandlung des Erziehungsvereins, 1960), XV, 1, 12.
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entschieden werden." 16
Gunkel's emendation in versa 7 illustrates how critical scholars
will occasionally make changes in the text based on a conjecture which
is consistent with their understanding of the psalm.

•

., f. IT .. Zs}! yf ~ ~ \\1

. .

He proposes

("I will take you up into my bosom," a
'

phrase signifying adoption, as in Ruth 4:16 and Num. 11:12) and suggests
that the words

be

transposed after

verse with deletion of the words

"I

-t s\S..

nr>T $\C
...

in the second line of the

'1J!J. .17
• •

Kraus 18 and Dahood19

both reject this change, while Briggs claims that the Septuagint contains the preferred reading: [ l«
I

-:}-

I

(d' ! )

w

'

v TD

Trro' folj..,._c:I..
I

I

(:urwv

I

J('ll(IOS C(n.:v rrro~..ce..20

It is on metrical grounds that Kraus decides that the words

...'

'Tue D in

verse

a

are a gloss and are to be omitted. 21

t ~,,
- IJJ.

The line is

overly long with them and the strophe ls complete without their presence.
Ugaritic analogies prompt Dahood to read mamoni for mimmenni ln this
verso.22
The greatest textual difficulties ln Psalm 2 are fOUI\d in verses
11-12.

Their genuineness has been questioned for various reasons.

16Ibid.

17Gunl<el, "Psalmen," P•

u.

l8Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, 1, 12.
19oahood, XVI, 11.
· 20Brlggs, XVI, i, 22.
·;

21Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, 1, 12.
22oahood, XVI, 12, with evidence cited.

iii
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Oesterley, for example, doubts that they belonged to tho original composition for the following reasons:

(l) They are contrary to the meter.

There ought to be three beats to each half of the verse.
one word in Hebrew.
trembling."

"Kis-son" ls

(2) The unprecedented combination of "rejoice with

Do these two words ever occur elsewhere together like this?

(3) The characteristic parallelism of the psalm ls missing in the
Nassoretic text.

(4) The unprecedented use of

I 3.

for

) '[J-

in the

same poem.23
It is quite evident that the Versions did not have the present
Massorotic text before them.
all translate:
pure.

The Septuagint, Vulgate, and the Targum

"Receive correction."

Jerome's rendering ls adorate

He takes ~ adverbially and derives l t from the root i

"to purify."

i

~

-T

,

Oesterley comments:

It will be thus seen that there is every justification for emending the text; we are indebted to Bertholet (ZAW, for 1908, pp. 58,
59, 193) for the rendering: "and with trembling kiss his feet,"
which involves but little alteration of the text. The phrase ''to
kiss the feet" moans to acknowledge subjugation, cp. Isa. 49:22,
Ps. 72:9, Mic. 7:17, and occurs in Egyptian and Babylonian documents.24
'•

'

In addition to the reasons stated above,25 Oesterley finds justification
for emending the Massoretic text on the basis of the striking variation
in the Versions and thinks that Bertholet•s suggested alteration is
bolstered by a parallel expression found in extra-Biblical literature.
Thus Oesterley'provides an example of how a critical scholar makes use

23wuuam o. E. Oesterley, !h!! Psalms (London: Society for Promoting
Christian Knowledge, 1939), I, 126-127.
24Ib1d.
25Ibid.
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of both the Versions and ancient Near Eastern documents in emending the
Biblical text.26

.

Dahood offers a novel emendation in Ps. 2: 12.
"men of the grave," that is, "mortal men.u27

He reads

'1 ~ P., ., lP, ~

.

He cites a comparable ex-

pression in l Kings 2:26, l Sam. 26:16, Pss. 79:ll and 102121.
contention is that

Dahood's

.,.., as "men" is well attested in Ugaritic literaU "w'
• T

ture.
An analysis of the proposed critical emendations in the text of

Psalm 2 reveals that while some of these changes are made on the basis
of appeals to the Versions and extra-Biblical data, the major alterations
suggested for verses 7 and 12 (Gunkel's and Bertholet's proposals respectively) are scarcely more than educated conjectures.
verses at least the question arises:

In the case of these

Which is the more scientific approach,

to emend the text on the basis of conjoctur~ as do some of the critical
scholars, or to leave the text unaltered as do the majority of tradition•
alist exegetes?
The Non-critical Methods
In connection with verse 6, Luther notes the Vulgate rendering of
the verse:
~-

E g o ~ constitutus

~ ~

.!!?. !2 super~ montem sanctam

He rejects this reading in his own translation, without, however.,

giving his reasons.28

Co:imnenting on

.,

:7 b- .,.J

Leupold remarks:

"The meaning

26other critical scholars who agree with Oesterley in adopting
Bertholet's emendation are: Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, 1, 12, and Rowley,
"Text and Structure," pp. 152-154.
27Dahood, XVI, 13.
28Luther, "Psalmen," IV, col. 267.
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of nasakh as 'appoint' or 'induct' is established by the corresponding
Assyrian nasaku. n 29

Deli tzsch on

., 0- ,.J

71

says that the Septuagint,

Syriac, Vulgate, o.nd 'Luther all rightly translate "sot" or "establish."30
He also states that tho Targum rightly inserts
praefeci) after .,

n. .. ..!2. -,- (™1),

1i :'Ir -z. ~ .31
~ d < "q A, V • 32
:>

'

d..

for the place of anointing ls not

Delitzsch also alludes to Aquila's rendering
Barnes on tho ~ before

°'J ~v

.

-~

indicates that the

Vulgate renders the word "but"(~), as does also the Septuagint

( ft ). 33 Plumer regards the translations of the Septuagint, Arabic,
and Vulgate ("But I have been made king by him") as taking too large a
liberty with the originai.34
Commenting on verso 7, Leupold 35 alludes to the paraphrase of the
Targum ("I will relate the decree of Yahweh&

He said&

'Beloved as a

son of his father art thou of men, righteous art thou, even as if I had
this day created thee"') and then says that nothing ls to be gained by
adopting this alteration.

Delitzsch 36 observes that all the versions,

29Leupold, p. 49.
3°Franz Deli tzsch, "Biblical Commentary on the Psalms," Clark's
Foreign Theological Library, translated by Francis Bolton (Edinburgh&
T. and T. Clark, 1889), XI, i, 94.
31~.
32 Ibid.
33Al bert Barnes, "Psalms," ~ .2!l !!!!, 2,!.!! Testament, edited by
Robert Frew (Grand Rapids& Baker Book House,. 1950), I, 17.
34william s. Plumer, Studies
J. ~B. Lippincott, 1867), P• 41.
3SLeupold, p. 51.
36Delitzsch, XI, 1, 9S.

!nSh!.1!22!i g£, Psalms (Philadelphia&
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P'1r together.

with the exception of the Syriac, read

He goes

on to say that although the line thus becomes more symmetrical it loses
in forco.

He therefore reads:

"I will declare concerning a decree, that

is, such a decree, a decree majestic as to its content and author."
I

Deli tzsch also notes that the Septuagint translates
)/

and Aquila renders the verb f T f. /( tJ V

•

37

T

! +with i ( 4' t. v7 J(

c(

Luther 38 notes that the words

HI will declare concerning the decree" are attached in the Vulgate to the

preceding verse.
In his comments on verse 11, Delitzsch remarks that the Septuagint

""

)

correctly renders
Massoreti c text

d. i <Al) ct, ii,

iT i ~ I ].
.,.T~•

)..(.)

dvr't'

1:. v

rr """" it
/

for the

•YZ't l 7 •39
·~

With regard to verse 12, Plumer 40 mentions the various Versional
renderings and contends that the differences arise from a misunderstanding of /

3.

His view is that the "best scholars adhere to the

sense given in our common English translation and render it, 'Kiss the
Son.•u 41

Plumer quotes Calvin, Jebb, Hongstenberg, and Alexander as all

favoring this translation.42 Luther43 refers to the reading of the Vulgate

.. '

apprehendite disciplinam.

He discusses three possibilities&

(l) "Kiss

the Son"; (2) "Receive discipli~e"; (3) "Worship him purely." According

37Ibld., p. 96.
38Luther, "Psalmen," IV, col. 273.
39ne11tzsch, XI, l, 97.
40Plumer, PP• 46-47.
\

41~.' P• 47.
42Ibid.
43Luther, "Psalmen," IV, cols. 295-296.
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to Luther all three translations have merit and Biblical backing, but
he adopts the first as boing the most likely since that is the reading
of the Massoretic text.

Leupold insists that the Massoretic text must

stand unaltored. 44 His reasons are as follows,

(1)

'1 22

-

in this pas-

sage need givo us no trouble since it is ·also used ln Prov. 31:2 and is
an early word; (2) A Phoenician inscription of the ninth century uses
tho same word for "son," and Phoenician ls related to Hebrew; (3) We
have here the case of a rare word for a rare thought, a s~lect word for
a select thought; (4) Since the eXhortation is addressed to Aramaic
speaking people an Aramaic word ls used; (5)

J ~ - 1 ::2,

I 3.

-

ls used to avoid the

. .., • Deli tzsch, 45 after discussing the render·ings of the Versions, · concludes that the context and usage of the language

dissonance of

require "kiss the Son."

In addition, he contends that after acknowledg•

ing his anointed one as Son, nothing could be more natural than that God
should admonish the recalcitrant kings to kiss him, that is, pay him
homage and obedience.

..

/ :::2. also avoids ·the dissonance of

...

3 9... - J :::l. •

Hengstenberg rejects tho renderings of the Versions and contends that the

. '·

Hebrew text should stand unchanged.46
Psalm 110
The Historical Critical Method

fl•~~ •
-r

....

The editors of Biblla Hebralca propose

"'·•r ~•• and emend
•

44Leupold, pp. 56-57.
45oelltzsch, XI, 1, 97-98.
46E. W. Hengstenberg, Commentar ~ ~ Psalmen (Berlin: Verlag
von Ludwig Oehmigke, 1842), I, 45-47.
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-.

rr'i LLi •
• 49

Cales48 and Oesterley.

Gunke147 adopts this alteration as does also
Briggs concludes that this proposed prayer

would be a "gloss destroying tho measure and the ossonanco. 11 50

In

addition, the change of subjects in the midst of the strophe ls "incongruous with the 2nd. pers. which precedes and follows. 1151 Tho editors
•
of Bi blia Hebraica also suggest changing fl 7Jl
to TJ '1 5-tz ~~~

.

,. 1

. ..

Thus the verse would parallel Ps. 45:7 and would be addressed to the
king rather than Yahweh.

Oesterley favors this emendation and maintains

that the context indicates that the king is the one being spoken to and
not Yahweh. 52

Both Kraus53 and Gunke1 54 reject the proposed change.

Textually, verse 3 is one of the most difficult in the entire
psalm.

It is a ~ interpretum and manifests considerable corruption.

The evaluation of Crim is probably correct:

"Indeed, aside from the con-

cept that the royal army ls ready and eager _to fight, 11 ttle is certain. 11 55
Crim's view is borne out by the fact that scarcely a word in the verse
seems certain, as a brief glance at the critical apparatus in Biblia

47cunkel, "Psalmen," p. 486.
48Jean Cal~s, ~ ~ .Q.2! Psaumes (Paris& Gabriel Beuchesne et
Ses Files, 1936), II, 341.
49oesterley, II, 462.
50Briggs, XVI, 11, 379.
511,lli.
·5 2oesterley, II, 423,
53Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, 11, 753,
54Gunkel, "Psalmen," p. 48 6.
55Kelth Crim,
PP• 114•115,

!h! Royal Psalms (Richmond1 John Knox Press, 1962),

2S

Hebraica shows.

"'

)

,ov Ol

r'f.,~

~

•
IJJ.,J
T :

For

\

-;:, ~ ~ the Septuagint reads M t id

•

, that ls, "with you is the beginning" (John l: 1). The

[n :liJ J n.:i T J rl~~'

editors of Biblia Hebraica propose

• !

"'r T

~

•

that is, "you have a happy condition," or, "nobles surround you."

~

"'~ !! is
•

emended to

"your birth."

In place of

•
W,p"1;~:}. many manuscripts, Symmachus and Jerome all read
·:
.. . .

I i13,, "on the holy mountains."
.......
. -

"' t

suggest as another possibility

The editors of Bi blia Hebraica

fll1slJ,

"you have been glorified."
~·:
Origen, the Septuagint, Theodotlan, and the Syriac all render /
/JJ D
T : •
,
'
,
as
I 7T 11.1 D , "from the dawn." UJ T p ls emended by the editors

,. ...
~

--.

••
•

of Blblia Hebraica to

"as a holy one.''

found in the Septuagint.

~

..

\)
- :{ i ~. ,

11

n

The editors of Biblla Hebraica also propose

the dew (of your youth) will come. 11

singular or plural?

2~ 1?. ls not
Is

n"'P.1~!
..

.

If it is the former, then the reference ls to the

king; if it ls the latter, then the word signifies the king's army.
manuscripts, Orlgen, the Septuagint, and the Syriac all read

;('tJ; ~ 1,

"I have begotten you."

The Vulgate translates the verse as followsz

Tecum pr.incipium !!l

virtutls

,m

~

~!any

~!!! splendoribus sanctorumz

luciferum genui .£2.•
Finding the background of Psalm 110 in the myth-ritual drama of the

annual New Year Festival, Johnson expresses the opinion that this verse
deals with the ·

\

rebirth of the Messiah which, as we now know, takes place on this
eventful day with his deliverance from the Underworld, apparently
at tho spring Gihon, at dawn or "as the morning appoareth"; and
this carries with it the implication that the Messiah in all the
fresh vigor of his new-won life (which is here symbolized by the
morning dew) has been elevated for all time not only to the throne

26

of David but also to the traditional priesthood of Melchizedok." 56
Johnson translates:
Thou hast the homi;ge of thy people [suggesting ~ ,2 ] ~
for the
41
Nassoretic text f> J. ~ on the day of thy birth [ t] ! '1J for ;J ~ ?f
on analogy with Is. 45Z10]. In sacred splendor [or flsa:cred mounta'ins";
either makes good sense here ~ccording to Johnson] from the womb of,
the dawn [reading simply i '[!W instead of tho Massoretic text 17T 1/J lJ
• •
on the ground of dittography J thou hast the dew wherewith I haveT be•
gotten thee [reading;J 't AT~ ? with the Septuagi~t]. 57

1 ]

. .. . .

Bentzen renders the verse as follows:
With thee is royal power on the day of thy strength. On holy mountains I have begotten thee, from the womb of woman, before the morn•
ing star and the dew.58
He also presents the translation of Widengrenz
Thy people is coming as volunteers on the day of thy streng~h.
In holy array step forth from the womb of Dawn,
As Day I have begotten thee.59
Bentzen•s reconstructed text and translation are based on his understand•
ing of Ps. 11013 as containing a reference ~o the king's supernatural
birth portrayed in mythical terms.60
Kraus61 says that the context makes mandatory the reading

n•J. 1.J,.

.

....

'

"your noblemen stand round you."

tJ ~ ~

He also adopts the change "on

the holy mountains'' and regards the !!!!!!l before "dawn" as di ttography.

He

56Aubrey R. Johnson, Sacral Kingshie !!lAncient Israel (Cardiff&
University of Wales Press, 1955), p. 121.
57!,lli.
58Aage Bentzen, King~ Messiah (London: Lutterworth Press, 1955),
p. 87, note 6. See Bentzen•s lengthy documentation for his emended text
and translation,~., pp. 88-89.
59As quoted by Bentzen, 12.ts!•, p. 87. In Bentzen•s· view, "Dawn"
and "Day" designate ancient Near Eastern deities.
60Ibld., p. 88.
61Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, li, 753.
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translates the last three words in the verse with "I have begotten thee
like the dew. n62
Oesterley63 follows Gunke1 64 and both render the verse as follows&
On the day of your birth you were honored, sanctified from the
womb.
From the dawn will come the dew of your youth.
Kissane rends

Z'1 ..'z.. 0.

for

ZV- ;J ~.

and translates&

With thee was princely rank in the day of thy· birth;
In the holy mountains;
From the womb princely state was thine,
From the night thou wert begotten.65
Briggs66 ventures that the words originally read:
From the womb of the dawn your people will be willing sacrifices
on the holy mountains on the day you lead forth your hosts.
Gunkel67 remarks that verses 5-7 contain words that are devoid of
I

meter and present many difficulties..

.

Many manuscripts read

sf JsJ ~

"J 7 s\' •

Then the meaning of the words would be clear. As the
•
text now stands ":1 , ,V could be oi ther Yahweh or the king. ~ ~
•
•
that
is,
God's
right
The editors of Biblla Hebraica propose
7J"tg~'
for

-·.

"'91 •

- -·
I

hand.

Otherwise there would be a change of position from that of verse l.

7J.,:)

zD.

• T

The propositum is to join this word with the following

~

line as an object of

J.,; +.

621..lli·
63oesterley, II, 462.
64Gunkel, "Psalmen," p. 486.
65Edward Kissane,!!:!.!,
Limited, 1954), II, 190.

!2.2!s.£! Psalms (Dublin& Browne and Nolan

66Briggs, XVI, ii, 380.
67Gunkel, "Psalmen," p. 487.
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The editors of Biblia Hebralca say that verse 7 ls corrupt and sug.
gest the following emendation:
blood."

"The rivers he shall water with their

1J "l "-"J ~ . Six manuscripts and the Syriac read the

TI :JI+ ;

two manuscripts and the Syriac read

7Jd sV ~

S!!.,·

•

The reconstruction of verses 5-7 is as varied as the number of
commentators.

A sampling will indicate this.

My (lord) at (His) right hand doth smite
He executeth judgment o~ kings. Ho doth
nations.
He doth smite chiefs (going over) a wido
on the way he, mal<eth it, therefore he is

in the day of!!!.! anger
fill the valleys with
land, (an inheritance)
exalted.68

Yahweh doth shatter in the day of his wrath, kings doth he judge;
With corpses he filleth the valleys, maketh red the hills;
He watereth the brooks with their blood; Therefore he llfteth
up thy head.69
Darum erhebt er sein Haupt:
der Herr ihm zur Rechten:
Er zerschmottert am Tage seines Zornes,
Koenige straft er:
Mit Leichen erfuellt or die Taeler,
er roetet die Gipfelr
Der Bach trinkt vom Fett;
alles Tiefland macht er trunken: 70
Der Herr 1st ueber deiner Rechten:
Er zerschmettert Koenige.
Am Tage seines Zorns haelt or Gerlcht.
Mit Leichen fuellt er die Taeler;
Zerschmettert Haeupter
Auf weitem Gefild.
Vom Bach am Wege trinkt eri
darum erhebt er das Haupt. 11

68Briggs, XVI, 11, 373 and 381.
subject throughout.

Briggs r.egards the king as the

69oostorley, II, 462. Oesterley's assumption ls that Yahweh ls
the subject and that the poet ls here ·portraylng the Day of the Lord.
70Gunkel, "Psalmen," p. 481.
7lI<raus, "Psalmen," XV, il, 752-753.
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My Lord (Messiah), because of ( Z~ ) Thy (Yahweh) right hand,
Shall smite down kings in the day of his wrath;
He shall judge over the nations,
Full of majesty,
Head over a vast land;
Of the streams of Thy glory shall he drink,
Therefore shall ·he lift up his head.72
The Non-critical Methods
The non-critical exegetes engage in little textual criticism of
Psalm 110.

Plumer simply calls attention to tho difficulties in verses

3 and 6, offers some of the various emendations, but then insists that the
Hebrew text must remain unaltered.7 3

Leupold74 briefly discusses the

question of "holy array" or "holy mountains" in vorse 3 and suggests that

I TT
Ill D could
'7' : •

be the result of dittography.

These are his only com-

ments on the text, and his conclusion is that the Massoretic text should
stand unemended.

Barnes75 mentions the renderings of the Versions for

verse 3 but proposes no changes in the Hebrew text.
on verse 3:

Alexander comments

"Every member of this obscure verse has been a subject of

dispute and of conflicting explanations. 076

However, he suggests no

emendations either for this verse or for any other in the psalm.

Delitzsch

refers to the ancient translations of verse 3 -but decides in each case
for the Massoretic text.77

72Kissane, ·II, 190.
73p1umer, pp. 974-975.
74Leupold, p. 778.
75aarnes, III, 138-139.
76Joseph A. Alexander, .Ih!, Psalms (New Yorka Charles Scribner, 1863),
P• 458.
770e11tzsch, XI, ill, 191.
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The one exception to be found among traditionalist commentators
ls Hengstenberg.

He devotes twelve pages in his commentary to the

textual problems of Psalm 110,78 although in most cases he adopts none
of the variants or emendations discussed.

One gains the impression,

however, that he ls at least more aware of the textual difficulties
present ln this psalm than are other non-critical scholars.
The Question of Contribution
The ·use of textual criticism ls, of course, not limited to the
historical critical method.
technique.

Non-critical interpreters also employ the

However, as has just been demonstrated, in the case of

Psalms 2 and 110, non-critical exegetes generally make few alterations
in the Massoretic text, while critical scholars suggest frequent and
often substantive emendations.

This methodological difference, however,

is not appreciably significant for one's understanding of the theological
content of the two psalms.

As will be seen in the remainder of this

study the historical critic's application of tex~ual criticism to Psalms 2
and 110 does not influence his interpretation of the two poems as words
rich and relevant with comfort and admonition for the ancient Israelites
and their immediate needs.

Nor does the lack of substantative textual

alterations on the part of non-critical scholars in any way affect their
understanding ot the two psalms as predictions of the person, life, and
work of Jesus the Messiah.

Textual criticism does not contribute directly

toward one's understanding of theological message because that is not
the function of the technique.

The purpose of textual criticism is the

78nengstenberg, IV, 246-258.
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establishment of the most probable original text.

To be sure, textual

alterations can indirectly change tho meaning and ultimately the theology
of a given passage.

If, for example, one adopts the critical rendering

of Ps. 110:2, the divinity of the Israelite.king ls most clearly lmplled.
As ln Ps. 45:7 he would be addressed as

.

7J~ r1·~s\~.
~~

Again, lf some of

the alterations proposed for Ps. 110:3 are adopted, the entire meaning of
the verse ls changed.

The klng, and not his people, ls being described,

and the reference ls not to the willingness of the king's subjects to
place themselves in his service, but rather to his supernatural and hea•
venly birth.79

In both Ps. 110:3 and Ps. 2:7 the emphasis would then be

on the divine nature of the Israelite klng.
From these examples lt ls evident how textual alterations can produce
a change in the meaning and theological content.

But such a change ls not

a part of the purpose of textual criticism, which has, strictly speaking,
only one task, the determination of the original text.

If hlstorlcal

criticism is to make a contribution toward the understanding of the theo•
logical message of Psalms 2 and 110, such a contribution must come about
through the application of other phases of the method which must now coma
under consideration.

79see the critical exegesis on Ps. 11013, ~ . PP• 207-210.

CHAPTER III
THE SETTING, DATE, AND AUTHORSHIP OF PSALMS 2 AND 110
Historical criticism is much concerned about establihsing the proper
life or cult setting for Psalms 2 and 110, while the non-critical scholars
consulted generally do not give detailed treatment to this subject.l

How

does this methodological difference affect one's understanding of the
theological content of the two poems?
Following a listing of the presuppositions and operational procedures
that govern the methods under study, examples will be given of critical
and non-critical views on setting, date, and authorship.

The chapter will

conclude with a discussion ln which the attempt is made to determine the
significance of establishing the Old Testam~nt setting of Psalms 2 and 110
for a proper understanding of their theological message.
Presuppositions and Procedures
The Historical Critical Method
The pertinent presuppositions which govern the historical critic's
investigation of the Psalter might be stated as follows:

(1) The Old

Testament Psalms must be analyzed and interpreted like any other ancient
Near Eastern literature.

That ls to say, the Psalms were not written in

an historical vacuum, but are rather documents of a particular historical

lThis ls not to say that non-critical scholars are not concerned with
historical background. It ls just that in their treatment of Psalms 2 and
110 they do not, for the most part, deal with this subject. Yet, see
.!!l!!:!., pp. 54-55.
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period with a meaning and message conditioned by the time in which they
were written and the culture from which they issued.

(2) An historical

setting is to be sought for the Psalms, and that setting ls to be found
in the Israelite cult.

It should be pointed out that this presupposition.

is not arbitrary and subjective but is based on indications within the
Psalter itself.

Sigmund Mowinckel. for example• claims that the very

title of the book, Tehil llm, should be translated "cul tic songs of ·
praise." 2 Many of the technical terms appearing in the psalm headings
apparently refer to 11 turgi cal practices and the frequent allusions to
music and musical instruments within the poems themselves suggest a cultic
usage.

Rabbinic tradition, moreover, testifies to the close connection

of the Psalter with the temple cult.3

It is the contention of Mowinckel.

that most of the Biblical psalms were not only used in the Israelite cult
but were also composed expressly for it.4
From presuppositions we now turn to operational procedures.

Working

on the assumption that the Psalms have cultic connections, the historical
critic then proceeds to determine what the particular cult setting for

-'

the psalm under investigation might be.

the method is thoroughly induc-

tive, and the sources he consults as the basis for his conclusions are
the testimony of the Scriptures themselves (What does the Psalter, the

2sigmund Mowinckel, !h! Psalms !.!l Israel's Worship, translated by
n. R. Ap-Thomas (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1962), I, 2.
3Ib1d., with references cited in note 4. For a rather complete
listing of the evidence adduced for tho cultic connections of most psalms
seo Mowinckel, .!lli•, pp. 1-15; ~lso Artur Weiser, "the Psalms," .I!l!lli
Testament Library, edited by G. E. Wright, John Bright, and others, trans•
lated by Herbert Hartwell (London& SCM Press, 1962), PP• 23-35.
"Mowinckel, I, 1-1s.

..
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rest of tho Old Testament, tell us concerning the possible use of this
particular psalm?

Is there anything within the psalm itself to suggest

to what Israelite festival it may have been attached?), and extra-Biblical
material (Do wo find in the Psalms hints of Hebrew cultic celebrations
that appear very much to resemble the worship festivals of Israel's pagan
neighbors, and if so, is it possible that the psalms which contain such
hints might have been used in some kind of Israelite adaptation of the
pagan rite?

Or, as we soe in the extra-Biblical literature royal psalms

similar to Psalms 2 and 110 and discover that these pagan poems were recited at the enthronement of the king, is it possible that the accession
to the throne of an Israelite monarch was also the occasion for both the
composition and use of Psalms 2 and 110?).
The presuppositions and procedures which control the critical investigation of setting in the entire Psalter are quite apparent in the four
basic views concerning the setting for Psalms 2 and 110.

Keith Cr.im and

H.J. Kraus conclude that the two poems were used in connection with a
celebration which they call the Royal Zion Festival. 5
procedures which led to this conclusion are as follows&

The operational
6

(1) Evidence is

brought from both the historical books (l Kings 1&32-48; 2 Kings ll;
l Kings 8; l Kings 12&32-33; 2 Kings 23&1•3) and from the Psalter
(Psalms 132; 89; 78:65-72; 2; 72) which suggests that there was some kind
of annual festival in Israel which celebrated the king, his person, tasks,

5see ~ , pp. 44-46.
6see Keith Crim,~ Roy.i!!, Psalms (Richmond& John Knox Press, 1962),
pp. 40-51, and Hans Joachim Kraus,£!.! Koenigsherrschaft Gottes .!m ~
Testament (Tucbingeni J. c. B. Mohr, 1951), pp. 30-40 and 50-90; also
Kraus, Worship !!l Isrncl, translated by Geoffrey Buswell (Richmonda John
Knox fress, 1966), PP• 183-188•

•
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and achievements; (2) The Biblical evidence cited indicates that the
double theme of this festival was the divine election of the Davidlc
dynasty and God's choice of Jerusalem as the dWelling place of the Ark
and of His own presence; (3) Since this double theme, together with
terminology which ls suggestive of the festival, occurs in many of the
Royal Psalms, including Psalms 2 and 110,7 men like Kraus a~d Crim conclude that these psalms may have been recited in connection with this
annual royal celebration.

Concerning this conclusion Crim writes:

From the nature of the historical evidence we have just discussed,
it is clear that there can never be absolute certainty about this
festival. The best that can be hoped for is to show that there is
a high degree of probability in its favor and that it faithfully
interprets the biblical data. The evidence from the Psalms is
subject to the same qualifications.a
Thus, it is on the basis of a careful analysis of the Biblical data that
both Kraus and Crim reach their conclusion concerning the setting for
Psalms 2 and 110.

In addition, Kraus makes ·use of tradition criticism9

in arriving at the view that 2 Samuel 6 and 7, which are the source of
the double theme of the Royal Zion Festival and of the ideology of most
of the Royal Psalms, were originally separate literary complexes but
.

' were early combined for cultic usage.lo
According to Aage Bentzen and A. R. Johnson, Psalms 2 and 110 were
used in an annually celebrated Hebrew New Year Festival, which was

· 7ps. 2: 6-7, and Ps. 110: 1-2.
Scrim, p. 46.
9This phase of the historical critical method will receive considera•
ti'on in Chapter V.
1n..
.
-lU'aus, Worship, P• 184.

..
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allegedly patterned after a similar observance in Babylonia.11

The

method underlying this conclusion is a comparative study of religions
which, according to the Scandanavlan scholars, reveals striking slmllarlties in New Year cultic rites between ancient Israel and Babylonia.

Some

of the more famous scholars who pioneered in the development of this
theory were Paul Volz, Sigmund Mowinckel, ands. R. Hooke. 12

The basic

conviction that governs the method used by these scholars ls that oven
as the New Year Festival was the center of religious and cultic life in
ancient Babylon, so a similar rite was obser ved in Israel at the turn of
the year. 13 Moreover, it ls Hooke's view that
there ls one cultic-mythical scheme which covers the whole of the
ancient East and that all the cults ln their variety of individual
structure can be reduced to this common determining pattern. The
aim ls to identify from the abundance of cultlc phenomena a basic
phenomenon which determines all the rites, and so an attempt is
made to show that in the varied cultic. ceremonies there is an
annually recurring rencn1al of the whole of life, and that a New
Year festival, determinative for human life, was thought to effect
a change of fortune through the cultic-mythical medium of dying
and rising gods. The whole of worship, both in its underlying
motives and its forms of expression, ls traced back to this uni•
versal renewal of life which ls concentrated in the New Year
celebration• • • • 14

-

In brief, Bentzen•s view on the setting of Psalms 2 and 110 results

'

from the following methodological procedure.

He begins with an investi•

gation of the Blplical material that might cast light on the question and
not with an analysis of the Babylonian literature. 15

llsee

Next, he applies

.!El£!:!, PP• 47-49.

12Thelr views are summarized by I<raus, Worship, pp. 7•10 and lS-16.
~

13 Ibid.

14s. R. Hooke, as quoted by I<raus, Worship, p. 15.
lSAage Bentzen, King !!lS! Messiah (Londona Lutterworth Press, l9SS),

PP• 12 and 90, note 1•
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form criticism, governed by a myth-ritual analysis, to the psalm under
consideration in order to gain through the application of this technique
as much information as possible concerning the setting.16
Form criticism ls based on the insight
that in each separate literary type, so long as it maintains its
own character, certain contents are firmly tied to certain forms
of expression, and that these characteristic connections were not
subsequently and arbitrarily imposed upon the materials by the
authors, but that they essentially belonged together right from
the early pre-literary days of popular oral development and tradition, because they corresponded to the particular, regularly recurring events and needs of life from which each of the various categories ernerged.17
In other words, from an analysis of the literary form of the passage, one can
reach tentative conclusions concerning the particular event or need of life
to which the form was attached.

Finally, Bentzen conducts a comparative

analysis of the material, attempting to find in the Biblical psalm words
and ideas that can be paralleled in ancient _Near Eastern literature known
to have been used in connection with certain cultic rites.

When he finds

extra-Biblical poems which in both style and form resemble the Old Testament
psalm, he surmises that the Israelite poem ls of the same kind and might
perhaps have been used in connection with similar cultic celebrations in
Israel.
H.J. Kraus sounds a necessary note of caution with regard to the
cultic-mythlcal scheme of the Uppsala school.

He remarks:

It is an important peculiarity of the study of Old Testament worship
in Scandinavian and Anglo-Saxon countries that it shows this tendency
to lose sight of the distinctions in worship at different times and
places behind a unifying and all-embracing phenomenology. An

l6Ibid., pp. 21-22.
l7Albrecht Alt, as ~uoted by Kraus, Worship, P• 10.
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ideological principle ls maintained, which displaces the methods
of the history of religion, historical criticism and form criticism,
and even the recent archoological discoveries supply further material for those who seek to trace one underlying pattern.18
And again:
Nore serious, however, is the fact that the texts of the Old
Testament are no longer examined for what they are and in their
historical context. Instead, the contents of the Old Testament
are illuminated by reference to the cultic institutions of Israel's
neighbors and in the light of general cult4myth theories. Studies
which deal with the Biblical texts are almost ignored, and the
stream of theories and hypothesis passes them by. All the more
noteworthy, therefore, ls the objective and detailed· account which
R. de Vaux gives of the cultic institutions of the Old Testament
in his book Les Institutions de l' Anclen Testament II (1960)
(E.T. Ancie;;-Israel: ~ Life ind Institutions, 1961), in which
he seeks to follow through tho maze of hypotheses the path that
ls indicated by the Old Testament sources.19
Artur Weiser places Psalms 2 and 110 in the setting of what he calls
the Covenant Festival of Yahweh.20
in the following passages:
10:3,7,8,11,24,25.

He finds evidence for such a festival

Ex. 3:12; 4:23; 5:1-3; 7:16; 8:27-28; 9:1,13;

Beginning with the assumption that the Old Testament

psalms are dependent as far as their fixed form ls concerned on the types
of ancient oriental court poetry, Weiser considers it necessary to refer
to these extra-Biblical poems as a kind of background which enables the

..

'

interpreter to understand the true nature of Israel's own traditions and
to perceive the extent to which these non-Biblical poems have shaped the
character of the Psalter with regard to both form and content.21
the first procedure followed in Weiser•s analysis of the Psalms ls

18Kraus, WorshlJ?, P• 16.

'

l9Ibld., PP• 18-19.
.

20see .!.nll!,, PP• 49-50.
2 1welser, p. 23•

...

Thus
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form-critical.

However, this approach, according to Weiser, has limited

use for the simple reason that, as .Judges 5 illustrates, there was a
mixture of different typos already in the earliest poetry of Israel,22
Since form criticism has its limitations, Weiser goes beyond thls
principle to what he calls a "study .2,! ,!h! history ,2! ,!h! traditions~

,2! ,!h! cultus.n23

He writes:

it proves necessary to bear constantly in mind, in addition to the
history of the forms of the psalms, the history of the traditions
manifested in them, and also the history of the Old Testament
cultus as the sphere of life in which these traditions were preserved as a living force.24
This tradition-critical study of the Psalter, in the view of Weiser, leads
us back to the cultus as the
common original foundation of the tradition and as the fertile soil
out of which the parallel traditions of the different types of literature (historical, narrative, prophetic, poetry) have grown.25
The third step in Weiser's methodology is the examination of the
Psalms themselves in an effort to discover cultic words and ideas which
he sees as being traceable to tho Covenant Festiva1.26

Such things as the

traditional obligation to celebrate .the feast of Yahweh (Ps. 8113-5), the

.... various allusions to the theophany (Pss. 1817-15; 50:2-4; 6811-3; 77&16-18;
9713-5), formulae which speak of the "face of Yahweh" (Ps. 9512), the proclamation of the name of God (Pss. 29; 82; 8916-8; l03t20), allusions to the
manifestation of the nature of Yahweh in the form of the representation of

2212.!..5!.
2312.!..5!.

"

24 Ibid., P• 24.

-

25Ibid., PP• 25-26.
26Ibid., PP• 35-52.
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His saving deeds (Heilsgeschichte) presented in cultic drama (Pss. 66&5•7;
81:6-8; 89:5-7; 107&33-35), the association of the revelation of Yahweh's
nature with the revelation of His will (Pss. 50:7 and 81:9-10), the idea
of divine judgment (Pss. 9:16-17; 11:4-6; 68:1-3; 94:1•3; 9517-9; 96&13),
all show, according to Weiser, cultic connections, and the festival to
which these passages point is the Covenant Festival.
As far as the Royal Psalms are concerned, including Psalms 2 and 110,
Weiser discerns in them
the enlargement of the ancient tradition of the Heilsgeschichte
which took place in the time of the kings; this as a result of
David's policy in cultic matters, led to the incorporation of the
traditions of the election of David and his dynasty and of the
selection of the Temple on Mount Zion as God's dwelling-place
within the framework of the cult of the feast which was celebrated
there; it also led to 'the extension of the idea of salvation to
the "grace of kingship" ("the mercies of David" in Ps. 8911,49)
within the same framework.27
Thus, for Weiser, the .Royal Psalms are a part of the Heilsgeschichte tradition of the Royal Zion Festival.
Although Weiser acknowledges that the Royal Psalms borrowed certain
ideas from the ancient oriental court style (the king's divine sonship,
,.

. his royal

priesthood, the election of David and his dynasty, the "grace

of kingship" and the king's dominion over the nations, intercessions for
the king), he is quick to point out some fundamental differences.

\

Though the king [of Israel] is God's viceregent on earth, he is
shown in these psalms [the Royal Psalms] to be pledged to constant
obedience to the order of the Covenant of Yahweh and to having to
give account of himself in that respect to God (Pss. 18.~0ff.;
72.2; 101; 89.30ff.; 45.7--even though this last is a festival song
of a more profane nature, composed for the occasion of the king's
marriage1). This fact, in. keoping with the differentiation betwoon
God and man peculiar to the Old Testament as a whole, throws into
bold relief the fundamental difference between the Royal Psalms of

2712!.s!· , p. 4 5 •
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tho Old Tostament and the position held by the king in tho royal
ritual of the Near East. In this latter the god-king vicariously
suffers and "typifies" in a sacral act the cultlc myth of the dying
and rising god. The Israelite king, on the other hand, remains
even in his sacral capacity a member of the conununity which he
represents and personifios before Yahweh ln the cult.28
The introduction of this quotation indicates why Weiser rejects the
Uppsala view of the setting for Psalms 2 and 110.
In summary, it ls clear that Weiser's method involves three procedures&

form criticism, a study of the history of theological traditions

and the history of the cult (tradition· criticism plays a role here), and
an analysis of certain cultlcally orientated words and ideas in the Psalter
itself which, in his judgment, point back to a ~ . ! ! ! ~ in the Covenant Festiva1.29

He also makes use of the comparative method when he

says that the Biblical psalms, while borrowing ideas from the Canaanite
agricultural festivals, are remarkably free from the Canaanite emphasis
on cultlc sacrifice.

The Old Testament Psalms are rather linked to the

Pentateuchal Heilsgeschlchte tradition suggesting a Covenant Festival
setting.JO
Gunkel, Oesterley, Dahood, and Briggs take the position that Psalms 2
' '

and 110 were recited periodically at the accession to the throne of
· Israelite klngs.31

The method by which these men reach this conclusion

ls form criticism, together with a comparative analysis of similar ancient

28Ibid., p. 63.
29~., pp. 51 and 89.

,.

30Ibld., p. 27.
llsee

.!!!t!:!,

PP• 50-51.
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Near Eastern Royal Psalms.

Since the Biblical material contains words and

ideas that are identical with the vocabulary and concepts that are found
in non-Israelite Royal Psalms, and since it ls known that these extraBiblical poems wore used in connection wlth the coronation rites of pagan
kings, and since form criticism demonstrates that certain events are tied
with certain literary forms of expression, the critical conclusion ls that
the Biblical Royal Psalms had their
ritual.

~.!.m ~ ln the Hebrew coronation

As Kraus puts lt:

Form criticism seeks, therefore, first of all to recognize and lay
bare the so-called "types" on the basis of certain characteristic
formal features. These "types" have grown out of "regularly recurring events and needs of life," and have a concrete "setting in
life" wl th which they are connected by their particular and specific
content. This gives rise to a new method in the study of worship.
It now becomes possible, with the help of form analysis and defini•
tion of lyrical and epic texts to find out the ''regularly recurring
event'' of a cultlc festival or at least of a cultlc act. Form
criticism therefore takes its place as a further method of scientific elucidation of the cultic life ln Old Testament times alongside the attempt to interpret and explain from the historical and
critical point of view the information contained ln the Old Testa•
ment in the form of cultic calendars and regulations (Wellhausen),
and the attempt to clarify and understand the worship of Israel
with the help of ancient Eastern documents (Volz; Mowinckel; the
study of "Semltlc rellg~on").32
The Non-critical Methods
There is very little that can be said concerning the presuppositions
and operational procedures of the non-critical scholars since these exegetes generally do not treat the subject of the setting of Psalms 2 and
110.33

However, from the data gathered, the following emerges1

32Kraus, Worship, pp. 10-11.
given conslderatlon ln Chapter IV.

llsee .!!lt!:!,, pp. 53-54.

(1) In

This subject of form crlticlsm will be
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the non-critical view Psalms 2 and 110 are basically predictions of a distant ~1essiah and His age, rather than poems with a meaning and message conditioned by the time in which th~y were written and the culture from which
they issued.

This conclusion ls substantiated by the non-critical exegesis

of both psalms.34

(2) Since the traditionalist scholars treat Psalms 2

and 110 Christologically, they do not deem it essential for a proper in•
terpretation of the two psalms to investigate their life or cult setting.
This deduction ls drawn from the almost total lack of attention among noncritical exegetes to the subject of setting and its significance for interpretation.

(3) In the traditionalist view the New Testament usage or

application of certain verses from Psalms 2 and 110 becomes the interpretation of these psalms.

The question is not raised by non-critical exegetes:

Is it possible that Psalms 2 and 110 could have contained a theological
message for the ancient Israelites beyond the Christologlcal application
given these psalms by the New Testament?

Does the New Testament usage of

various passages from these psal~s exhaust their Old Test~ent significance
and meaning?
Having analyzed the presuppositions and procedures of the different
methods, we turn now to the results of those methods with regard to the
setting, date, and authorship of Psalms 2 and 110.

............

34see infra, Chapter VII, passim •

\

.
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The Proposed Settings for Psalms 2 and 110
The Historical Critical Method
Psalm 2
The Royal Zion Festival
As was indicated previously35 Keith Crim36 and H.J. Kraus37 are of
the opinion that Psalm 2 was recited in connection with the Royal Zion
Festival.

Crim reconstructs the proposed celebration as follows&

The roads leading to Jerusalem have been crowded with pilgrims going
up to the great fall festival. Excitement ls in the air and a sense
of awe as the hour for the re.enactment of David's procession
(II Sam. 6) draws near. The sacred Ark is ln its place outside the
city walls, and the king with a group of priests and royal companions
go about searching until suddenly they find lt. A shout goes up!
"We heard of it in Ephratha, we found it in the fields of Yaar!" In
response to the call to go up, a procession forms and the priests
solemnly call on Yahweh to be present and to accompany the Ark as it
goes up into the city. The king leads the procession, dancing and
singing, and slowly they all wind their way amid joyful shouts
through the gate and to the court of the Temple. There the two
great passages, 2 Samuel 6 and 7, are read to the people, and in
prayer God is called upon to fulfill what he promised to David and
to Jerusalem, the city of Davld.38
According to Crim, The Royal Zion Festival emphasized two great themes&
the divine choice of Jerusalem as the site for the Ark, and Yahweh's selection of the Oavldlc dynasty.39

35see supra, pp. 34-35.
36crlm, p. 62.
37Hans Joachim Kraus, "Psalmen," Blbllscher Kommentar Altes Testament,
edited by Martin Noth (Neukirchen Kreis Moers, Neuklrchener Verlag der
Buchhandlung des Erzlehungsvereins, 1960), XV, 1, 13-14.
38crim, PP• 50-51.
391 bl d. , P• 46.
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It is especially in Psalm 132 that Crim and Kraus find evidence for
a Royal Zion Festivai. 4 0 First of all, this hymn contains the two themes
of the proposed festival, God's promise to David of an eternal dynasty
and the selection of Jerusalem as the royal city.

Secondly, there are in

the psalm several hints of dramatization (vss. 6-7) and the petition to
Yahweh to join in the festivities (vs. 8).

Finally, the reference to the

contemporary Davidic king in verse 10 implies perhaps that the psalm might
have been used repeatedly in some kind of annual festivai.41

On the other

hand, Crim is ready to admit that Psalm 132 offers no hint as to how the
celebration took place, nor does it demand elaborate dramatization, nor
does it indicate that tho festival was held yearly.42
Kraus• position is similar to· that of Crim.43

It is reasonable to

assume, he says, that there was a cultic repetition of 2 Samuel 6, as
l Kings 8 and Psalm 132 suggest.

These passages seem to indicate that

the ascent of the Ark to Mt. Zion was an act of worship of fundamental
importance.

The festival dealt with both the election of Jerusalem as

God's residence and the choice of David.

·~

From the literary standpoint,

2 Samuel 6 and 7 were originally two separate complexes.

But in the cultic

•,

drama these two traditions were combined.44
and David.

Yahweh had chosen both Zion

Psalm 132 provides the decisive evidence for the existence of

40crim, pp.· 46-50; Kraus, Koeni5sherrschaft, PP• J0-40 and 50-90; Kraus,
Worship, pp. 183-188.
4lsee Crim, p. 46.
42Ibld.

Crim's summary of Psalm 132 is found

43Kraus, Worship,
44Ibld., P• 184.

pp. 183-188

.!.2!.!l•, PP• 46-50.
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a Royal Zion Festival in Israel which actualized in worship the two tra•
ditions of 2 Samuel 6 and 7.45

The two focal points of the psalm are God's

covenant with David and the election of Zion.

The course of the cultic

drama as it ls outlined in Psalm 132 shows the main stages ln the original
event (2 Sam. 6-7):

David's desire to build the temple (vss. 3-5), the

discovery of the lost Ark at Kiriath-Jearim (vs. 6), the cultlc ascent to
the sanctuary (vss. 7-8), Yahweh's covenant with David (vss. 11-12), the
proclamcltion of the election of Zion (vss. 13-14), and finally the blessing
of the sanctuary and its king (vss. 15-17).

Kraus quotes Gunkel in support

of his theoryz
H. Gunkel pointed out that ''We can deduce from Ps. cxxxil a festival
that was dedicated to the remembrance of the founding of the royal
dynasty and its sanctuary. 1146
When and how did the cultic repetition of the original events take
place?

Kraus says that 1 Kings 8 helps to answer this question.

From

this passage we learn that the Ark was brought up to the holy mountain in
the seventh month, that ls, Etanim.

It can be assumed from this that the

Royal Zion Festival was celebrated ln Jerusalem on the first day of the
'

·,

Feast of the Tabernacles.

At the beginning of this feast the Ark was

brought into the sanctuary accompanied by a crowd of pilgrims and led by
the king, who, as David did before him, sat in front of the Ark.

the

priests had charge of the procession and they also accompanied the Ark
(Ps. 132:9).

Nathan's message, no doubt, was read in the periodic exhor-

tations of the cult prophets.47

;
45compare Ps. 78:68-70 where both of these elective acts are set
side by side.
4 6Hermann Gunkel, as quoted by Kraus, Worship, P• 185.
471.!?!.s!•, p. 186.

Yet see tho article by .J. R. Porter, "The
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The Hebrew New Year Festival
Aage Bentzen, representing the myth-ritual school of the Scandanavians, regards Psalm 2 as having been spoken in the New Year Festival
ritual before the reenactment of the mythical battle between Yahweh and
the forces of chaos.48

He writes:

In this connect1on, the figure of the divine or sacral king has
attracted special interest. Swedish scholars, as earlier the Danish
Johs. Pedersen, have emphatically stressed the position of the king
in the cult as the viceregent of the god, as "son of· the god", who
fights the god's fight in the ritual drama of the creation festival.
Like Ba'al, he suffers death and is raised from the underworld, and
so secures salvation for the people he embodies. In Canaan, the
Death and Resurrection of the god are integral elements of the cultic
drama. Those ideas were accepted by Israel only in a severely modified form. The "dying god", as Johs. Pedersen, Hvidberg and Engnell
unanimously assert, was incompatible with Israel's idea of God.
Yahweh was eminently the "Living God", the God of Life, the God
"who does not die", as the original text of Habakkuk 1:12 runs
according to rabbinical tradition. But this conviction did not
prevent certain features from the ritual combat between God and
the powers of Chaos, as we see it in poetical allusions in Job, the
Prophets, above all in Deutero-Isaiah, from entering the world of
Israelite thought.
Features from these mythical complexes are present in great numbers
in the Psalms, especially in those we call the "Royal Psalms". These
"Royal Psalms" are now generally treated, not as poll tlcal and historical documents, but as cultic ritual poems. Even when elements
from the mythical combat are found in poems which are perhaps better
understood politically and historically, they are, nevertheless, to
be recognized as survivals from the earlier "pattern". Political
enemies and the military defeats of the king are described and

Interpretation of 2 Samuel VI and Psalm CXXXII," Journal gt Theological
Studies, 5 (Oct.· 1954), 161-173. Porter takes issue with Kraus for so
completely divorcing the celebration of Yahweh's enthronement from that
of the Israelite king in the Royal Zion Festival. According to Porter,
the exaltation of the Ark (which was virtually identified with Yahweh
Himself) was also an exaltation of Yahweh, and therefore the Royal Zion
Festival also celebrated the enthronement of Yahweh as well as that of
the reigning king. See especially p. 162 of Porter's article.
48Bentzen, King .!ru!Messiah, pp. 16-20 and 24.
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painted in colours taken from the divine ritual of combat. the
political enemies are identified with the powers of Chaos; the
powers of Chaos are actualized in political enemles.49
Against this background, Bentzen regards Psalm 2 as a description
of the cultic situation in which the king challenges God's enemies, the
Chaos and its demonic powers, and gives his last warning before starting
to fight them. 50

This ritual combat, according to Bentzen, was at the

center of his proposed cultic drama which involved the following elements&
the victory of God and His Anointed over their antagonists, who attempt
to prevent the good work of Creation; the preparations for battle; the
battle itself; and combined with the battle the suffering of the king and
the god under the heavy attacks of the enemies (which in the non-Israelite
rites culminates in the death of the god); his salvation and return from
the underworld; his final seizing of power and his enthronement in the
newly-built temple.51

Psalm 2, according to Bentzen, is to be placed in

this cultic drama before the actual combat· itself.
The Psalm says that God ls certain that the victory will be His and
that of His Anointed, even before the fight has begun against the
conspiracy of the enemies. The poem concludes with a threatening
warning to them to change their minds. The oracle is, as was said
above, God'~ ultimatum to them. before the beginning of the combat.52
' '

Even as Crim and l<raus find in Psalm 132 evidence for the reconstruction of their proposed Royal Zion Festival, so Bentzen uses the same psalm

49Ibid., PP• 13-14.
50Ibid., P• 16.
51 Ibid. , P• 24.
52Ibld. Mowinckel regard~ this view as too much of a concession to
the exponents of a common oriental god-king ideology in Israel. He sees
the background of Psalm 2 as a change of kingship when vassals prepare
insurrection. The process, he contends, was repeated at the death of
nearly every Asayrian king (Mowinckel, I, 75).

I
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to bolster his theory of a myth-ritual drama.

Psalm 132, according to

him, belongs to a ritual related to the "historified myth" of 2 Samuel
4-6.

Yahweh returns from the "hell" of Phllistia where He has defeated

Dagon.

In the last phase of this fight David has come to the aid of

Yahweh and has brought Him, that is the Ark, into His sanctuary-home.
David here plays the role of the forerunner preparing Yahweh's way, even
as the Messiah does in Mal. 311-3.53
The Covenant Festival of Yahweh
Artur Weiser associates most of the Psalter, including all of the
Royal Psalms, with what he calls the Covenant Festival of Yahweh, an observance which he claims was celebrated annually by the Hebrews, 54 although
he grants that Psalm 2 was probably originally composed for the occasion
of the enthronement of a Judean king •.55

According to 'Weiser, the Covenant

Festival celebrated via cultic drama God's great redemptive acts of the
past and the nation's loving response to those salvation deeds by way of
a faithful adherence to the Sinai covenant.56
History and Law as the two foundation-pillars of the self-revelation
of Yahweh determined the nature of the cult of the Covenant Festival
just as it did that of the tradition of the Hexateuch, for which that
cult provided the setting in which it developed.57

.. '

As to the structure of the festival Weiser commentsa

53Ibid., p. 32. Seo also Aage Bentzen•s "Cultic Use of the Story of
the Ark~Samuel," Journal .2t_ Biblical Literature, 67 (1948), 37.53.
54weiser, pp. 35 and 45.
\

55.!..2,u!., p. 109•

. 56Ibid., PP• 28•32.
5 7.!..2,u!., P• 32.
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No proper ritual of the Covenant Festival of Yahweh has been handed
down to us from Old Testament times • • • • This can probably be
explained by the fact that the ritual of the Covenant Festival was
passed on by the priests by means of oral tradition, as is still
evident from the history of the origin of the Targum. The descrip•
tion of the liturgy used by the sect of Qumran at the annual celebration of the feast of the renewal of the Covenant, however, enables
us to draw from it valuable conclusions as to the existence of cor•
responding elements in the Old Testament tradition (e.g. Pss. 78;
105; 106; Deut. 32; Ezra 9:6ff.; Neh. 9:6ff.). In the Psalter, too,
are to be found individual parts .2!.Sh.2. cultic liturgy in considerable
numbers, as well as numerous allusions to cultic procedure. It is
true that they do not enable us to reconstruct the order of the feast
in all its details, but they nevertheless throw into bold relief the
essential fundamental elements of the cultic tradition, which our
foregoing investigation has shown to belong as constituent parts to
tho Israelite Covenant Festival (History-Law polarity). Hence the
cult of this festival must be assumed to be the Sitz im Leben for
~v;;'t majority of ~he individual psalms and t ~ typ;;:-slf
The Coronation of an Israelite King
A number of critical scholars maintain that Psalm 2 might have been
used at the coronation ceremony of an unide~tiflable Israelite king.
among others, suggests this posslbillty.59
by the followinga

..

'

He ls supported in this view

Hermann Gunke1,60 Mitchell Dahood,61

and Charles Briggs.63

Crim,

w. o.

E. Oesterley,62

Since Psalm 2 contains ideas and phrases found in

--------58ll!.!:!•, P• 35.
59crim, p. 62.
60Hermann Gunkel, "Die Psalmen," Goettinger Handkommentar ,!!:!!!! Al ten
Testament, edited by W. Nowack (Goettingena Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1926),
II Abteilung, 2; Band, p. 5.
61Mi tchell Dahood, "Psalms I," Ill! Anchor .!!!J?!.!, edl ted by W. F.
Albright and David Noel Freedman (Garden City, New Yorkl Doubleday and
Company, 1966), XVI, 7.
62William o. E. Oesterley, The Psalms (London& Society for Promoting
Christian Knowledge, 1939), I, 1i2='12J.
63charles

A.

Briggs, "A Critical and Exegetical COD1Dentary on the
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extra-Biblical Royal Psalms, and since it is known that these pagan poems
were recited at the coronation of kings, some critics conclude that Psalm 2
also was used at the accession to the throne of an Israelite monarch.64
Psalm 110
Historical criticism treats Psalm 110 in much the same way it does
Psalm 2.

Weiser proposes that the occasion might have been the Israelite

king's enthronement,65 while Kraus suggests that the background might have
been some kind of celebration such as the Royal Zion Festiva1.66. A. R.
Johnson67 and Aage Bentzen68 both take the position that Psalm 110 was
used in connection with the Israelite New Year Festival.

Johnson's view

ls that the psalm formed a part of the final stage of the cultlc drama in
which the stress was upon the supremacy of the Davidic king over all earthly
monarchs since he was the adopted son of Yahweh.69

Bentzen, on the other

hand, regards the psalm as having been spoken before the reenactment of
the mythical battle.70

Book of Psalms," The International Critical Commentary, edited by Charles
' ' A. Driggs, Samue1-ir.- Driver, and Alfred Plummer (New York: Charles Scribner's
Sons, 1906), XV, i, 12.
64supra, PP• 41-42.
65weiser, p. 693.
66l<raus, "Psalmen," XV, ii, 755-7 56.
67Aubrey R. Johnson, Sacral I<ingshie J.n Ancient Israel (Cardiff&
University of Wales Press, 1955), pp. 92-93, 118-122, and 127-134.
68Bentzen, King .!!12. Messiah, PP• 22-25.
~

.

69Johnson, pp. us-122.
70Bentzen, King !!l!! Messiah, P• 25.
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H. H. Rowley proposes a rather ingenious theory on the background
of Psalm llb.71
ing of David.

According to him, the psalm was composed for tho anoint•
In verses 1-3 Zadok addresses the divine oracle to David,

sanctioning hlm as God's elected king.

In verse 4 David speaks to Zadok,

confirming him in his divinely appointed priestly office.

Rowley regards

Zadok as the Jebusite priest in Jerusalem before David's conquest of the
city.

Gen. 14:18-20 was circulated to give legitimacy to the priesthood

of Zadok, Melchizedek being a distant ancestor of Zadok. 72
After a brief discussion of the Maccabean setting for Psalm 110 proposed by some scholars Gunkel rejects this view and says that the poem was
produced for the coronation of a Judean king.73

Crim ls reluctant to sug-

gest a setting but expresses the opinion that the features of royal ideology
present in the psalm indicate a connection with the Royal Zion Festivai.74
Mowinckel places the poem within the ritual of anointing at the moment when
the king was led forth to ascend the throne.75

Buttenwieser claims that

the poet is not designating an historical klng here but ls referring to
the ''Messiah of his dreams. 1176

..

Oesterley says that the psalm belongs to

the period of the monarchy and ls addressed to a Hebrew king that cannot

71H. H. Rowley, "Melchlzedek and Zadok (Gen. 14 and Ps. 110,"
Festschrift fuer Alfred Bertholet, edited by W. Baumgartner, Otto Eisfeldt,
Karl Ellinger';""'and Leonhard Rost (Tuebingen: J.C. B. Mohr, 1950), PP• 461·
472.
72For a penetrating criticism of Rowley's view, see Crim, P• 116.
73Gunkel, "Psalmen," pp. 484-486.
74crim, p. 114.

'

75Mowlnckel, I, 63.

76Moses Buttenwieser, I!!!,Psalms (Chlcagoa University of Chicago Presa,
1938), P• 795.

S3
be ldentlfied. 77

Briggs is of the opinion that we have here the case of

a court poet who is glorifying the Davidic dynasty.78
The Non-critical Methods
For the most part, the traditionalist scholars do not take up the
subject of the life or cultic setting for either Psalm 2 or 110.
poems are regarded as predictions of Christ and His kingdom.79
ple, William

s.

Both
For exam-

Plumer calls Psalm 2 a "great and glorious prophecy re-

specting our Lord Jesus Christ. 1180 This being the case, there seems to be
no need for the non-critical scholar to determine the Old Testament setting
or usage of the two psalms.

Speaking as they do of a distant Messiah and

His age, the poems had no recurring usage for the ancient Israelites except possibly to inspire and fan the Messianic hope within their hearts.
This would appear to be the suggestion of Barnes1
The promised Messiah was the object of deepest interest to their
[the Hebrews] minds. All their hopes centered in him. To him they
looked forward as the Great Deliverer; and all their anticipations

'

77oesterley, II, 461.
'

78Briggs, XV, ii, 374-375.
79The following share this view: Martin Luther, "Selected Psalms I,"
Luther's Works, edited by Jaroslav Pelikan, translated by L. W. Spitz, Jr.
(St. Loui~ncordia Publishing House, 1955), XII, 7; E.W. Hengstenberg,
Comrnentar ueber die Psalmen (Berlin: Verlag von Ludwig Oehmigke, 1842), I,
24-25; George Stoec:°khardt, Ausgewaehlte Psalmen (St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1915), pp. 18-39; Henry Cowles, I!l! Psalms (New York:
D. Appleton and Company, 1887), p. 10; J. D. Alexander, I!l! Psalms (New
York: Charles Scribner, 1863), pp. 12-13 and 972-973; Albert Barnes,
"Psalms," Notes on the Old Testament, edited by Robert Frew (Grand Rapidsl
Baker Book°""iio'use-;--195o'):-fII, 135-136.
80willlam

s.

J. B. Lippincott

Plumer, Studies

!u !h.!!22.!s..2! Psalms

& Company, 1867), p. 37.

(Philadelphiaa

l

54
of what the people of God were to be clustered around him. He was
to be a Prince, a Conqueror, a Deliverer, a Saviour. To him the
eyes of the nation were directed; he was shadowed forth by their
pompous religious rites, and their sacred bards sang of his advent.
That wo should find an entire psalm [Psalm 2] composed with reference to him, designed to set forth his character and tho glory of
his reign, ls no more than what we should expect to find among a
people where poetry is cultivated at all, and where these high hopes
were cherished in reference to his advent.Bl
Like Psalm 2, Psalm 110, according to non-critical exegetes, ls also a
"prophetic picture of the conquering Messlah. 1182

Plumer wrltesa

This psalm [110] is in the highest sense Messianic. All the citations of it in the New Testament are more or less decisive of this
matter. Horne: "It appertalneth literally and solely to King
Messiah" • • • • None but Jesus ever had so glorious a kingdom as
that here described. Luther: "This ls a peculiar and glorious
prophecy concerning the kingdom of Christ • • • • There is not a
Psalm like it in the. whole Scripture; and it ought to be very dear
unto the church; seeing that it confirms that great article of
faith--Christ sitting at the right hand of God the Father Almighty."
Calvin: "Beyond all controversy the Psalm is a very clear prediction of the divinity, priesthood, victories, and triumph of the
Messiah. 1183
There are, however, a few exceptions to this direct prophecy approach.
John Calvin takes the stand that Psalm 2 refers first of all to David and
his age, but at the same time it is also a prediction of the future kingdom of Christ.84

Leupold expresses a similar view and says that Psalm 2

refers to an actual situation which obtained in the days of some
theocratic king of Judah • • • • Throughout the psalm this earthly

81 Barnes, I, 12.
82Alexandet, p. 456.
83Plumer, pp. 972-973. Plumer's remark that "none but Jesus ever had
so glorious a kingdom as that here described" ls typical of commentators
who lived prior to the discovery of ancient Near Eastern documents contain•
ing descriptions of pagan kings and kingdoms in terms similar to those
portraying the Israelite king in Psalms 2 and 110.
84John Calvin, Conunentary .2!lSh!. ~.!?! Psalms, translate~ by James
Anderson (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdrnans Publishing Company, 1949), I, 9.
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king would then serve as a type of Christ, not accidentally but by
virtue of divine appointment • • • • He in his own person portrays
the truth concerning the Messiah and knows that he does • • • • 85
Likewise, Franz Delltzsch suggests that the king of Psalm 2 might be a
monarch of the time who ls regarded in the light of Messianic promise.86
According to Delitzsch, the king cannot be Solomon but might be David or
Uzziah, the latter being Delitzsch's personal preference.87

As far as

Psalm 110 is concerned, only Delitzsch among the traditionalist inter•
preters consulted departs from the direct prediction-fulfillment view.
In his opinion the psalm deals mainly with Christ and His kingdom but
still has Old Testament points of contacta88

David's bringing of the Ark

to Jerusalem (2 Samuel 6), and his victories over Ammon and Edom.

These

two events, according to Delltzsch, furnish Psalm 110 with the "typical
ground-color for its prophetical contents. 1189 Although the psalm relates
to the future, it is based on contemporary events.
These references suggest that a few non-critical scholars devote at
least some attention to the Old Testament setting of Psalms 2 and 110.
However, such references are rare, and for the most part the traditionalist
exegetes consulted do not treat the subject of setting.

85tterbert c. Leupold, Exposition ,2!, ~ Psalms (Columbus: Wartburg
Press, 1959), pp. 42-43.
86Franz Deli tzsch, "Biblical Commentary on the Psalms," Clark's
Foreign Theological Library, translated by Francis Bolton (Edinburgh&
T. and T. Clark, 1889), XI, 1, 89. Barnes, I, 9, holds a view similar
to that of Delitzsch.
87Delitzsch, XI, 1, 90.
,

88~., XIII, Ui, 183-188.
89Ibld., XIII, ill, 186-187.
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The Date and Authorship of Psalms 2 and 110
Both critical scholars and traditionalist exegetes are generally
agreed that Psalms 2 and 110 were composed at an early date.90 With regard to the proposed Maccabean dating for Psalm 110, Charles Brlggs91 and
E. R. Hardy9 2 present cogent arguments against the acceptance of this
theory.

According to the former the Maccabean date is untenable because

the Maccabees were not of the posterity of David, were born priests of
Aaron's line before they became kings (which is the reverse of Psalm 110),
and in addition were not appointed priests by divine oath.

Besides, the

90As far as Psalm 2 is concerned, Weiser, p. 109, holds that it was
written after the time of David. Dahood, p. 7, suggests the tenth century.
Among the traditionalist exegetes, Plumer, p. ~7, is the most exact, stat•
ing that Psalm 2 was composed in 1040 B. C. This date is obvious, he says,
from the fact that David is the author. Barnes, I, 9, expresses the view
that Psalm 2 comes from the pen of David after his conquest of the surrounding nations, while Delitzsch, XI, i, 90, suggests that it may have
been written at the time of Uzziah. With regard to Psalm 110, similar
views prevail. The general consensus of historical critics · is that the
psalm originated in the period of the monarchy (Mowinckel, II, 152; Crim,
p. 114; Gunl<el, "Psalmen," pp. 484-486; Oesterley, II, 461; Kraus,
"Psalmen," XV, ii, 756; Weiser, p. 693; Edward Kissane,.!!!!,~ 2! Psalms
[Dublin: Browne and Nolan Limited, 1954], II, 190). Among others, the
critical reasons for the early composition of Psalm 110 are: (1) The
style of the poem which indicates the pre-exilic literary period, and
(2) the abundance of Canaanite parallels. Helen Jefferson brings out
this latter fact in her article "Is Psalm 110 Canaanite?," Journal 2!
Biblical Literature, 73 (1954), 152-156. Rowley becomes quite specific
and contends that Psalm 110 was composed for the occasion of David's
anointing by Zadok (Rowley, "Melchizedek and Zadok," p. 469). Noncritical scholars agree with historical critics and assign Psalm 110 to
the time of David (Martin Luther, "Auslegung ueber die Psalmen, .. Saermntliche Schriften, edited by Joh. George Walch [st. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1880], V, col. 922; Alexander, p. 456; Leupold, pp. 770775; Barnes, III, 135•136). Once again Plumer, p. 973, is the most exact,
asserting that Psalm 110 was written in either 1015 or 1038 B. C.
~

9lsriggs,

xv,

11, 374.

92£. R. Hardy, ''The Date of Psalm 110," Journal ~ Biblical Literature,
64 (1945), 385-390.
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Simon acrostic in the opening verses of the psalm ls based on "arbitrary
arrangement and ls against the usage of acrostics. 093

Psalm llO, in

Driggs' view, is therefore pro-Douteronomlc since the conception of a
monarch as priest antedates both tho Aaronic priesthood of P and the
Levltical priesthood of o.94
There are two reasons why Hardy rejects the Maccabean dating for
Psalm 110.

The first is that the "free, almost startling use of the

divine name scarcely belongs to their [that is, the Maccabean] period,"
and secondly, the corrupt state of the text is better explained if the
poem ls regarded as an older composition than if it be viewed as a recent
work.95
As far as authorship ls concerned, there ls a sharp difference between
critical and traditionalist scholars.

Among the former consulted in this

study only Kissane holds the opinion that David ls the author of either
psalm.96

The general consensus is that the poems were composed either by

an Israelite king or court poet.97

Non-critical interpreters, on the other

hand, are almost unanimous in ascribing both psalms to Davld. 9 8
·,

. reasons

Their

for so doing are chiefly the testimony of the New Testament and of

the rabbis.

With regard to the authorship of Psalm 110 Plumer writes:

93Brlggs, XV, 11, 374.
94Ibid.
95 Hardy, pp. 385-387.
96Klssane, II, 190.
97see Weiser, p. 109 and Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, 1, 14.
98see Luther, "Selected Psalms I," XII, 6; Calvin, I, 9; Hengstenberg,
I, 28-29; Barnes, I, 8-9; Leupold, P• 4S; Plumer, P• 972.
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These quotations [from tho New Testament] prove, 1. David is the
author of this Psalm. So clearly is the matter settled that no
respectable commentator doubts it. The title, Christ, Peter all
testify to this fact.99
Delltzsch, however, ls an exception.

He leaves Psalm 2 anonymous,

saying .that it could not have been composed by either David or Solomon,
and that nothing is to be inferred from Acts 4:25, since in the New
Testament a "'hymn of David' and 'psalm' are co-ordinate. 11 100
The Question of Contribution
How do the historical critical theories with regard to the setting
of Psalms 2 and 110 assist one in understanding their theological content
and how does the non-critical failure to be concerned about setting influence such understanding?
The Historical Critical Method
The proposed critical theories on setting contribute toward an understanding of the Law aspects of Psalms 2 and 110.

Although lt is perhaps

of minor significance, it might nonetheless be mentioned that the critical
'

;

placement of these psalms in the Hebrew cult ·immediately exposes a worship
situation in which the answers to some of man's basic needs are met, and
whenever one talks of needs he is in the realm of Law.101
With regard to the four theories on setting proposed by critical

99p1umer, p. 972.
100Delitzsch, XI, 1, 8.
101Although non-critical scholars may associate the Psalter with the
Israelite cult, none of them consulted in this study do so in their treat•
ment of Psalms 2 and 110.
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scholars, tho following might be observed.

If lt ls granted that both

psalms were used ln connection with either the Royal Zion Festival or the
coronation of an Israelite king, then the recitation of these poems at
such occasions would have had the salutary result of impressing on both
the king and his subjects the fact that, unlike his pagan counterpart,
the Hebrew monarch was not an incarnate god (Egypt) or a deified man
(Mesopotamia).102

Although Ps. 2:7 indicates that the king ls God's

adopted son, and Ps. 110:3 might contain a reference to hls supernatural
blrth,103 tho fact remains that in both psalms Yahweh is front and center.
He stations the king upon the throne (Pss. 2:6 and 110:1), He appoints
the king a priest (Ps. 110:4), and He ls behind the king's conquering
arm (Ps. 110:2, and possibly 5-7), He ls the one who gives the nations as
the king's inheritance (Ps. 2:8), and He ls the one who is to be served
with fear and trembling (Ps. 2all),

This prominent position of Yahweh in

both psalms only served to underscore that the differentiation between God
and man, which ls so marked in the Old Testament, also included the king
and that even in his sacral functions the king remained a member of the
conmunlty whom he repr~sented in the cult,104

In addition, the phrases in

both psalms that underscore the king's exalted person and position, his
divine adoption and appointment to the throne (Pss. 2:6-7 and 110:l and
possibly 3) would serve as a constant encouragement to the people to r~nder
their ruler all 'due respect, loyalty, honor and obedience,

For since the

king was Yahweh's adopted son and was placed on the throne by divine choice,

, · 102see Chapter VI, passim.
103see the relevant exegesis of this verse,..!!!!!:!, PP• 207 and 209-210.
104welser, p. 63.
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to oppose the king was not only treason, it was rebellion against Yahweh
Himself (Ps. 2:2, "against the Lord and his anointed").

All such rebel-

lion was futile and doomed (Pss. 2:4-9,11 and 110:1,5-7).
If the setting proposed by the Scandanavian scholars ls the correct
one, then the following word of judgment emerges.
malignant powers of evil o.nd darkness.

Man is at the mercy of

His life is constantly threatened

by a destructive return of the primeval forces of chaos.

When, for exam-

ple, the poet in Psalm 46 paints the terrifying picture of a removed earth
and mountains being swept into the sea, he is talking about an ever present
possibility, a sword of Damocles under which he precariously lives.

This

theme--man at the mercy of the threatening powers of chaos and evil--was
one of the key emphases of the Babylonian New Year Festival.

If, there•

fore, Israel observed a similar celebration, and if Psalms 2 and 110 were
a part of that ritual, then it is reasonable to conclude, according to some
scholars, that their use in this feast served to underscore this theme of
man's precarious existence, his constant living with the ever present possibility of being overrun by the hostile and dark powers.
tainly an emphasis which strikes terror in one's heart.

And that is cerAccording to the

Scandanavian interpreters, the revolting nations in Ps. 2:1-2 and the
0

"enemies" in Ps. 110:1 are the original primeval powers of chaos now his•
toricized and would be understood as such when the psalms were recited in
the cultic ritual by the Israelite worshipper.

On hearing these words,

the worshipper would immediately be reminded of his perilous existence
under the constant threat of a return to chaos.
~

Perhaps the setting of Psalms 2 and 110 ls the Covenant Festival of

Yahweh.

If that ls the case, then both the king and his people would be

reminded of their responsibility to remain faithful to the demands of the
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Sinaitic covenant.105

This would be especially true for the king, who,

in the celebration of the Covenant Festival and by a recitation of the
Royal Psalms in connection with that ritual, would realize the followingz
a King of Israel is God's vice-regent on earth and as such is pledged to
constant obedience to the divine will mapped out in the Slnaitic covenant
and must in the end give account of his royal conduct to God (Pss. 18:20-22;
72:2; 101).

The only reference in either Psalm 2 or 110 that might pos-

sibly be taken as an injunction to obey the laws of the Sinaitic covenant
is the phrase "Serve the Lord with fear" (Ps. 2111), although strictly
speaking these words apply more to pagan kings than to the Israelite mon•
arch and his people.

Yet, as we indicated at the beginning of the para•

graph, it is not so much in the words of the psalms themselves as it is
their use in the Covenant Festival setting that the emphasis on loyalty to
Yahweh's laws emerges.
The historical critical views on the setting of Psalms 2 and 110 also
contribute toward an understanding of the Gospel message of these two poems.
The very fact that critical scholars find the setting in the cult of Israel

...

'

suggests immediately one of the great privil~ges and joyful experiences
men possess in being able to gather before God in worship and to receive
all the benefits derived from that practice.
In addition, an analysis of the four theories on setting advanced by
critical exegetes reveals a substantial contribution toward an understanding
of the Gospel message of the two poems.

If, for example, the psalms were

a part of the Royal Zlon Festival then their use in that celebration would
h~ve impressed upon the worshippers the fact of God's faithfulness and

l05on the relationship between, and blending of, the Slnaitic and the
Davidic covenants, see .!.oi£.!, pp. 112-116.
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continued presence among His people.
this observance.

For that was the double theme of

The feast reminded the people that God had made the

promise to David of an everlasting dynasty, and the very presence of the
Davidic king in their midst served to underscore the fact that this divine
promise was still in effect and that Yahweh was utterly trustworthy and
reliable.

Both Ps. 2:6 and Ps. 11014 imply such divine reliability and

faithfulness.

In addition, tho use of these two psalms in the Royal Zion

Festival provided the worshippers with the joyful assurance that God was
still present among them and that Jerusalem was still His home (Pss. 2:6
and 110: 2).
If one seeks the setting of Psalms 2 and 110 in the proposed Hebrew
New Year Festival then the following word of Gospel is sounded.
the triumph over the hostile powers of chaos and evil.

God gain~

Even as He once

achieved victory over chaos in the original creative act, so He still
emerges triumphant over chaos in the annual cultic celebration of the New
Year Festival.
and 110:1-2,5-7.

.

'

·,

This vi.ctory is implied in such passages as Ps. 2:1-6,9
As Bentzen puts it:

In the ritual drama of the New Year Festival at the time of the
autumn equinox, Israel experienced a repetition of the events at
tho Creation of tho world--God's fight against the powers of Chaos,
the primeval ocean, Rahab, the Dragon and their attendant hosts of
demons. This Divine fight ends in the defeat of the enemies of God
and precedes the creation of the heavenly vault as the strong protection against the powers of Chaos, the "Sea" and the "Flood".
The creation of the Heavens is God's decisive act of salvation and
the proof of His power over all other gods. ''All gods of the nations
are mere idols, but the Eternal made the heavens" (Ps. 96:5 (Moffatt)).
In the festival, this act of salvation was re-experienced by the
people, through the religious act of "remembrance", anamnesis. "To
remember" the saving facts of religion means in the Ancient 'World
thAt thoso fActa aro ton;lbly c»cporloncod, thAt tho momboro ot tho
congregation, to use an expression from Kierkegaard, "become contemporary" with the fundamental act of salvation in the history of
the world• • • • The Creation of the Heavens, the Divine fact of
Salvation, ls phenomenologically and typologically a parallel to the

I

63
"consummatum ~ " of the New Testn.-nent. It is the Di vine act through
which the life of the people of God is assured.
It fills tho souls of the worshippers with the assurance that "God's
in his Heaven--All 's right with the world". The 'World stands again-firm over the threatening Flood. Chaos cannot hurt God's people.106
If Bentzen has correctly interpreted the theological theme of the
Babylonian New Year Festival, which he maintains was adopted with certain
modifications by the Israelites, then the key emphasis of this celebration
was the good news that God continues the great saving act of creation and
preserves His people from a destructive return of chaos.107
According to Bentzen, the myth of the fight of the gods, which was
central in the Babylonian ritual, underwent a fundamental reinterpretation
in Israe1.l08

Tho myth was historicized and the powers of chaos became

identified with the political enemies of Israel.

106Bentzen, King !!ll! Nessiah, pp. ll-12.

...

.

l07It is interesting to note in passing how closely linked are creation
and salvation in this ritual and also in the mind of the worshipper. In
fact, the two are practically synonymous. This fact ·has important implications for one's interpretation of the creation accounts in tho Scriptures.
A thorough di scussion of this subject ls beyond the scope of our investi•
gation here, but the following observations might be made. Perhaps both
the redemptive terminology and significance of the opening chapters of the
Bible are overlooked if one views this section of Scripture only as a description of the creation of the universe. One need only trace the usage
of the verb N,:2.
in the Old Testament, particularly in Isaiah 40-55, to
T T
note how this verb has redemptive overtones. The creative acts of God are
frequently linked with His redemptive acts (Pss. 136; 74:12-14; Neh. 9:6-37;
Is. 43-45). There are, however, passages in the Old Testament where creation is presented apart from any direct connection with God's saving deeds
in history, as, for example, Proverbs 8 and Job 38.
It might be that the Biblical portraits of creation were regarded as
painting one of the great redemptive acts of God. Thus, for the Israelite,
tho original creative act of God, an act that might possibly have been repeated in an annual cultic coremony it Bontzen•a theory la correct, takoa
its place as one of the three most prominent divine salvations in the Old
Testament, the other two being the deliverance from Egypt and the rescue
from Babylon.
lOSBentzen, King ~ Messiah, P• 13.

64
The Chaos, Rahab and Tiamat were identified with Egypt and Pharoah,
and the legend of the Exodus was embellished by features drawn from
the Creation epic• • • • Pol i tical enemies and military defeats of
the king are described and painted in colours taken from the divine
ritual combat. The political enemies are identified with the powers
of Chaos; the powers of Chaos are actualized in political enemies.109
If Bentzen is correct, the salvation theme that came through for the
Israelite worshipper as he participated in the New Year Festival was not
only God's triumph over the dark powers of evil in which he also had a
joyous share, but there was also the happy proclamation of national victory over all enemies.110 And it is the sacral king, who in his cultic
functions and as the personification of the god, assures both of these
salvations to his people.Ill
If one adopts Weiser•s suggested setting for Psalms 2 and 110 the
Gospel note lies in a rehearsing of God's great redemptive deeds in the
past.112

The recitation of this salvation history at the Covenant Festival

included also references to the divine election of the Davidic dynasty, the
selection of Jerusalem as God's dwelling place, and Yahweh's blessings upon
the king.113

Such a rehearsal of past divine mercfes would encourage the

worshipper to count on similar blessings from God for the present and the
future.114

l09 Ibid., PP• 13-14.
llOThe references to this yictory are1

Ps. 211-6,9, and 1101~-2 and

5-7.
l l l ~ .ll2supra, P• 49.
113see the quotation from Woiser, pp. 35-36. The pertinent passages
from Psalms 2 and 110 are Ps. 2:6-7 and Ps. 110:2.
ll4see, for example, Psalm 85, where past divine favor becomes the
source of confidence for present deliverance from God.
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The final theory is that Psalms 2 and 110 were employed at the coronation ceremonies of Israelite kings.

If this was the case, then these

poems provided abundant comfort and assurance for both the king and his
people.

For example, from a recitation of these psalms both the ruler

and his subjects would have drawn the assurance of victory over all enemies (Pss. 2:8-9; 110:1-2,5-7), an impressive expansion of the kingdom
(Pss. 2:8, and 110:2), the divine election of the king to his royal office
(Pss. 2:7 and 110:1), access to God through the king's priestly functions
(Ps. 110:4), and the like.

In the ancient Near East the king was viewed

as the channel of divine blessings to the people and his very presence ln
their midst assured the continuance of those blessings.115
The Non-critical Methods
Non-critical scholars generally are not concerned with the Old
Testament setting of Psalms 2 and 110.

In some cases the reason for this

lack of concern may have been that the traditionalist exegetes did not
have at their disposal the relevant and helpful extra-Biblical material
available to critical scholars.

It ls certainly possible that the avalla•

bility of such material might have altered the exclusive predictive character and Messianic interpretation which many pre-critical exegetes place
on Psalms 2 and 110.

The ancient Near Eastern documents were at the dis-

posal of Leupold, and, to a certain extent, also Delltzsch.

It ls con-

ceivable that their typical interpretations of Psalms 2 and 110 stem from
their consideration of the extra-Biblical data, although such a conclusion

115This subject will receive fuller treatment ln Chapter VI.

I
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cannot be demonstrated.116
Whatever their reasons, the tradltlonallst scholars do not give much
consideration to the Old Testament settings of Psalms 2 and 110.

The

result ls that these psalms are deprived of a rich and lmnedlately relevant message for the ancient Israelites, that ls, of course, unless lt can
be demonstrated that the Israelites viewed these psalms as predlctlons of
the Messiah and His age and derived strength from these predlctlons for
dally living.

In general, however, the non-critical scholars maintain

that whatever Law, for example, ls present (Pss. 2:4-5,10-11; 110:5-7)
was not spoken primarily, lf at all, for the benefit of Israel, but for
the world rulers of the New Testament age. 117

They are the ones addressed

ln these verses, according to the traditionalist exegetes.

The divine

judgment in these psalms ls generally interpreted by the non-critical
commentators as God's action against those who oppose Jesus Christ.

The

warning of Ps. 2:10-11 is not for Old Testament pagan kings but for New
Testament heathen rulers, and Ps. 110:5-7 is a description of the final
Judgment.

Therefore the view of non-critical scholars leaves these two

psalms with little Law that can be applied to ancient Israel's immediate
needs.
The same ls true of the Gospel content.

Slnce, according to the

traditionalist exegetes, Psalms 2 and 110 are basically predictions of
the distant future they offer very little Gospel to the saints of the Old

ll6supra, pp. 54-55. · In this connection it ls slgniflcant that
Calvin also interprets Psalm 2 typically, suggesting that the psalm re•
fers first to David and then to Christ, although very few ancient Near
Eastern documents were available to hlm, supra, P• 54.
117see the pertinent exegesis of these verses, infra, Chapter VII,

PP• 183-225, passim.
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Testament, unless again it is granted that the Israelites understood these
psalms as Messianic forecasts and drew from them strength for dally living.
If such was the case ·then the Gospel in these poems took the form of fan•
ning a hope for the future, rather than a confidence in past, present, or
immediate divine mercy or redemptlon.118
The results yielded by historical criticism in its investigation of
the setting of Psalms 2 and 110 indicate that these two psalms contained
a theological message rich in both Law and Gospel for the ancient Israelites,
whereas the failure of non-critical scholars to be concerned with such an
investigation leaves these poems with very little if any word of divine
judgment or mercy for the contemporary physi_cal and political needs of the
saints of the Old Testament.

Without an attempt to discover from a study

of the setting what the theological significance of these psalms might
have been for the Hebrews, the non-critical _scholars simply leap the time
gap of centuries and immediately, on the exclusive basis of New Testament
usage and application, set forth the theological message of these psalms
for the New Testament Church.

On the other hand, it should be noted that

, , while historical criticism, through its efforts to discover the setting of
these psalms, assists one in understanding their theological message to the
people of Israel, it does not consistently indicate whether that same message ls to be heard in these psalms by the Church today.

In other words,

historical criticism, through its investigation of the setting of Psalms 2
and 110, can help one· to understand what the theological content of these
psalms once was, but it apparently does not consider it a part of its task

ll8see the quotation from Barnes, supra, PP• S3-S4.
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and function to tell the Church what the theological significance of these
two psalms might still be for Christians today, anymore than the exegete
of the New Testament feels compelled to explore the contemporary homi•
letical import of his exegetical discoveries.

What must be remembered,

however, ls that one might misunderstand the divine message contained in
the written Word if he attempted to determine the contemporary theological
significance of any Scriptural passage without first endeavoring to understand its original theological emphasis.

It ls precisely in this area

where historical criticism, with its study of setting, can be of assistance
to the interpreter.

It must constantly be borne in mind that the original

theological message may have been so historically conditioned that it no
longer has meaning or relevance for the contemporary Church.
critical method can help us to answer that question.

The historical-

Such assistance, of

course, will be unnecessary, if the Bible contains only truths devoid of
historical roots and connections.

But if the Sacred Scriptures are divine

words and interpretations and applications of divine acts, all written and
uttered to and for the benefit of people living in various periods of his'

.

tory, if these Scriptural words are all conditioned by the culture and conditions that helped to form them, then it ls imperative first to learn
what God was communicating through these Biblical words to the men of old
before immediately bridging the gap of ~enturies and a~plying them to the
life of the contemporary Church.

Thus, historical criticism, through its

investigation of the setting of the Scriptural words, assists the interpreter to understand the original theological content of a given Biblical
pa~sage so that he might proceed from there to a possible similar applica•
tion of that theological message to the Church today.

'
CHAPTER IV
LITERARY STUDIES
Aftor establishing the most probable text and setting, the historical
critic in most cases then proceeds to a literary analysis of the passage
under study.

In the present chapter this phase of the method will be ob-

served at the hand of a number of contemporary scholars.

The purpose ls

to discover what contribution, if any, literary analysis makes toward
understanding the theological message of Psalms 2 and 110.
The historical critics consulted in this investigation offer few comments on the literary structure of these two psalms.

It is assumed there-

fore that what these scholars have written in their literary analysis of
both the entire Psalter and of the Royal Psalms holds true ~lso for their
literary analysis of Psalms 2 and 110.

Therefore, following a listing of

the presuppo's i tions and procedures employed in 11 terary studies a section
will be presented on form criticism and the Psalter.

Consideration will

then' be given to the literary structure of Psalms 2 and 110, and the chapter will conclude with an investigation of the possible contributions of
literary studies for understanding the theological message of the two
psalms.
Presuppositions and Procedures
The Historical Critical Method

'

Among others, the following presuppositions underly the form critical

approach to the Psalter1

(1) The Psalter must be subjetted to a literary
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analysis similar to that conducted on any other ancient Near Eastern
literature; (2) Allowance must ' be made for an oral stage in the form
development of many passages in the Psalter; (3) Since the Psalter ls a
body of written material containing traditions that were once oral, and
since form criticism is a method of tradition analysis which deals with
both written and unwritten material, the method must be used in any lit•
erary study of the Psalter; (4) A history of Israel's religious literature
must begin with a history of its forms; 1 (5) These forms must be studied
in the light of similar material from the ancient Near East,2 a fact which
holds true also of the forms in the Psalter.l
Tho following operational procedures can be observed in the form
critical analysis of the Psalter.4 First, the Psalms are classified according to literary types or categories (Gattungen), each of which is
shown to display a dlsce~nible and consist~t literary structure. 5 Secondly, on the basis of a literary comparison with extra-Biblical material
of a similar nature, the effort is made to determine the setting to which
the Biblical psalm was attached.

The critical assumption is that if a

.... .. Biblical psalm displays marked affinities in both form and content to an
extra-Biblical poem, and the latter is known to ha~e been used in a par•
tlcular pagan s.etting, it ls reasonable to conclude that the Bl bllcal
psalm was employed in a similar setting in Israel.

1see

.!!lt!:!., pp. 72-76. ·

2I bid.
,

3Ibid.
4Ibld.
5Infra, PP• 74-76.

Finally, as a result
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of this comparison with the pagan literature, an Israelite setting ls suggested for the Biblical psalm.6
From this it can be observed that form criticism serves historical
criticism in the attempt to determine the "seat in life" of a particular
passage.

First the form of the passage is ascertained, and then what is

known concerning the origin and use of that form, its connections with
life events, is applied in an effort to uncover the form's setting, and
ultimately, perhaps, its original significance and meaning.
The presuppositions and operating procedures listed in the immediately
preceding section apply also to the specific category known as the Royal
Psalms, including Psalms 2 and 110.

First, the literary structure of

these poems is analyzed, and on the basis of that analysis, together with
a comparison with royal psalms of the ancient Near East, the attempt is
made to determine the setting for the Biblical psalms.

With regard to

Psalms 2 and 110, such an analysis reveals that both poems manifest a
marked similarity in both form and content to their pagan counterparts.
Since these extra-Biblical psalms with the exaggerated court style refer
to an Egyptian or Mesopotamian monarch, critical scholars conclude that
Psalms 2 and 110, displaying a similar form and content, also were written
about an Israelite king,7 o r ~ ideal Israelite king. 8

According to some

critical scholars, the two psalms are for the most part divine oracles confirming the Hebrew king's election by God, his victory over all enemies,

6Gunkel's views on the settings for the various psalm categories are
given .!n!!:!, PP• 74-76.
7This ls Gunkel's view,

!!lf!:!,

P• 75.

8Mowlnckel supports this idea, infra, PP• 78-79.
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his universal dominion, and his everlasting priesthood, all of which are
portrayed in the typical court style of the ancient Near East.
Non-critical Nethods
The major presupposition of the non-critical methods is that a literary analysis of Psalms 2 and 110 is not essential for a proper interpretation of these Psalms.

This deduction stems from the paucity of comments

on the literary nature of the two poems among the traditionalist scholars
consulted. 9

A

few of these scholars do remark on certain literary charac-

teristics which they find present in the psalms.

Such analysis is based

on personal observationslO and a comparison with the style of other types
of Biblical literature or, in one instance, with the poetry of Greek
drama. 11

There is, however, no form-critical analysis of Psalms 2 and 110,

nor is there any discussion of the implications which literary and formcritical analysis might have for a correct understanding of the setting of
these psalms and ultimately perhaps also of their orig~nal meaning and theological content.'
Form Criticism and the Psalter
Form criticism, a branch of both literary and historical criticism,
~ s to recover the original form of a narrative by stripping off
supposedly later additions (especially in the Gospels) and seeks to
determine the original§.!!! ifil ~ (sermon, liturgy, catechesis,
etc.) of the form. It ls also used in the study of the historical

9see infra, pp. 85-86.
lOThls is the case with Leupold's comments on Psalm 2, infra, P• 86.
and Delitzsch's remark on Psalm 110, infra, P• 86.
ll.!n£!.!, PP• 85-86.
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books of the OT, the Psalter, prophetic writings, Acts, NT epistles,
and Revelation.12
One of the functions of form criticism involves dealing with folk material,
whether written or not.13

The fundamental insight underlying the method

is the recognition that folk memory, the basic vehicle of tradition, operates with small units, often no larger than a single unit of poetry.
Delimitation of these irreducible units of primitive tradition is
the first task. But it soon becomes apparent, no matter what "folk's"
tradition be under scrutiny, that similar units reappear--similar not
so much in content as in structure, length, and tendency. In other
words, a given folk at a given time is likely to use a limited number of types of unit, into one or another of which by an instinctive
mernonic economy it pours the content of each particular tradition.
These several types are the "forms" or "categories" from which form
criticism gets its name.14
These forms grow out of the dally life of the community in which they
originate:
gical acts.
unit.15

funerals, weddings, victories, defeats, worship and its liturThese become the "seat in life" of each kind of tradition

Examples of forms are:

folk tales," myths, sagas, legends, and

proverbs.16
Hermann Gunkel is generally regarded as the scholar who most fertilely

.

'

12Edgar Krentz, UA Guide to Current Issues and Trends," Biblical
Studies Today (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1966), PP• 17-18.
13K. Grobel, "Form Criticism," !h!. Interpreter's Dictionary ~£!1!
Bible, edited by George Buttrick, Thomas Kepler, and others (New York:
Abingdon Press, 1962), II, 320.
l4Ibid.
15 Ibid.
16For an exhaustive treatment of form criticism see Klaus Koch,

!i!!

.!!S Formgeschichte (Ansbach: Neukirchener Verlag des Erziehungsverelns,
1964).
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applied the principles of form criticism to the Bible. 17
in die Psalmcn" is a classic in this respect.18
is based largely on this work.

His "Einleitung

The following discussion

It was Gunkel's conviction that if one were

to write a history of Israel's religious literature it must begin as a history of its forms, and those must be studied in the light of similar material from the ancient Near East.19

Thus Gunkel sought to share the re-

ligious experiences of these Old Testament saints and to recapture as a
still living issue tho faith of which the Biblical literature is so stirring an expression.

As with other sections of Scripture, the Psalter too

must be studied within the context offered by other literary compositions
of tho same general pattern in earlier or contemporary cultures of Mesopotamia and Egypt.

Gunkel's first step was to classify the Psalms accord-

ing to types (Gattungen) and then only secondarily to deal with the question
of authorship and date.

His contribution was that he presented a study of

the Psalms in a systematic way on the basis of recognizable uniformity of
style.
The basic principle governing his approach was the attempt to discover
the life setting of each psalm.
results:

(1)

Ih! hI!!!!,.20

His investigation yielded the following

According to Gunkel the hymn was originally in-

tended for use in worship either chorally or as a solo.

In time lt became

l7see Grobel, P• 320.
18ttermann Gunkel, "Einleitung in dle Psalmen," Goettinger Handkommentar
~~Testament, edited by W. Nowack (Goettlngen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
1933), Ergaenzungsband zur II. Abteilung.
19A. R. Johnson on Gunkel, "The Psalms," in Ih! 21!! Testament
Modern Stud~ (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1951), p. 163.
20cunkel, "Einleltung," pp. 32-100.

!ru!
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the means for the author's expressing his own personal devotion.
of hymns are:

Psalms 8, 19, 29, 33, 65, 68, 96, and 98.

Examplos

Under this gen-

eral category Gunkel also lists the "Songs of Zion" (Psalms 46, 48, 76,
87) and the so called "Enthronement Psalms" (Psalms 47, 93, 97, 99) which
he says were composed to celebrate the enthronement of Yahweh as king of
the universe.

These are basically eschatological hymns revealing a strong

prophetic flavor.

(2) ~ communal lament.2 1 The setting for these

psalms was some kind of national calamity, either present or threatening.
Examples of communal laments are Psalms 44, 74, 79, 80, 83, 58, 106, 135.
(3)

.'!!12 Royal Psalms.22 These are poems that deal with the pre-exilic

Israelite king and important events in his life.
these psalms are:

Occasions celebrated in

the anniversary of the founding of the Davidic dynasty

and its royal sanctuary on Mount Zion (Psalm 132), the king's enthronement
or a similar anniversary (Psalms 2 and 110), a royal wedding (Psalm 45),
the period just prior to the king's departure for battle (Psalm _2 0), or
the colebration ~of his victorious return (Psalm 18). 23
are 21, 72, and 101.

Other Royal Psalms

(4) Individual laments. 24 These poems, according to

Gunkel, form the backbone of the Psalter (Psalms 3, 5, 6, 7, 13, 17, 22,
25, 26).

It is sometimes difficult to determine the psalmist's affliction,

whether it be sickness, threat of 4eath, surrounding foes, or an enforced

21.!.£!.g_., · pp. 117-139.
22~., pp. 140-171.
23Johnson, "Psalms," p. 168, expresses the view that Gunkel's rooting
of tho Royal Psalms in actual events in tho lives of pre-exilic Israelite
kings is a salutary reaction against the tendency of the nineteenth century
interpreters to make these psalms post-exilic portrayals of a kingly fig•
ure of the Maccabean period or personifications of the nation.
24Gunkel, "Einleitung," pp. 172-264.

I
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absence from Zion.

While stressing that these psalms have much in conunon

with their Babylonian counterparts, Gunkel also points out two major dif•
ferences.

The Babylonian poems display a marked polytheistic background

while the Biblical psalms show a knowledge of one God.

In addition, the

Babylonian laments evidence a magical context which is wholly lacking in
the Psalter.

As an appendix to this class Gunkel lists what he calls

"Psalms of Confidence," poems in which the complaint has disappeared and
only an expression of confidence remains (Psalms 4, 11, 16, 23, 62, 131).
(5) Indi vi.dual songs .2f thanksgiving. 25

These psalms, of which there are

very few (Psalms 18, JO, 32, 34, 41, 66, 92), are the reverse of the indi•
vidual laments.26
The views of Sigmund Mowinckel are as follows.27

The majority of

Biblical psalms are to be associated with the Hebrew cult.
posed for, and used in, actual temple servi~es.
is at odds with Gunkel.

They were com-

In this emphasis Mowinckel

While the latter admitted that many of the psalms

I

were originally old cultic songs, he hastened to point out that in the
form in which we have them they were no longer connected .to the cult but
were more personal and spiritual in outlook.

Mowinckel, on the contrary,

insists that there is no private poetry in the Psalter, but that all of it
has group-cultic associations.

Personal poems, disconnected from the cult,

25Gunkel, "Einleitung," pp. 172-264.
26For a listing of Gunkel's lesser categories see "Einleitung,"
pp. 329-459.
27The material presented here is taken from Sigmund Mowinckel's lh!
Psalms .!.!l Israel's Worship, translated by D.R. Ap-Thomas (Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1962), I and II. See especially volume I, pp. 1-80. These
two volumes are basically a translation of Mowinckel's Psalmenstudien.
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he says, are first found in the inter-testamental period.28
Mowinckel does not rej ect Gunkel's form-critical methods.

He simply

says that such an exclusive approach to the Psalms is inadequate.

As he

puts it:
In other words, the purely form-historical classification and interpretation of Gunkel, the pure "examination of types", and grouping
of the psalms according to the form categories found by the form
critic, has to be enlarged and replaced by proper cult-historical
ones. The formal poi~t of view is only a provisional help.29
In practice the form-critical and the cult-functional method cannot
be separated from each other, but must work hand in hand when we
arrange the psalms in groups or species, according to such common
forms, thoughts and moods as are in accordance with that cultlc
situation, or that special festival, which is supposed to be the
background of the species in question.JO
Mowinckel finds the following categories in the Psalter:

Royal Psalms,

hymns of praise, enthronement psalms associated with the New Year Festival,
national psalms of lament, national psalms of lament ln the "I" form where
tho king speaks for the people, private psalms of lament, public thanksgiving psalms, private thanksgiving psalms, psalms of blessing and cursing,
prophetic psalms, and mixed types.
According to Mowinckel the Royal Psalms are not a special category

...

' from the point of view of style, literature or liturgy. 31

They comprise

nearly all kinds of psalms, both hymns of praise and lamentations, thanksgivings and prophetic sayings, and several other types.

The one thing

they have in common is that the .~ing is in the foreground.

28~., I, 30-32.
29~•• I, 33.
't .

JOI bid.• I, 34.
31~•• I, 47.

He is the one
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who prays or ls prayed for or spoken of.

Mowinckel's list of Royal Psalms

includes 2, 18, 20, 21, 45, 72, 101, 110, 132, 28, 61, 63, 89, and "quite
a number of others."32

The king in question in these psalms is Israelite

or Judean and not a foreign monarch, such as the Ptolemaic and Seleucid
rulers.

The reference is to the reigning Hebrew king and not to some

future Messiah.

In Psalm 110, for example, the poet-prophet stands be-

fore tho king who is sitting on his throne, addresses him as "my lord,"
and pronounces the oracle from Yahweh.
lar.

The situation in Psalm 45 is simi-

The king sits beside his q.ueen on their wedding day while the poet

recites his ode to them.

Psalm -18 is a hymn of praise to Yahweh for de•

livering the king in battle.

In Psalm 132 the king leads his people in

festal procession to the holy shrine on Zion.

Psalms 20, 21, and 72 are

invocations of blessing upon the king, and a ''Messiah needs no intercession."33
Form Criticism and the Royal Psalms
According to Gunkel, the fact that sets the Royal Psalms apart is not
so much their literary structure but their content, the fact that they
deal with the Israelite king.34 Thus their common setting is that they
pertain to various .events in the life of the king, his enthronement, wedding, preparations for battle, or victorious return from war. 35 Mowinckel,
on the other hand, holds the view that the king portrayed in these psalms

32!lli·
JJ!lli•, I, 48-49.
34Gunkel, "Elnleitung," pp. 140 and 146-147.
35~., pp. 141-142.
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is not historical but ideal.

He writes:

These royal psalms had their fixed place in the national religious
service, and oxpressed the generally accopted ideal of the king.
They contain therefore no realistic description of the individual
historical king and his particular situation. They present the
royal ideal, the typical king as he exists in religious theory and
in the people's mind and imagination, and as he should be when he
appears before God in the cult. The psalms presuppose and describe
typical, constantly recurring situations, e.g. the situation at the
death of the old king who is represented as a universal king. Before the enthronement of his successor, the vassals might be preparing insurrection (Ps. 2) or the enemies have overrun the country
(Ps. 89), but the deity arises to save his royal son (Ps. 18), etc.36
A literary analysis of the Royal Psalms reveals that there are certain
recurring thoughts and ideas.

The nations are frequently in rebellion

against the king (Psalms 2, 18, 21, 45, 72, 89, 101, 110, 144).

The king

is victorious over his enemies (Psalms 2, 18, 21, 45, 72, 89, 101, 110,
144).

The king ls God's anointed (Psalms 2, 20, 89, 132).

It is Yahweh

who gives the king victory over all foes (Psalms 2, 18, 20, 89, 110, 144).
Zion is God's chosen home (Psalms 2, 20, 110, 132).
world-wide dominion (Psalms 2, 72, 89, 110).

Yahweh has made an unbreak-

able covenant with the king (Psalms 2, 89, 132).
oracle (Psalms 2, 89, 110).

..

•.

The king possesses

The king rules by divine

Yahweh is the king's protector and source of

strength (Psalms 2, 18, 20, 21, 72, 89, 110, 144) and delivers him from
trouble (Psalms 2, 18, 20, 21, 89, 110).

The righteousness of the king is

frequently stressed (Psalms 18, 45, 72, 101).

The king is the channel of

divine blessing to the people (Psalms 18, 21, 72, 89, 144).

The king is

the son of Yahweh (Psalms 2, 89, 110).
The question naturally arlsesr

If, as Gunkel himself admits, the

Royal Psalms do not possess a distinct literary structure, should they be

3 6Mowinckel, I, 75-76.
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treated as a separate literary category?

It is true that there are cer-

tain key thoughts and words that regularly recur in these psalms, but as
far as Gunkel's literary categories are concerned, there is no consistency.
Hymns and than~sgiving psalms predominate, followed by oracles and laments.
Thus the Royal Psalms display a mixture of nearly all of Gunkel's Gattungen.
As he himself puts it:

"Die Koenigspsalmen sind also nicht eine eigent•

liche, in sich geschlossene 'Gattung' • • • • .,37

And Mowinckel writes:

These psalms are not a special "kind" or "type" (Gattung) from the
point of view of the history of style or literature or liturgy. They
comprise nearly all kinds of psalms, both hymns of praise and lamentations, thanksgivings and prophetic sayings, and several other
types.38
According to critical scholars the fa~t that justifies treating· the Royal
Psalms as a distinct category in the Psalter is not their literary form but
their content, that is, they deal, for the most part, with an historical
Israelite king or an ideal Israelite king.
In the viow of historical criticism, the Biblical Royal Psalms display
a marked affinity in both form and content to .their extra-Biblical counterparts.39

This is true especially of the Israelite concept of kingship

which, according to the testimony of the Old Testament itself, was adopted
in direct imitation of the Canaanites (l Sam. 8a5_) who, in turn, obtained
ideas, forms, and etiquette from the great empires of the Nile and the

37Gunkel, "Einleitung," p. 146.
38Mowinckel, I, 47. See also the survey of the literary forms of the
individual Royal Psalms in Roland Murphy, Psalm~ (l!.) (Washingtona
Catholic University Press, 1948), pp. 70-74. Murphy's view is that the
Royal Psalms display no uniform literary style, .!..E.!!!•, p. 70.
39see Gunkel, "Einleitung," pp. 150-166; also Mowinckel, I, 50-76.
We shall treat this subject in greater detail in Chapter VI.
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Tigris-Euphrates. 40
this connection.

Psalm 18, for example, is especially lllustratlve in

Commenting on this psalm Mowlnckel writes:

It has long been known that this psalm of thanks, both in its con•
struction and its details and the whole conception and description
of events, has many analogies with the hymn with which Pharoah
,Ramses II celebrated the god Amon in Thebes, after his escape from
a critical situation in the battle against the Hittites at Kadesh
in the Orontes valley. Of all the psalms this is the one which has
the most Egyptian style, and reminds one most directly of hymns to
~he "god" Pharoah, with their highflown descriptions of his maj•
esty's overwhelming victories over all the wretched and wicked
"foreign" nations--poetical descriptions which are not always in
accordance with the historical results of the "victories". One
suspects the composer of Ps. 18 of having studied the poetical art
of Egypt, and that he too lays more stress on grandiose description
and ebullient enthusiasm than on actual facts.41
At the same time, Mowinckel sounds a salutary note of caution.
But phenomenological "parallels" are liable to be elusive. If an
expression, an image, or a particular idea is found ln two dif•
ferent places, in two civilizations and religions, it does not
follow that they mean the same, even if there ls direct historical
borrowing or influence on one side or the other. Each detail obtains its significance from the whole structure in which it has
been incorporated, and of which it is a part. It is not first of
all a question of proving that this or that Israelite idea is also
found in Babylonia or Egypt or has been "borrowed" from there. The
essential question ls, what significance has been imparted to it
ln lts new context; what has the religion of Israel made of it?42
Mowlnckel goes on to point out that there ls no doubt that the religion of
Yahweh radically transformed the general Oriental idea of the king and
consequently those forms of the cult connected with the royal ldeology. 4 3
He also mentions the fact that in Babylonia and Egypt the direct "hymn to
the king," who ls more or less clearly described and praised as a god, ls

4%owinckel, I,

so.

41~., P• 72.

'

4 2Ibid., PP• 56-57.
4lrbid., P• 58.

quite connnon, whereas in Israel there is only one example of this in the
Psalter--Psalm 45.

With this exception the hymn in Israel is reserved

for Yahweh himself, and even in Psalm 45, according to Mowlnckel, it is
God's glorious gift to the king that the poet is painting.44
The Literary Structure of Psalms 2 and 110
The Historical Critical Method
The thought structure of Psalm 2 ls plain and uncomplicated.
are four strophes of approximately the same length:

There

(1) The portrait of

the rebellious nations (vss. 1-3); (2) The reaction of the sovereign transcendent God (vss. 4-6); (3) The confirming oracle (vss. 7-9); (4) The
closing admonition to the recalcitrant kings (vss. 10-12).
We have previously observed the lack of consistent and uniform literary structure in the Royal Psalms.45

That fact ls certainly evident in

Psalm 2 where we find the following formal elements:

a rhetorical ques-

tion (vs. 1), a dramatic portrayal of heathen kings in counsel and revolt
(vss. 2-3), a dramatic description with bold anthropomorphisms of Yahweh's
reaction to the rebellious nations (vss. 4-5), a divine oracle assuring
the Israelite king's divine election and sonship (vss. 7-9), a warning to
the revolting world leaders (vss. 10-12a), and finally a blessing formula
(vs. 12b).
According to Gunkel, the following are typical Royal Psalm

44 Ibid., p. 75. See also Murphy, pp. 45-78. He denies that Oriental
court style had any marked influence on the Biblical Royal ·Psalms. Fuller
treatment will be devoted to this question in Chapter VI.
45see supra, pp. 79-80.
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characteristics.

The subject is the Israelite king, spoken of in typical

royal terminology (God's son, anointed); the setting ls an enthronement
ceremony or some kind of kingship festival; the king is regarded as being
divinely chosen; the presence of an oracle; a prayer ls offered to or by
the king; Messianic overtones are present; and finally a covenant renewal
might be involved, depending on the cultlc· background of the psalm.
Psalm 2 manifests all but the last of these characteristics.
There is also an abundance of prophetic elements 1n Psalm 2.

Kittel

calls this poem a "prophetic lyric. ,,46 The use of the rhetorical question, the speaking of Yahweh, the oracle, the admonition to the nations
to repent or be destroyed, all give evidence of the possible prophetic
casting of the psalm.47
Who is the speaker in Psalm 2?

Opinions vary.

Kittel contends

that there are four separate speakers, the nations in verses 1-3,
God in verses 4-6, the king in verses 7-9, and the poet in verses
10-12.48

Crim favors the idea of one speaker throughout, namely,

the king.49

His view ls shared also by Weiser 50 and Oesterley. 51

46Rudolph Kittel, "Die Psalmen," l<ommentar ~~Testament,
edited by Ernst Sellin (Leipzig: A. Deichertsche Verlagsbuchhandlung,
1922), XIII, 8.
G. E.

47see Aage Bentzen, Introduction S2, ~ Q.!.!!. Testament (Copenhagen:
c. Gad Publisher, 1959), I, 196-198.
48Kittel, pp. 9-12.

49Keith Crim,
P• 72.

.I!!! Royal Psalms (Richmond: John Knox Press, 1962),

~
50Artur Weiser, "The Psalms," .Th.! lli Testament Library, edited by
G. E. Wright, John Bright, and others, translated by Herbert Hartwell
(London: SCM Press, 1962), p. 109.

51w.

o.

E. Oesterley,

!h!

Psalms (London: Society for Promoting
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Both Gunke1 52 and Kraus 53 are of the opinion that a poet from one of the
cultic prophets is tho one speaker throughout the psalm.
As far as Psalm 110 is concerned, critical scholars conclude that it
bears a marked similarity to the court style of the ancient Near East.54
This similarity is apparent in both form (the presence of an oracle, the
glorification of the king as a military conqueror) and phrases (the king
is honored and holy from birth, designated as priest by the deity, occupies a seat of honor at the god's right hand, the enemies are the king's
footstool, the implication of eternal life ls present in verse 3, the
king.• s eternal priesthood).
Crim says that Psalm 110 consists of two divine oracles, both of
which pass over into prophetic style. 55

The first oracle is verses 1-3

with the prophetic style beginning already in verse 2.

The second oracle

is verses 4-7 and verse 5 marks the beginning of the prophetic style.
Kraus sees three oracles in the psalm.56

The first is in versa 1, the

second in verse 3, and the third in verse 4.

Verses 5-7, according to

him, are in the form of a hymn or psalm of thanksgiving praising Yahweh's
mighty acts.

Christian Knowledge, 1939), I, 122.
52Hermann Gunkel, "Die Psalmen," Goettlnger Handkommentar ~ Al ten
Testament, edited by W. Nowack (Goettingen& Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1926),
II Abteilung 2. · Band, P• 5.
53Hans Joachim Kraus, "Psalmen," Bi bll s'c her Kommentar Altes Testament,
edited by Martin Noth (Neukirchen Kreis Moers, Neukirchenef Verlag der
Buchhandlung des Erzlehungsvereins, 1960), XV, 1, 14.
~
54cunkel, "Einleitung," pp. 157 and 160; Gunkel, "Psalmen," P• 148;
also Weiser, pp. 693•694.

55crlm, pp. 114-116.
56Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, 11, 754-755.

85

The Non-Critical Methods
As was the case with text and setting, the non-critical scholars
consultod generally do not engage in detailed or extensive literary
studies of Psalms 2 and 110.

Luther calls Psalm 2 a "prophetic psalm,"

but he is undoubtedly refer~ing more to the psalm's predictive words of
Christ and the New Testament age than to the literary style of the poem.57
The only comment Hengstenberg offers is that Psalm 2 is stylistically
similar to Psalm 1.58 According to Alexander, the structure of Psalm 2
is entirely regular, there being four stanzas with three verses each. 59
He goes on to say that the sentences are regular in form and exhibit
parallelism of great uniformity.

Psalm 2, he says, displays an unmis•

takable affinity with Psalm l, and in fact the first is really the introduction to tho socond.60

Barnes states that Psalm 2 is very regular in

its composition, dramatic in character, and is one of the best examples
of Hebrew poetry. 61

Tholuck even goes so far as to assert that the manner

of expression in Psalm 2 indicates its divine lnspiration. 6 2

Delitzsch

57Martin Luther, "Selected Psalms I," Luther's~, edited by
Jaroslav Pelikan, translated by L. W. Spitz, Jr. (St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1955), XII, 5.
58 E. W. Hengstenberg, Commentar ~
von Ludwig Oehmigke, 1842), I, 29.

&! Psalmcn (Berlin: Verlag

5 9Joseph A. Alexander, !U£ Psalms (New York: Charles Scribner, 1863),
PP• 12-13.
60 Ibid.
6 1Al bert Barnes, "Psalms, 11 ~ .2!l Sh!, lli Testament, edited by
Robert Frew (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1950), I, 9-10.
62August Tholuck,
(Philadelphia: William

A Translation!!!!! Commentary .2!l ~ ~-21: Psalms

s.

and Alfred Martien, 1858), p. 61.

expresses the view that Psalm 2 ls written in the prophetic style of
Isaiah, and that the composer's discourse compares with that of the chorus
in a Greek drama. 63

Leupold calls Psalm 2 a "highly dramatic presentation,"

consisting of four strophes of three verses each.64
With regard to Psalm 110, Luther views it in the same light as he does
Psalm 2.

Both psalms are predictions of Christ. 65

His only comment on the

literary nature of the poem ls that the words are powerful and succinct.
Delltzsch remarks that Psalm 110 consists of three sevens, a tetrastich together with a tristich following three times upon one another.66

The psalm

therefore bears the threefold impress of the number seven, which is the
number of an oath and a covenant.
oughly prophetic.

Its characteristic is therefore thor-

Delitzsch ls an example of how a non-critical scholar

makes use of literary analysis as an aid for understanding the theological
character and content of Psalm 110.

His literary analysis reveals the

prophetic and covenantal nature of the psalm.
The Question of Contribution

'

The basic contribution made by a literary and form-critical analysis
of Psalms 2 and 110 toward an understanding of their theological content

63Franz Delltzsch, "Biblical Conunentary on the Psalms," Clark's Foreign
Theological Library, translated by Francis Bolton (Edinburght T. and T.
Clark, 1889), XI, 1, 89.
64Herbert C. Leupold, Exposition ,2! Sh! Psalms (Columbus: The Wart•
burg Press, 1959), pp. 41-42.
65Martin Luther, "Auslegung ueber die Psalmen," Saenuntliche Schriften,
edited by Joh. George Walch (St. Louisa Concordia Publishing House, 1880),
V, cols. 922-923.
66Delitzsch, XIII, 111, 187-188.
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is that such a study assists in determining the probable setting and the
central figure of these two psalms.

As we have seen from chapter three,

such a determination is important if one is to understand the theological
message of these psalms to tho ancient Israelites.

Thus the application

of literary and form criticism to Psalms 2 and 110 serves historical criti•
cism in its attempt to discover the central figure and the life situation
and usage of these two psalms, and thereby ultima~ely to assist the interpreter to gain an understanding of their original theological content.
Clearly spelled out, the critical process is as follows.

A literary

and form-critical analysis of Psalms 2 and 110 reveals that both psalms
manifest typical Biblical Royal Psalm characteristics.

They match well

the other Royal Psalms in literary form, te;minology, and content.67

It

is generally accepted among critical scholars that the Biblical Royal
Psalms bear a striking similarity in both l~terary form and content to
their extra-Biblical counterparts.

It is also known that these pagan

psalms were written about ancient Near Eastern kings and were used in
connection with coronation rites or on other royal occasions.

Therefore,

since Psalms 2 and 110, like the other Biblical Royal Psalms, resemble
the pagan poems in both form and content, and since the fundamental thesis
of form criticism ls that a particular literary form is attached to a particular seat in life from which it sprang, and since, in this case, the
seat in life of ' the extra-Biblical Royal Psalms ls known to be the coronation of a king, the conclusion is drawn by critical scholars that this is
also the setting for the Biblical ·Royal Psalms, including Psalms 2 and 110.
These two poems speak of Israelite kings and were probably used at their

67supra, pp. 78-84.
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accession to the throne.

If this theory is correct, then whatever the

theological content of the two psalms might be, it must of necessity center in an ancient Hebrew king, his person, office, and responsibilities.
Thus literary and form-critical analysis enables us to reconstruct the
probable setting of Psalms 2 and 110 (some royal occasion), to identify
the central figure of the two poems (the Israelite king), and to understand their theological content as applying first of all to him and his
people, irrespective of whatever Messianic overtones might be present.
An analysis of the literary character of Psalms 2 and 110 according

to critical scholars reveals that these two poems were written in the
Hofstil or court style of the ancient Near East. 68

Among other things,

such a style is characterized by hyperbolic and exaggerated phrases glori•
fying both the king and his kingdom (Pss. 2:7-8 and 110:3-4).

A recogni-

tion of the presence or absence of such Hofstil in the Biblical Royal
Psalms is important for their proper interpretation.

If such court style

is present, then the assertion made by some of the non-critical scholars
that certain words and phrases in Psalms 2 and 110 can apply onl y to the

..

'

Messiah and no mere mortal is unfounded and cannot stand. 69 What the traditional interpreters have always taken to be references to the divinity
of the Messiah might well be hyperbolic statements exalting the Israelite
king in the typical exaggerated court style of the ancient Near East.

The

recognition of Hofstil therefore plays a decisive role in the determination
of the central figure of Psalms 2 and 110.

Such recognition helps us to

681!?.!.5!., especially the conments on Psalm 110, p. 85.
Chapter VI, passim.
69see

See a l s o ~ ,

.!n!!:!!, Chapter VII, the non-critical interpretations, passim.
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discern the person in whom the theological content of these psalms centers.
Even as an analysis of the literary form of Psalms 2 and 110 assists in discovering the possible setting in which the poems were used and the person
about whom they were written, so also an analysis of the literary character,
the words and phrases of the two psalms, helps us to discern the Israelite
king as the central figure whose person, office, and kingdom are being
glorified in these psalms.

Thus the value of literary and form-critical

analysis for a proper understanding of theological content is invnediately
evident.

For without the correct knowledge of either the setting in which

the two psalms were used or the person concerning wtiom they speak an in•
terpretation of their meaning and theological content rests on uncertain
grounds.70
Finally, it might be observed that literary criticism contributes
toward one's understanding of the nature of the divine revelation contained in Psalms 2 and 110.

That revelation ls preserved not in some

special and distinctive literary style and structure, but in the pattern
of ancient Near Eastern literature of perhaps the tenth century before
Christ.

The recognition of ancient Oriental court style in Psalms 2 and

110 not only is of value in helping one to understand what the theological
message of these psalms might have been to the original hearers or readers,
but such recognition also brings with it a better understanding of the
completely historical quality of that message.

It was a message from God

to men at a given period in history in the language and literature of the

70This observation ls correct unless one takes the position that
Psalms 2 and 110 have no historical roots and contain only eternally valid
truths, the discernment of which in no way depends on a right knowledge of
the original setting or usage and the central figure portrayed.
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day.

Thus the literary and form critical analysis of Psalms 2 and 110

helps us to gain a deeper appreciation of the Lord of history, the God
who acts and speaks historically and not in a timeless vacuum.

James L.

Mays underscores this fact when he writes:
the Bible is literature which emerged in course .of real history that
conditioned its concern and content. And the literature itself had
a history. Both its historical setting and development were indispensable in understanding its meaning. The biblical literature was
removed from the essentially timeless suspension of scholasticism's
understanding of revelation as the disclosure of eternally valid ·
prepositions and placed in the relative and conditioned context of
actual history. Whether always consciously or not, historical
study implemented t h o ~ scriptura principle of the Reformers
on its material side. Once that principle has been established,
every opinion about the meaning and nature of Scripture had ultimately to be tested by the character and content of the text itself. Tho mood and method of criticism is a gain that can never
be surrendered.71
By moans of the application of literary and form criticism to these two
psalms one comes to see in an even clearer light the nature of both God
and His written Word.

For the historical qualities and characteristics of

both become increasingly manifest.

'

.

71 James L. Mays, Exegesis l!!. Theological Discipline (Richmond: Union
Theological Seminary, 1960), p. 8.

CHAPTER V
THE TRADITIONS OF 2 SAMUEL 7 AS FOUND IN PSALMS 2 AND 110
Together with his lite~ary studies of the passage under consideration,
the historical critic often investigates and attempts to trace the history
of the preliterary and literary tradition in its relation to places and
cult.

This procedure is called tradition history or criticism.

While the

application of this technique is not explicitly discussed in most critical
interpretations of Psalms 2 and 110 to date, the use of this particular
phase of historical critical methodology can be illustrated in the attempt
of contemporary scholars to uncover the origins of, and to trace the development of, the Davidic and Zion traditions present in these two psalms.
This is the burden of the investigation in the present chapter.
Presuppositions and Procedures
The general presuppositions of tradition criticism have been stated
as follows:l
1.

A tradition or complex of traditions lies behind every type of
literature in the Old Testament.

2.

These traditions spring from an event, a locality, a sociological
and political relation, and were handed down in rather fixed
forms by the tradition bearers (elders of the tribe, judges,

lThe source here is Sigmund Mowlnckel, "Tradition, Oral,"~ Interpreter's Dictionary ,2l, !h!.!!!J?!.!, edited by George Buttrick, Thomas Kepler,
and others (New York: Abingdon Press, 1962), IV, 683-68S.
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priests, Levites, prophets, scribes, and professional storytellers).

The traditions were recited periodically at prescribed

places where the people met for worship or other community af•
fairs.
3.

Although there is often a conscious stress on preserving both
form and content, fixity is frequently the last stage in the
development of a tradition.

4.

A tradition lives on only as long as there is any practical sociological or ideological interest in it.

Without that interest the

tradition will die.
5.

As the tradition progresses down its historical path already in
its oral stage the collecting of originally separate and independent stories begins.2

In the combining of these stories acer-

tain amount of adaptation takes p~ace, as, for example, the insertion of connecting links.
6.

Tradition is not only the process of transmission but also that
of development and creation by the transmitters.

7.

A tradition can tell us something of the "what" of an event but
very 11 ttle of the "how" and the ''why."

8.

First writings do not put an end to tradition.
to exist side by side.

The two continue

Thus there is an interaction of oral and

written transmission of certain traditions.
With regard to operational procedures, the following, among others,

2see, for example, the views of both Rost and Kraus, infra, PP• 9698. These scholars contend that the Ark traditions of 2 Samuel 6 and the
Davidic election traditions of 2 Sanuel 7 were originally separate com•
plexes but were early combined for cultic purposes.
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are observed:
i.

The literary form of the tradition is determined.

Such deter-

mination is helpful in discovering the source and life situation
of the tradition since certain forms tended to be used in certain
settings.

In addition, the purpose of the tradition is sometimes

uncovered by establishing its literary form.

For example, To

what literary category does the story of Ai belong?
critical answer isz

Etiological tale.

The suggested

The story is told to ac-

count for the presence of the Tell.
2.

The attempt is made to distinguish between genuine and secondary
traditions.

The former has its point of departure in an event,

a locality, a political and sociological relation.

Through

traditio-historical investigation and literary documentation the
tradition with reasonable certaint~ is traced back to its origin.
A secondary tradition is often understood as one that has its
source in some learned theory or combination or speculation of
later times, and "tradition says" may not be more than that.
Thus a secondary tradition may at times be only a pious hope or
wish.
3.

If the tradition is found in several passages, through a careful
comparison of the texts and by means of a sound application of the
principles of traditio-historical investigation and literary documentation the attempt is made to determine the date of the respective passages, the historical development of the tradition (what
changes it experienced, additions or omissions), the source and
reliability of the tradition, the priority and literary relationship
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of the passages lnvolvod.3
An Analysis of 2 Samuel 7
According to some historical critical scholars both Psalms 2 and 110
contain strong echoes of the Zion and Davidic election traditions recorded
in 2 Samuel 7.4

If it is granted that 2 Samuel 7 is very close to the

source of these traditions,5 then it is important that we conduct a brief
analysis of that source.

We shall limit ourselves to an investigation of

the literary character of the chapter and of its date.
Literary Character
We offer here the views of four critical scholars, Siegfried Hermann,
Leonhard Rost, H.J. Kraus, and Dennis McC~rthy.

According to Hermann,6

2 Samuel 7 is an example of what he calls a Koenigsnovelle or royal legend
in the Old Testament.

The term is Egyptian in origin and designates a

rather well defined literary form.

This royal legend is etiological in

character and deals with deeds, events, and institutions in the lives of

..

kings.

Two prime examples of Koenigsnovelle in the Old Testament are .

l Kings 3:4-15 and 2 Samuel 7.

The former is comparable to an ancient

Near Eastern Egyptian royal tale of Thutmosis IV to whom the Sphinx spoke

3These te~hniques are illustrated by John McKenzie in his comparative
study of 2 Samuel 7, Psalm 89, and l Chronicles 17, infra, PP• 105-108.
4 Infra, pp. 102-103.
5Kraus, for example, takes this view,

.!.a!!.!,

pp. 97-98.

6siegfried Hermann, "Die Koenigsnovelle in Agypten und in Israel,"
Wissenschaftliche Zei tschrift der Karl-Marx-Uni versi taet, 3 (1953/54),
51-62.
---

t
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in a dream and who, upon awakening, entered the holy city of Memphis to
offer sacrifice to the gods.
to both royal storiesa

Hermann finds the following elements conunon

The dream of the king at a holy place, the silence

of the king, the journey to the holy city, the offering of sacrifices, the
responsive hymn of praise.

Thus, according to Hermann, in both form and

content l Kings 3a4-15 resembles the Egyptian royal tale.
The same is true of 2 Samuel 7.

Hermann takes the position of Rost 7

that 2 Samuel 7 in its present form contains the kernel of an ancient
oracle reworked by the Deuteronomic editor.

The major emphases of the

chapter are on the Ark, the building of the temple, and the permanence of
the Davidic dynasty.

In the Egyptian royal tales the stress is frequently

on the building of a temple and the theology of kingship.

Thus there ls,

says Hermann, a certain similarity of ideas between 2 Samuel 7 and the
Egyptian Kocnigsnovelle.

However, the most. noticeable parallels are not

so much in substance as in literary form.
king sitting in his house.

Second Samuel 7 begins with the

The same is true of the Egyptian royal tales,

as, for example, in the oracle to king Nefer-rehu.

Second Samuel 7 thus

manifests the usual introduction of an Egyptian royal story.
David's conversation with Nathan.

Next comes

Ordinarily in the Egyptian texts the

king is speaking with his officials.

Yet there are instances of a royal

conversation with an individual, as, for example, king Amosis with his
wife.

Hermann sees Nathan in 2 Samuel 7 as representing the king's offi-

cials in the Egyptian royal tales.

In giving his approval and blessing to

David's plan to build a temple Nathan's action parallels that of the
Egyptian court which similarly consents to the Pharoah's desire to construct

7~ , PP• 96-97.
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a templo.

However in 2 Samuel 7, David's plans are changed by a divine

oracle, and this intervention by God underscores a marked contrast between
the Koenigsnovelle of 2 Samuel 7 and the Egyptian royal tales.
Two final parallels remain to be mentlonod.

In 2 Sam. 7:8-9 God's

previous goodness to David ls outlined, even as in the Egyptian royal
stories there are references to the king's life before his accession to
the throne.

And secondly, there ls an emphasis on the divine sonshlp of

the king in 2 Sam. 7:11-13 which is a consistent stress also in the Egyptian talcs.
Leonhard Rost8 expresses the view that 2 Samuel 7, although originally
from the pen of a different author than that of 2 Samuel 6, was early
linked with 2 Samuel 6 and in our present Bible forms the conclusion to
the Ark episode in the books of Samuel. 9

Based on a careful study of the

vocabulary the conclusion ls drawn by Rost that the history of the Ark ls
an independent section that cannot be traced to the work of either J or E.
The vocabulary is similar to that of P, the prophets, Psalms, Job, and the
Cl

language of the cult.

According to Rost the Ark episode is a (.Cf•i

I

A040S

of the city of Jerusalem circulated to underscore the fact that Jerusalem
was the holy, royal city, and, as the resting place of the Ark, the city
of Yahweh's presence.
Rost contends that the present text of 2 Samuel 7 ls the result of
considerable alteration and redaction.

Deuteronornic editing ls evident in

8Leonhard Rost, "Die Ueberlleferung von der Thronnachfolge Davids,"
Bel tracgc .!!:!!. Wi sscnschaft ~ ~ .1:!.!l!!. ~ Testament (Stuttgart a
Verlag von W. Kohlhanuner, 1926), Dritte Folge, Heft 6.
9Rost identifies the following passages as forming the story of the
Ark: l Sam. 4:lb-lSa,19-21; 511-llb,12; 6:l-3b,4,14,16,19-7:l; 2 Sam.
6:l-15,l7•20a.
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verses 22-24 and perhaps in verse 13.

The prose section is late, but the

verse prophecy embodies an earlier tradition.
but consists of three parts:

The chapter ·is not a unit

verses 1-7 which is the conclusion of the

Ark episode and is to be taken with the previous chapter; verses 8-17-Nathan's oracle; and verses 18-29--David's prayer.

This last section

stands on an older foundation which has been reworked.
included verses 18-21, 25, 27-29.

The older tale

D inserted verses 22-24.

David's

prayer (vss. 18-29) offers a good example of kingly piety and a deep
trust in the promises of Yahweh.
archy.

It is a royal prayer of the early mon-

Rost•s opinion is that verses 8-17 underwent a threefold stage of

composition.
tradition.

The first was verses llb and 16 which are remnants of an old
Then verses 8-lla, 12, 14, 15, and 17 were attached.

verse 13 was added in order to join the two sections together.

Finally,
Verses 1-7

are not a unit either but consist of two separate sections, verses l-4a
and 4b-7.
Rost says that the Nathan oracle offers a rich picture of the religious streams of Israel during various historical periods.
'•

'

The passage

is a journey through the history of Israelite piety, presenting as it does
the naive childlike trust of the Davldic days (vss. llb and 16), the fervent piety of the Josianic reform (vss. 8-lla, 12, 14, 15, 17), and a
passionate yearning for the old religious wellsprings which became prominent in the Exile.
H.J. Kraus is of the opinion that the Ark episode recorded in the
cl

books of Samuel represents a (

I

cro !> ).oJ-o S

of the Jerusalem sanctuary

written at the end of David's or the beginning of Solomon's reign.lo

lOHans Joachim Kraus, .!ll.! Koenigsherrschaft Gottes
(Tuebingen: Verlag J. c. B. Mohr, 1951), pp. 31-50.

.!!!! Alten Testament

98
Therefore, it is very near in composition to the events described, however greatly the tale may have been influenced by cultic considerations.
In fact, 2 Samuel 6 reflects the political needs and interests of the
contemporary situation.

Second Samuel 7, although not originally by the

same hand as 2 Samuel 6, was very early linked with it, and the two chapters, along with a number of psalms, including Psalm 132, formed the
liturgy of the Royal Zion Festival.

This celebration had no connections

with the kingship of Yahweh which Kraus maintains came into prominence
during the exile.

The Royal Zion Festival conmemorated the establishment

of the old amphictyonic cultus at the new center in Jerusalem, 11 and the
divine choice of the Davidic dynasty (2 Samuel 7).

The festival celebrated

these two events by means of the procession of the Ark to the sanctuary and
the recitation of Nathan's oracle to David.

Arising out of these considera•

tions, the Davidic dynasty was viewed as being founded on the historical
choice of Yahweh and the great deeds He had done and as resting on a covenant relationship with the deity.
McCarthy contends that 2 Samuel 7 should be included with those pas~ sages that join together the complex structure of Deuteronomic history.12

The passages are as follows:

Joshua 1:11-15; 23; l Sam. 12; 1 Kings 8:14•

61; Joshua 12; Judg. 2111-23; 2 Kings 1717-23. 13

These passages are

11see 2 Samuel 6, which for Kraus,~., pp. 34-36, contains apologetic motives, in that the chapter seeks to justify the removal of the
Ark to Jerusalem.
12oennis J. McCarthy, "II Samuel 7 and the Structure of the
Deuteronomic History," Journal~ Biblical Literature, 84 (1965), 131-138.
13These passages comprise the selection of Martin Noth as quoted by
McCarthy.
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significant, says McCarthy, because they consider the past, scan the future, and offer a practical guide for man's activities.

Since 2 Samuel 7

performs these three functions and since it also sets in relief a carefully worked out over all structure in the Detueronomic history, McCarthy
adds the chapter to Noth's list of key passages.
According to McCarthy 2 Samuel 7 manifests marks of the Deuteronomic
h.ind and seems to be a unit in both form and content.14 However, the real
question is not one of the growth

and

origin of the text, but of the chap-

ter's function in the structure of the Deuteronomic history.
article McCarthy attempts to do three things&

In his

To demonstrate that

2 Samuel 7 operates with ideas that are important and unique to the Deu-

teronomic work, to show that the chapter ls closely integrated with its
immediate literary context, and finally to indicate that it occupies a
key position in the scheme of the whole his~ory from Deuteronomy through
Kings.

With regard to this last point, McCarthy contends that 2 Samuel 7,

gathering as it does so many basic ideas, is eminently fitted to be a renewal, a program for the future, and this constitutes the final step in

.'

the sequence of the Deuteronomic history.

While relating to the past, the

chapter is essentially a program for the future and as such fits into the
scheme of the Deuteronomic history as a whole and gives that block of
literature a symmetrical form.

Briefly, what the Deuteronomlc writer has

done ls to provide three progranmatlc passages and then to use six of his

14Thls is also the opinion of Artur Weiser, "Die Tempelbaukrise unter

David," Zei tschrift fuer die Alttestamentllche Wlssenschaft, 77 (1965),
153-168. While differing with McCarthy on tho extent of Deuteronomlc
redaction present in 2 Samual 7, Yeiser nevertheless maintains that the
chapter ls a literary unit from the time of Solomon vith its place ln the
J~ru11alam cult:.
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key passages to indicate how these programs worked or failed in subsequent
history. 15
A.
B.

C.

McCarthy's outline is as follows: 16

Moses commands the conquest and distribution of the land (Deut. 31).
1. Joshua undertakes the conquest (Josh. 2).
2. Joshua conquers and prepares the distribution (Josh. 11-13).
Joshua commands the covenant, the program for life in the land
(Josh. 23).
l. The people break the covenant (Judges 2).
2. The people reject Yahweh for a human king (I Sam. 12).
Nathan's promise (II Sam. 7).
1. The promise fulfilled in Solomon (I Kings 8).
2. Fina l failure of the kingship (II Kings 17).

In the light of this outline ono can see, says McCarthy, the preeminent
position of 2 Samuel 7 in the entire structure of Deuteronomic history.
The Date of 2 Samuel 7
There ls no unanimity among critical scholars with regard to the date
for 2 Samuel 7. 17 Robert Pfeiffer suggests the late fourth century; Well•
hausen, the time of Josiah; Kuenen, Cornill~ Budde, and Brewer, the seventh
century; Steuernagel, the time of David; Stade and H.P. Smith, exilic or
post exilic times; Sellin, pre-exilic; Kautzsch, ancient; and Eissfeldt,
750 B. C•

.. '

The detenninatlon of date is important for several reasons.

First,

the question of 2 Samuel 7 as the source of the Zion and Davidic traditions
present in the Royal Psalms and in Psalms 2 and 110 cannot be settled without fixing the date for this chapter.

And secondly, a determination of

date is necessary in the investigation of the time when the Old Testament

15Mccarthy, p. 137.
16.!Jlli!.

17The dates that follow are given by John McKenzie, "The Dynastic
Oracle: II Samuel 7," Theological Studies, 8 (1947), 188.
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concept of the Messianic king first began to appear.18

If, for example,

as Pfoiffer maintains, 2 Samuel 7 ls nothing more than a Jewish midrash
of the late fourth century,19 then it is quite impossible to regard the
chapter as the fountainhead of Old Testament Messianism.

On

the other

hand, if the chapter was composed near to the events which it describes,
as Kraus, among others, contends,20 then the Messianic hope ls older than
has at times been believed.21
2 Samuel 7 as the Source of the Traditions
Can the traditions in the Royal Psalms concerning t~e divine election
of David and Jerusalem as the royal city and abode of the deity be traced
to 2 Samuel 7?

Is this chapter to be regarded as the fountainhead of Old

Testament Messianism?

The answer to these questions vill depend, among

other things, on the dating of 2 Samuel 7, and, as we have just observed,
there is no agreement among critical scholars on this point.

It is the

position of men like Pfeiffer and Mowincke122 that Messianism is a late
development in the Old Testament, and that therefore any ''Messianic"

l8The term "Messiah" is used here to designate not the reigning
Israelite king but a future ideal ruler whose qualities and characteristics the New Testament applies to Jesus Christ.
19Robcrt Pfeiffer, Introduction ~!!!.2 ~ Testament (New Yorkl
Harper, 1941), p. 630.
20supra, PP• 97-98.
21A thorough discussion of this question would take us too far
afield. We merely allude to this fact ln order to point up the importance of determining the correct date for 2 Samuel 7. See the inmedi•
ately following paragraph and!!!!!:.!, PP• 109-110.
22sigmund Mowinckel, !!! !h!£ Cometh, translated by G.
(New York, Abingdon Press, 1954), PP• 3-S.

w.

Anderson
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passages of necessity must also be late.

But if it can be established

that 2 Samuel 7 was written shortly after the events it describes, then
the Messianic concept appears, at least germinally, in the tenth century.
At any rate, returning to the subject of this paragraph, it must be granted
that many of the Royal Psalms contain the chief themes of 2 Samuel 7, a
fact which leads a number of critical scholars to suggest that the royal
ideology present in these psalms is derived from 2 Samuel 7.
View of men like Crim,23 Kraus,24 and von Rad.25

This ls the

Crim, for example, goes

into great detail in pointing out the parallels that exist between
2 Samuel 7 and the Royal Psalms:26
2 Samuel 7 and Psalm 132.
1.

Both stress Jerusalem as the resting place of the Ark.

2.

Both stress the divine choice of the Davldlc dynasty.

3.

Both stress the eternal aspect . of the Davidic dynasty.

4.

Both stress the terms of the promise, namely, the obedience
of the king to Yahweh.

2 Samuel 7 and Psalm 2.

...

'

1.

In both the king is a descendant of David.

2.

In both the royal city ls Jerusalem.

3.

In both the king ls God's son.

23Keith Crlm,
passim.

.Ih! Royal Psalms (Richmond: John Knox Press, 1962),

24Hans Joachim Kraus, Worship .!!l Israel, translated by Geoffrey
Buswell (Richmond: John Knox Press, 1966), pp. 189-190.
25cerhard von Rad, "Erwaegungen zu den Koenigspsalmen," Zeitschrift
Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft, 41 (1940/41), 216-222.

~~

26crlm, pp. 40-51 and 69-117.
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4.

In both the eternal duration of the dynasty ls mentioned.
This is implied, says Crim, ln Ps. 2:8, 10-12.

5.

In both the principles of kingship are those underlying God's
own, namely, justice and righteousness.

6.

In both, the power behind the king ls Yahweh.

He carries out

the oracle.
2 Samuel 7 and Psalm 18.

Like 2 Samuel 7 this psalm, according to

Crim, combines the Davidic covenant with the Sinalitic • . The theophany on
Sinai is reflected in verses 7-15 and 20-24 while the Davidic covenant is
alluded to in verse 50.
2 Samuel 7 and Psalm 21.

Verses land 4 echo 2 Sam. 7:29.

David here

prays for a long and blessed life for the dynasty.
2 Samuel 7 and Psalm 45.

The sixth verse of this psalm seems to sup-

port the divinity of the Hebrew king, a thought which ls also suggested by
2 Sam. 7: 14.

2 Samuel 7 and Psalm 89.

Crim states that verses 19-37 are a poetic

version of 2 Sam. 7:4-16.
'

'

2 Samuel 7 and Psalm 110.

Edward Kissane points out that 2 Samuel 7

and Psalm 110 both present the king as a member of David's line, predict
for him a glorious reign, designate him as one who rules by divine aid and
as God's representative, and promise him an eternal reign. 27
These parallels prompt some historical critics to conclude that the
ideology of the Royal Psalms finds its source in 2 Samuel 7.
Is there any evidence that by the time the 2 Samuel 7 traditions were

'

27Edward Kissane, "The Interpretation of Psalm 110,"
logical Quarterly, 21 (1954), 103-114.

!h! Irish !h.22.•
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incorporated into the Royal Psalms these traditions underwent perceptible
chango?

In answer to this question it might be pointed out that Ps. 2:8,

for example, reveals a progression of thought over the original oracle as
recorded in 2 Samuel 7.

The psalm reference suggests the universal domin-

ion of the Davidic king, an emphasis which is not found in 2 Samuel 7.

In

addition, Kraus expresses the view that as these 2 Samuel traditions were
interwoven into the Royal Psalms and in that form employed in the cultlc
rites they took on an increasingly Messianic significance.

As he puts it:

But we must not overlook the fact that the promise expressed by the
prophet Nathan points in essence to the future. The cultic realizations of this basic proclamation became more and more marked by this
fact, and the promise for the future was always left open. This in•
conclusiveness and longing for fulfillment became the source of eschatological expectations which looked for a Messianic king of the last
days who would come from the house of David. Even the royal psalms
are mysteriously permeated with this hope• • • • 28
Psalm 132 illustrates other modifications that took place in the traditions of 2 Samuel 7 as they were incorporated into the Royal Psalms.

We

note, for example, that this psalm contains a divine oath (Ps. 132:11) which
is not present in 2 Samuel 7.

Likewise also the close link between God's

election of the Davidic dynasty and of Zion as His chosen city ls more pronounced in the psalm (vss. 13-14) than in 2 Samuel 7.

However, it ls quite

possible, as Kraus maintains,29 that in the cultic celebrations 2 Samuel 6
with its stress on Jerusalem as the abode of God and 2 Samuel 7 with its
emphasis on the election of the Davidic house were combined into one unit.
2 Samuel 7, Psalm 89, and 1 Chronicles 17
As has been observed, critical scholars find allusions to the traditions

28Kraus, Worship, p. 190.
29Ibid., PP• 183-184.
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of 2 Samuel 7 throughout the Royal Psalms.JO The dynastic oracle that forms
the foundation for these traditions ls recorded in three places:
8-16; 1 Chron. 17:7-14; and Ps. 89:21-38.

2 Sam. 7&

To these passages we now turn

our attention.
Tho Passages Compared
Even a casual glance reveals the literary connections between these
three versions of Nathan's oracle.31
some striking divergences.
allelism but lack of it.

On

the other hand, there are also

Therefore, the problem is not only one of parIt does not seem likely, says John McKenzie, that

2 Samuel 7 was the original source and that Psalm 89 was dependent upon it,
since there are too many differences between the two.

In Samuel God speaks

to David through Nathan, while in the psalm He speaks directly in a vision.
In Samuel the promises are given late in David's reign, while in the psalm
they are made at his election as king.

There ls no mention in Samuel of

world dominion as in the psalm,32 nor does the latter allude to God's rejection of David's plan to build a temple.33
,,

.

These variations between 2 Samuel 7

and Psalm 89 illustrate how traditions may be altered and modified according
to usage and in the course of time.

In fact, it ls qulte possible that

30supra, pp. 102-103.
3lsee the ·synoptic table of McKenzie, pp. 190-193. It ls apparent that
McKenzie has made the psalm his point of departure in formulating this table.
He has done so because it ls his opinion that the psalm more closely repre•
sents what he calls the "original oracle." His reasons are given in
. "Dynastic Oracle," p. 189.
3 2This fact has been noted in connection with Ps. 2&8 and 2 Samuel 7,
supra, p. 104.
33These are the arguments of B~ttenwieser, as quoted with approval by
McKenzie, pp. 193-194, note 19.
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2 Samuel 7 itself is already a modified form of the original dynastic
oracle.

As }lcKenzie points out, most oracles are in verse form, and while

the words of 2 Samuel 7 may be rhythmical and elevated, they are nonetheless prose.

Therefore, argues McKenzie, it is a good possi bi 11 ty that the

chapter represents the prose paraphrase of an original oracle.34
A close examination of the three passages reveals the following-parallels and divergences.35

First, there is the occasion of the oracle.

In

Samuel-Chronicles it is David's intention to build the temple, a fact unmentioned in the psalm.
problem.

According to Ncl<enzie this omission poses no real

The psalmist simply had no reason to refer to the occasion of the

oracle since it was not applicable to his situation.3 6

If McKenzie's view

is correct, then the psalmist's historical circumstance affects the tradition with which he is working.

He is led to omit the probable occasion of

the original oracle.
Ps. 89:21-26 presents a picture of tho idealized David which is absent
from Samuel-Chronicles.

McKenzie's conclusion is that the "rags to riches"

story of the latter is closer to the original oracle than the glorified
.... '

David of the psalm version, enshrined in the memory of his people. 3 7

If

this is true, then Ps. 89:21-26 is an example of how the memory of a
national hero, cherished in the hearts of his people, can modify a tradition about him.

_., PP• 195-196.

34Ibid

35the selection of examples from McKenzie's comparison ls intended to
underscore only the major parallels and differences.
•,

l~tcKenzie, p. 196.
37~ . , P• 19.
7
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Again, according to McKenzie, Ps. 89:25 reflects the thinking of
later times.

He interprets this verse as a reference to the growth of

David's kingdom and observes that such expansion ls not mentioned ln
Srunuel-Chronicles.

McKenzie believes this limitation of Samuel-Chronicles

suggests an early date since a later author would have spoken of the universal boundaries of the Davidic emplre.38
In 2 Sam. 7:l2a the author for the only time ln the chapter uses

''seed" for David's dynasty, while elsewhere it is "house."
has "seed" (vs. JO).

The psalm also

Pfeiffer39 regards this as a case of verbal bungling

on the part of the author of 2 Samuel.

McKenzie disagrees and says that

the writer uses both "seed" and "house" in referring both to Solomon and
to the rest of David's descendants.40
the highpoint of the chapter.

Verse 12, according to McKenzie, ls

Beginning from David's project to build a

house the oracle turns the phrase .into the ~ynastic promlsez

"I, Yahweh,

will build a house for you; ·I will raise up your seed after you.u41
There ls a serious problem ln 2 Sam. 7:lJa.
polation?

Are these words an inter-

McKenzie admits that they do seem to be a violent interruption

of the trend of thought, but he refrains from labeling them an interpolation.
their presence in both Samuel and Chronicles ls an indication, he says, that
they represent something in the original oracle.
ted simply because it is missing in the psalm.

The verse cannot be omitMcKenzie views 2 Sam. 7al3a

(1 Chron. 17:12a) as editorial ·e xpansion similar to the alteration he finds

38~., P• 199.
\

39pfeiffor, as quoted by McKenzie,~., P• 202.

-·
_., pp.

40ibid
41 Ibid

203-2

~
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when comparing 1 Chron. 17:14 with 2 Sam. 7116.

Thore can be little doubt,

says McKenzie, that "my house" in Chronicles signifies the temple.42
2 Sam. 7:14b parallels verses 31-34 in the psalm but is omitted ln
Chronicles.

The reason offered by McKenzie is that tho purpose of tho

Chronicler is to present idealized and not complete history. 4 3

Is Ps. 89:

c.

According

31-34 Deuteronomlc?

If so, then it was written after 800 B.

to McKenzie these verses are not necessarily from the hand of the Deuter•
onomist since he did not have a monoply on this kind of vocabulary.

The

words "rod of men • • • strokes of the sons of men" in 2 Sam. 7 z14b reflect
tho time when they were composed, that is, when foreign nations were oppressing Judah's kings.44
2 Sam. 7:15b (1 Chron. 17zl3b) refers to the deposition of Saul.

There

ls no parallel in the psalm and McKenzie can find no reason why this should
be the case.

Ha goes on to sayz ·

As an expansion of the original oracle by a historical allusion of
the type which by now we may almost judge characteristic of SamuelChronicles it may be more easily understood; consequently, I judge
it no part of the originai.45
Ps. 89:35, says McKenzie, is pure poetic expansion, and this accounts

·- '

for the absence of the verse in Samuel-Chronlcles. 46

_., P•

42 Ibid

_., P•

43Ibid

204.
205.

441 bid.,
P• 206.
4 5Ibid

-·

46 Ibld.

'
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The Question of Priority
Pfeiffer 47 claims a fourth century date for 2 Samuel 7, because he
believes the vocabulary of the passage places it ln that period.

However,

McKenzie contends that there is no linguistic evidence to support that
claim.

Nor does Pfeiffer have any better evidence on which to base his

argument when he says that 2 Samuel 7 ls late ~ecause the ldea of an eternal Davidic dynasty must boa post-exlllc concept.

McKenzie asks how the

idea could be post-exilic and originate at a time when the nation was ln
decline, beaten, and prostrate.

The hope of an eternal dynasty arises, he

says, during periods of prosperity and resurgence of national strength.
That is when we find the concept prevalent in other nations (Babylon, Rome,
Assyria, Victorian England).

By historical analogy, therefore, lt ls safe

to conclude that the idea of an eternal dynasty, far from being the pure
invention of the fourth century, accurately describes the conviction of the
Davidic period.48

Thus the roots of Old Testament Messianism can be traced

to the tlme of David.
In addition, according to McKenzie, there ls no reason why 2 Samuel 7
should be an lnventlon of the fourth century.

It ls the claim of Pfeiffer

that the writer felt himself compelled to explain why David dld not build
a temple; hence, the oracle of 2 Samuel 7.

It is historical fact, says

McKenzie, that David did not build the temple.
tory that he fervently yearned to do so.

It ls also a datum of hls•

Only a divine oracle, such as

the one presented in 2 Samuel 7, could have prevented the strong-willed

47 Pfelffer, as quoted by McKenzie,
48Ibid., PP• 207-209.

.!.!?!s!•, P• 207.
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David from fulfilling his desiro.

Therefore 2 Samuel 7 ls not the imagi•

native figmont from tho mind of some fourth century author but instead
offers us the only plausible explanation for David's failure to build the
temple. 49
In the view of McKenzie, Pfeiffer's ~ost-exilic date for 2 Samuel 7
rests almost wholly on his theory that there was no Messianic hope in
Israel before the exile.

This, however, says McKenzie, remains nothing

more than an unproved thoory.50

Referring to 2 Samuel 7 he writes:

If, therefore, we have an original oracle reported here, there is no
escape from the conclusion that this is, as Cornill puts lt, "the
root of messianic prophecy"--in so far, that is, as the messianic
idea includes a kingdom under tho eternal dynasty of David.51
This certainty that David's kingdom is the irrevocable beginning of a long
dovelopment, a movement towards a universal goal, since Yahweh, who will
extend His kingdom over all men, has united Himself in David with the kings
of Israel in an eternal community of interest as a father with his sons is
the source of Psalms 2, 110, and all the prophecies concerning the house
of David.52
McKenzie concludes that 2 Samuel 7, l Chronicles 17, and Psalm 89 are
throe recensions of an original oracle reproduced freely in all three.53
Ihe question as to priority cannot be definitely decided.

2 Samuel 7 ls

perhaps tenth century, and Psalm 89 is possibly a product of the late

4 9 Ibid., P• 210.

50Ibid., pp. 211•213.
51~ . , p. 213.

52Ihis represents McKenzie's summary of Klostermann•s note on 2 Sam. 7:
19, as quoted.!!?!.!!•, p. 214.

53.!!!!.s., p. 215.
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seventh or early sixth contury.

It might well be from the pen of one who

cannot reconcile the impending fall of the house of David with the Samuel•
Chronicles promise of an eternal dynasty.54
McKenzie's conclusions are as follows:
We are now in a position to sum up whatever conclusions are possible
from this study. From a preliminary glance at the parallels and divergencies of Samuel, the Psalm, and Chronicles I have chosen as a work•
ing hypothesis the assumption that those cannot be explained merely
by literary dependence, but only as the result of three recensions of
an original source; that all three must be considered as possibly in•
cluding material from the original source; and that the Psalm, as
written in metrical form and as free from the obvious inconcinnities
of Samuel and Chronicles, may be taken as the basis of operations ••••
One obvious conclusion is that I cannot agree entirely with Haenel's
hypothesis that Chronicles used the original source independently ••••
The evidence suggests that the problem of their literary relationship
is best solved by supposing that all of them have handled the source
frcely; •••• Another conclusion which I draw••• is that Psalm 89, for
those parts of the original oracle which it has preserved, represents
the original source more exactly than Samuel or Chronicles •••• A third
conclusion is the absolute priority of the original oracle, and its
historical validity as a contemporary report. The dynastic oracle
must be placed exactly where the literary tradition places it, in the
time of David himself, and be W\derstood as the root of the prophecies
of the messianic kingdom.55
McKenzio's prose paraphrase of his re~onstructed original oracle reads as
follows:
....

'

Thus speaks Yahweh: Should you build me a house to dwell in? For I
have never dwelt in a house, nor have I ever said, Why have you not
built me a house? Now therefore thus speak to my servant David: Thus
speaks Yahweh of hosts: I took you from the pasture, from following
the sheep, and I raised you up a warrior, a chosen one from the people, and anointed you with my holy oil. An enemy shall not overcome
you, nor the son of wickedness afflict you. I crush your foes before
you, and smite those who hate you. You shall call me, My Father, my
God, my ro·c k of salvation, and I set you as my first-born, great
among the kings of the earth. I shall preserve my covenant-love with
you forever. Shall you build me a house? Rather I shall build you a
house. I shall raise up your seed after you, and I shall establish

-·
_.,

54Ibid
55Ibid

pp~ 215-217.
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his kingdom forever. If he acts wickedly and profanes my law, I
shall punish him with the rod and stripes; but my covenant-love I
shall never remove from him. I shall not profane my covenant, nor
be false to the oath I swoar to David by my holiness& Your house is
established before me as tho sun, and your seed like the moon shall
endure forevor.56
2 Samuel 7 Traditions in Subsequent History

As the traditions of 2 Samuel 7 continued down their historical path
they came into contact with other traditions, such as those of Sinai and
the desert period, Zion, and the Ark.

What modifications took place as

those traditions interacted upon one another?
The Sinai Traditions and the Davidic Covenant
We turn · our attention first to the traditions surrounding Sinai and
the wilderness wanderings.

There is no doubt, on the one hand, that the

Davidic covenant of 2 Samuel 7 greatly modified the traditions of Israel's
desert period.

As Kraus points out, during the days of the sacral tribal

confederacy Yahweh Himself was the ruler of His people.

But now, in the

royal covenant of 2 Samuel 7 David and his descendants exercise this func•
tion of kingship.

The king is now the incarnate representative of Yahweh,

His "begotten" son (2 Sam. 7: 14 and Ps. 2: 7). 57

Likewise also the Davi die

king becomes what the entire nation had been in the Sinaitic covenant,
namely, God's son (2 Sam. 7& 14).

He thus represents both Yahweh to the

people and the people to Yahweh.
On the other hand, the Sinaitic traditions also exercised strong

56 Ibid., pp. 217-218.
57l<raus, Worship, p. 181.

I
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influence on the Davidic covenant.

According to Kraus, Nathan himself em-

bodies those desert traditions which sought to preserve the Davidic dynasty
from corrupting Canaanite olements.58

Through Nathan's oracle David was

denied his desire to build a temple based on models in surrounding coun•
tries.

Thus, in Kraus• view, the prophet "was an embodiment of the protest

of the circles that sought to keep in mind their (Israel's) desert ori•
gins.

1159

During David's reign the Ark remained in a tent, a fact which

certa inly helped to preserve Israel's desert origins and traditions.
Kraus also observes that the Messianic expectations which developed
out of the Davidic covenant included all of Israel and not just Jerusalem
and Judah. 60

This f a ct proves, he maintains, that the Davidie covenant was

never meant to be separated from the basic relationship of the Sinaitic
covenant, namely, Yahweh's fellowship with all His people. 61

Thus the

Davidic covenant incorporates into itself, and continues to preserve, the
essentials of the Sinaitic covenant.
What was the rela"t ionship between the two covenants?

Did the Davidic

covenant which was repeatedly realized in the Jerusalem cult completely
overshadow the Sinaitic covenant?

Kraus discusses this question at length

and comes to the following conclusionz
We can therefore now summarize our position as follows: from the time
of Solomon the Davidic covenant predominated in tho official cult at
Jerusalem. All the kings tried to exercise their rule on the basis
of the promise expressed by Nathan as it was actualized in worship,

_., PP• 182•183.

58 Ibid

'.

. S9Ibid., P• 183.
60ibld., p. 190.
61Ibid• ..
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but without recourse to the amphictyonic traditions. Dy this usurpa•
tion of the right election the relationship of God and the people was
more and more undermined. Pagan gods and cults were introduced to
Jerusalem, and only rarely was the Sinaitic covenant preserved on
Zion as the basis for the Davidic covenant. But the reforms of the
cult indicate a renewal of the Sinaitic covenant. Josiah was the
first to include the Sinai traditions in the official Davidic cult
as part of a general restoration. Of one thing, however, there can
be no doubt: that the Sinai tradition was brought to Jerusalem along
with the Ark, and that the cultlc institution of the renewal of the
covenant was something that was always held before David's successors
in that monarchy that was rooted in the emphictyonic sacral order.62
Crim alludes to the fact that attempts have been made to show that the
northern tribes held to the Sinaitic covenant while the south gave preference to the Davidic.63
simple.

But the matter, he says, was certainly not that

The covenant with David displays more resemblance to that made

with Abraham than to the Sinaitic covenant.

Even as God called Abraham and

bestowed upon him an unconditional promise of blessing so he also bound him•
self to maintain the dynasty of David.
moral obligation imposed upon the king.

Yet, from the first, there was a
If . he coU111itted sin he would be

punished, although God would remain faithful to the covenant and not destroy the monarchy (2 Sam. 7:14-16).
Weiser expresses the view that in the process of time the two covenants
became merged.64

6212!.g,., p. 200. Kraus' conclusion is based on such passages as l Kings
15:9-15, where it seems apparent that the Chronicler's view of the purification of the cult as being tantamount to a renewal of the covenant ls in
keeping with the oldest traditions of the Sinaitic covenant; also 2 Kings
ll:13-20 where the measures taken to achieve renewal go beyond the Davldic
covenant to the institutions of the Yahweh amphictyony ( ~ . , PP• 193-195).
63crim, p. 54.
64oeuteronomic theology clearly links the two covenants. See, for
~
example, Deut. 17:14-20, especially verses 18-20, vhere the king is made
subject to the lavs of the Sinaitlc traditions. ·
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David's religio•political action in tho removal of the Ark of the
Covenant to the royal city of Jerusalem (II Sam. 6), and the building of the Temple of Solomon, which thereby became both the central
shrine of the confederacy of tho tribes and the royal sanctuary of
the kingdom, led to the amalgmntion of the tradition of the Covenant
with the increasingly important royal cult. And this ln turn paved
the ·way for a development which was fraught with grave consequences
for the history both of the cultus and of the tradition. In the
Northern Kingdom it brought about the establishment by Jeroboam I
at Bethel and Dan of new national sanctuaries, which shoved a remark•
able leaning towards the agriculturally-based Canaanite religion
(I Kings 12:26ff.); in the temple worship at Jerusalem, on the other
hand, tho position of the king was firmly established in the ritual
of tho Covenant Festival. The fact that the king now had a place
in the ritual led to the development of new cultic traditions, namely,
the election of David and of his dynasty (II Sam. 7) and the selection of Zion as the dwelling place of Yahweh and as tho place where
he would reveal himself (a conception which was taken up again, especially by the Deuteronomic literature); and these new traditions
came to be of special importance for the rise and development of the
Old Testament idea of the Messiah.65
Johnson views the relationship of the two covenants in this way.

The

king personifies the nation, and in his obedience to the laws of the Sinaltic
covenant ho assures for the whole land peace and prosperity. 66
Rost's thesis is that for a time the two covenants continued side by
side and that the Sinaltic covenant was important mainly in the northern
kingdom, while in the south tho Davidlc prevailed.67
Noth 69 take exception to this view of Rost.

Both Kraus 68 and

Kraus states that "this

65Artur Weiser, "Tho Psalms, 11 .Ih2 lli Testament Library, edited by
G. E. Wright, John Bright, and others, translated by Herbert Hartwell
(London: SCM Press, 1962), pp. 34-35.
66Aubrey It. Johnson, Sacral I<ingship !n Ancient Israel (Cardiff:
Unlv~rsity of Wales Press, 1955), pp. 127-218.
67Leonhard Rost, "Sinaibund und Davldsbund," Thoologische Literatur•
zeitung, 72 (1947), 129-134.

.'

68Kraus, Worship, p. 191 •

69Mnrtin Noth, "Gott, Koening, und Volk lm Alten Testament,"~schrlft ~ Theologle ~ Kirche, 47 (1950), 188.
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explanation is unacceptable, as it does not adequately bring out the special principles and manifestations of the Davidic covenant."70 And Noth
remarks:
In view of tho local link between the Ark and the city of David this
separation is perhaps too simple; it seems moro probable that within
the gc~eral Israelite tradition the expectations linked with the
promises made to the house of David, wherever they were adopted among
the Israelite tribes, became part of the ancient traditional rela•
tionship of God and people, as a special element and one which pointed
more and more to the futuro.71
While granting that Rost's dichotomy between the two covenants might
be too sharp, James Ward nevertheless insists that from the time of David

to Josiah tho Davidic covenant superseded the Sinaitic in Judean national
religion to the extent that the royal ideology tended to obscure Israelite
tribal religion in the interest of exalting the monarchy.72 Ward goes on
to say that it is impossible to deny elements of continuity between the
prophetic tradition, grounded on the older ~ovenant, and the royal cult of
the south.

He writes:

The explicit link between Ps. lxxxix and the ethical tradition of
prophetic Yahwism is the moral condition laid upon the Davidic king
in vss. 3lff. (cf. 2 Sam. vii 14; Pss. lxxii, 12). The implication
is strong that the coronation ritual included not only the recita•
tion of God's promises to David and the statement of royal prerogatives, but also the definition of the responsibilities of the king
to God, and thus to tho covenant people.73
The Zion Traditions and the Davidic Covenant
The traditlons surrounding Zion as the dwelling place of the deity

70Kraus, Worship, p. 191.
'

71Martln Noth, as quoted by Kraus,~·

72James Ward, "The Literary Form and Llturgfcal Background of Psalm
LXXXIX," Vetus Testamentum, ll (1961), 331.

· 73 Ib1d., p. 332.
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antodato David's removal of the Ark to Jerusalem and have a strong Canaanite coloring.74 According to Kraus,
The Ark tradition therefore entered a sphere which immediately exerted
its influence upon the amphictyonic sacral language, ideas and insti•
tutions. These alien elements had to be taken up into tho worship of
Israel, transformed and incorporated into the service of Yahweh.75
Kraus expresses the view that Psalm 132, for example, is a typical song of
Zion based upon the old tribal traditions, while Psalms 46 and 48 evidence
a faith influenced by Canaanite-Jebusite language and ldeas.7 6

In Kraus•

opinion pre-Israelite Jerusalem was already regarded by the Canaanites as
tho abode of the deity.

When the Ark was installed on mount Zion these

cultic trad~tlons penetrated the Israelite sanctuary, but were applied to
Yahweh and reshaped in the light of the faith of the Old Testament.77
What was the relation between the Davldic election traditions of
2 Samuel 7 and the traditions that designated Zion as the home of Yahweh?

According to Kraus, the divine election of David spelled out in 2 Samuel 7
explained and justified the election of Jerusalem as the central shrine of
national worship and the dwelling place of Go·d . 78

.

In his own words:

The reference to the king's achievement in having "restored the honour" of the Ark probably carried U ttle weight in view -of the conservative cultic institutions. Appeal therefore had to be made to
the sacral basis of kingship, which was invested with the highest
and most embracing authority. This means that in the . long rW\ the

'

74Kraus, Worshi2,, pp. 201~203.

75.!.!tl.g., P• 201.

-·

76Ibid

77Ibid., P• 203.
\

78Ibid., p. 182.
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election of Jerusalem could bo explained and justified only by the
election of David.79
Psalm 132 illustrates how these originally separate traditions surrounding
the divine election of Jerusalem and of David were woven together for cultic purposes (Ps. 132:11-18).
The Ark Traditions and the Davidic Covenant
According to the most ancient Old Testament traditions, the Ark was a
portable shrine of the community already in the desert period (Num. 10135-36
and Joshua 3-5).

With the occupation, however, the picture changes.

Among the established tribes in Palestine the Ark vas no longer a real
travelling shrine but, though it had as yet no permanent resting place,
it was set up in one place for a more or less prolonged period and
this place then formed the central place of worship, the geographical
centre of the ancient Israelite amphictyony.80
Two strata concerning the significance of the Ark are discernible in
the Old Testament.Bl

In the Priestly Code, the Ark is interpreted as a box

preserving the tables of the Law (Ex. 25121 and 3716).

According to the

Deuteronomic tradition, the Ark serves the same purpose (Deut. 1011-3;
l Kings 8:9).

On the other hand, in the ancient traditions from Shiloh and

Jerusalem, the Ark is apparently the empty throne of Yahweh above which He
ls invisibly present (1 Sam. 4:4; 2

Sam.

6:2; 2 Kings 19:15; Jer. 3:16-17).

l<raus expresses the view that in the complex of traditions surrounding

79 Ibid. This view of Kraus is supported by Ps. 132:11-13 where the
divine ~tion of Jerusalem is founded upon Yahweh's election of David.
However, the reverse might also be true, namely that the el~ctlon of David
could bo oxplalnod and v1nd1catod by tho oloctlon of Joruaalem.
8~rtin Noth, as quoted by Kraus, Worship, P• 125.
bibliography dealing with tho Ark,~., n. 1.
81The source here ls Kraus, !.2,!g., PP• 125-126.

See Kraus• large
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Gilgal and the Israolito sottlemont ln Canaan there are throe aspects connected with tho Ark:

(l) Tho guiding presence of Yahweh which ls directly

joined to the Ark and which precedes the camp after it ls broken up (Num.
10:35-36); (2) Tho significance of the shrine in the event of the "holy
war" as it is indicated in the cult (Num. 10:35-36); (3) The character of
the Ark as a processional shrine.82

"These three aspects appear time after

time with varying emphasis in the Ark tradition. 1183
The sources provide a clear picture of the significance of the Ark at
Shiloh.

There it was a sign of Yahweh's presence, to which worship and

petitions woro addressed (l Sam. l:J,9-10), and from the Ark there issued
the mysterious call and the word that could be interpreted only by those
with tho prophetic gift (l Sam. 3:3-5).

The holy God Himself was present

above the sacred object, before whose overwhelming majesty no man could
stand (l Sam. 6:20).

In addition. the Ark was carried out as a palladium

into battle when the war was waged for holy purposes (1 Sam. 4:3).

With

the fall of Shiloh the Ark was removed to Kiriath•Jearim where it played
no significant role in the cultic life of Israel.
Following his conquest of Jebusite Jerusalem, David faced the task of
restoring the central Israelite sanctuary that had collapsed with the fall
of Shiloh and to revive it in the form of a state cult.

The hieros logos

of the Jerusalem Ark narrative (2 Samuel 6) depicts how he achieved this
goal.

Amidst rejoicing, cultic dancing, and sacrifices David brought the

sacred object to Zion and now Jerusalem became the cultic center of the
nation and the dwell lng place of Yahweh.

82 Ibld., P• 164.

-·
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But what are the connections between the Ark traditions and the Davidlc
eloction traditions of 2 Samuel 7?

For one thing, as has been previously

obsorved, 84 the election of David, according to Kraus, explains and justifies the election of Jerusalem as the abode of Yahweh.as

In addition, as

for example Psalm 132 clearly shows, the final phase and climax of the Ark
tradition, namely, its removal to Jerusalem, and the tradition surrounding
God's choice of the Davidic dynasty were combined in cultic celebrations.
As Kraus puts it:

,,

Time after time the original event of the "election of Jerusalem" was
solemnly celebrated and the worshipping community entered into experi•
ence. An event of such basic importance as the establishment of the
official cult must have left its marks upon worship. The cultic repetition, however, did not deal only with the "election of Jerusalem",
but also with the "election of David". In the early period monarchy
and sanctuary were very closely connected. The king was the founder
and leader of the cult and had charge of the official worship. But
in Jerusalem the question which we have already mentioned presented
itself: who had authorized David to bring the Ark to Jerusalem? The
answer could be given by reference to Nathan's words or by an actuali•
zation of this original message by a cultic prophet. From the standpoint of literary criticism 2 Sam. vi and 2 Sam. vii are two different
complexes, but in the cultic actualization of the main facts concerning the official sanctuary in Jerusalem the two basic sacral elements
have become intertwined. Yahweh has chosen David, and he has chosen
Jerusalem. Ps. cxxxii provides the decisive evidence for a "royal
festival on mount Zion", which actualized in worship the two acts of
election.86

'

Thus, if Kraus is correct, tradition criticism answers the question raised
by literary criticism&

How is it that two originally separate literary

complexes were in the process of time combined?

Tradition study tells us

that the Davidl'c election traditions of 2 Samuel 7 were early joined to
the Ark tradition of 2 Samuel 6 in order to explain and justify David's

"

84su2ra, p. 117.
asl<raus , WorshiJ2, p. 182.

_.,

86Ibid

PP• 183-184.

._srn·
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removal of the sacred object to Jerusalem.

Secondly, tradition criticism

reveals that these two sets of traditions were from an early period interwoven in a cultic actualization of the events they describe, and this fact
accounts for their proximity in the Sacred Scriptures.
Psalms 2 and 110 and the Davidic Covenant
Reference has been made to the frequent allusions to 2 Samuel 7 which
critical scholars find in Psalms 2 and 110.87

These allusions make it plain

that the Davidic covenant traditions present in these psalms have undergone
certain changes.

For example, the "vision" of 2 Sam. 7:17 has become an

unalterable divine "decree" in Ps. 2:7 and a divinely inspired prophetic
utterance (

11 J\> ~ )

in Ps. 11011. In addition, Ps. 2:8 adds a dimension
'•
to the Davidic kingship which ls not found in 2 Samuel 7, namely, universal

rule.

.

The "today" of Ps. 2:7 is not present in the original pronouncement

of divine sonship (2 Sam. 7:14) and suggests two things:

(1) The Davidic

covenant traditions were probably employed in some kind of royal ceremony,
such as perhaps a coronation or a festival celebrating kingship; (2) The
Israelite king became the son· of Yahweh on the day of his accession to the
throne.

Neither of these emphases is found in 2 Samuel 7.

Likewise also

the phrase "You are my son" ls found in official ancient Near Eastern adoption texts.as

Two things are suggested by this phrase.

First of all, the

words indicate ~hat the divine sonship of 2 Sam. 7:14 has undergone modification.

In the Samuel passage the king ls called God's son in Sinaltlc

covenant terms, demonstrating that in the Davldic covenant tlie king becomes

87supra, pp. 102-103.
88see the critical exegesis of this verse, .!nt!:!, PP• 189-191.
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what the entire nation had been in the Slnaitlc traditions, namely, God's
son (Ex. 4:22).

Secondly, the phrase "You are

my

son" indicates that the

divine sonship spelled out in 2 Sam. 7:14 was not interpreted by the
Israelites as being identical with that of Egypt or Mesopotamia.

Unlike

the Egyptian monarch who was regarded as the incarnate deity or the Baby•
lonian king who was conceived to be a god-like man,89 the Israelite ruler
was looked upon as being Yahweh's adopted son, as Ps. 217 clearly demonstrates.
Psalms 2 and 110 contain allusions to, and modifications of, the
Davldic covenant traditions of 2 Samuel 7.

the two poems also illustrate

the blending of other traditions with those of 2 Samuel 7.

In both psalms

the Zlon traditions are closely linked with those of the Davidic covenant
(Pss. 2:6 and 110:2), and while the proximity of 2 Samuel 6 and 7 in our
present Bible indicates that the Zion-Ark traditions of chapter 6 were
early combined with tho Davldlc covenant traditions of chapter 7, thls
conflation of traditions ls not evident in 2 Samuel 7.

the phrase "at

my

right hand" in Ps. 110:l ls taken by some critical scholars as a possible
'

'

reference to the king's being positioned at the right of the Ark in the
temple during the enthronement ceremonies. 90

If this view is correct,

then this verse demonstrates a linking of the Davidlc covenant traditions
with those of the Ark.

Ps. 110:4 with its emphasis upon the Israelite king

as a priest suggests that the royal traditions of 2 Samuel 7 were joined

8 9see the discussion of kingship in both of these nations, infra,
C~apter VI, passim.
90Kraus suggests this possibility, Hans Joachim Kraus, "Psalmen,"
Biblischer Kommentar Altes Testament, edited by Martin Noth (Neuklrchen
Kreis Moers, Neukirch~Verlag der Buchhandlung des Erziehungsvereins,
1960), XV, 11, 7S7.
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in the process of time with tho priest-king traditions of pre-Israelite
Jerusalem.

91

Some critical scholars find the concept of the Day of the

Lord present in Ps. 11015-7,92 indicating at least in this psalm the connection between the traditions of 2 Samuel 7 and the concept of the Day of
the Lord.
The Question of Contribution
Tradition criticism contributes toward the understanding of the
Sacred Scriptures in three ways.

First, this phase of the historical

critical method shows how traditions are modifie~ and altered to keep
them functional, meaningful, and relevant as they proceed down their historical path.

Secondly, tradition study broadens the understanding of a

given word or concept.

And finally the procedure underscores the historical•

human character of the inscripturated Word of God.
The results of traditio-literary studies reveal first of all how traditions are kept functional and relevant.

According to men like Rost and

Kraus, the originally separate traditions of 2 Samuel 6 and 7 were combined
very early for use in a cultic festival celebrating the divine election of
both Jerusalem and the Davidic dynasty.

Tradition criticism thus uncovers

the cultic-functional aspect of the theological content of both chapters.
Through redaction they became part of the liturgy of the Royal Zion Festival.
The tradi~io-literary comparison of 2 Samuel 7, Psalm 89, and l Chron•
icles 17 illustrates how the traditions surrounding the divine election of
the Davidic dynasty underwent modification in the course of history.

91see the critical exegesis of this verse, infra,
92see the critical interpretation of these verses, infra,

Such
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an investigation brings to light not only obvious parallels ln the three
passages, but also striking dissimilarities.
·,

In many instances these

divergences appear to be the rosult of the author's editing of the material to make it more relevant for his own time.

Thus, for example, ac-

cording to McKenzie, the words of 2 Sam. 7al4b reflect the time in which
they were composed, that is, when foreign nations were oppressing the
kings of Judah.93 Whether or not these words were part of the original
oracle of God to David ls another question.

The author of 2 Samuel 7 con-

ceivably inserted them in order to impress on the people of his day that
God was using the rod of foreign oppressors to chastise and discipline the
"disobedient kings of Judah.

~gain, in the view of McKenzie, Ps. 89z25 re-

flects the time of its composition when universal rule had become a part
of Israelite royal ideology.

Therefore, the thought ls absent in the ear-

lier Samuel-Chronicles passages.94 Once again editorial alteration, according to a critical scholar, updates an ancient tradition.
In the second place, traditlo-literary studies broaden the understanding of Biblical words and concepts.
..,. '

For example, the results of tradition

criticism reveal that the word "covenant," especially as it ls used ln the
Royal Psalms, is a blend of both the Sinaltic and the Davldlc covenants
and combines the traditions that grew up around both the events at Sinai
and the election of David.95 Or again, tradition studies suggest the possibility that the traditions surrounding the divine election of the Davldlc
dynasty and those associated with the choice of Zion as the royal city and

~

93see supra, p. 108.
94see supra, p. 107.

95see supra, pp. 113-116.

125
tho abode of Yahweh were at one time separate but that they were probably
joined quite early ln the celebration of the royal cult ln Jerusalem.
Therefore the Davidlc election traditions cannot be fully appreciated or
understood without at tho same time considering the traditions surrounding
the divine e lection of Zion.
and hi ~1\<.ll nti

An understanding of the relatlonshlp between,

of , ,.hcso t-wo originally separate sets of traditions l s espe•

c ially helpful ln interpreting the Royal Psalms with their frequent stress
on the divine election of both Zion and the Davidic dynasty.

Through tra•

ditlon study one comes to see why these two theological emphases appear
together.

Either tho election of Jerusalem ls explained and justified by

the election of David, or the reverse ls true.
In the third place, traditio-literary investigation W\derscores the
historical-human character of the lnscripturated Word of God.

The method

provides an insight into the process by whl~ the theological message of
the Scriptures came into being.

The divine revelation vas not offered in

a book that descended from God in some supernatural and spectacular fashion.
Rather that revelation seems to have been preserved, altered, and amplified
through the normal processes of tradition development and literary growth
characteristic of the ancient Near East.

thus traditlo•literary criticism

provides a deeper understanding of the probable formation of the Sacred
Scriptures, and ultimately therefore furnishes a richer insight lnto the
human aspects of the divine .record.
Finally, traditio•literary studies of 2 Samuel 7, Psalm 89, and
l Chronicles 17 result in a tentative reconstruction ot the orlglnal ora•

cle from vhich some of the royal ideology present ln Psalms 2 and 110 is
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dorived. 9 6

Such investigation, therefore, restores the probable theo-

logical foundations of the two psal~s.

Moreover, the reconstruction of

the original oracle, achieved through the application of traditio-literary
studies, makes possible a comparison of the royal ideology of Psalms 2 and
110 with its original source and thus reveals both the similarities and the
modifications that may have taken place over the years.97

96see supra, pp. 111-112.
97see supra, pp. 103-104 and 121-123.

CHAPTER VI
THE ROYAL PSALMS AND ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN PARALLELS
As has been frequently observed, the methodology of historical crltlcism often involves an lnterpretotlon of the Biblical material ln the light
of ancient Near Eastern parallels.

This ls especially true of the expres-

'

sions concerning Israelite kingship as they are found ln the Royal Psalms.
The conclusion of critical scholars is that klngshlp in Israel ls a modified version of kingship in Egypt and Mesopotamia and that the Biblical
Royal Psalms reflect this similarity.
It is necessary therefore to present a synopsis of ancient Near
Eastern kingship with emphasis on the royal ideology and court style which
many historical critics find in the Biblical Royal Psalms.

The first part

of the synopsis consists of a survey of kingship ln the ancient Orient and
in Israel.

Tho second deals with kingship ln Psalm 72 which, according to

a number of critical exegetes, ls one of the better lllustratlons of how
a Biblical Royal Psalm has been influenced by the royal ideology and court
style of the ancient Near East.

The question of such influence in Psalms 2

and 110 will receive detailed discussion in the exegesis of these psalms.
Kingship in the Ancient Near East 1

1For a more complete and comprehensive treatment of the subJect see
S. H. Hooke, Myth~ Ritual (Oxford: University Press, 1933); s. H. Hooke,
.'!!!.! Labyrinth (New York: Macmillan Co., 193S).

I
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Kingship in Egypt2
The cardinal concept of Egyptian royal ideology was that the king
was divine. 3

This divinity of the king can be recognized even in Egyptian

art, where Pharoah is always portrayed in superhuman proportions as the
only person who acts, wages war, conquers fortresses, kills the enemy,
brings sacrifices, and the like.4 As the incarnate deity the king vas
responsible for all the physical, spiritual, economic, and political welfare of the state, which he established and maintained primarily through
the administration of justico.5

By so doing he controlled the rise and

~all of Egypt's lifeline, the Nile.

Thus, in a very real sense, he was

the giver of lifo to the nation.6
The death of a king brought on a dangerous and disturbing transition
period when the order and harmony with divine powers had to be made firm
and vigor strengthened through the effective means 9f cultic festivals.7
Each New Year was such a period of transition, at which time the king's
accession was commemorated.

In addition, there was the ~-festival,

celebrated at irregular intervals, which also took on the form of a
J

2The sources here are primarily Henri Frankfort, Kingship~~
Gods (Chicago: The University Press, 1948), pp. 15-197, and Sigmund
Mowinckel, !!£ !h!.!:, Cometh, translated by G. W. Anderson (New York: Abingdon Press, 1954), pp. 28-32.
3Frankfort, pp. 36-46.
ftt.towinc!<el,

!!! ~ Cometh,

P• 28.

5see Psalm 72.
6comparo Lam. 4: 20 whore the Israeli ta king ls called ''my breath,"
that is, "my Ufa" by the writer.

~ ·

7Mowinckel,

!!! ~

Cometh, p. 29.

I

\
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remembrance of the king's accession and a renewal of royal potency, that
is, his power to dispense prosperity to land and people.a

The king's death and entrance into the world beyond, together with
the accession of the new Pharoah, form a transition of vital significance
climaxed by the ''Mystery Play of tho Succossion."9

In this play the act

of creation and the divine establishment of the monarchy are dramatized
With complete realism, and through such dramatization that which i~ portrayed is in reality assured.

The god, who has simultaneously joined his

ancestors and has been reborn in his son, once again stands in the cultic
drama in the fullness of his deity, majestically holding in his palms all
world order and prepared to dispense life, fertility, and blessing to his
people.

In a symbolic manner the cultic play presents what has actually

taken place:

Seth has slain Osiris, but Horus, the new king, avenging

the death of his father, gains the victory over Seth, and joins in his
own person the two vital powers of existence in a settled harmony.10
Once again world order and justice reside securely in the king.
world has been created by the new king, Atwn, the creator god. 11

A "new
The

accession festivities are brought to a close as the new king receives
his two crowns, symbolic of his possession of the fullness of Re's power
and dominion.

Once again the nation is on the threshold of a new era of

prosperity and plenty.

For the threatenln$ state of chaos, which resulted

BFrankfort, PP• 79 and 86-88.
9 Ibid., PP• 123-126.
l~owlnckel,

!!! Ih!S. Cometh, p. 30.

llFrankfort, P• 108.
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from the death of the old king and the breach between nature and society,
no longer exlsts.12
All these interpretations of men's experience of reality find expression in the hymns sung ln honour of Pharoah as of any other god ••
•• It follows, then, that the king whether alive or dead, ls an object
of worship; o.nd similarly it is he who (in theory) carries out the
entire cult, and ls the priest of all the gods. It ls he who ln•
Vokes and stimulates all the other gods to grant blessing to himself
and his people.13
Kingship in Mesopotamlal4
From the time of the ancient Sumerlans the concept of kingship in
Mesopotamia was considerably different from that in Egypt.15

The "land of

the two rivers" was bordered by no well-deflned frontiers and lay constantly
open to armed aggression by nomadic tribes of the desert and the mountain
tribes of the north and east.

The changeable weather was a constant cause

for concern, and the Tigris and Euphrates ~ere not, like the Nile, depend•
able sources of blessing, but frequently dangerous and destructive powers
of chaos.

In both life itself and man's view of it there was considerably

more peril and suspense than in Egypt.
At any time, the powers of evil, through the agency of drought, devastating floods, or enemies, might threaten to lay "the world" waste
again. The cult was not, as in Egypt, an affirmation that the powers
of life had been strengthened and existence stabilized after a momen•
tary disturbance during the "transition". It was a factor of vital
importance in a life and death struggle. Every year the powers of
chaos~ get the upper hand, nature and l i f e ~ dead, and at the

12

.!.!?..!E.• '

p. l so.

13Mowinckel, .!!!

I!!!!

Cometh, p. 31.

14-rhe sources here are again Frankfort, pp. 215-318 and Mowinckel,
l!2, I.h!S Cometh, pp. 32-Sl.

l!2,

1Ssee the references cited by Mowinckel on Meaopotamian kingship,
Cometh, p. 32, n. 2.

~
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mercy of the powers of death; and it was then that every resource
must be employed in the cult, so that the gods of life might again
bo victorious over the power of chaos, and really create the world
anew.16
Thus it was the preservation of life itself that was at stake in the
cult.

However, unlike the Egyptian, the Babylonian entertained little

hope of endless life.

A line in the Gilgamesh Epic tells us that ''when

the gods created man, they gave him death for hls portion, but life they
withheld in their own hands. 1117

The cult therefore aimed at strengthening

and renewing life in both men and the gods who also apparently needed a
periodic "shot in the arm," which was achieved through the bringing of
food and sacrifice at the religious festivals.
Although the Mesopotamian monarch was a great man (Sumerian, Lugal),
he was nonetheless only a man like other men.

The gods had bestowed upon

him the responsibility of serving them and carrying out their will on
earth. 18

In contrast to Egyptian art, Mesopotamian art almost always pic-

tures the king as a leader of his people, yet one of them.

He is never

made equal with the gods and worships them along with his fellow countrymen whom ho represents before the heavenly assembly. 19
'

'

The origins of Mesopotamian kingship can be traced to early Sumerian
times when leadership lay in the hands of a group of governing elders.

Be-

hind and over these elders stood the god, the real lord of the city.20

It

16Ibid.
17~., P• 33.
l8Frankfort, pp. 239 and 332.
19Ibid., PP• 8-9 and 224-225.
20Ibid., PP• 215•217.

132
seems likoly that the king originally was one of these elders solected by
the group to take decisive action on behalf of the city in especially important or perilous situations.
accomplished his designated task.
of the gods.

His authority lasted only until he had
The same was true even in tho realm

For, according to the Creation Epic, Marduk received the

kingship only after it was conferred upon him by the assembly of the
gods. 21

But behind the king and olders stands the god of the city, and

it is at his instance, and in defence of his land, temple, and congregation that the king goes into action. 22 Thus it is that even after the
emergence of a more permanent kingship, the men on the throne do not
ordinarily call themselves "kings," but "vice-regents" and "priests" of
the god of the city.23

The real king is still the god.

In Mesopotamia kingship was a sacral institution.

The king repre-

sented the people before the god and joine~ the two together.

This close

and distinctive royal relationship with the deity accounts for •the fact
that some of the rulers of the larger cities affixed the name "god" before
their namcs.24

-

'

To the extent that the king possesses divine qualities and

attributes he may be at times regarded as divine; but he ls not a god in
the same sense as Pharoah.
Although kingship, as in Egypt, may not have been built into the
original order of things, the gods had it in mind from creation and had
chosen and predestined the king to be ruler from his mother's womb, and

21.!.lli·, p. 236.

..

22 Ibid., pp.
221-222.
23 Ibid., p. 223.
24Ibid.,

PP• 224-226.

l

t
~

i•

.
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even from the creation itself.25

It was in heaven, with the gods, that

both kingship and the choice of king originated.

Divinely predestined,

nursed by goddesses, taught by gods, called by name, equipped with a divine heart and power, the king was eminently qualified for his royal responsi bil i ti es.
The king is the son of the god, sonship signifying a unique and inti•
mate relationship of trust, dependence, and obedience.

From the god or

goddess the king receives special love and protection, and he in turn is
expected to give the deity his wholehearted loyalty and obedience.

How-

ever, he is not a son of God in a physical or even metaphysical sense.
Rather he is the chosen or adopted son, the very adoption· formula beinga
"You are my son, whom I have begotten." 26
The divine election of the king placed him into his assigned task of
representing the gods before men and vice versa.

As the intermediary be-

tween heaven and earth he had to discover and perform the will of the gods.
He had to govern the land in accordance with divine law.

Although there

were professional priests, the king, with his own priestly functions, was
their head,27 and on all the important occasions he took a leading part in
" '

the cultic festivities.

In addition, he received oracles, performed sacri-

fices, and conducted numerous religious rites.

As

the representative of

the people before the gods he had to atone for sin and personally endure
certain expiati·on rites. 28

25see Mowinckel,

One of the greatest services the king could

!!! .'.!1l!! Cometh, p. 35 with references cited.

~
26For references consult Mowinckel, ~ . , p. 37, n. 5. This fact
should be noted in connection with any interpretation of Ps. 217.

2 7Frankfort, p. 252.
28~ . , PP• 260-262.
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render to the gods was building temples for them.
Basically, then, the functions of the king were threefold:

(1) The

administration of the kingdom, that is, to care for men's material and
moral welfare according to the laws of divine justice; (2) Representing
the gods to men, and men to the gods; (3) Interpreting the will of the
gods to men.

Thus the Mesopotamian king was a mortal charged with the

staggering burden of leading men in their servitude to the gods.
The chief Babylonian religious observance was the New Year Festival
in which the king played a leading role.29

Through his participation he

was instrumental in obtaining for the worshipping community "the boon of
a harmonious integration with nature." 30 Among other things this festival
contained the followinga

A ritual atonement by the king for his own sins

and for the sins of the community, a dramatization by the king of the
god's humiliation and liberation, a celebration of Marduk's victory over
Tiamat, and the sacred marriage.31
If there is one word which sums up what the people expected their
king to be it is "shepherd."

..

'

himself.32

This is the designation Hammurabi uses of

But the king is also the "savior of his people" in the Hebrew

sense of the expression.
The king will "work salvation", yesa, in the true sense of the word,
"width", "spaciousness •••• " It means not only deliverance from
earthly, cosmic, and demonic enemies, and from distress and misfortune,

29In connection with this festival see especially s. H. Hooke, Myth,
p. 47, and Norman Snaith, !h! Jewish~!!!£ Festival (Londoni Society
for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1947), pp. 212•214.
,

30Frankfort, p. 318.
3lsee Mowinckel,
3 2Mowinckel,

!!!.!!'!!! Cometh, pp. 40-47 and Frankfort, PP• 313-318.

~!!!.!! Cometh, P• 47.
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but good conditions, well-being, outward and inward prosperity, fertility in field, flock, and nation, quietness and order in the state,
"peace", and the lil<e. When, in the course of the year, prosperity
and vital energy have been exhausted, then the king, by performing
and leading the approprinto, re-creating cultic acts, seeks to ensure that the gods will again be victorious over the powers of chaos,
create the world anew, and bless the land. By his vicarious and
representative rites in the festival, he will atone for the impurity
which has accumulated. Accordingly, every now king, and not the
least the founder of a dynasty, maintains that through himself the
gods have brought prosperity, salvation, and abundance to land and
people. We often find the king presenting himself as "the saving
shepherd", ••• or "tho shepherd who brings justice", "the righteous
or just shepherd", as Hammurabi calls himself; ••• just as it is often
said of the gods that they "save'', i.e., provide all the good things
that are needed for life and well-being.33
Kingship in Canaan34
The sources for a reconstruction of Canaanite royal ideology are
chiefly the Keret and Aqhat texts of Ugarit.

From these texts the follow-

ing conclusions can be drawn with regard to ideal primitive Canaanite kingship.JS

(1) The king inherited his high office.

(2) The king stood in a

special relation to the gods, being called, for example, in the Keret saga,
"the son of El," the senior god of the Ugaritlc pantheon.3 6

(3) The king

was the son of the deity not in his own right, but as the representative

33 Ibid.
34The sources here are J'ohn Gray, "Legacy of Canaan," Supplements~
Vetus Testamentum, edited by G. W. Anderson, P.A. H. DeBoer, and others
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1957), V; John Gray, "Canaanite Kingship in Theory
and Practice,"~ Testamentum, 2 (1952), 193-220.
35 It is the contention of Gray that by the Amarna period Canaanite
kingship had undergone radical alterations, that it was not the same as
in the primitive period, and that the ancient manifold and highly concen•
trated powers of the king had been greatly modified. See Gray, "Kingship,"
PP• 194, 218-219.
36Gray, "Kingship," PP• 198-199.
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of the people who with their god constituted a social unity.
impossible to consider the king apart from the community.

Thus it was

Although singled

out by his bravery or other peculiar qualifications, the king nevertheless
remained one of the people.

(4) As the son of god the king's authority

and person became invested with special virtue which enabled him to perform various rites, to maintain the regularity of the social and natural
order, or to adjust the community to new conditions in times of disaster
or crisis.

(5) As the embodiment of the community the king represented

the people before god.
priest.

This he accomplished primarily in his capacity as

The Keret text ls especially enlightening here as it shows us

the king officiating at cultic sacrifices and participating in the "deconsecration" rite of the new crop by which it was released for common
use. 37

As in other primitive communities, another important priestly

function of the Ugaritic king was probably that . of conferring and restoring fertility.

In addition, he performed certain cultic rites, although

the fragmentary state of the texts do not allow us to particularize con•
cerning those functions.

(6) The king was also a prophe.t, and as such

was the occasional recipient of divine revelations which concerned both
the king and the conununity.38
tice.

(7) The king was the administrator of jus-

From his judgment seat at the opening of the gate he dispensed jus-

tice to widows, orphans, and the oppressed.39

(8) The king was the leader

ln war, and the direction of foreign policy was concentrated in his hands.
(9) Although it ls not definitely stated tn the texts themselves, the

~

37~., pp. 205-206.

See also Lev. 23sl7.

38Gray, "Klngshi p," p. 204.
39 Ibld., P• 209.
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implication is that the king exorcised a certain control over the fiscal
system of the land.

There is no evidence of this in the myth and saga

texts, but the later administrative documents contain hints that the king
may have been the chief financial officer of the realm.40
Kingship in Israel
The Question of Canaanite Influence41
To what extent was Israelite kingship patterned after th~t of the
Canaanites?

What happened when the nomadic Hebrews came into contact with

the Canaanite culture after their settlement in Palestine?

To an extent,

there wero vigorous and salutary reactions against many pagan conceptions
and practices, and it is quite possible that many of the words and passages
in the Old Testament that have obvious Canaanite coloring are to be regarded
as a polemic against Baalism, and not simply as an evidence of its influence
upon Israelite culture and religion.42

Yet, such reactions take place only

after the system against which the reactions are directed have succeeded
in influencing the forces of the reactions to a point from which they can

40ibid., pp. 214-215.
4lsee I. Mendelsohn, "Samuel's Denunciation of Kingship in the Light
of the Akkadlan Documents from Ugari t," Bulletin 2t Sh! American School
i2!, Oriental Research, 143 (Oct. 1956), 17-22. Mendelsohn maintains that
1 Sam. 8:4-17, tn the light of Ugaritic literature, ls an accurate descrlp•
tion of Canaanite kingship in tho pre-monarchic period and indicates how
tho author felt Canaanite kingship would shape and influence Israelite
kingship.
42see Norman Habel, Yahweh Versus
at·es, 1964).

l!!.!!. (New York: Brooklllan Assocl•

138

never quite liberate themselves.43

Gray's summary in this connection is

helpful.
In many particulars the Hebrew settlers in Palestine served themselves heirs to the heritage of ancient Canaan. The first element
to be adopted was no doubt the ritual and accompanying myth appropriate to the seasons of the agricultural year, and particularly
to the transitional phases such as the Nell Year and the beginning
and end of harvest. This matter would, of course, be preserved at
the various local sanctuaries. The clearest indication of the
Hobre,i appropriation of a Canaanite myth is in the case of the establishment of God's kingship over the powers of Chaos, the unruly
waters, which were later historiciscd as the political enemies of
Israel, a theme which was carried over into Jewish apocalyptic where
it often appears with many primitive features. This theme was probably appropriate to the New Year Festival. The next stage of the
assimilation of this Canaanite matter was the literary stage when
there was a conscious adaption of Canaanite themes notably by the
prophets and in the Book of Job. Here the Canaanite mythology is
used in more sporadic fashion, though there is an abundance of isolated motifs. With the themes and the poetic--sometimes epic-style of the Canaanite literary prototypes the Hebrews assimilated
also, we believe, the Canaanite dialect, which came thus to supplant their native Aramaic.44
However true this may be, it is quite possible that by the time the
Israelites invaded Palestine, Canaanite kingship was a spent force, having
been replaced by an oligarchy of elders. 45

.

Gray concludes:

From our study it emerges that the institution of the kingship in
Canaan had undergone various vicissitudes in the eventful phase of
the Middle and Late Bronze Ages. The ancient powers of the king,
so manifold and highly concentrated, were much modified•••• All this
must, of course, be taken into serious consideration when we investigate the problem of the Hebrew monarchy. It has been, we think,
too freely assumed that the Hebrew kingship was modelled on a Canaan•
ite prototype.46

-

43see Gray, "Legacy," p. 2 and especially the reference cited in note
· 3 of that page.
44Ibid., PP• 16-17.

~

4 5see Gray, "Kingship," p. 194.
46Ibid., PP• 218-219.
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While granting that Israelite and Canaanite kingship do possess common
elements, Gray is quick to point out that his comparison of the royal
entourage as it is found in the Keret and Aqhat texts and as it is presented in the later administrative documents reveals some striking changes.
The ideal k.lngship of the primitive period no longer seems to exist, and
was not, therefore, in his opinion the royal pattern copied by the Israelites.47
Gray also challenges the view that Palestine was simply a sponge absorbing the surrounding cultures of Mesopotamia and Egypt.

His claim is

that this view does not accord with archeological evidence from Canaan. 48
The King of Israel
The Person of the King
Critical scholarship reconstructs Israelite kingship as follows.49
With regard to his person, the king was the chosen of Yahweh, anointed by
Him, His son and heir, by adoption, however, and not in a metaphysical
sense.

Such anointing made the king sacrosanct.

and was always the servant of Yahweh.

He ruled by divine right

As God's vice-regent he embodied in

his own person all the divine blessings, ·and it was through him that Yahweh

47!ll5!,

48~., pp. 199-200.
49 The description that follows is a summary of the material presented
in these works: Mowinckel, !!! !h!E. Cometh, pp. 56-95; Frankfort, pp. 337344; Aubrey R. Johnson, Sacral Kinsship lU,Ancient Israel (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1955); s. Sziksai, "King," !h! Interpreter's
Dictlonari .2.t!h!!ll..!?!!, edited by George Buttrick, Thomas Kepler, and
others (New York: Abingdon Press, 1962), III, 11-17; and H. Ringgren,
!h2. Messiah .!!l .Eh.!21.!! Testament (Chicago& Alec R. Allenson, 1956).
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)

channeled His gifts to the people.

This would take place howover only if

the king remained loyal to the laws and precepts of Yahweh.

Such stress

upon the king's adherence to right ethical standards as the only assurance
for national peace and prosperity looms larger in Israel than in the other
ancient Near Eastern cultures.

Thus tho king was the light and life of

the people and held in his hands the national destiny.

On him depended

victory in war, rain and fertility, the integration of nature with human
life, and the natural order of the cosmos.
The Functions of the King
The king's functions wore basically threefold:
and religious.

Political, judicial,

Politically, the king functioned as God's vice-regent over

the land, and ideally, over the whole world.

In addition, he was the su-

preme commander in war, the great military defender of the nation.

Judi•

cially, the king had the responsibility of seeing to it that justice was
administered throughout the realm, especially to those who could so easily
be deprived of their rights, tho poor, the orphans, and the widows.

.

Re-

' ligiously, the king, at least in some periods, was the superintendent of

public worship.

He apparently offered occasional sacrifices, held a mea-

sure of authority over priests and cult, participated in cultlc celebrations, and the like.SO Just what the king's precise role ln the cult may
have been ls not perfectly clear, primarily because the Scriptures offer
little information on the subject and because the nature of the cultic

50Thls matter of the king's priestly role ls not entirely settled.
Frankfort, pp. 342-343, thinks that the Israelite king performed very few
religious functions and that this ls borne out by the fact that the
closest bond between Yahweh and His people was forged ln the kingless
period at Sinai.
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rites themselves is still a matter of much debate among scholars.

What-

ever the king's role may have been, it seems quite certain that he did not
represent the dying and rising deity as in the festivals of non-Israelite
cultures.51
But did the king represent the people?
Psalms, for example, refer to the king?
the cultic rites?
did. 52

Does the "I" in the Royal

Did he personify the nation in

It is the opinion of Mowinckel, among others, that he

In the cult the king, according to Mowinckel, embodied in his own

person tho worshipping congregation.

Therefore the "I" in the Royal Psalms,

and elsewhere for that m~tter, is all Israel s.p eaking through the king.
The Question of Divine Kingship in Israel
Was the Israelite king considered divine?53

Exponents of the Uppsala

school answer in the affirmative.54 After ~ffering a splendid review of
the historical development of the theory of divine kingship together with
a summary of the various positions taken on the question by the Scanda•
navian scholars, .Johnson will not conunit himself beyond saying that the

51Widengreen, for one, thinks that he did. See his position as presented by Mowinckel, !!! !hil Cometh, p·. 86. Mowinckel, l.!?.!.5!•, flatly
rejects such a view saying that the "sources afford no evidence for the
idea. • • • "
52s1 ground Mowinckel, 1h! Psalms J.n Israel's Worship (Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1962), I, 42-80, and especially p. 46.
53see, among others, the articles on this subject by the following:
Charles North, "The Religious Aspects of Hebrew Kingship," Zeitschrift
~ lli Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft, 50 (1932), 8-38; A. R. Johnson,
"Divine Kingship and the Old Testament," Expository Times, 62 (1950),
36-42; and Gerald Cooke, "The I sraell te King as Son of God,'' Zei tschri ft
fuer die Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft, 73 (1961), 202-225.

--

.

54see the references cited by Cooke, P• 202, n. l. ·
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Israelite king was
a potential "extension" of the personality of Yahweh; and here all
the emphasis lies on the word in italics, for to say more is to overlook the significance of the covenant relationship between Yahweh,
as the Godhead, and the reigning member of the House of David.55
In the Royal Psalms there are at least three passages that seem to
support the notion of divine kingship.
110:3.

They are Pss. 2:7; 89:20-30; and

After a discussion of these passages together with 2 Sam. 7:12-14

Cooke presents the following conclusions:

(1) The texts referred to pro-

bably point to the king's adoption by Yahweh and not to any physical or
metaphysical begetting.

Nothing more is required of these passages than

a metaphorical and adoptional interpretation.

Such a position is also

substantiated by the observation that no Old Testament prophets ever attacked Hebrew kings and kingship because of claims of divinity.

(2) De-

spite the many pagan parallels, the forms and ideas of Israelite kingship
have been greatly modified.

'

The model by which this adaptation could be carried out was ready to
hand in Israel. The figure of Israel's sonship appears to have offered the main content for the Davidic divine sonship. As the covenant promises and demands were central constituents ~f the IsraelYahweh son-father relationship, they were central also in the conception of the relationship between Yahweh and David and his line. Yahweh had chosen Israel, entered into covenant with him, and called him
his first-born son. Yahweh had also chosen David and his "house",
entered into covenant with them, called the Davidic king his firstborn son. As Israel's sonship was both actual and potential, so the
sonship of the Davidic kings was celebrated as both a fact and a possibility: the sonship of both Israel and the Davidic kings was eschatological in the sense that its fulfilment and blessing was hoped for
and could be fulfilled only by covenant faithfulness and righteousness.56

'

The heart of North's article on Hebrew kingship is devoted to a careful

'

55Johnson, "Divine Kingship," p. 42.
56Cooke, p. 225.

·,
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examination of the Old Testament evidence that seems to support the theory
of divine kingship.57

He ls inclined to follow Driver and to translate

the difficult Ps. 45:7 with "thy throne is like God's throno, 11 although
he admits the possibility that Elohim here might be a vocative and addressed to the king.

Yet even if that is the case, "one swallow does not

make a summer," nor would one passage in which the king is called God establish the fact of divine kingship in the Old Testarnent.58

The psalm

must be viewed in relation to, and in contrast with, the entire Old
Testament.
North's conclusion is that the doctrine of divine kingship entertains
no prominent position in the Old Testarnent. 59

In a number of passages

(Lam. 4:20; Pss. 2:8 and 45:7) we find borrowed conceptions that border
on the cultic-mythical.

Otherwise the doctrine of divine kingship does

not exceed that which is implied in the conc_e ptlon of the king as Yahweh's
Anointed.

The king, as part of the Davldic line, ls eternal, the adopted

son of God; but the historical David and all his descendants, treated as
individuals, are mortal and subject to divine punishment if they trans-

.

' gress Yahweh's commandments •

The dynasty ls "divine" in that it is ordained

of God and therefore not subject to dissolution.

Certainly there ls little

doubt that in the period of the Prophets and later Hebrew orthodoxy the
idea of divine kingship is unthinkable.

The best one can say about the

religion of the ·early period of the monarchy ls that the idea of divine
kingship cannot be completely excluded, but that "the facts ill accord

..,

57North, PP• 21•23.
58~., P• 30.

-

59Ibid., p. 36.
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with it. 1160
The Effects of Kingship in Israel
Finally, the effects of kingship upon the life of Israel require consideration.

In the northern kingdom kingship contributed to the establish-

ment of national sanctuaries and cultic rites that bore strong resemblance
to tho agriculturally-based Canaanite religion. 6 1 The large harem of king
Solomon is perhaps one of the most conspicuous examples of how the Davidic
monarchy becamo the channel through which pagan elements were introduced
into the life and worship of Israel.

The architecture of Solomon's Temple

was borrowed wholesale from the Phoenlcians. 62

However, there is little

extant evidence in the Scriptures that this Canaanite Temple aroused any
antagonism among tho loyal Yahwists of Israel.

Despite its pagan archi-

tecture the Temple was assimilated to the o~thodox wors~ip of Yahweh.63
In the course of time the fertility cult of Canaan became a fluctuating

60 Ibid., pp. 36-37. See also Hans Joachim Kraus, "Psalmen," ~ scher Kommentar Altes Testament, edited by Martin Noth (Neukirchen Kreis,
Neukirchener Verlag der Buchhandlung des Erziehungsvereins, 1960), XV, 1,
19-20; Artur Weiser, "The Psalms," !b,! Q!.5! Testament Library, edited by
G. E. Wright, John Bright, and others, translated by Herbert Hartwell
(London: SCN Press, 1962), pp. 34 and 65-66; Mitchell Dahood, "Psalms I,"
!h£ Anchor~, edited by w. F. Albright and David Noel Freedman (Garden
City, New York: Doubleday and Co., 1966), XVI, 12; Martin Noth, "Gott,
Koenig, Volk irn Alten Testament," Zeitschrift ~ Theologle ~ Kirche,
47 (1950), 157-188, and especially p. 188. These scholars all agree that
there is no divi'ne kingship in the Old Testament.
61 see Weiser, "Psalms," p. 34; Keith Crim, !h! Royal Psalms (Richmond:
John I<nox Pres~, 1962), p. 55; also 1 Kings 12126-28.
62This has boen demonstrated by G. E. Wright, Biblical ArcheologY
(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1957), PP• 140-141.
63crim, p. 55.
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force in the life of Israel (1 Kings 16:31-33; 18:4; 2 Kings 8:18; 11:1).
Although purged of thoir pagan mythological significance and filled with
new content the language and literature of Israel manifest a strong
Canaanite coloring, thus indicating the impact of the Canaanite culture
upon the nation's life and worship.
It is uncertain to what extent the introduction of kingship into
Israel can be held responsible for these pagan influences.

There is no

doubt that the Davidic kings were periodic instruments for bringing pagan
practices into the life of the nation, but this was a breach of the Davidic
covenant and a perversion of royal ideology.

Those kings who stressed

the divine promises of an enduring dynasty at the expense of the ethical
obligations of the covenant were going counter to the Sinaitic traditions,
and such action on their part led to the syncretism of the Yahweh religion
with that of the Canaanites.

But when some of these monarchs were recalled

to the ancient faith of Israel, they made fervent efforts to cleanse the
cult of all foreign influence.

Syncretism in the sense of merging of di•

vergent systems of thought, for example the fertility cul.t and the Sinaitic
'

'

tradition, did not take place in Israe1.64
'Weiser holds the view that the effort of kingship in the southern
kingdom was ultimate~y the development of Old Testament Messianism. 65

He

contends that the position of the king was firmly established in the Covenant Festival ritual, and that this in turn led to the development of new
cultic traditions, namely, the election of David and his dynasty and the
selection of Zion as the abode of Yahweh and the place of His revelation.

64 Ibid., pp. 57-58.
65-welser, "Psalms," pp. 34-35.
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According to Weiser, these two traditions wero especially responsible for
the rise and development of the Old Testament idea of the Messiah.
Ancient. Near Eastern Kingship and Psalm 72
The question remains:

Does Psalm 72 manifest ancient Near Eastern

Hofstil, and if so, how does the presence, or, for that matter, absence
of such court style affect the interpretation of the psalm?
The Historical Critical Views
According to Roland Murphy66 prayers for kings, such as the one in
Psalm 72, are well attested in ancient Near Eastern literature. 6 7 There
is, for example, an extant hymn to the Babylonian god Shamash that seems
to have been written for the sake of the king, that he be restored from
bodily afflictions, and in a partially preserved coronation ritual the

.

priest is found praying that the god Asshur might give the king right and
justice as in Ps. 72:1.68

In an inscription written by king Agumkakrime

commemorating his zeal for the worship of Marduk the king concludes with

a prayer in which he turns to the gods and prays for himself in the third
person:
May Anu and Antum in heaven bless him,
May Bel and Belit in E-kur determine his fate.
May Ea and Damldna, who dwell in the great depths,
grant him life and distant days.
May Makh, ' the ruler of great countries, provide him
with complete dominion(?)

66Roland Murphy, /j_ Study .2.( ~ 11 (l!,) (Washington: Catholic University Press, 1948), pp. 45-78.
67~., p. 45 with references cited.
68..!.ei9.., P• 46.
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May Sin, the light of heaven, give him royal progeny
unto distant days.
May the hero Shamash, the lord of heaven and earth,
make firm the throne of his kingdom unto distant days.
May Ea, the possessor of the source, provide him with wisdom.
May Marduk, who loves his rule, tho lord of the sources,
grant him blessing in fullness.69
According to Murphy there are in these royal prayers constantly recurring themes.

Those that he investigates are justice, eternal life,

world rule, and fruitfulness of the land.70
The ideal Babylonian king was to be a military ruler, governor, and
judge. 71

The king's reign was often described and idealized as a time of

blessing, owing to the benevolence of the gods and the justice of the
king.

Both the prologue and the epilogue of the Code of Hammurabi illus-

trate this ideal of royal justice:
Anu and Bel called me, Hammurabi, the exalted prince, the worshiper
of the gods, to cause justice to prevail in the land, to destroy the
wicked and the evil, to pr event the strong from oppressing the weak,
to go forth like the Sun over the Black Head Race, to enlighten the
land and to further the welfare of the people. Hamnurabi, the governor named by Bel, am I, who brought about plenty and abundance • • •
who stormed the four quarters of the world • • • who filled the city
of Ur with plenty; the pious and suppliant one, who brought abundance
to E-gis-slr-gal; • • • who supplied water in abundance • • • to its
inhabitants; • • • the divine protector of the land • • • who helps
his people in time of need; who establishes in security their property
in Babylon; • • • who made justice prevail and who ruled the race
with right • • • the king who caused the four quarters of the world
to render obedience; the favorite of Nana, am I. When Marduk sent
me to rule the people and to bring help to the country, I established
law and justice in the land and promoted the welfare of the people.
The righteous laws, which Hammurabi, the wise king, established and
by which he gave the land stable support and pure government. Hammurabi, the perfect king, am I • • • The great gods proclaimed me
and I am the guardian governor, whose scepter ls righteous and whose

691.lli· t p. 47.
70ibid., p. 48.
71.!J?.!.2.., with references cited.
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beneficent protection is spread over my city. In my bosom I carried the people of the land of Sumer and Akkad; under my protection
I brought their brethren into security; in my wisdom I restrained
(hid) them; that the strong might not oppose the weak, and that
they should give justice to the orphan and tho widow, • • • for
tho pronouncing of judgments in the land, for tho rendering of decisions for the land, and for the righting of wrong, my weighty
words I have written upon my monument and in the presence of my
image as king of righteousness have I established • • • By the order of Marduk • • • may my name be remembered with favor in Esagila
forever. Let any oppressed man, who has a cause, come before my
image as king of righteousness: • • • (and he will exclaim): "Hammurabi indeed is a ruler who ls like a real father to his people;
• • • he has established prosperity for the people for all time and
given a pure government to the land •• •" Hammurabi, tho king of
righteousness, whom Shamash has endowed with justice, am I ••• 72

•/

In Egypt too we find the same stress upon justice as an important
royal virtue.

In the "Teaching addressed to King Meri-ka-re" we find the

admonitions given by an Egyptian king to his son in which the royal heir
is told to do what is right in order to enjoy life on earth.

He is to

exercise special care for the widow and those in sorrow are to be comforted.

Ho must guard against unjust punishment, and any punishment administered
ought not be given personally by the king.73
Another theme that enjoyed wide circulation in the court circles of
the ancient Near East was the eternal life of the king.74
'

life extended to the entire dynasty.

this desire for

Nabopolassar, for example, after

finishing the E-temen-an-ki Temple prayed that the gods would strengthen
the foundation of his throne for the distant future, and in his adv.ice to
his successor ho says that the king who remains loyal to Bel and his son

72From the Code of Hammurabi, as quoted by R. Harper in Murphy,
PP• 49-50.

~

731!?.!.9.., PP• 50-51.
74Ibid., p. 51 with examples cited.
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will live forever.75

And in Egypt many temple inscriptions bear the god's

assurance of eternal life to the king:
I give thee years of eternity and the joyful government over the two
countries. So long as I exist, so long shalt thou exist on earth,
shining as King of Upper Egypt and King of Lower Egypt on tho throne
of the living. As long as heaven endures, thy name shall endure,
and shall grow eternally, as a reward for this beautiful, great,
strong, excellent memorial that thou hast erected to me. Thou hast
accomplished it, thou ever-living one.76
A third theme emphasized in ancient Near Eastern court literature ls
that of a good king's fruitful lands and bountiful harvests.

Nebuchad-

nezzar called himself "Farmer of Babylon," and "He who waters the fields."77
It was considered the duty of the king to provide .for the irrigation of
the land; hence there are frequent references to accomplishments of this
sort and to the fruitful conditions that resulted.
World dominion ls a frequent theme among tho ancients.

The Assyrian

rulers bore the title "King of the Four Regions of the World." 78

In Egypt

this idea of universal rule ls, according to Murphy, best expressed in the
famous Victory Hymn of Amo~-Re, lord of Thebes, to Thutmose III:
I have worked a marvel for thee;
I have given to thee might and victory against all countries,
I have set thy fame, (even) the fear of thee in all lands •••
The chiefs of all countries are gathered in thy grasp •••
The earth in its length and breadth, Westerners and Easterners are
subject to thee,
Thou tramplest all countries, thy heart glad; •••
I have come, causing thee to smite the uttermost ends of the lands, •••
Thutmoses, living forever, who has done for me all that my ka
desired; •••
When I commanded thee to do it, I was satisfied therewith;

-.

75illg_.

".

76 Ibid.,

P• 52.

77.!.!?.i<!.

781..2.!s,., PP• 52-53.

.
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I established thee upon the Horus-throne of millions of years;
Thou shalt continue life---.79
Is Psalm 72 an example of Oriental court style in Israel?

According

to Gressmann, 80 ancient Near Eastern Hofstil includes all the customs,
manners of speech, and behavior that thrived at the royal courts.

Al-

though the royal poems often bear a personal touch, there are three characteristics cormton to all of them:
influence.Bl
Sc'.lllt.

Exaggeration, a pious tone, and foreign

The king is to be extolled and is to hear only what is plea-

This adoration of the royal person ls given a religious coloring,

and if the king is not actually deified he is spoken of as the god's elect
one and the representative of the people.

Since the monarch comes into

contact with the foreign world through political alliances, ambassadors,
marriages, and the like, the court style exhibits an international and
cosmopolitan character. 8 2
The authors of the royal literature that has come down to us from
the ancient Near East were tho court poets.

It was on occasions such as

the king's accession to the throne, his preparation for, and entrance into,
battle, his victorious return from the wars, his marriage, the birth of
the royal heir, diplomatic receptions, anniversaries, that these poets
conjured up the glorious visions of world rule, eternal life, and other
essentials of their trade.Bl

79rbid., P• 54.
SOibid.
811.Jili!.

'·

82~., pp. 54-55.
83 Ibid.,

P• 55.
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Tho Hebrew kings too had their court poets, a segment of whose voluminous writings wo have preserved for us in the Royal Psalms.84
the contents of these poems may vary, the
picture:

S\.UII

Though

total gives an harmonious

praise of the king's majesty, his justice and piety, his vic-

tories, the record of Yahweh's favor which he has received, divine oracles extolling his greatness.

The kings of Judah are the subject:

na-

tive contemporary rulers who are descended from David and rule in Zion.
According to Murphy, historical critics advance a number of arguments to show that Psalm 72 belongs to this ancient Near Eastern literary
genre of royal court poems.
critics generally use.

There are, he says, two approaches which the

First, they argue that the psalm does not refer

to the Messiah, and secondly, they claim that various verses evidence the
touch of the court poet.

The question of the Messianic significance of

Psalm 72 need not detain us here since this ls not a part of our present
discussion.

However, the question of the Oriental Hofstil of the psalm

is pertinent and demands our consideration.

Murphy says that the argu-

ments of the historical critics concerning Psalm 72 are .as follows:
The members of the "Type-Study" school, Gunkel, GressmaM, Mowinckel,
Schmidt, Staerk, Eichrodt, ~!!.• ,find in this psalm a typical example of the bombastic and exaggerated songs composed in honor of
the national soverei gn. The unknown author of the psalm, probably
a court-poet, was thoroughly at home in the use of these royal cllches. One can surmise that his services were held in high esteem,
if not in constant demand. As the day of the heir's accession to
the throne of Judah neared--although many critics think that the occasion may have been the anniversary of the coronati on or some other
important event--he put together his mosaic of Hofstil, combining in
one psalm the salient traits of the ideal king: justice, world rule,
eternity, national prosperity. Gunkel emphasizes ideal monarch. The
poet paints the picture of the noble king,~ peur ~ !,!!!! reproche.
It is then applied to the heir-elect in Ps. 72. The poet himself is
inspired by the vision of an ideal, not by reality itself; and this

84rhis is the view of both Gunkel and Gressmann, as quoted by Murphy,

!!?.!!!•
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ideal is thrown over the new king, as if it wore a gorgeous royal
cloak. Hence it was that the royal hymns could be passed on from
one sovereign to another, almost forming part of the regal accoutrement. Not only the poet but the entire nation bear in their hearts
the vision of a great ruler1 and they beg that the vision will be
realized in the young king.~5
Murphy expresses the conviction that there simply is no Biblical
proof to warrant the conclusion that Israel actually adopted the court
style of the ancient Near East.86

He says that only one of the elements

commonly ascribed to court flattery is mentione~ in the Old Testament outside of Psalm 72, and that is the wish for the king's long life (1 Sam.
10:24; 2 Sam. 16:16; 1 Kings 1:31).

Murphy contends that Ps. 72:5 might

well be more than mere hyperbole through which the poet expresses the desire that the king should enjoy a long life.

In conjunction with what he

calls "the other clearly Messianic references," he argues that verse 5
must be taken as a designation of eternal life in the same sense as
Is. 9:6. 8 7 He concludes, therefore, that apart from this 8Ji:!phasis upon
the king's eternal life none of the stock factors of court style can be
documented in the Old Testament outside of the Royal Psalms.88

85 Ibid., PP• 58-59.
86

.!..!?.i!!•,

P• 64.

87..!..!u..!:!·, p. 65.
88 Ibid. Murphy writes: "The alleged court style is an assumption
which i~ad into these psalms. This does not mean that the manners and
customs of the court in Jerusalem were not on a royal plane--that the
courtesies conunonly paid to the royal family, the perennial stand-bys of
every court--that all this was lacking. On the contrary, the Jews reacted naturally to their royal dynasty and indeed handsomely in view of
the divine promises extended to David. Moreover, it would be unhistorical
to isolate the Jewish monarchy from foreign influences. The point is that
one would have to prove the existence of such an extravagant court style,
before resorting to it as an explanation, when other views explain the
facts equally as well, if not better." (.D?!s,.)
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But what about Ps. 72:8?

Is not this verso a striking example of

direct borrowing from ancient Near Eastern court style?

After quoting

the arguments of men like Grossmann, Eichorn, and Gunkel, all of whom
see a Babylonian origin for the verse, Murphy says that this is an unproved assumption. 89

And even if it is granted that Ps. 72:8 is a phrase

naturally suited to a Babylonian king, this, according to Murphy, does
not prove the existence of Hofstil in Israel.90
In the view of Murphy the strongest argument against Hofstil in Israel
is the weakness of the classification "Royal Psalms."
Even a cursory examination of this group will bear out a sharp distinction in these psalms. Some are written in court style, to apply
the canons of the modern critics; others, unaccountably, are sober,
almost factual accounts. If the psalms do not run true to the literary type, then we may well suspect the classification and question
the glib claims of Hofstil.91
Murphy then proceeds to conduct an examination of the literary form of
some of the Royal Psalms and concludes that, in addition to the fact that
there is no pronounced uniformity, the typical flourish and proud claims
of Ps. 72:8-11, for example, are wholly lacking.
he maintains, are "anemic by contrast.

The other Royal Psalms,

The vaunted Hofstil could not have

89 His arguments against a Babylonian origin for the verse are presented~., pp. 67-68.
90~., p. 69. On Ps. 72:8 Murphy comments: "The phrase could have
been borrowed by an Israelite to describe one of the features of the Messianic era. G.· R. Driver stresses the fact that 'there was an essential
difference between the Babylonian and Hebrew thought: the idea of a world•
empire owning the sway of Ashur belonged to the circle of political ideas
centered in the Assyrian empire, whereas in Israel it passed beyond the
immcdlato political programme into the sphere of eschatology and the Messianic hope. The parallelism is theretore apparent rather than real.'"
( ~ . , p. 69)
91,!lli., P• 70.
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sired both.1192
A further argument by Murphy against the probability of the adoption
of a foreign Hofstil by Israel is the fact that Israel was never enough of
a world power to make it possible for her to entertain grandiose dreams of
a world empire apart from Yahweh's direct Messianic intervention.93

Such

a court style in Israel, according to Murphy, would be a "ridiculous caricature, which the historical records at our disposal do not indicate ever
to have existed. 1194

Rather the solution is to be sought within Israel her-

self, in the universality of'the Messianic promises which became a major
part of the Hebrew heritage.
Finally, Murphy points out that although kingship in Israel bears some
resemblances to that in the ancient Near East there are enough striking
differences to suggest that a blanket application of Hofstil to Hebrew
literature is without justification.95

Israelite kingship lacked the

apotheosis of the Egyptian pharaoh and the complete absolutism, if not
deification, of the Assyro-Babylonian rulers which provided rich soil for
court style to take root. 96

In Israel, the king

felt obliged to be human, just and faithful towards his people because he realized the debt of gratitude toward them for the initiative they showed in founding the kingdom, and the compensations due
them for the sacrifices incurred by accepting the klngdom. 97

921bid., p. 74.
9311?.D!·

94Ibid., p. 75;
9 5 Ibid.
\

9611?.D!·

97L. Desnoyers, as quoted by Murphy,~., p. 76.
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Other contemporary scholars take issue with Murphy and see in Psalm
72 indications of Hofstil.

Weiser, for example, suggests that certain

ideas and phrases of the psalm might well have been borrowed from ancient
oriental court style, but he hastens to add that these ideas and phrases
stem more from the fact that Israelite kingship was always linked with the
exalted and universal kingship of Yahweh.

The Hebrew king was eternal and

enjoyed world wide rule because those were the characteristics of the kingdom of God. 98

According to Weiser, the Messianic interpretation of the

psalm has been encouraged by two things:

(1) The testlmony ·of the Targum

which regards the king here as the Messiah; (2) The psalm's "prophetic
eschatology. 1199

Kraus states that Psalm 72 has undoubtedly been influenced

by Oriental Hofstil,100 and then cites references to demonstrate this.101
The chief point of comparison that he stresses ls the emphasis in both
Psalm 72 and in parallel royal prayers in both Babylonia and Ugarit upon
the king's responsibility to administer justice in the land and to defend
the cause of the underprivileged.

After referring to the views of men

like Gunkel, Gressmann, Schmidt, and Oesterley who, principally because
of the Hofstil present in Psalm 72, reject the psalm's Messianic interpretation Kraus says:

"Gewiss man wird die traditionelle 'messianische Erk-

laerung' nicht einfach uebernehmen koennen. 11 102

He then goes on to under-

score that the primary stress of the psalm is upon the king as the

98weiser, "Psalms,"
PP• 503-504.
9 9Ibid.,

,.

P• 502.

lOOKraus, "Psalmen,"
.101.!.hl!!·, p. 497.
1021.lli·, p. 499.

xv,

1, 496.'
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representative of the overarching lordship of Yahweh. 103

Yahweh has con-

ferred upon the king the office of judge, and it ls in the place of Yahweh
that he acts as the delivering merciful redeemer of his people.

This can

be seen from the fact that in effecting such deliverance, especially for
the poor and needy, the king assumes a role which in the Psalter belongs
exclusively to Yahweh.104 Kraus fails to make clear whether "Psalter"
signifies only the non-Royal Psalms or if the term includes all the
psalms.
Non-critical Views of Psalm 72
Martin Luther calls Psalm 72 "eine Weissagung, fast herrlich und
schoene von Christo und seinem Reich in der ganzen ·Welt • • • • •! 105

His

paraphrase of the psalm also indicates how thoroughly he Christianizes
every verse of the poem.106

John Calvin, ~n the other hand, takes the

stand that Psalm 72 speaks first of Solomon and then of Christ.l07
ever, verse 17, according to Calvin, is a notable exception.

How-

This verse

applies to Christ alone, since the reference is to an eternal klngdom. 108
~

.
1031.ill·
l04 Ibid., p. 498.
l05Martin Luther, Luthcrs Psalmen-Auslegung, edited by C. G. Eberle
(Stuttgart: Verlag der Evangelischen Buecherstiftung, 1873), P• 753.
106Martin Luther, Luthers Psalmen Auslegung, edited by Erwin Muelhaupt
(Goettingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1962), II, 366-368.
107John Calvin, Commentary .2U ~ ~ ,2.{ Psalms, translated by James
Anderson (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1949), III,
99-120.
108~., p. 117.
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Had Calvin had at his disposal the pertinent ancient Near Eastern documents where eternal reign ls attributed to pagan kings he might not have
reached the conclusion that Ps. 72:17 ls directly Messianic.

Hence the

absence of extra-Biblical material sometimes places the non-critical exegete at a serious disadvantage and becomes a key problem in his interpretations.
Without the benefit or use of ancient Near Eastern parallels both
William S. Plumer and G. W. Hengstenberg conclude that there are words
and phrases in Psalm 72 that can apply only to Christ.
that the psalm is David's prayer for Solomon.

Plumer's view is

But then,

rapt in divine enthusiasm, he [the poet] ascends to a higher subject,
and sings the glory of the Messiah, and the magnificence of his
reign.109
Plumer reaches this conclusion because he finds ln the psalm expressions
that can fit no one but Christ (vss. 5, 8-~l, 17).

110

Hengstenberg's claim

that Psalm 72 is directly Messianic and in no way refers to a contemporary
Israelite king ls based on the fact that he finds concepts ln the psalm
wholly inappropriate to any one but a divine Messiah.
... . .

Qe states that the

king in this psalm possesses an eternal dominion, a universal rule, and
gains his kingdom not by war but by righteousness and love.

No Israelite

king, according to Hengstenberg, fits such a description. 1 11

109William s. Plumer, Studies .!n £!12~ ,2! Psalms (Philadelphia:
J. B. Lippincott & Co., ·1867), p. 701.
llOibid.
111 G. w. Hengstenberg, Cornmentar ~ ~ Psalrnen (Berlin& Verlag
von Ludwig Oehrnigke, 1845), IV, 272-273.
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The Contribution of Ancient Near Eastern Parallels
The closing sections of the preceding chapters contain some of the
contributions which each of the phases of the historical critical method
makes toward an understanding of the theological message of Psalms 2 and
110.

As has been frequently observed, these contributions are the direct

result of an interpretation of the Biblical text in the light of ancient
Near Eastern parallels.

Such is also the case with Psalm 72.

Non-critical

scholars generally substitute a Christological application for an interpretation of the psalm.

They follow this procedure because in their view

the psalm contains exalted expressions that are completely inappropriate
to any but a divine Messiah.

It is precisely at this point that historical

criticism with its interpretation based on extra-Diblical parallels may
prove valuable for another interpretation of Psalm 72.

Without the bene-

fit of those parallels one can conclude with the non-critica,l scholars
that certain ideas and phrases of the psalm fit only a divine Messiah.
On the other hand; the recognition of ancient Oriental court style enables one to decide that Psalm 72, irrespective of its possible Messianic

..

'

overtones, is first of all a prayer for an ancient Israelite king, and
one can legitimately draw on the psalm for a reconstruction of Hebrew
kingship.

This is not to say that every critical scholar even with the

extra-Biblical material at his disposal concludes that Psalm 72 manifests
Oriental court style, is a prayer for an Israelite king, and non-Messianic.
The views of Roland Murphy, presented in this chapter, exemplify how an
historical critic, with the benefit of ancient Near Eastern parallels,
concludes that those passages in Psalm 72 which critical scholars generally label Oriental- court style and apply to the Hebrew king are rather
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directly Messianic.
The use of ancient Near Eastern documents, therefore, does not necessarily force one to abandon a Messianic interpretation of Psalm 72, or,
for that matter, of Psalms 2 and 110.

Rather the use of this material

offers the exegete an option which pre-historical critical scholars did
not have, an option between a possible application of these psalms to
Jesus, the Messiah, or to an ancient Israelite king.

CHAPTER VII
THE EXEGESIS OF PSALMS 2 AND 110
The final phase of historical critical methodology involves an exegesis of the text.

Such interpretation results from an application to

the text of all of the phases of the method considered in the preceding
chapters.

The present chapter, therefore, illustrates the application

of all of the methodological steps to Psalms 2 and 110.
After a brief analysis of the presuppositions and operational techniques of both the critical and the non-critical methods, examples will
be offered of the different interpretations given to various verses by
historical critics and traditionalist scholars.
Presuppositions and Procedures
The Historical Critical Method

...

The presuppositions and procedures that govern each of the phases of
historical critical exegesis have bean listed in the opening sections of
the preceding chapters.

From these presuppositions and procedures it

emerges that the task of exegesis, in the critical view, is to interpret
as faithfully as possible the meaning that the Biblical words had for the
'

original hearers or readers.

While it is true that traditionalist scholars

would undoubtedly agree with this critical presupposition, the fact remains that in their treatment of Psalms 2 and 110 the non-critical exegetes
consulted generally do not consider the probable message and meaning of
these psalms for the ancient Israelites but instead interpret these poems
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almost solely on the basis of New Testament usage and application.

The

attempt ls not made to see these psalms through the eyes of an Old Testament Israelite, but only through the eyes of a New Testament believer in
Christ.

Thus, while usually granting with the critical scholar that the

task of exegesis is to discover the meaning and message of the Biblical
words for their original audience, the non-critical commentators in their
interpretations of Psalms 2 and 110 for the most part do not adhere to
this hermeneutical principle.
Since, in the critical view, the function of exegesis is to interpret the meaning of the Scriptural words for the original hearers or
readers, an investigation of the meaning and/or application which these
words might have for the Church today ls not, according to critical scholarship, the proper business of the exegete.

Krister Stendahl spells out

this presupposition.
It ls here the student of biblical material leaves off and the theologian has to take over if we want an answer to the question what
all this "means11 to the Church • • • • The "translation" of biblical thought into the needs and the necessities of modern man cannot
be handled on an ad hoc basis. This becomes a poor targum, or-considering the lang~es and the distance involved--a Yiddish which
is understandable in its own ghetto.I
Non-critical Methods
As was just stated, the non-critical treatment of Psalms 2 and 110
does not generally include an attempt to interpret the meaning of these
psalms for the original audience.

While such an attempt may characterize

the traditional exegesis of other Scriptural passages this ls not the

1Krister Standahl, "Implications of Form-Criticism and TraditionCriticism for Blbllcal Interpretation: Problems in Biblical Hermeneutics,"
Journal .2£. Biblical Literature, 77 (1958), 337.
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case with these two psalms.

On the basis of non-critical interpretations

of Psalms 2 and 110 one could conclude that the task of exegesis is to
determine the meaning of these psalms for the heart and life of the New
Testament believer in Christ.

This presupposition becomes evident from

the frequent emphasis in many traditionalist scholars on application and
edification rather than exegesis, viewed as the effort to determine the
meaning of the text for the ancient Israelites, how the words of the two
psalms were probably received and interpreted by them. 2
In the view of many non-critical scholars, Psalms 2 and 110, as divine revelation are~ generls, and therefore have little or no connection with the literary, historical, and cultural surroundings out of which
they arose.

This presupposition ls suggested from the paucity of refer-

ences to extra-Biblical material in the comments of the non-critical exegetes.

Such failure to make use of ancient Near Eastern parallels stems,

perhaps, in some instances, from ignorance of the material, or from the
fact that men like Luther and Calvin simply did not have a wealth of
extra-Biblical data at their disposal.
' '

However, Leupold, for one, could

have made extensive use of ancient Near Eastern documents in his interpretation of Psalms 2 and 110, yet chose not to do so.

Even when at times

parallels are drawn by non-critical scholars from the extra-Biblical
material, the comparison is sometimes conducted in a negative fashion
with the result' that the Biblical concepts are treated as being superior
to their extra-Biblical parallel.

Calvin's contrast between Davidic

2see, for example, the comments of Luther, Calvin, Plumer, Stoeckhardt, and Alexander, this chapter, passim. Some notable exceptions to
this approach are Hengstenberg, Delitzsch, and to a great extent, Leupold,
all of whom generally confine their remarks to points of exegesis and
avoid lengthy sermonics.
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kingship and that of tho pagan world provides an example of such a comparison.3
The failure of the non-critical scholar to draw upon ancient Near
Eastern documents in his interpretation of Psalms 2 and 110 moves him to
conclude that what tho critics see as hyperbolic Oriental court style
describing the Israelite king is exalted language that can refer only to
a future divine Messiah.

Hence the historical roots and connections to-

gether with the probable meaning of these two psalms for the original
audience are generally lost in the non-critical interpretations.

The two

poems are viewed almost exclusively as predictions of a future person and
age.
Since, in tho non-critical view, Psalms 2 and 110 are predictions of
a distant Messiah, it is neither necessary nor important to consult extraBiblical material in the interpretation of these psalms.

Some use is made

of ancient Near Eastern parallels, as for example, Leupold's reference to
a ninth century Phoenician inscription to demonstrate that the substitution of

-, .::::2. for } ~
-

in Ps. 2:12 is not unusual or impossible. 4

00

Leupold goes so far as to say that even if Psalm 110 is, as at least one
critical scholar maintains, the recasting of a Ugaritic original, 5 this

3John Calvin, Commentary .2!1~ .!!2.2!5..2£. Psalms, translated by James
Anderson (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1949), IV,
297. Calvin says here that the kingship of David is superior to pagan
kingship because of the following reasons: Pagan kings were not consecrated to the throne as was David through the holy oil of anointing;
although pagan kings ruled by divine right they were not clothed with
David's divine majesty manifested in his being a type of Christ; unlike
pagan kings, David recognized that he ruled by God's grace and power.
4 Herbert C. Leupold, Exposition
burg Press, 1959), pp. 56-57.

.2£.Sh! Psalms (Columbia: The Wart•

5see tho article by Helen Jefferson, "Is Psalm 110 Canaanite?,"

164
would in no way modify his Messianic interpretation of the psalm.6

Thus,

for him, in this instance at least, the presence of extra-Biblical parallels plays no significant role in his exegesis.
The New Testament is the primary resource for interpreting Psalms 2
and 110.

This non-critical presupposition becomes quite obvious in the

traditionalist exegesis of these two psalms.

New Testament application

of certain verses from the two poems becomes the only possible interpretation.

Since the New Testament applies phrases from the two psalms to

Jesus Christ the non-critical scholars generally do not concern themselves
with tho Old Testament origins and setting of Psalms 2 and 110.
poems are viewed as predictions of a distant Messiah.

Tne two

Notable exceptions

to this approach are Calvin, and occasionally Leupold and Delitzsch, all
of whom interpret various verses of the two psalms as applying first to

an Israelite king and then to Christ.
As far as operational procedures are concerned, the following become
apparent in the non-critical interpretations of Psalms 2 and 110.

Exe-

getical points are established on the basis of an application of
grammatical-syntactical material.

Delitzsch, Leupold, Hengstenberg, and

Barnes are good examples of this approach. 7 Luther arrives at his interpretation of the phrase "He will drink from the brook on the way" in
Ps. 110:7 on the basis of linguistics and Biblical parallels. 8

Journal of Biblical Literature, 73 (1954), 152-156. Jefferson contends
that 71 percent of the vocabulary of Psalm 110 can be paralleled in Ugaritic
literature.
6Leupold,

p. 778.

7This chapter, passim.

8..!n.m,

p. 223.
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As has just been pointed out, non-critical scholars frequently make
the New Testament application of key verses from Psalms 2 and 110 tho
basis of their interpretation of the t:vo psalms.

This ls especially true

of Ps. 2:7 and Ps. 110:1 and 4.
Occasionally, allegorical exegesis ls employed.

A number of the

ante-Nicene Fathers use this method as does Luther in certain instances.
For example, the "strong scepter" of Ps. 110:2, according to Luther, signifies the office of the holy mlnlstry.9
Use is also made of typological exegesis.
connection with Psalm 2.

This is the case only in

None of the traditionalist scholars consulted

views Psalm 110 typologically.

Calvin, Leupold, and Delitzsch hold the

opinion that Psalm 2 refers first to a contemporary Israelite king and
then ultimately to Christ.
Finally, the non-critical scholar makes considerable application of
these psalms to his contemporary world and Church.

Luther is especially

adept at this kind of horniletical "exegesis."
A Partial Exegesis of Psalms 2 and 110
The following examples illustrate the different interpretations of
Psalms 2 and 110 advanced by critical and non-critical scholars.

Unless

otherwise indicated the translations are taken from the Revised Standard
Version.
Why do the nations conspire,
and the peoples plot in vain?

(Ps. 2:1)

According to critical scholarship the enemies in this verse may be

-

9Infra, p. 206.
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viewed as follows:

(1) The powers of primeval chaos historicized;lO

(2) A world wide revolt against Yahweh and His anointed Israelite king; 11
(3) Oriental hyperbolic mode of speech.

In the Amarna tablets, for ex-

ample, the ruler of a mere city may be called a "king."

The reference in

Ps. 2:1 is to vassal states under Israel such as Edom, Moab, and Ammon;l2
(4) The princes of small neighboring states, who, in their contemplated
revolt against the Judean king, symbolize the rebellion of hostile world
powers against Yahweh;l3

(5) Nations and peoples impossible to identify. 14

Traditionalist scholars take a completely different view.

Augustine

regards verse las a reference to Christ's persecutors of whom mention is
also made in Acts 4:26.

What they desired, namely, our Lord's destruction,

they failed to accomplish. 15 Luther, appealing also to Acts 4:26, interprets the revolting nations, kings, and rulers as Herod, Pilate, the Jews,
and the Roman soldiers.

The rebellion and hostility are in vain.

In

lOTh i s is the view of men like Bentzen, Johnson, and others, as has
been previously observed, supra, pp. 35-37 and 47-49.
11 Hans Joachim Kraus espouses this view, "Psalmen,". Biblischer lS2m·
mentar ~ Testament, edited by Martin Noth (Neukirchen Kreis Noers,
Neukirchener Verlag der Buchhandlung des Erziehungsvereins, 1960), XV,
i, 16.
l2w. o. E. Oesterley supports this view, The Psalms (London: Society
for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1939), i, 124.
13Artur Weiser, "The Psalms,"~~ Testament Library, edited by
G. E. Wright, John Bright, and others, translated by Herbert Hartwell
(London: Sct-1 Press, 1962), pp. 110-111.
l4Mi tchell Dahood, "Psalms I," ~ Anchor fillli, edited by W. F.
Albright and David Noel Freedman (Garden City, New York: Doubleday and
Company, 1966), XVI, 8.
15Augustine, ,;Exposition on the Book of Psalms," fl Library .2! Fathers
.2f !h! Holy Catholic Church, translated by members of the English Church
(Oxford: John Henry Parker, 1847), XXIV, 5.
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fact, that ls the theme of the entire psalm.

God has established Christ

as His king and all the assaults of the wicked are doomed to failure.16
Elsewhere, Luther offers the following conments and applications on the
verse: 17

(1) The beginning of Psalm 2 serves to instruct us that when

God's Word or kingdom comes it comes with tumult and furor.
plains why in Luke 11:21-22.
possess him.

Christ ex-

Satan opposes every effort of Jesus to dis-

Psalm 2 foretells that the whole world will be moved when

Christ the king opens His mouth.

(2) The Holy Spirit teaches us in this

psalm to cling bravely to king Christ and to think much more of Him than
tho tumults against us.

(3) The raging na;ions here include Zwingli,

Carlstadt, the burghers, peasants, and papists.

(4) The Holy Spirit fore-

warns us here of the world's hostility so that we do not become unduly
depressed when we are attacked by evil men.
John Calvin takes verses 1-2 as a reference to the conspiracy of
both Jews and Gentiles against David.18

The nations revolting against

David aro a type of the enemies who opposed Christ. 19
David prophccied concerning Christ • • • that he knew" his own kingdom to be merely a shadow • • • things which David declares concerning himself are not violently, or even allegorically, applied to
Christ, but were truly predicted concerning him.20

1 6Martin Luther, "Auslegung ueber die Psalmen," Saemmtliche Schriften,
edited by Joh. George Walch (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1880),
IV, cols. 253-257.
17Mart1n Luther, "Selected Psalms I," Luther's~, edited by
Jaroslav Pelikan, translated by L. W. Spitz, Jr. (St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1955), XII, 9-11.
l8calvin, I, 9-10.
19.!J?.!.5!.., pp. 11-12.
20 Ibid., P• 11.

168
Calvin sees a double comfort in verse 1 for all Christians.

First of all,

the rage of the world against Christ and His kingdom is only the fulfillment of what was long ago predicted and therefore ought not disturb the
saints.

Secondly, Christians can laugh to scorn tho assaults of the un-

godly because their attack is really against God, and such an attack must
inevitably fail.
The kings of the earth set themselves,
and the rulers take counsel together,
against the Lord and his anointed, saying
The controversial word in this verse ls

... .

77T., JJ.iD
•
••

term "anointed" raises the question:
Psalms 2 and 110?

•

(Ps. 2:2)
In fact the

Who ls the central figure in both

The question has been variously answered.

Both the

Talmud and the Midrash interpret Psalm 2 as referring to King Nessiah of
a future golden age rather than to an Israelite king contemporary with
the author of the psalm.2 1

On the other hand, the rabbinic interpreta-

tion of Psalm 110 is not exclusively Messianic.
This Psalm has been variously applied by the Jews. Raschi (or Rabbi
Sol. Jarchi) thinks it is most suitable to Abraham, and possibly to
David, in which latter view D. Kimchi agrees with him. Others find
in Solomon the best application; but more frequently is Hezekiah
thought to be the subject of the Psalm, as Tertullian observes ••
• • But Tertullian in the next sentence appears to recognize the
sounder opinion of the older Jews, who saw in this Ps. ex. a prediction of MESSIAH. 22
.

2lncenesis, 11 Midrash Rabbah, translated by H. Freedman and M. Simon
(London: Soncino Press, 1961), I, 1, 365-366; ~ . , II, 11, 906; "Sukkah,"
~ Babylonian Talmud, edited by Rabbi I. Epstein, translated by J. W.
Slotki (London: Soncino Press, 1938), XII, 247; Hermann Strack and Paul
Billerbecl<, Kommantar ~ ~ Testam1;;:nt ~Talmud~ Midrnsch (Muenchen: c. H. Beck'scho Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1926), III, 19-20.
22This is the view of A. Roberts and J. Donaldson in The Ante-Nicene
Fathers, edited by Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Buff~ The
Christian Literature Publishing Company, 1885), III, 448, n. 10; see also
Strack-Billerbeck, IV, 453-459.

J
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Strack-Billerbeck point out that the New Testament usage of Psalm 110
makes it clear that the Synagogue of Jesus' day regarded the psalm as
being Messianic.

However, as the early Church began applying the psalm

to Christ Jesus, the rabbis broke with the Messianic interprotation and
made new applications to Abraham, David, Hezekiah, and others.23
The consensus of historical criticism is that Psalms 2 and 110 refer
either to a contemporary Israelite king or that these poems present the
ideal of Hebrew kingship in a liturgical form that was repeatedly recited
in some kind of annual royal festival.

The following will bear this out.

William Ocsterley, for example, offers reasons why Psalm 2 cannot in
his view be taken Messianically.
Nothing could be more natural than that the psalm .should have been
intet"preted in a Messianic sense: "his anointed", "my king", "my
son", the possessive pronoun being in each case in reference to God,
as well as the king having been begotten by Yahweh, would seem to
demand a Messianic interpretation. In spite of this, however, we
shall give reasons to show that the psalm is not Messianic. The
expressions mentioned will be seen to refer to the earthly ruler,
not to the Messianic king. It is only by reading-in later ideas
that a Messianic interpretation is suggested. That v. 7 is quoted
in Acts 13:33, Hehr. 1:5, 5:5 as ln reference to Christ cannot be
urged in support, for Old Testament passages are often utilized by
. New Testament writers for illustrative purposes without taking their
context into consideration; it is worth noting that our Lord never
quotes this verse, yet there were occasions on which it would have
been so appropriately quoted had ho believed it to have had a Messianic sense; see, ~.g., Lk. 22:70, Jn. 5:17, is.24
Again he writes:
It will be noted, in passing, how impossible • • • a Messianic interpretation of the psalm is. The nationG spoken of (vss. l-2) have
hitherto been subject to Yahweh and to his anointed king, thereby
acknowledging him as their ruler; but never in Messianic teaching
does such a ~ occur; the nations of the world are the enemies

23~ . , IV, 458-459.
24oesterley, I, 123.
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of the Messiah,. and novor anything else until the Messianic kingdom is set up.25
According to Oesterley the way in which tho New Testament writers use
Ps. 2:7 illustrates how later thought read into a given passage a meaning which it did not originally have.26
Gunkel's view is that Psalm 2 is a song of a Judean king sung on
the day of his accession to the throne.27

According to him later readers

of the psalm, including the New Testament writers, placed a Messianic
interpretation on the poem because they were unfamiliar with the psalm's
historical setting and significance, or they were indifferent to it.28
Mowinckel supplies reasons why the majority of historical critical
scholars do not regard the Royal Psalms, including Psalms 2 and 110, as
.

.

being Messianic in the sense of referring to some future king.

He writes:

We must also make it clear at once that these psalms [Royal Psalms]
refer not to a future king, the "Messiah", but to the reigning king,

who is a contemporary of the poet. In Ps. 110 the situ~tion ls that
the poet-prophet stands before the king, who is sitting on his throne,
addresses him as "My Lord", and pronounces an oracle from Yahweh.
The situation in Ps. 45 is of a similar kind. The king sits by the
side of his queen on their wedding day, and the ·poet recites his ode
to them. Ps. 18 is a thanksgiving in which the king thanks Yahweh
for the help he has given him on the battlefield, and for the victory he has already won. In Ps. 89 the king laments about the defeat he has suffered in the fight against his · enemies, who have pulled
down his castles and wasted his land. In Ps. 132 we meet the king as
the leader of a religious festival play in remembrance of the time
when David brought Yahweh's holy shrine up to Zion, and the king is
here playing the part of David. In Ps. 28 he asks for help in sickness; in Pss. 61 and 63 for salvation from other dangers. In Ps. 63

25 Ibid., p. 125.
26~.
27Hermann Gunkel, "Die Psalmen," Goettinger Handkonunentar !!!!!! ~
Testament, edited by w. Nowack (Goettingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht,
1926), II Abteilung 2 Band, P• S.

28.!.!?.!E,., p. 10.
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he is moreover present in the Temple to pray for Yahweh's holp. In
Ps. 20 allusion ls made to the gifts and burnt-offerings which the
king has already presented or will present to Yahweh, and the singer
points to the fact that he has just learncd--throueh a divine promise in connexion with the sacrificial act--that Yahweh will now help
his anointed. Pss. 20; 21; and 72 are intercessions for the king,
and invocations of blessing upon him. A Messiah needs no intercession. When it ls a question of a Messiah the congregation prays
that he may come; but in these psalms the king is already there,
and needs the intercession and good wishes of the congregation to
be able to fulfil his high vocation.
The kernel of truth in the Messianic interpretation ls, as we shall
see. that it is ultimately the same common oriental mythologically
conceived superhu.,ian Icing-ideal, which underlies both the psalmpoet's descriptions of the present king in David's city, and the
prophets' description of the future king. Historically considered.
the idea of the Messiah is derived from the same king-ideal that we
have presented in the royal psalms. True enough, there is a great
difference between what tho poets have made of this traditional king•
ideal, and what the prophets have made of it. The poets thought
th.it the ideal was realized, or hoped that it would be realized, in
tho earthly l<ing, seated before them on the throne. The prophets
were not satisfied with anything which the present reality could offer, and looked hopefully forward to a new king, whom God would send
"in his own good time", and who would be the 1.·ealization of the ideal
which the present kings did not appear to fulfil, because it was beyond hum.in power. Thus both the psalmists' and the prophets' conception point beyond themselves, and are only realized in a figure
of a totally different l<ind, in the Messiah Jesus who was both
"King" and "Son of Man", and the suffering and expiating "Servant
of the Lord". To this extent the Church is right in taldng the
king in the royal psalms as a presage of Jesus, the Messiah. But,
historically considered, the king in the psalms is not a future
figure, but a contemporary one.29
The view of Crim is as follows.

The royal ideology of the Davidic

dynasty which we find ln Psalm 2 can .be traced to 2 Samuel 7.

Histori•

cally, however, these ideals of the monarchy were never realized as king
after king fell far short of the demands of the covenant.

Yet the hope

persisted that one day a king would come on the scene who would perfectly.
match the kingly ideals set forth in the Royal Psalms.

29sigmund Mowinckel, !!!.! Psalms
Blackwell, 1962), I, 48•49.

This hope gave

.!!1 Israel's Worship' (Oxford: Basil
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the theology of Israelite kingship a forward drive that resembles a fully
developed eschatology, although it is true this development was gradual.
With the worl< of Isaiah, whose prophecies are steeped with the royal
ideology, the concept of a coming Messiah clearly appears, a ~Iessiah
who differs from the expected king of the house of David as he was
awaited in earlier times only in that he ls to a larger extent a
figure of the future age.
After the passing of the monarchy from the stage of history, the
a ge-old hope came to center in the longing for tho restoration of
kingship under a Messianic king essentially identical with the hoped
for scion of David's line as seen in the pre-exilic materials. It
is then no abuse of terminology to speak of those parts of Scripture
that deal with the Davidlc king as "Messianic" as long as they are
seen in their proper historical context and not taken as literal
descriptions of the person and work of Jesus the Messiah. They are
indispensable for an understanding of who he is and what he has done,
but they do not begin to contain all the meaning of the Messianic
office as it is seen in him.JO
According to Kraus, Psalm 2 either celebrates the enthronement of a
Hebrew king,31 or it is part of the liturgy of the annual Royal Zion
Festival. 32

The Messianic significance of the psalm does not lie in the

fact that it predicts the person and ~ork of Jesus Christ.

Rather it is

this, that the New Testament sees in Christ the Messianic King the elect
ono by whom God achieves His decisive victory over ho.stile kings and nations.

The theme of Psalm 2, according to Kraus, is the victory of Yahweh

and His Anointed over all opposing powers and the futility of rebellion
against them.

This is the theme that the Nev Testament takes up and re-

gards as being carried out in the mission ot the Messiah, Jesus Christ
(Acts 4:25-26; ' 13:33; Rov. 2:27; 19:15). 3 3

30Keith Crim, .!h£ Royal Psalms (Richmond: John Knox Press, 1962),
pp. 67-68.

31Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, 1, 13.
32 Ibid., P• 14.
33~., P• 21.

'.
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Bentzen raises the question:
the Kings of Israel 7u34

"Can the Word 'Messianic' be used of

His answer is as follows:

When we put this question as the sub-title to the chapter, we do not
intend to return to the interpretation of the primitive Church, where
it was held that the Psalms witness directly to Josus as the Christ.
Neither Psalm 2 nor 110 is concerned with Jesus. The warlike figure,
breaking t he heads of his enemies like the gigantic Pharaoh on Egypti an wall-pictures, has, directly, nothing to do with the crucified
Mediator of the New Testament. Indirectly, a connection can be est a blished • • • • The king of the Psalms is the victor over Death,
like Christ of the New Testament, but between the two several important changes in the figure of the Messiah take place. The king
in Psalms 2 and 110 and in the Psalms of the Righteous Sufferer, in
short, the king of the Enthronement Festival, is a type, a prefigur•
ation of the New Testament Christ. But the Psalms do not deal directly with Jesus.35
Defining what he means in this instance by "type" and "prefiguration"
Bentzen writes:
For example, Psalm 2, as it stands, is the expression of a totall•
tarian political claim which must be rejected in favour of the pure
tota litarian claims of the Kingdom of God. Regenerated on the
hi gher level of the Gospel, the political totalitarian claim of the
psa lm can be regarded as a "presentiment" of the conviction that
only under the rule of the Son, sent by God, the homoousios S2, patri,
can there be security for the nations of this world.36
According to Bentzen, the term "Messiah" can refer either to a contemporary or an eschatologlcal figure,37 and in his cultic functions the
king ls Messianic in both senses.

He achieves cultlcally the salvation

(victory over all evil powers, well-being, rain and fertility, integrity
of Nature and Human Life, natural order of the cosmos over against the

3 4Aage Bentzen, King
p. 35.

35.!.2..!£.
36 Ibid., pp. 76-77.

_.,

37Ib1d

pp. 36-38.

!ru! Messiah (London: Lutterworth Press,

1955),
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threatening power of chaos) which will become fully realized only in the
future age. 38
In brief, Bentzen finds three views of tho Messiah in the Old Testament.39

First, he is the Royal Messiah of the ancient nations and pre-

exilic Israel.

This picture is found especially in the Royal Psalms.

The

Royal Messiah is the fighter in the ritual combat of the Creation Drama,
the Bearer of Salvation, present in full actuality in the reliving of the
saving acts of the New Year Festival.

He has endured the trials of com-

bat, but is now able to proclaim the victory of God.

The second is the

Moses r edevivus, portrayed as the Prophet of the Exile, who in the person
of the Innocent Sufferer, obtains salvation for his people (Isaiah 53).
Finally, there is the heavenly Son of Man, the impersonation of the Kingdom of God in Daniel.

These three figures are not to be viewed as suc•

cessive phases of an historical developmen;.

Rather they all have fea-

tures in common with Old Testament and ancient Near Eastern royal ideology.
In the first type we meet the Victor, in the second, the Suffering Servant,
and in tho third, the transcendent Son of Man.

The connecting link be•

tween the three is perhaps the idea of "First Man. 1140

The First King and

the First Prophet are both aspects of the same type, the Savior and First
Ancestor, the Patriarch, all variously conceived in different circles.
The final pictu~e, tho Son of Man, seems to give the best expression of
the entire type.

All three of these Messianic types are found in the

Psalter, as well as elsewhere in the Old Testament.

\

38.!!?.is.• , p. 3 7.

39~

•• pp. 77-79.

40 Ibid., PP• 42•47.

The royal ideology
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reflected there is freighted with ancient Near Eastern mythology.

How-

ever in the period of the monarchy an. anti-Canaanite reaction sets in, a
tendency toward "do-mythologizing."
However, in later Jud3ism and in the early Church we obse~ve a
"renaissance of mythology". Tho ancient conceptions of the Divine
King were used as material in Christian circles for the development of a Christology as early as the New Testament. Here the role
played by tho "aspect of suffering" from Isaiah 52, which is combined with tho figure of the Son of Man, is of first importance.
The result is that Jesus re-unites all aspects of the idea of
Primeval Nan and Primeval King in His own person, and so the entire mythology of tho Ancient East is ro-instated.41
Thus for Bentzen it is not a case of prophecy and fulfillment, but of the
New Testament's resurrecting oriental mythological concepts in its effort
to develop its Christology.
The view of Weiser is similar to that of Kraus.

The former says that

Psalm 2 has but one aim, namely, to show that God ls the Lord, that He
should be reverenced as such, and that rebellion against Him or against
His chosen Messiah, the Hebrew king, is futile and dlsastrous.42

This ls

the theme the New Testament develops.
The awe in which the world-wide might of God ls hel.d also dominates
the final chord of the powerful hymn: the wrath of God threatens
those who scorn him; but those who take refuge in him can be assured of his help • • • it is that unconditional awe of God which
in the cultic act places the historical events in a wider setting
and invests them with the exalted character of things which are
final and belong to the end of history. From that point of view
it is understandable that the Now Testament interprets the words
of the psalm in a Nessianic sense and regards them as referring
to Josus (Acts 13:33; Heb. 1:5; 5:5).43
Much of what has just been said in connection with Psalm 2 applies

41.!..!tl.s· , p. 79.
42Welser, "Psalms," p. 115.
43.!..!?.!.s., PP• 115-116.
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to the critical interpretati'on of Psalm 110.
criticism is that Psalm 110 is not Messianic.

The consensus of historical
According to Kraus, for

example, to view the psalm as an exclusive prediction of Jesus Christ ls
to ignore two very obvious historical points of contact:

(1) The histori-

cal oracle, the Word of God that laid the foundations of the Davidic dynasty (2 Samuel 7) and that is put into poetic form here; and (2) The king
referred to in the psalm lives, works, and conquers from ~ . 4 4 Weiser
expresses the opinion that the psalm's theocentric thrust and universal
outlook (vss. 5-7) helped to underscore its Messianic character.

The

Davidic superscription indicates that later Judaism interpreted the psalm
as referring to the Messiah whom lt recognized as the "lord" addressed in
verse 1.

Jesus Himself, says Weiser, made use of this contemporary inter-

pretation in Matt. 22:41-46.45

Oesterley remarks that Christ applied

Psalm 110 to Himself, "recognizing that the writer adumbrated some eternal truths. 11 46

And Gunkel comments:

Bedeutsam 1st das Gedicht vor allem dadurch geworden, dass man die
Koenigsgestalt, die es verherrlicht, spaeter, als Judas Koenigtum
nicht mehr bestand, auf den Koenig der Endzeit gedeutet hat: eine
Auffassung, von der auch Jesus in elnem bekannten Worte ausgeht
Mt 22:4lff. In diesem Sinne wird das Lied im NT haeufig angefuehrt
vgl. Act 2:34 I Kor 15:25 Hebr 1:13 5:5ff 7:lff 10:12f. Die Vorstellung vom Sitzen Christi zur rechten Hand Gottes im Himmel 1st
daraus abgeleitet vgl. Mt 26:64 Act 5:31 7:55 Rom 8:34 Eph 1:20
I Pt 3:22 Hebr 8:1 10:12 Ap Joh 3:21. Diese messianlsche Erklaerung wird zuweilen noch von Neueren vertreten, so von Baethgen,
von Kautzsch fuer 5-7; dagegen auch Kessler. Gegen diese Deutung
spricht, dass sich der Dichter "an seinen Herrn" wendet, was nach
dem Sprachgebrauch nur den gegenwaortigen Herrn, also hier den

44I<raus, "Psalmen," XV, ii, 763.
45weiser, "Psalms," pp. 692-693.
46oesterley, II, 465.
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regierenden Koenig, bedeuten kann vgl. unten zu 1. Und eine Weisagung an den Nessias, als ob dieser nicht selbst das Vollmass des
Geistes besaesse.47
A. F. Kirkpatrick's view of Psalm 110 is as follows:
it seems best to regard the Psalm as addressed to David, and possessing a primary historical meaning rich in promise and encourage- .
ment for him in the founding of his new kingdom. This view however
does not diminish the profound Messianic significance of the Psalm.
"God through His Spirit so speaks in the Psalmist that words not
directly nddressed to Christ find their fulfilment in Him" (Bp
Westcott). As the ages rolled on it was seen that its words were
not fulfilled in David, but pointed forward to One Who was at once
David's son and David's Lord. And in the event it was seen that
the session at God's right hand was the exaltation of Him who had
passed victoriously through humiliation and passion to His former
glory; that the eternal priesthood of which it speaks was His eternal priesthood of atonement and intercession and benediction; that
the victories which it predicts are His assured triumph over the .
spiritual enemies of sin and death.48
Non-critical scholars are almost unanimous in their Christological
interpretation of both Psalms 2 and 110.

George Stoeckhardt49 is espe-

cially emphatic in his assertion that the "anointed" in Psalm 2 is Jesus
Christ and no Hebrew king.

Both the Jewish interpreters and Christian

exegetes have, according to Stoeckhardt, from the beginning taken the
psalm Messianically.

In his view the New Testament firmly establishes

the fact that Psalm 2 speaks of Jesus Christ.

Stoeckhardt calls those

who interpret the term "anointed" as a king of Israel "rationalists." 50
According to him Psalm 2, in its entirety, deals with the future and not
with past or present circumstances in the life of David.

47Gunkel, "Psalmen," p. 486.
48A. F. Kirkpatrick, "The Book of Psalms," Cambridge Bible !2!, Schools
~ Collogos, oditod by A. F. Kirkpatrick (Cambrldgoa Unlvorslty ~r•s•,
1906), XVIII, 664-665.
49 George Stoeckhardt, Ausgewaehlte Psalmen (St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1915), pp. 18-21.
50Ib1d., P• 8.
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Some notable exceptions to this exclusive Christological viev are
Calvin, Leupold, and Delitzsch.

Calvin takes the position that Psalm 2

refers first to David and his time ~nd then to Christ and His klngdom.51
Leupold ls of the opinion that the psalm speaks of an historical situation which existed in the days of some theocratic king of Judah and that
throughout the poem this earthly king typifies Christ.
not by accident but by divine appointment.

However, this ls

The Judean monarch portrays

the truth concerning the Messiah and knows that he does.52

If Leupold's

assumption ls correct, that the king in Psalm 2 knows he is portraying
Christ, then one might also conclude that the king was also aware that he
was only a type of the future Messiah, that the words of Psalm 2 were not
oxhausted in him or his reign and that they were predictive in nature.
Dolitzsch concedes that the subject of Psalm 2 might be a king of the
poet's own time, yet he is here regarded in the light of Messianic
promlse.53
As far as Psalm 110 is concerned, only Delltzsch among the tradl•
tionalist scholars consulted deviates even slightly from .an exclusive
Christologlcal interpretation of the psalm.

While saying that the psalm

focuses mainly on Christ and His kingdom, he at least finds in the poem
historical points of contact with David's tlme.54
A summary ls in order.

Rabbinic interpretation ls divided concerning

51 calvin, I, 9.
52Leupold, PP• 42-43.
53Franz Delitzsch, "Biblical Commentary on the Psalms," Clark's
Foreign Theological Library, translated by Francis Bolton (Edlnburghz
T. and T. Clark, 1889), XI, 1, 89-90.
·54Ibid., XIII, ill, 186-187.
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the central figuro of Psalms 2 nnd 110.

Historical critics conclude that

the two psalms ~ascribe a contemporary Israelite king or portray the ideal
of Hebrew kingship.

These views result from a careful application of

historical and literary criticism to the two psalms.

Such application

reveals that the poems were probably used with contemporary significance
ln repeated cultic rites and that they were not primarily forecasts of a
distant Messiah.

In addition, on the basls of a comparison wlth available

ancient Near Eastern parallels, critical scholars conclude that certain
words and phrases commonly interpreted by traditionalist exegetes as being
too exalted to rofer to any but a divine Massiah (Pss. 2:7-8; 110:4) are
typical expressions of Oriental court style describing the Israelite king.
Thus, if this critical view is correct, one need not place an exclusive
Christological interpretation on Psalms 2 and 110.
Non-critical scholars generally regard the two psalms as predictions
of Jesus Christ, His person, work, and kingdom.

This conclusion may be

grounded in the traditional view of prophecy as being primarily predictive.

The New Testament usage of Psalms 2 and 110 suggests to the non-

critical exogetes that these psalms are previews or forecasts of the
distant future.

But as, for example, R. B. Y, Scott has demonstrated,

prophecy and pred1ct1on are not always ldentlca1.SS

While shoving that

there ls an amount of prediction present at times in Hebrew prophecy, 56
Scott expresses the view .that the prophet ls basically a spokesman in
crisis and not chiefly a prognosticator,

55R. B. Y. Scott, !h! Relevance~
Macmillan Company, 1957), pp. 1-17.
56 Ibid., PP• 9-12,

He writes:

!h!

Prophets (New York& The

\
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The prophots of Israel were thus no mere prognosticators; they were
spokesmen of a living Word from God. Their frequent references to
tho future, and especially to the immediate future, result from their
sense of the spiritual importance and moral urgency of the present.
They were certain of what Yahweh was about to do because of that
present spiritual situation, which included not only mcn'~attitudes
but the ~ of God• s presence. They spol(e in the atmosphere of moments which were critical for men because Yahweh's righteous will
was present, and his claims were pressing.
In this coMection the
prophet is to be distinguished from the priest, on the one hand, and
from the "Wisdom" teacher, on the other. The priest ministered in
terms of the eternal and changeless to that in man's life which was
constant or recurrent. The 11wise man" distilled in his teaching the
essence of common and long experience. The message of the prophet
was differently related to the temporal setting of life. Time, as
man knows it, has two aspects: it goes on, passing in ceaseless
movement; the generations rise and pass away. But some present
moments stand out from all others. The hour strikes; the moment
of decision and supreme experience comes. In that moment there ls
something more than an instantaneous glimpse of one drop of time as
time's stream passes over the brink of the waterfall. It can be a
zreat moment, charged with eternal issues determining destiny. There
and then the Eternal stands revealed, claiming and challenging. The
prophet, not the priest or the teacher, ls the voice of God in that
moment. He is the spol<esman who can articulate the meaning of an
eternal order and a Divine reality. He discloses the moral crisis
in which men stand unheeding. He declares which ls the way of life
and which the way of death.57
One must be exceedingly cautious therefore in equating prophecy with
prediction.

On the other hand, the usage applied by the New Testament to

Psalms 2 and 110 implies that it is not always possible to conclude with
certainty precisely where and in whom a divine word of Scripture is completely fulfilled.

If one takes seriously the New Testament application

of these two psalms to Jesus Christ, and if one believes that the central
theme of all Scripture ls salvation through Christ, then one is committed

.

to the belief that the divine purpose expressed in Psalms 2 and 110, while
having its first and primary fulfillment in an ancient king of Israel,
reaches beyond him and culminates in Jesus the Messiah.58

57~ . , pp. 12-13.
58see Mowinckel's comments, supra, p. 171.

\
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A second reason why non-critical scholars interpret Psalms 2 and 110
Christologically is the witness of the New Testament.

In the traditional

view, the New Testament usage of references from these two psalms ls regarded as the only proper interpretation of Psalms 2 and 110, and since
that usage gives the two poems a thoroughly Christological flavor and
coloring, the non-critical exegetes interpret the two psalms as predlc•
tions of Jesus Christ

and

His kingdom.

If the historical critic falls to give sufficient weight to the wit•
ness of the New Testament in his interpretation of Psalms 2 and 110, the
traditionalist scholar places an overemphasis on the
of these psalms.

Both extremes are to be avoided.

New

Testament usage

One must surely con-

sider tho evidence of the New Testament, but not first or exclusively,
and one must study the data of the Old Testament together with all of the
extra-Biblical material that is relevant and then weigh that evidence with
the equally important testimony of pertinent New Testament passages.

If

this procedure ls followed it will be seen that Psalms 2 and 110 refer to

a king of Israel but that they are also a part of the expression of God's
,. '

purpose culminating, according to Christian ·belief, in Jesus the 1'1essiah.
It should be noted that the

2-Y before 7TT"' uip
..

most emphatically separates the "messiah" from Yahweh.
crated one to special office.

in Ps. 2:2

Anointing conse•

In Israel the "messiah" could refer to the

high priest (Lev. 4:3; Ps. 84:10), Cyrus (Is. 45:l), the prince (Dan. 9:
25-26), the patriarchs (Ps. 105:15 and l Chron. 16:22), but mostly kings
anointed by divine mandate (l Sam. 12:3; 16:6).

The anointing itself

designated the king as the elected servant, the chosen and adopted son
of Yahweh, and bestowed on him the gift of the Spirit.
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"Let us burst their bonds asunder,
and cast their cords from us."

(Ps. 2:3)

Saint Augustine interprets the "bonds" and "cords" in this verse as
the Christian religion.

The enemies of Christ are spoaking and are ex-

pressing their· desire to bo free from the restraining bonds of the Christian faith. 59 According to the medieval exegete, Michael Ayguan, 60 the
word "cords" can mean either Christ's light yoke upon men, or it can refer
to the yoke of death which could not hold the rising Christ.

Theodoret61

regards the "cords" as the ceremonial yoke of the Jews which the Apostles
cast away (Acts 15:10).

According to Luther, verse 3 expresses man's

natural inclinations to rebel against both the divine Law and Gospe1.62
Leupold finds a double ful.fillment in the verse. 63 First of all, the
words refer to the abortive rebellion staged by the nations conquered by
David, and secondly, this rebellion of the neighboring states against
Israel reflects how throughout history the yoke of Christ was regarded by
men as too heavy to bear.

Stoeckhardt64 maintains that the "bonds"· and

"cords" signify "das saufte Joch Christi, das frei und selig machende
Evangelium, der Gehorsam des Glaubens.u 65

Kings and princes consider the

59Augustine, XXIV, 5.
~Uchael Ayguan, h_ Commentary 2!l £!!.! ~ .2£. Psalms !£2!!! Primitive
!lli! Medieval Writers, edited by .J.M. Neale and R. F. Littledale (Landoni
6

Joseph Nasters, 1874), I, 99.
61 Theodor~t,

12.!.2.• ·

6

2Luther, "Psabnen," IV, cols. 259-262; Luther, "Selected Psalms I,"
XII, 17-19.
~

63 Leupold, p. 47.
64stoeckhardt, p. 22.
6 5Ibid.
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Gospel an unbearable load.
in the verse:

Albert Barnes sees a threefold fulfillment

(l) It was fulfilled in the purposes of the Jewish high

priests, Herod, and Pilate; (2) In the rebellion of mankind in general
against God; (3) In the revolt of individuals against God and Christ. 6 6
The foregoing examples indicate how completely different ls the exegesis of traditionalist scholars from that of historical critics, most of
whom find in verse 3 a reference to the desire of subject rulers to be
free from the dominion of Yahweh and the Israelite king. 67
He who sits in the heavens laughs;
the Lord has them in derision.

(Ps. 2:4)

In the view of historical critics, this verse sets before us Yahweh,
the creator-king of the universe, who is in firm control of all history
and will therefore deal with the rebellious rulers in His judgment. 68
Non-critical scholars, on the other hand, offer a more universal and
timeless application of these words as they refer them to God's continual
victory over all evil, or more specifically, that triumph over the forces
of Satan achieved through Christ.

Augustine, for example, comments that

it is through the conquering Christian faith that God "laughs" and "derides" the evil world. 69

Luther finds in the verse an admonition for

Christians to be strong and of good courage when evil men and rulers at•
tack them from all sides.

For God ls in control, and the assaults of

wickedness are about as effective as a fool trying to overthrow a tower

66
Albert Barnes, "Psalms," ~ 2!l Sh! ,ill Testament, edl ted by
Robert Frew (Grand Rapids: 1950), I, 15.
\ ·

67see, for example, Gunkel, "Psalmen," P• 6.
68 ni1s ls the position of Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, l, 16-17.
69Augustine, XXIV, 5.

.,
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With a twig. 70
Therefore they [Turk, pope, bishop, kings, and princes, the wholo
kingdom of Satan] provide God with jests and jokes, present a carni•
val plny for Him, uhen they are at their angriest. And when they
sro preoccupied with such thoughts and undertakings, they are most
assuredly nothing else than a joke factory, or as we say in German,
"our Lord God's bag of tricks. 11 71
Mitchel 1 Dahood remarks that the
lated either "in" or "from."
He also interprets the word

.:l before D "". 9 J1.J.
-

T

can be trans-

After Ugaritic usage, he adopts the latter. 72

.. .. .

i !l. 1;

in the sense of "to drive away," and

cites the Amarna Akkadlan duppuru ("to drive away" or "pursue") as a cognate parallel.73

ls

Dahood also expresses the view that

the Hebrew word "ram" .. wrltten defectively and should be rendered "their
lieutenants."

According to him the "widespread biblical use of animal

names in a metaphorical sense.

..

is now seen to have had Canaanite

antecedents. 1174 We cite theso examples to illustrate how historical
critics make use of ancient languages in their interpretation of a Bib•
lical text.
Then he will speak to them in his wrath,
and terrify them in his fury, saying • • • •

(Ps. 215)

70Luther, "Selected Psalms I," XII, 25.
71.!E.!.5!. Interpretations similar to that of Luther are offered by
the following: Calvin, I, 14; Joseph A. Alexander, Ih! Psalms (N<n1 York:
Charles Scribner, 1863), pp. 14-15; August Tholuck, ~ Translation !!l9,
Conunantary of ~1!22!i £! Psalms (Philadelphia: Williams. and Alfred
Martien, 1887), p. 63; Barnes, I, 15-16; Stoeckhardt, pp. 23-24; Leupold,
P• 48; and Delitzsch, XI, i, 93.
72Dahood, XVI, 9.

73~., with references cited.
74Ibid. See also Dahood's article, "The Value of Ugarltic for Textual
Criticism," Biblica, 40 (1959), 161-162.
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Is the adverb

S ~\T

f

prospective or retrospecti vo?

Aage Bentzen75

takes it in the latter sense and cites as evidence its usage in Pss. 961
12 and 93:2 whero the word is parallel with
word designates tha primeval days of Egypt.

!!!!.2!.!!!l·

In Ex. 19:24 the

Its usage in Is. 4418,

45:21, 48:5,7,8; Ps. 7618; and Prov. 8:22 is also illustrative.
these references

In all

~ ,\' signifies the ancient past or primeval time, and
T

occurs in a creation-salvation context.

Creation theology ls presented

in redemption terms, or the reverse is the case.

Therefore, as Bentzen

concludes:
From these indications, I think it is comparatively clear that •1z
in Psalm 2 as well as in 89:20 must be interpreted as pointing to
the election of the Royal house at the time of creation. "The."l,"
in the primeval morning, when the devils of Chaos came together in
order to vanquish Yahweh and his anointed (vv. 1-3), "then" the
heavenly king of Israel hurled his mighty word of creation against
them. This is repeated now. Yahweh treats them with laughter and
scorn. He has talcen measures to keep them down. He has enthroned
his King in the Sanctuary of Jerusalem, which is also from the days
of Old (cf. e.g. Jeremiah 17:12). This king and saviou~, who (like
all ancient kings) is also a prophet, now pronounces the will of God,
God's ultimatum to the rebels, and warns them to turn back before it
is too late.76
Kraus takes issue with Bontzen and insists that

..

r J\t,-

refers to the hls-

torlcal election of the Davidic dynasty as found in 2 Samuel 7. 77
The interpretation of traditional scholars ls strikingly different.
According to Calvin78 ~

s\~

signifies the flt time for divine intervention

T

75aentzen,· King

!ill! Messiah,

pp. 18-19.

76.l.2!.s.·, p. 19. Bentzen also remarks that f ,~,
ls used in the
T
morning prayer of the synagogue to denote Yahweh's work as creator,~.,
p. 87.
77l<raus, "Psalmen," XV, i, 17.
78calvin, I, 15.
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and judgment.

Plwner79 says that the word designates the moment when the

cup of sin is full and all men have seen God's patience with tho sinnor.
"Then" God will speak, that is, make manifest His will by acts of Judg•

ment.

Leupold finds in the word an ominous note.so One can never be cer-

tain when the moment of judgment will strike, when the divine forbearance,
tho godly toleration of evil will suddenly come to an end and the holy
wrath will burst forth •
."I have set my ldng
on Zion, my holy hill."

(Ps. 2:6) 81

Dahood's interpretation of this verse illustrates again how critical
exogetes utilize extra-Biblical data in their interpretation of Old Testament texts.

., t]-,

':'7

He derives the verb

from the root

? ·l 'b

and

then goes on to say that in Biblical usage tho word was ordinarily re•
served for cosmetic anointing, but that Ugaritic parallels substantiate
the meaning of a ceremonial anointing. 8 2 He also suggests that the suf•
f ixeG attached to

..2• -0

'7 !)

are not first person but

third and that this usage is established by both Phoenician and Ugaritic
parallels. 83

4J·! Pr, -1 V

occurs, according to Dahood,
•
in both the Biblical and the Ugaritic texts for the home of the gods.84

79Williarn

The phrase ..,

s.

Plumer, Studies

.!.!lS!l!l!.2.2!5.~ Psalms (Philadelphia:

J.B. Lippincott, 1867), p. 42.
80Leupold; p. 48.
8 1see the textual critical notes on this verse, supra, PP• 17-18.
82oahood, "Psalms It" XVI, 10.
~

-·

83Ibid

84Ibid., with documentation.
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Charles Brlggs85 cl tos three meanings for the verb :{ l)

- .,.J

pour out a libatlon," and hence, "to anoint a klng."
Symmachus so translate the word.
Thls ls the translation of Aquila.

(l) "To

Both the Targum and

(2) "To weave a web," after Is. 2517.

(3) "To set" or "install," after the

Assyrian nasaku, whence, nasiku, "prince." The Hebrew ls :' .,

'I

13:21 and Ezolc. 32:30).

I

0• TJ

(Joshua

The first or third meaning seems preferable, and

either ls acceptable, since the anointing and the installation were part
of one and the same act, that ls, Yahweh's selection and establishing of
His king.

Whether one regards the suffixes on "king" and "holiness" as

third or flrst person, the theological slgnlficance ls the same.

As Kraus

puts it, the words "welsen hln auf das Doppelthema der Erwaehlung der
Davidsdynastie und der Erwaehlung Jerusalems • • • • u86

Kelth Crlm under-

scores tho same point.
The occurrence of these two elements, choice of Davld and choice of
Jerusalem, place this Psalm squarely in the tradition of Davidic
kingship and within the framework of the Royal Zion Festiva1.87
Non-critical exegetes offer quite a different interpretation of
verse 6.
of Christ.

Augustine, following the Versions, places this. verse on the lips
"Zion" becomes the Church over which Christ reigns as king.

Tho Church ls called a "mountain" because of its stability and eminence.88
According to Micahel Ayguan tho kingship of Christ set forth in this verse
was acknowledged by the Magi, the dying thief, and by the tltle ·on the

85 charles Briggs, "A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book

of Psalms," The International Critical Conunentary, edited by Charles
Briggs, Samuel Driver, and Alfred Plummer (New York& Charles Scribner's
Sons, 1906), XV, i, 20.
86Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, l, 17.
87Crlm, p. 73.
8 8Augustine, XXIV, 6.
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cross. 89

Both Luther90 and Calvin91 vie1o1 the verse as a reference to the

divinely achieved victory of Christ's kingdom over all opposition.

Plwner

interprets "my king" as a direct reference to Christ, 9 2 and Alexander says
that verse 8 clearly shows that
the application of the verso before us [vs. 6] to David himself, although intrinsically possible, is utterly at variance with the context and the whole scope of this composition.93
In a similar vein, Cowles remarks:
David's anointing and inaugeration furnish the imagery and the phraseology; yet none but the Messiah fills the sense.94
Tholuck9 5 offers the novel interpretation that "Zion" here designates the
heavenly Jerusalem, and that the oracle thus speaks of Christ's session at
God's right hand.

Tho rebellion is doomed because the Messiah reigns in

glory beyond the reach and assaults of His enemies.

Barnes takes the

stand that verse .6 cannot refer to David because there ls no Biblical
evidence that he was crowned king in Jerusalem.96

Likewise ~lso Delltzsch

points out that history fails to record the anointing of any Israelite
king on Zion.97
.

~

89Michael Ayguan, I, 100.
90Luther, "Selected Psalms I," XII, 35-41.
9lcalvin, I, 15-16.
9 2Plumer, p. 43.
93Alexander, p. 15.
94Henry Cowles,

.Ih2 Psalms (New York: D. Appleton, 1887), P• 12.

95Tholuck, p. 64.
96Barnes, I, 17.
97Delitzsch, XI, i, 94.
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Thus, while critical scholars find in verse 6 a reference to the
double theme of their proposed Royal Zion Festival (the election of David
and

the election of Jerusalem), traditionalist interpreters view the

verse as a prophecy of the victory of Christ and His Church.
I will tell of the decree of the Lord:
He said to me, "You are my son,
today I have begotten you • • • • "

(Ps. 2:7)98

Commenting on Gunkel's emendation in this verse Crim remarks:
The highly arbitrary alteration ["I will take you up into my bosom"]
is totally unnecessary as it makes good sense as it stands. The
word "ordinance'' prompted this emendation because of· the difficulty
of interpreting it, but if we follow the explanation that it is the
same as "protocol" or "testimony," that ls, the documentary record
of the divine choice of the Davidic dynasty, the meaning of the line
becomes quite clear.99
A

large number of critical scholars agree with Crim.

Artur Weiser, for

example, says that "the docree of the Lord" here ls "probably the legitimation by prophets and priests of the so-called 'royal protocol' which
is woll known from the Egyptian royal ritua1.nlOO As Kraus states:

f> •71'

1st ein Begriff des sakralen Koenigsrechtes. Er bezeichnet
die Legltimationsurkunde, das koenigsprotokol, das bel der Inthronisation niedergeschrieben worden 1st und forthin den_rechtmaessigen
Herrscher ausweist.101
In 2 Kings llzl2 it is recorded that Joash at his coronation received the
"testimony" (

n•, T.~

").

This might perhaps be the

p•TT

of Ps. 2: 7,

98see the textual critical data on this verse, suera, pp. 18-20.
99Crim, p. 73.
lO~leiser, "Psalms," p. 113.
lOlKraus, "Psalmen," XV, 1, 18. Other critical scholars espousing
this view are: Dahood, "Psalms I," XVI, 11, and Gerhard von Rad, "Das
judaische I<oenigsri tual, 11 Theologische Li teraturzei tung, 72 (1947), 211•
216. See especially pp. 214-215 of von Rad's article. the documentation
provided by Dahood ls convincing, "Psalms I," XVI, 11.
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the written evidence of divine sonship or the oracle of the Davidic cove.
nant as found in 2 Samuel 7.102
According to critical scholarship, the words of the oracle "You are
my son" follow ancient Near Eastern prototypes.

In the words of Weiser:

The form of this oracle once more follows the prototypes of the
ancient Orient which were adopted by the royal ritual of Jerusalem,
Canaan probably having acted as a mediator, as is suggested by
reminiscences in vv. 4-7 of that section of the Ras Shamra texts
which deals with Baal.103
The oracle connotes adoption as can be seen from the words "You are my
son" which constitute the legal terminology used in official ancient Near
Eastern adoption proceedings. 104 The phrase "I have begotten theo'' can
be paralleled in Egyptian royal 11terature,l05 and reminds us that ln
Canaanite culture the king was considered to be the offspring of the gods
and to have been nursed at divine breasts. 106

However, divine sonshlp

does not appear to be the point of Ps. 2:7~ as the following facts show:
(1) There ls a distinct separation between Yahweh and His anointed as ls
brought out by the second

?~

before

j 1T" JJj O ;
•

•

(2)

"'O i =' ,1

...

suggests that on the day of his coronation the king became God's son by

.

'

divine appointment; (3) The adoption formula of the oracle indicates
that the Hebrew king was the adopted son of Yahweh rather than an actual

l02see Ps. 89:39 where "covenant" and "crown" are brought together;
also Ps. 105: l? where "decree" (
and "covenant" are parallel.

p·rr )

103wei ser, "Psalms," p. 113.
l04ncode of Hammurabi, 170-171," as quoted by William R. Taylor,
"The Book of Psalms," .'.fh! Interpreter's fill?!!, edited by George Buttrick,
Walter Bowle, and others (Ne\l York: Abingdon Press, 195S), IV, 25.
105Mowinckel, Psalms, I, 54.
l06Dahood, "Psalms I," XVI, 11•12.
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physical descendant of the deity.

The Israelite concept of kingship lay

somewhere between that of the Egyptian(~ incarnatus) and that of
Assyria-Babylon, where the king was called by the gods, installed by the
gods, and through an oracle became the servant of tho gods.107

As Weiser

puts it:
It is understandable that the Old Testament rejected the idea of
physical divine sonship of the l(ing as incompatible with the spir•
itual notion of God. In fact, the psalmist, too, excludes the idea
of physical begetting by adding the word "today" and by using the
ancient formula of adoption "you are my son," though he leaves untouched the formula "I have begotten you" which originated 1n that
foreign world of ideas. He transforms that alien idea into the idea
of adoption, that is to say, into the declaration of sonship of the
king that took place on the day of his enthronement. By that act
special importance is attributed not to the person of the king as
such but to his office as king. The Old Testament kingship thereby
becomes a function and the instrument of the will of the divine
Ruler.108
One immediately senses that he is ln an entirely different exegetical
world when he consults the interpretations by traditionalist scholars of
verse 7.

In the view of Augustine the verse describes either Christ's,

incarnation and birth or His eternal generation by the Father.

Augustine

favors the latter.109 According to Luther, the point of verse 7 ls that
... '

Christians should confess with the poet that Christ is not only a teacher
and king on Zion, but also God's Son, born of the Father from eternity,
above, beyond, and before all creatures. HO

Luther interprets "decree''

as the Gospe1,lll "this day" as eternity, and the phrase "this day have

1071.<raus, "Psalmen," XV, 1, 18-19 with extra-Biblical parallels cited.
l08weiser, "Psalms, 11 p. Ul.
109Augustlne, XXIV, 6. ·
llOLuther, "Selected Psalms I," XU, 49.
111~., especially pp. 44-46.
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I begotten thee" as a reference to Christ's "eternal and invisible nativity.11112

In Calvin's view verse 7 finds partial fulfillment in David

but complete fulfillment only in Christ.113

The term "son of God" was

applied to David because of his kingly office, and his oxaltatlon in this
verse above men and angels stems from the fact that he represents Christ.
God ''bagat" David ln the sense that Ho chose him to be king and then
clearly manifested that choice before the .entire nation.

"This day"

marks the time when all Israel recognized that God had appointed David as
king.

As applied to Christ, the words "this day have I begotten thee" in•

dicate tho Father's testimony to Jesus' divine sonship which took place
at tho Savior's baptism, resurrection, in Hls deeds, words, and works. 11 4
Franz Delitzsch, like Calvin, adopts the position that Ps. 2:7 ls a poetic
restatement of 2 Samuel 7 and refers to God's election of the Davldic
dynasty.ll5

Both Stoeckhardtll6 and John Fritz 11 7 take the position that

Ps. 2:7 describes the eternal generation of Jesus Christ.

According to

Alexander, tho verse must be more than an expression of the filial relationship between God and the Israelite king.

The human imagery and ideas

(king, coronation, heredity, succession) portray the etQrnal and the divine realities, that ls, the everlasting sonshlp of Christ and His

112 Ibid., p. 52.
113

calvint I, 16-18.

114Ibld.
ll5Dolitzsch, XI, 1, 95.
ll6stoeckhardt, pp. 26-35.
117John Fritz, "Does Ps. 2,7 Teach the Eternal Generation of the
Son?," Theological Monthly, 9 (1928), 69-80.
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coronation and enthronement.US

Hengstenberg observes that the father-

son relationship expressed in verse 7 is used elsewhere in the Old Testament of tho relationship between God and Israel (Ex. 4:22; Deut. 1411-2;
32:6; Hos. 11:l).

In these passages the emphasis is not upon a personal

physical relationship but rather upon the fatherly love and goodness God
bestows upon Israel.

In most cases in the Old Testament whenever God ls

called "Father'' or men are called His "sons" the stress ls on God's warm
and intimate fatherly love.

Therefore, concludes Hengstenberg, some of

that emphasis must also be present in Ps. 211.119

Leupold agrees with

Hengstenberg that the verse refers to the father-son relationship that
existed between God and David and interprets "today" as the day when
Nathan delivered his oracle to David (2 Samuel 7).120

Operating exclu-

sively with New Testament references Plumer establishes that Ps. 2:7 was
spoken by the Father to the Son.

Any other interpretation, he continues,

Places one inspired penman against another. 1 21
The contrast is indeed striking.

Critical scholarship generally

interprets verse 7 as an Israelite royal protocol establishing the king's

.

'

legitimate right to the throne and containing the documentary record of
the divine election of the Davidic dynasty.
that the king was Yahweh's adopted son.

The verse also underscores

Non-critical scholars. on the

other hand, for the most part, take the words as a reference to the

118Alexander, pp. 16-17.
119E. w. Hengstenberg, Commentar !:!.!!?!£ ~ Psalmen (Berlin& Verlag
von Ludwig Oehmlgke, 1842), I, 38-42.
120Leupold, pp. 50-51.
l2lp1umer, pp. 43-45.
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eternal generation of the Son.

Exception& are Calvin and Leupold both of

whom contend that verse 7 was partially fulfilled in David but then ulti•
mately only in Christ. ·
Ask of me, and I will make the nations your heritage,
and the ends of the earth your possession. (Ps. 2:8)122
Some critical scholars regard this verso as God's response to the
Israelite king's request for universal dominion.123

As Crim points out

this promise of worldwide rule is one of the
unrealized el ements in the royal ideology that gave it a forward
look and aided in tho development of the Messianic doctrine. This
hope for the extension of God's kingdom to all the nations was not
realized through the ancient monarchy and was transferred to the
days of the coming king.124
Tho critical view is that the poet here speaks in the imagery of the

ancient Near East as he portrays the rule of the enthroned Israelite
kins. 125

Tho idea of universal kingship could certainly be applied to

the historical position of non-Israelite monarchs, but Hebrew kings never
achieved world dominion.

Therefore, it might be possible that Ps. 2:8,

like Ps. 72:8, is an example of colossal exaggeration.126 Weiser suggests
that we have in this verse the expression of a faith that leaps beyond ·
the limits of time and history.
In the Old Testament • • • the internal historical events--in our
present context the kingship in Zion--are recognized as bearers of
a divine will which transcends history and for that very reason

l22see 2 Sam. 7:18-29 and l Kings 3:S-9.
123cr1m, p. 74.
124Ibid.
125weiser, "Psalms," pp. 113-114, especially n. l, P• 114; Crlm,
P• 74; Kraus, "Psalmen, 11 XV, 1, 14 and 20; Gunkel, "Psalmen," p. 8.
126oesterley, I, 126.
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encompasses it totally--both as regards space and tlme--and that
divine will bursts the narrow bounds which limit the internal historical events and, contrary to all expectations that may seem to
be justified from a worldly and historical point of view, makes
these events the blueprint of and the signal for that divine judgment which in terms of space ls universal and in terms of time is
final (eschatological).127
It ls also quite possible that this universal rule of the Israelite monarch is to be understood simply as tho temporal and earthly manifestation
of the universal dominion of Yahweh.128
Dahood emends mimmeni to mamon1 and translatesa

"Ask wealth of me."

He cites parallel expressions in Ugaritic literature in which the god
promises to give either wealth or life to the king if he vill but ask
it.129
Critical scholars view verse 8 as the divine promise of universal
dominion for the Israelite king.

Traditionalist exegetes, on the other

hand, interpret the verse as a reference to the conversion of the nations
to Christ. 130

In fact, Luther even goes so far as to say that the word

"nations" includes all things, even Satan and death.131

Delltzsch, dis-

agreeing with Augustine and Luther, interprets the verse as a reference
to Christ's victory over all who oppose His rule.

His crushing triumph

and authority over the rebellious nations of verse l is here proclaimed.

127weiser, "Psalms," p. 114.
128.!.!:?.!.5!,., · p. 110.

See also Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, i, 14-15.

129oahood, "Psalms I," XVI, 12 with ref.erences cl ted.
130Augustine, XXIV, 6; Luthor, "Selected Psalms I," XII, 54-61;
Calvin, I, 18-20; Stoeckhardt, p. 35.
131Luther, "Selected Psalms I," XII, 58-60.
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Verse 9, according to Delitzsch, bolsters this interpretation.132

Leupold

takes the position that verso 8 describes the triumphs of David over his
neighboring enemies.

Like 2 Sam. 7:10-11 the emphasis in Ps. 2:8 ls on

the peace and security Israel enjoyed under David.

However, Leupold

points out that the words actually reach beyond what was realized in the
reign of David and therefore are in a measure hyperbolic.133

Both Alex-

ander134 and Tholuck 135 contend that the verse must be predictive of
Christ since no Israelite king ever ruled over the whole earth.

Plumer

sees in the verse a description of Christ, the great High Prest, praying
for the conversion of the heathen.

In addition, His prayer "secures the

recovery of the regenerated from all their lapses. 11136
prayer of this verse is for both the converted

and

Thus the priestly

the unconverted.

"You shall break them with a rod of iron,
and dash them in pieces like a potter's vessel."

(Ps. 2:9)

Tho contrasting exegesis of this verse by critical and ~raditionalist
scholars can be summarized as follows.

While the former interpret the

words as a portrayal of the Israelite king's conquests drawn in typical
anciont Near Eastern metaphors,137 the latter generally place a completely
Christological emphasis on the verse.

Christ ls here described as utterly

1320elitzsch, XI, i, 96.
133Leupold, pp. 51-52.
134Alexander, p. 64.
135Tholuck, p. 17.
l3 6Plumer, p. 45.
l37I<raus, "Psalmen," XV, 1, 20; Gunkel, "Psalmen," p. 8. Kraus states
that this picture of the king shattering his enemies like a potter smashing a vessel ls parallolod in both Babylonian and Egyptian coronation lit•
erature, "Psalmen," XV, i, 20.
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crushing all who oppose Hlm.138
tine is interesting.

The allegorical interpretation of Augus•

The breaking of the nations rofers to the fact that

Christ drives from men their earthly passions and the filth of the old
man.139

Luther's allegorical tendency is also apparent in his interpre-

tation of the "rod of iron" as the Gospel which becomes a scepter of salvation to those who believe, but to those who resist Christ that same
Gospel becomes an iron rod that destroys thcm.140

The smashed enemies

hero include all those marshalled against the Gospel in Luther's day-pope, Turks, sectarians, and all other fanatics who plagued the Church.141
Now therefore, 0 Icings, be wise;
be warned, 0 rulers of the earth.
Serve the Lord with fear,
with trembling kiss his feet,
~est he be angry, and you perish in the way;
for his urath is quickly kindled.
Blessed are all who take refuge in him. (Ps. 2:10-12)
With these verses the poet returns to his starting point and addresses
the recalcitrant rulers, warning and exhorting them to submit to Yahweh
and his anointed before it ls too late.

Bentzen sees in these lines a

final warning issued by the Israelite monarch to the powers of chaos to
acknowledge the rule of Yahweh and his king.

This ultimatum, in his opin-

ion, was sounded just before the mock battle in the cultlc drama. 142
The textual difficulties of verse 11 have already been discussed

138Luther; "Psalmen," IV, col. 281, and Luther, "Selected Psalms I,"
XII, 62-66; Calvin, I, 20-22; Alexander, p. 17; Hengstenberg, I, 44-45.
139Augustine, XXIV, 7.
14~uther, "Selected Psalms I," XII, 63.
141.!,lli., p. 64.
142Bentzen, King ~ Messiah, p. 24.
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olsewhere.143

Dahood translates~
.

2, ~ Xi
.:

tn this verse with "live,"

and claims that the word occurs with this meaning also in Pss. 22:9,
43:4, and 139:15. 144 The generally adopted critical emendation for

1 J - ·7WR~

is

/ \
bling ldss his feet"). 145

! 1 ! ? 1 p[f}

fl ;

¥1~

("in trem-

The phrase "kiss the feet" indicates submls-

sion (Is. 49:22; Ps. 72:9; Micah 7:17), and is found in Egyptian and
Babylonian documents.146
According to Dahood, the words
be emended to

1 "J. - ~Wt~
.

in verse ll should

("men of the grave").147

If this altera•

tion ls adopted then the Israelite king, in Dahood's view, is here
railing against the Canaanite concept
tho rebel Canaanite kings of vss. 1-2
for the inevitable hour. They should
supreme suzerainty of Yahweh and live
wrath.148
Dahood also suggests that :/

of divine kingship, reminding
that they too are appointed
accordingly acknowledge the
in fear of incurring his

J :[

in verse 11 should be translated
.
sembly" or "dominion," meanings for the word that can be demonstrated from
"as-

•

Ugaritlc usage. 149 Both the Septuagint and the Syriac insert a preposition

.. '

l43see supra, pp. 35.37 and .47-49 •
l44Dahood, "Psalms I," XVI, 13 with evidence cited.
145crim, p. 75; Gunkel, "Psalmen," p. 12; Weiser, "Psalms," P• 115;
Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, i, 12; Oesterley, I, 126-127.
146Gunkel, "Psalmen," p. 8 with references cited, and Bentzen, King
!ill! Messiah, p.- 22. Oesterley, I, 41', notes that ln an ancient Babylonian
hymn to Marduk it is said that '"Ea hath conunanded the kissing of thy
feet, and hath ordained submission unto thee."'
147Dahood, "Psalms I," XVI, 12 with passages cited from Ugaritic
literature where LI "'o/4. signifies "men." See also Prov. 14:1 where
the word also occurs with this meaning.
l48oahood, "Psalms I,"

xvx,'

14.

l49see Dahood's conments on the word as it occurs ln Ps. 1:1, ~ . ,
p. 2.
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and translate:

"from the way."

Briggs regards the closing blessing (vs. 12) as an exclamation of
trust added after the poem's original composition by a liturgically minded
editor.

He contends that the addition does not flt the ideal situation of

the psalm but that it is appropriate for use in congregational worshlp.150
Others disagree.
The picture of divine wrath and universal disaster ls balanced by
tho final line, which breaks tho confines of the metrical structure
of the Psalm with the joyful shout, "Blessed are all who trust in
hlm:11151
The final words • • • held by some commentators to be a later addition, make an extremely appropriate conclusion to the psalm, since
thoy are uttered in reference both to the king and to the nations
who have been adjured to "be wlse.nl52
The consensus of non-critical scholars ls that verses 10-12 comprise

an admonition issued either by God or Chrl$t in which mankind ls exhorted
to a life of faithful obedience to the Father and to the Son.153

Cer-

tainly the doxology attached to the psalm by the medieval Church Fathers
demonstrates the Trinitarian interpretation given not only to the closing
verses but to the entire poem.
Glory be to the Father, Who hath begotten the Son today, that is
eternally, and hath set Him as King, and heard His desire as that
of a Priest; glory be to the Son, Who desireth the Father for us,
and possesseth the nations for an inheritance unto the utmost parts
of the earth; glory be to the Holy Ghost, Who is the Blessedness
wherewith blessed are all they that put their trust in Him.154

150Briggs, XV, l, 17.
l5 1crim, p. 75.
l52oesterley, I, 127.
153Luther, "Selected Psalms I," XII, 69-91; Calvin, I, 23-27; Plumer,
pp. 46-47; Alexander, pp. 18-19.
154As quoted in Neale-Llttledale, I, 103.
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There is an uncommon amount of conunents offered by traditionalist
scholars on tho variants proposed for verse 12.

Luther in his discussion

of the textual difficulties confronted in this verse proposes that the
substitution of

-, ~ for

J :Q.

is an autonomasla by which the poet

purposely obscured the prophecy in order to confuse Satan and the wicked
who are not worthy of discerning the true meaning of the text. 155

Thus,

J 3.

has the meaning in this verse of "elect one, beloved
one, one pleasing to his parents. ,,156 After discussing the various emenfor Luther,

dations, Hengstenberg offers his conviction that the Massoretic Text should
stand unaltered.

He goes on to say that

1!1.

3 ::2
..

, as is also tho case in Prov. 3la2.

l 'J1.

is also old Hebrew for

-

1'P.-

.157

-

is simply a synonym for

In addition to being Aramaic,
Stoeckhardt also considers the

proposed alterations for verse 12 but then dismisses all of them as the
absurdities and concoctions of rationalistic exegetes.158

According to

Delitzsch, the Massoretic Text contains the correct reading, and his conclusion is that

/

a

is used for

J P.,

ln "solemn discourse. ul59

A Psalm of David.

....

The Lord says to my lord:
"Sit at my right hand,
till I make your enemies
your footstool." (Ps. 110:1)160

155Luther, "Selected Psalms I," XII, 82.

157Hengstenberg, I, 46-47.
15Bstoeckhardt, p. 38. Stoeckhardt's bias against historical crltl•
cism as a tool of rationalistic scholars ls quite apparent.
159oelitzsch, XI, i, 97-98.
16 0J°efferson, pp. 152-156, contends that 71 percent of the vocabulary
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Kraus calls the title an accommodation and expresses the view that
David's name became associated with many of the psalms because he was
the initiator and creator of a great number of cultic institutions and
ceremonies.161

The lamcdh signifies either "to, from," or "by."

It

could mean that the poem was dedicated to David, was written by him, or
belonged to a group of psalms he collected.

TI ~v]
.'• ..

occurs only here in the entire Psalterl62 and is a tech-

nical term for divine communication to the prophets.
idea of whispering in one's ear.163

-rJ,\~]
. . is

·. .

It connotes the

Briggs takes the position that

a reference to the Davidic covenant recorded in 2 Samuel 7.

He regards the word as being synonymous with "vision" in 2 Sam. 7117 and

pn in

l>s. 2,1. 164

The Israelite king is here addressed as

.

'1

...J Jc\!
-:

.165

Seated at

the god's right hand, the king possessed a share of the divine throne and
was ranked next to the deity in dignity.166

According to Oesterley the

right hand also conveys the idea that the king is protected by the

of Psalm 110 can be paralleled in Ugaritic literature. For the rest of
the Psalter the figure is only 46 percent. See John Patton, Canaanite
Parallels in the Book of Psalms (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1944),
p. 32.

----

i61Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, ii, 756-757.
162oesterley, II, 462.

xv,

163 Ibid.
ii,

Er:

See also Weiser, "Psalms," P• 694, and Kraus, "Psalmen,"

164Briggs, XV, ii, 376.
165Edward Kissane, The Book of Psalms (Dublin1 Browne and Nolan
Limited, 1954), II, 19l.~ee'ai'so"9Gen. 2316 and 1 Sam. 22112.
166Kissane, ~ .
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god, 167 and Weiser offers the suggestion that the right hand might per•
haps designate a special pillar ln the temple after the Egyptian royal
ritua1.l68
The extra-Biblical coloring in this verse is strong.

Gunkel points

out that ln Egyptian art the Pharaoh ls pictured on his divine throne
sitting at the right hand of the deity.169

He also calls attention to the

parallel beginning in an oracle of the Assyrian god Ishtar to Assarhaddon
the klng.170

In Ugaritic and Sumerian-Akkadlan literature the royal seat

of honor ls at tho deity's right hand. 171

A ''footstool" was an important

part of the Canaanite god El's royal furnlshings.172

The idea of the royal

enemies becoming the king's footstool ls present also in Egyptian literature.173
The point of verse 1, according to Crim, ls that the Davidic throne
was established by divine authorlty.174

If an actual coronation ceremony

ls described here, the king's session at Yahweh's right hand might suggest

16 7oestorley, II, 462.
...

'

l68weiser, "Psalms," p. 694•
l 69Gunkel,

11

Psalmen," p. 48 l.

-

l70ibid.
l7lsee Jefferson, p. 154; Patton, p. JO; Gunkel, "Psalmen," pp. 481482; Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, ii, 758.
l72Patton, p. 37. G. R. Driver also mentions another interesting
parallel from the Amarna correspondence: "'Behold, I am a servant of the
king, my lord, and the footstool of his feet.'," "The Psalms in the Light
of Babylonian Research," The Psalmists, edited by D. c. Simpson (London:
Humphrey Milford, 1922), ~125.
173Kraus,

11

Psalmen," XV, ii, 758 with references c1 ted.

174crim, p. 114.

This ls also the view of Weiser, "Psalms," P• 694.
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that he literally assumed a position at the right of the Ark in the templo.175

The phrase "sit at my right hand," in Kraus' view, designates

the king as the recipient of Yahweh's power and the divine gift of victory
over all enemies.

The Ark is the palladial symbol of the conquering war-

rior God, and by being positioned by Yahweh at the right hand of the Ark,
the divine throne, the king became the divinely chosen representative
through whom God worlced His triumphs over all foes.176
Of the traditionalist scholars consulted only Calvin does not view
verse las applying only and directly to Christ.

He takes the position

that the verse to somo extent can be applied to David and implies that
like all rulers David too received his kingdom from God and exercised his .
dominion by divine right.
typo of Christ.177
rectly to Christ.

Throughout the psalm David is, says Calvin, a

The other non-critical exegetes refer the verse diJustin Martyr quotes Ps. 110:l as Biblical evidence

that Christ's heavenly session was foretold in the Old Testament, 178 and
to prove that Christ is divine.179

Irenaeus sees this verse as a conver-

sation between the Father and the Son in which the divinity of Jesus is
proclaimed.180 Luther remarks that everyone, including the Jews, must
realize that ''my lord" here is the Messiah, Jesus Christ, and he then

, 1751<raus, ''Psalmen," XV, ii, 757, advocates this as a possibility.
l 7 6.!.!?i2,. ,
I

177calvin, IV, 296-300.

!:

!

l 78Justin Martyr, "The First Apology of Justin," ~-Nicene Fathers,
I, 178.
l 79Justin Nartyr, "Dialogue with Trypho," ~ . , I, 224.
180zrenaeus, "Irenaeus Against Heresies," .!lli•, I, 401 and 418.
Hengstenberg, IV, 227, agrees with Irenaeus here.
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proceeds to offer a lengthy discourse on the comfort afforded Christians
by Christ's heavenly session.181

The verse, says Luther, demands great

faith and patience since it will not be until the final judgment that the
Church's complete victory over all enemies will be achieved.

Barnes in-

sists that "my lord" must refer to Christ and not David since the latter
is the author of the psalm and since the term would have been inappropriate
for any other person of David's timo.

Therefore, as Matt. 22:43-44 shows,

the one addressed here is Jesus.182 While admitting that only the context can determine the meaning of the word "lord," whether it refers to
God or to a man, Leupold contends that there is no doubt as to its sense
in Ps. 110:l.

Both the context and Matt. 22:43 establish that "lord"

here is Christ. 183

Delitzsch proposes that the word ~

....

c\l J.

is decisive

against the supposition that "my lord" refers to an Israelite king.

His

contention is that it would be absurd to think that an Israelite monarch,
speaking for his people, would begin ln the manner of the prophets with

TJ ,~J
.
• •

Placed as it is at the beginning of the sentence, the vord

•••

is extremely important.

- ..

David ls here speaking of Christ. 184

The Lord sends forth from Zion
your mighty scepter.
Rule in the midst of your foes!

(Ps. 110:2)

One gains the impression from this verse that the Israelite king had
to begin his rule encircled by menacing foes (Ps. 72:8-9).

According to

181Luther, "Psalmen," V, cols. 925-963.
182Barnes, III, 137.
l83Leupold, p. 775. It should be noted that Leupold does not develop
his contention that the context of Psalm 110 indicates the divinity of the
word ''lord. 0
18/+oelitzsch, XIII, iii, 188-189.
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Weiser, verse 2 expresses the same thought as verse l, but with a different picture.

Yahweh holds the king's scepter in His hands and sends

it forth over the land to subdue all enemies.

In the command "rule in

the midst of your enemies" Weiser finds a possible reference to the symbolic act in the royal ritual in which the king was invested with his scepter.185

Perhaps it was then that the words of verse 2b were spoken.

There is not complete agreement among critical scholars on whether
or not the oracle is continued in verse 2.

Kraus contends that it is not.

However, he claims that the king is still being addressed, although the
speaker is no longer Yahweh but one of the court poets.

TT ~ L!l°
.!

Kraus takes

as a Jussive and says that the words are in the form of a

prayer or wish and as such resemble Ps. 7211-11. 186

Gunkel, on the other

hand, sees a continuation of the oracle in verse 2.187
king is not addressed here as

71"' ;(2 s\
.. 5. • 188
.

. ..

His scepter becomes a

weapon of conquest in battle like the "rod" in Ps. 2:9.
and 72:8, the king's dominion is universal.

In his view, the

As in Pss. 2:8

In the li~t of these facts

it is small wonder that he is called a "god." OesterleY:, who agrees· with
" '

Gunkel here, conjectures that "Yahweh" replaced the original "Elohim" at
a later date when the concept of divine kingship was no longer held. 189
Charles Briggs eliminates verse 2a as a gloss which he suggests was
inserted into the text by a later editor who became impatient because the

185weiser, "Psalms," p. 694.
l86Kraus,

11

Psalmen," XV, ii, 758.

18 7Gunkel, "Psal~en, 11 p. 482.
188see supra, p. 24.
l89oesterley~ II, 463.

I
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promise of verse 2b had not yet been fulfilled.

The gloss, he argues,

destroys both tho assonance and the rhythm. 190
Once again the interpretations of traditionalist scholars differ
radically from those of historical critics.

Justin Martyr calls the

"strong scepter" the powerful Word of Christ by which he summons men to
repentance and faith. 191

Cyprian quotes this verse to prove that after

His resurrection Christ received all power from the Father for the exercise of His universal rule. 192 According to · Luther, the phrase "out of
Zion" informs us that Christ and the Christian Gospel originated from
Jerusalem and the Jews.

The "strong scepter" is the office of the pub-

lic ministry by which hearts are lifted out of their blindness, delivered
from Satan's dominion, and are enabled to have a right knowledge of, and
obedience to, God.

The phrase "in the midst of your enemies" implies, ac-

cording to Luther, that there are foes both within and without the Church.
But there is no need to fear since God Himself will conquer Christ's enemies, as verse 2 clearly shows. 193 With Luther ~d the Church Fathers,
Calvin also interprets this verse as a prediction of the spread of the
'

.

New Testament Church and the conversion of the Gentiles. 194
finds Messianic significance in the word

rJ I I .
T

Delitzsch

He cites Ps. 72:8,

-r

Num. 24:19, and Num. 24:17 as evidence for this view.

In the Num. 24:17

190Briggs; XV, ii, 379.
191Justin Martyr, "Dialogue witl.l Trypho," ~-Nicene Fathers, I,
240.
19 2cyprian, "The .Treatises of Cyprian,"
~

.

193Luther, "Psalmen," V, cols. 963-984.
194calvin, IV, 300-301.

.!.2!.5!•,

V, 526.
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passago the royal scepter, he claims, ls the Messiah Himself. 19 5
Thus, while critical scholars see verse 2 as a promise of divine
assistance and a pledge of victory for the Israelite king in his battles,
traditionalist exegetes find in the verse a reference to .Christ's con•
quest over all enemies and the spread of the New Testament Church.
Your people will offer themselves freely
on the day you lead your host
·
upon the holy mountains.
From the womb of the morning
like dew your youth will come to you.

(Ps. ll0:3) 196

In the view of critical scholars this verse reflects an abundance
of Canaanite terms and .concepts.

Kraus,197 for example, expresses the

conviction that tho divine birth of the Israelite king is pictured here
in Canaanite language and cites phrases like "holy mountains" (the north•
ern homo of the gods, as in Ugaritic literature), ''womb of the dawn" (the
Ugaritic goddess Shachar?), "I have begotten thee" (an alternate reading
for "your youth") to support his view. 198
A. R. Johnson thinks there ls cultic significance in the word

, rrJJi

--

and refers it to the rebirth of the king from the nether world which took
...

'

place at dawn and was dramatized in the royal ritual adapted from the

195Delitzsch, XIII, iii, 190.
196on the textual problems of this verse see supra, pp. 24-27.
197Kraus, · "Psalmen, 11 XV, ii, 759.
0

1980n tho possible connection between -i '[['=!:.J and the Ugarltic god•
dess Shachar, see Roland De Vaux, "Les Textes de Ras Shamra et l' Ancient
Testament,"~ Blbligue, 46 (1937), 546-548.
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Canaanites. 199

'2:]

Both Mowinckel200 and Bentzen20l take the position that

here designates the Ugaritic goddess of the dew familiar to us

from the Ras Shamra tablets.
Canaanite mythology.
it seems probable that

Talliya was one of Baal's daughters in

If the word

~ "'-'

-

--

-, rl/JJ' refers to a Ugaritic goddess

would also.

The idea conveyed would be

that of the king's miraculous divine birth and his possession of eternal
life.

Is the word

7J n
....J

. .

to be translated "womb" or ''woman"?

In keep-

ing with Judg. 5:30 it is possible that the latter is correct, and that

n ....
TT.,
. .

designates the Ugaritic mother goddess.

Bentzen suggests this

as a possibility.202

! ?.! taken as a finite verb203 then the reference
.
might be to the divine begetting of the king, an idea familiar to us from
If

~ -, [J

is

'•

extra-Biblical literature.

Mowinckel remarks:

The language used ls probably derived .from the myth of the birth of
the new sun god on an 11unkno,m mountain", as it is recorded of the
Assyrian king Ashurnasirpa1.204
Assuming that Gunkel's reconstruction of the verse ls correct205 we

199A. R. Johnson, Sacral Kingship.!.!!. Ancient Israel (Cardiff: Uni•
versity of Wales Press, 1955), p. 121.
20~owinckel, Psalms, I, 64.
201Bentzen, King .!!!15! Messiah, p. 89.

See also Jefferson, P• l5S.

202Bentzen, King .!!!15! Messiah, p. 89. It might be noted in passing
that Judges 5, ·like Psalm 110, abounds in Ugaritic parallels.
203see the textual critical notes on this form, supra, p. 25.
It is questionable whether tho original Canaanite mythological content
of any of these words in verse 3 was preserved in Israel's usage.
204slgmund Mowinckel, He That Cometh, translated by G. W. Anderson
'
(New York& Abingdon Press, 1954), p. 62.
205Gunkel, "Psalmen, 11 P• 481.
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then find here a reference to God's consecrating of the king to his of•
fice from hls mother's womb ("holy from the womb of your mother"), and to
the king's eternal life ("from the dawn comes the dew of your youth").206
Both of these thoughts are frequent in Babylonian and Egyptian royal lit•
erature.207
Cd tl c,·, l cxor.o tcs

are divided in their interpretation of verse 3.

Some take the position that the words describe the vast army of willing
recruits that surrounds the king like countless drops of fresh dew.208
As Weiser puts iti
In the magnificent word-picturo, borrowed from myth; of the dew that
abundantly flows from the womb of the dawn and refreshes Nature ln
the early morning, the psalm speaks of the young men in the army who
in holy warlike array are at once at the disposal of the king, ready
in their vigorous and youthful strength and numerically as abundant
as the drops of dew in the morning.209
Other critical scholars interpret verse 3 as a reference to the Israelite
king's miraculous divine birth and his endowment with eternal life.210
Kraus finds both ideas present in the verse.211

Verse 3a informs us that

the king's noblemen will surround him on the day of his royal power, and
verse 3b-d describes the monarch's wonderful and mysterious birth.

This

... '

206see Is. 26:19 and Ps. 21:5.
207Hermann Gunkel, "Einleitung in die Psalmen," Goettinger J.!.!ru!kommentar zum Alten Testament, edited by~. Nowack (Goettingena Vanden•
hoeclc and Ruprecht, 1933), Ergaenzungsband zur II. Abtellung, PP• 157
and 160.
208Briggs, XV, 11, 377; Weiser, "Psalms," p. 695.
209weiser, "Psalms," p. 695.
210nent~en, King.!!!.«! Messiah, p. 23; Gunkel, "Psalmen," PP• 92 and
482-483; Oesterley, II, 463.
211 Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, 11, 758.
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birth is portrayed in the form of a divine oracle which Kraus reconstructs
as follows:

"On tho holy mountains from the womb of the dawn I have be-

gotten you like dew. u212 Kraus calls attention to Is. 14: 12 where the
king of Babylon ls called "son of the dawn."

nui
--

1

was originally a

goddess, and perhaps in the mythical sphere the idea of the hieros gamos
is present with Yahweh as the father,
their child.

Dawn

as the mother, and the king as

The point of verse Jb-d, according to Kraus, ls that the

king is from the heavenly sphere, a divine king like the Babylonian monarch in Is. 14:12, whose throne is "above the stars," and who sits in the
heavenly assembly in the far north (Is. 14:13).
mythical Canaanite background for these words.

Thus there seems to be a
Yet, as Kraus hastens to

add, the Israelite king was not divine by nature.

He became God's king

through divine appointment and was constituted ln his royal office through
the powerful prophetic word.

\

is sharply set aside through the
psalm begins.

.

The mythical emanation of oriental kingship

ll 1 '7 '1 D ~,, J

,,

:

·..

~

with which the

This was an historical fiat and occurrence.

2 "\J
-

, says

Kraus, refers to the reviving renewing vigor which the ~ing brings with
him (Ps. 72:3-4; Is. 26:19; Lam. 4:20).
While critical exegetes regard verse 3 as a reference either .to the
vast army of willing soldiers that is at the disposal of the Israelite
king or to the king's divine and heavenly birth, traditionalist scholars
interpret the verse either as a prediction of Christ's miraculous birth
or as a description of tho vast array of Christians that surround the
Lord Jesus.

212Ibid.

Followl~g the Septuagint, the Ante-Nicene Fathers generally

211

adopt the former view and refer the words to the birth of Christ. 213

How-

ever, cxogetcs of the Reformation and post-Reformation era for the most
port interpret the words as referring to the Church rather than to Christ.
Luther sees i.n verse 3b-d the miraculous rebirth of Christians through
Baptism and a description of the continual growth and increase of Christ's
kingdom. 214 Calvin says that the verse sets forth the honors of Christ's
kingdom both as to the number of subjects and their willing and prompt
obedience.215

Spurgeon finds in the verse a reference to the fact that

Christians with their vigor and numerical strength often bring about days
of refreshing in the Church.21 6

Plumer states that the verse portrays

God's people presenting theinsel ves to Him in perfect willingness, clothed
not in the deformity of sin, but in the beauty of holiness.2 17 According
to Leupold, the "day of your power" is the day of the Messiah's spiritual
campaign, that is, the New Testament age.

"Holy garments" are the moral

qualifications of those who follow Christ in this warfare.2l8

Barnes finds

in this verse an allusion to Christ's second advent.219

2l3Justin Mar tyr, "Dialogue with Trypho," ~-Nicene Fathers, I,
237; Tertullian, "Tertullian Against Marcion, 11 ~ . , III, 448; Hippolytus,
"Refutation of all Heresies,"~., V, 151; Alexander of Alexandria,
"Epistles on the Arlan Heresy,'' ~ · , VI, 294 and 297.
2l4Luther, "l>salmen," V, cols. 984-1005.
215calvin, IV, 301-304.
21 6charlos H. Spurgeon, .!h.2 Treasury ,gt David (London: Funk and Wagnalls, 1869), v, 187.
21 7Plumer, p. 974.
218 Leupold, p. 776.
2l9Barnes, III, 138-139.
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The Lord has sworn
and will not change his mind,
"You are a priest for ever
after t:he order of Melchizedek. 11

(Ps. 110:4)

The sacerdotal aspoct of kingship presented in this verse was not
unique to Israel in the ancient world.

Kings exercised priestly func-

tions in Egypt, Assyria,220 and also Sumeria. 221

Gunkel indicates that

even the concept of an eternal priesthood ls not limited to the Biblical
record.222
Weiser expresses the view that jJ

:l
.... lli J
~

.

corresponds to

71 ,\' 'J

of verse land is evidence of the prophetic style of the psalm.223

..

•••

He

also suggests that the oracle may have been directed against certain
priests who desired their freedom from the king.
that this is impossible.

Verse 4 makes it clear

Yahweh Himself has vested priestly power in the

royal person and then sworn to uphold that disposition.

When David took

over the Jebusite fortress of Jerusalem both offices were conferred upon
him (the royal and the priestly), and as this verse shows they continued
to be held by the Davidic dynasty.
Gen. 14:18 suggests that the pre-Israelite kings of Jerusalem assumed priestly responsibilities, and Ps. 110:4, according to Kraus, demon•
strates that this Jebusite tradition persisted in Israei.224

The king

wore priestly garments, blessed the people, prayed before them in their

220Gunkel,

Psalmen," P• 483.

11

221 Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, ii, 760.
222Gunkel, "Einleitung," p. 160.
223weiser, "Psalms," p. 695.
224Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, ii, 760. On the sacerdotal duties of the
·Israelite king Kraus cites 2 Sam. 6: 14-18 and Kings 8: 14, 56.
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assemblies of worship, presided over their cultic rites, and offered sacrifices (l Sam. 13:9; 2 Sam. 6:13,17). 225

n Z~ ~

t

in Kraus' Vi8Y,

T

stresses not the eternal aspect of the king's priesthood, but its sta•
bil 1 ty and permanence.

The phrase "after the order of Mel chi zedek'' lays

emphasis upon the famous priest-king of Genesis 14 who represented an
illustrious dynasty of priest-kings in the pre-Israelite Jerusalem area.
On the name "Melchizedek" Kraus remarks:

Der Name dieses vorisraelitlschen Ahnherrn und prototypischen Stadtl<ocnings ist--wie man in der kanaanaischen Namengebung haufiger fcststelle.~ kann--mlt dem alten theophoren Element
O gebildet,
wobei
p-r )( doch vohl pradikativ werden muss und also keineswegs
et:wa (wie man gelegentlich g~eint hat) den Stadtgott von Jerusalem
bezeichnet • • • • 226

1Z

Thus verse 4 informs us that David simply took over the legacy of Mel•
chlzedek.

What the inhabitants of Canaanite Jerusalem had hoped for and

expected of their priest-king, the Israelites transferred to David and
his successors.227
On the basis of ancient Near Eastern analogies Gunkel points out that

verse 4 underscores the security of the throne.

For priests stood under

special divine protection as can b~ seen from Egyptian and Assyrian lit•

.....

erature where both king and priest live and labor under the guarding hand
of the deity.228

225see also Ezeldel • s description of the "prince" who occupies a
prominent position in the cultic life of the people (Ezek. 44:3; 45:16-18;
46:2-4).
226 Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, ii, 760.
son, Sacral Kingship, p. 142.

In this connection see also John-

227Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, ii, 760.
228Gunkel, "Psalmen, 11 p. 483.

..
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Crim finds two major problems in verse 4.229 First of all, the
words seem to refer to the Israelite king's investiture as priest, although there is no Old Testament passage indicating that this was ever
done.

Secondly, there is the question of the purpose of the phrase

"after the order of Molchizcdek." Why are these words added?

Crim al-

ludes to Rowley's interpretation, namely, that in verses 1•3 Zadok addresses David and in verse 4 David ls speaking to Zadok, but he dimisses
this view as being at best conjectural and ingenious.

For there is no

proof that Zadok ever was priest in pre-Davidic Jerusalem.230
Johnson finds in the phrase "after the order of Melchizedek" an indi•
cation of the fact that
David found in the Jebusite cultus with its worship of the "Most
High" and its royal-priestly order of Melchizodek a ritual and
mythology which might prove to be the means of carrying out Yahweh's purposes for Israel and fusing the chosen people into a model
of national righteousness.231
Bentzen's interpretation of verse 4 ls that it constitutes that part
of the coronation ritual when the king was solemnly invested with his
priestly office and responsibilities. 23 2
Briggs sees in this verso "another interpretation of the covenant of
David sustained by the usage of [Pss.] '89:4.36.50; 132:11. 11233

The king

of whom these words speak is a priest-king like Jethro (Ex. 2:16; 3:1;
18:l) and the princes of David.

According to Briggs the phrase "after

229Cr1m, P• llS.
23 0ibid.
23 1Johnson, Sacral Kingship, p. 46.
232nentzen, King ~ Messiah, p. 23.
233 Briggs, XV, 11, 3 78.
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the order of Melchizedek" is a gloss that should be eliminated for metrical reasons.234
Mowinckel takes the position that verse 4 safeguards the ecclesiastical power of the king which was belng threatened by the increasing ln•
fluence of the priests.

The verse insists that the right of the king to

exercise priestly functions is based upon an ancient divine oracle. 235
Tho consensus of historical criticism is that Ps. 110:4 indicates
that the Davidic dynasty took over the priest-king traditions of preIsraelite Jerusalem.

Such a consolidation of cult with throne served to

unify the nation by placing ecclesiastical power also in the hands of the
king.

Verse 4 shows that this consolidation was divinely ordained and

approved.
Traditionalist scholars do not share this critical view.

Justin

Martyr, for example, quotes Ps. 110:4 to prove that Jesus the Messiah is
spoken of in this verso and not Hezekiah, as the Jews maintain.

For the

latter was not priest at all, let alone an eternal priest as is here described.236

...

'

Likewise also Tertulllan alludes to this verse in making the

same point.237
Luther devotes the major portion of his comments on Psalm 110 to
verse 4.2 38

It ls, in his opinion, a most extraordinary verse, since

234 Ibld.,' P• 380.
23 5z.1owinckel, Psalms, I, 64, and Mowlnckel, !!.! !!l!!:, Cometh, P• 72.
236Justin Martyr, "Dialogue with Trypho," ~-Nicene Fathers, I,
210-211 and 240.
2 37Tertull lan, "An Answer to the Jews,"
238Luther, "Psalmen,"

v,

!.!?.!..!!•,

cols. 1005-1040.

III, 173 and 448.
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here alone in all of Scripture God appoints Christ a priest and pope, if
Luther may be excused for using such a word in reference to Jesus.
verse is a veritable treasure house for all Christian doctrine.

The

It sets

forth the difference between the Old and the New Testaments, namely, the
new and eternal priesthood of Jesus Christ.239
are as follows:

Jesus Christ is unique.

true God (priest forever).

The teachings of the verse

He is true man (priest) and yet

Since Christ ls eternal, He must bestow upon

men eternal blessings, that ls, deliverance from sin, Satan, and death.
All Christians are also priests, but not in the unique sense of Christ.
Only Ho has made the sacrifice for the world's redemption.

Yet, by their

Baptism all Christians function as priests by bringing sacrifices which
consist of love, sufferings, and the like.
Calvin claims that verse 4 provides sufficient proof that Psalm 110
deals with Jesus Christ.

With the reference to the divine oath the Holy

Spirit, he says, means to distinguish and separate this king from all
others.

This oath becomes the Christian's assurance because it forever

validates Christ's mediatorial work for man's salvation. 240
'

\

The majority of non-critical exegetes are agreed that the interpre•
tation of Ps. 110:4 is to be found in Hebrews Sand 7. 241

As these chap-

ters show, Christ, like Melchizedek, is a priest-king and stands alone,
having neither predecessor nor successor.

Like Melchizedek He remains

an eternal priest, not of the Levites, and is appointed by God instead

239Thus, for Luther, the priesthood of Christ constitutes the difference between the two Testaments. It is not a matter of book division,
but of the priesthood of Jesus.
240calvin, IV, 304-307.
241cowles, p. 456; Tholuck, p. 420; Alexander, p. 459; Leupold, P• 777.
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of functioning simply by succession.242
According to Leupold, verse 4 is ·tho first Scriptural reference to
the dual office of tho Messiah.

The prophets continue the theme as they

predict tho eventual cessation of the Levitical priesthood (Is. 66:21;
Zech. 14:20-21) and the union of altar and throne in the Messiah (Zech.
3:6).243
Of the traditionalist scholars consulted only Delitzsch alludes to
an extra-Biblical background for verse 4 as he mentions that the Israelite
king by virtue of his office was also a priest according to Canaanite custom.244

He goes on to say that Zech. 6:12 removes the priest-king of

Ps. 110:4 from the present into the domain of the future.

He is the

Joshua-Zerubbabel, the priest-king, of the Messianic age.

David here pre-

dicts that the Icing of the future at God's right hand will also be an eternal priest.245
Thus, while critical scholars interpret verse 4 as an indication of
the combining of the Davidic covenant traditions with the priest-king traditions of pre-Israelite Jerusalem, non-critical exegetes find in the verse
a prediction of the priestly office of Jesus Christ.
The Lord is at your right hand;
he will shatter kings on the day of his wrath.
He will execute judgment among the nations,
filling them with corpses;
he will shatter chiefs
over the wide earth.

242Barnes, III, 140.
243Leupold, p. 777.
244Delitzsch, XIII, iii, 192.
245Ibid., p. 193.
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He will drinlc from the broolc by the way;
thorcfore he will lift up his head.

(Ps. 110:5-7) 246

Critical scholars are not agreed as to the subject of verses 5-7.
Some hold that the king is the subject throughout,24 7 whilo others take
the position that lt ls Yahweh. 248

Nor ls there unanimity with regard to

the interpretation of these words.

Bentzen sees ln verses 5-6 the promise

~f victory over all enemies given to the king ln the coronation ritual.

The king will utterly defeat the devils of chaos arrayed against him and
that triumph ls graphically portrayed in the closing verses of the psalm.249
He writes:
At the centre stands the ritual combat. Tne victory of God and his
Anointed over their antagonists, who attempt to prevent the good
work of Creation; the preparation for battle; the battle itself; and
combined with battle the suffering of the king and god under the
heavy attacks of tho enemies (which ln the non-Israelite rites culminate in the death of the god); his salvation and return from the
underworld; his final seizing of power and his enthronement in the
newly built temple--thcse elements make up the main content of the
festiva1.250
Verse 7, according to Bentzen, speaks of the sacramental cup of water from
the holy well which was drunk before the ritual combat in the coronation
ceremony.

Thus the verse is not an insignificant remnant of a larger sec-

tion; rather, it ls the very climax of the psalm.

It sets before us tho

drinking from the life-giving fountain, the strengthening of the elect

246soe the textual critical data on these verses, supra, pp. 27-29.
247Briggs, XV, 11, 378; Kissane, II, 195; Gunkel, "Psalmen," P• 483.
248Johnson, Sacral Kingship, p. 122; Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, 11, 761;
Oesterley, II, 462; Crim, p. ll6; Yeiser, "Psalms," p. 696.

'

.

249Bentzen, King ~ Messiah, pp. 23 and 2S.
250ibid., P• 24.
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warrior who will fight the divine battle against the devils of chaos and
help recreate tho world.251
Gunlcel calls these closing verses wild and barbaric war poetry but
adds that similar pictures are found also in the Prophets.252

In his

view the passage describes the war the king victoriously wages under di•
vine protection.253
slaughter.

Verse 7, according to Gunkel, ls the climax of the

Brooks overflow with the corpses of the slain enemies and the

rivers turn red with their blood.254
Kraus expresses the view that verses 5-7 return to the opening theme
of the psalm, namely, the king's victory through Yahweh over all. enemies.255
There is the possibility, he says, that the hostile kings attacking Jerusalem might have become for Israel historifications of the mythical powers
of chaos, as Bentzen, for example, maintains, 256 but Kraus rejects . the suggestion that this theme was enacted in the ritual combat of a cultic
drama.257

!!.

Two traditions, he continues, are united in these closing verses:

Elyon, the judge and king who has subdued the powers of chaos (Psalms

24 and 46), and Yahweh, the warrior God who wages holy wars for His king

·251~ . , pp. 23 and 25.
252Gunkel, "Psalmen," p. 483.
32:5-6; 35:8.

See also Is. 34:3,6-7; Ezek. 6:13;

253see also Pss. l8z3S-40; 21:9; 45:5-6.
~54Gunkel, "Psalmen," pp. 481, 483, and 485.
255Kraus, ''Psalmen," XV, ii, 761.
2 56see supra,
\·

257Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, ii, 762.
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and people.258

In Kraus• view verse 7 indicates why the king can lift

up his hoad in victory and exultation and tho verso also gives us the
source of his powor to conquer.
the sacred spring.

The triumphant monarch has imbibed from

Thus tho last verse of the psalm refers to the sacra-

mental act in the royal ritual in which the king drank from the waters of
Gihon which were thought to have life-giving powers.

According to Kraus

the parallel to this rite might porhaps be found in the instance when the
Ugaritic Danel, before avenging the murder of his sons, fasted and drank
from the sacred well.259
Welsor calls attention to the change in literary form from what he
calls tho oracular to the prophetic style.

The subject throughout is

Yahweh, and the speaker promises tho king God's protection.

That is the

significance of the phrase "at thy right hand," which ls to be taken in a
metaphorical sense, and not literally.

The meaning is:

"The Lord protect

you." Weiser alludes to the fact that the Hittite deity Teshup ls pictured at the right hand of the king, holding his own right hand protect•
lngly over the monarch.260 The theme of these closing verses is, says
Weiser, "Tho Day of the Lord," a concept which became prominent in the
circle of the court prophets.261 At an early date the idea became part
of Israelite tradition and probably belonged to the themes associated
With the Covenant Fostival and the enthronement of the king.

The person

258~., p. 761.
259Ibld.
260weiser, "Psalms," p. 697.
261~. Oesterley shares this view, II, 463. In a similar vein,
Briggs, XV, 11, 378, sees in verse 6 the assembling of all nations in the
valley of Jehoshaphat for tho last Judgment.
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of the king and his accession to the throne became lost behind the exclusive activity of Yahweh.
interpretation.

This perspective gave the poem an eschatologlcal

The focus began to be centered on God's final judgment

of all men and the person of the king becamo reinterpreted as the Messiah.262
Verse 7, according to Weiser, is not preserved in its entirety.
he maintains, fit neither God nor tho king.

The words,

He suggests that the verse

might be a cultic instruction issued in the festival rites according to
which, on analogy with one of the Ras Shamra texts,26J the king drinks from
the sacred fountain in order to obtain vigor for the war against the nations which he is to wage as God's elect one. 26 4
Claus Schedl proposes an interesting interpretation for verse 7a. 265
He reads

2"Tr. J. -O

is the Messiah, and
Canaan.

for the Massoretic Text

Z1T
- -:JO. •

The subject

1 :J "J ls Israel's way of salvation from Egypt to

The word "way" has Deuteronomic "salvation-history" overtones.

Er hat den Weg der zwoelf Staemme von l<nechtschaft Agyptens bis zur
Landnahme theologisch ausgearboi tet und das allerwel tswort ''Weg" mi t
hcilsgeschichtlichem Sinn erfuellt.266
Schedl emends

f/ [-'I·: JLl: •'"!

to ~ f1

..

•

!') "'1;J ~

.

("he placed him").

Thus verse

7a, according to Schedl, means that Yahweh placed the Messiah as an inheritor of the way, that ls, the way to the possession and enjoyment of the

2 6 2Weiser, "Psalms," p. 696. Thus Weiser accounts for the fact that
Psalm 110 began to receive a Messianic interpretation.
26 3Weiser does not cite the text. It is possible that he is referring to the Danel incident mentioned by Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, ii, 761,
264weiser, "Psalms," p. 697.
~

265claus Schedl, "Aus dem Bache am Wege (Ps. 110: 7)," Zei tschrlft
~ Alttestamentliche Wlssenschaft, 73 (1961), 290-297.
266~•• p. 294.
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eschatological Canaan, namely, all nations.

The words would then be a

referenco to Joshua redivivus.267
Crim remarks that the cryptic nature of verse 7 suggests the possibility that there might have been an additional lost section.268
drinks from the holy spring and is refreshed.

The king

The reference, he says, ls

perhaps to the Spring Gihon where Wolomon was anointed king (l Kings 1:3839) and which was probably regarded as sacred in pro-Israelite times.
Mowinckel shares this view and indicates that this sacramental drinking
was quite likely in preparation for the maln act of the coronation rites
in the temple.269
Johnson takes the position that the closing verse of the psalm simply
describes the battle-weary Yahweh as He pauses to slake His thirst before
pursuing afresh His work of slaughter and retribution.270
Like critical scholars, non-critical ~egetes also differ in their
interpretation of tho subject of verses 5-7.

Luther 271 and Calvln 272 ex-

press the view that Christ is portrayed here in his role as conqueror,
while Delitzsch 273 and Leupold274 both take the position that the subject
,, '

is Yahweh who gains victories for the Israelite king.

267~., p. 295.
268 crim, p. 117.
269Mowincl<el, !!2 !h!t Cometh,
270Johnson, Sacral Kingship, p. 122.
27lLuther, "Psalmen," V, cols. 1040-1047.
2 72calvin, IV, 308.
273Delitzsch, XIII, iii, 194-195.
274Leupold, p. 778.
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According to Luther, vorse 5 indicates that Christ will be completely triumphant over all enemles,275 while verse 6 describes how He
Will everywhere build His kingdom through the Gospel.

Those who accept

the gracious invitation will bo saved, and those who do not wlll receive
eternal condemnation.

Verso 6 marks a progression over verse 5.

In

verso 5 the poet speaks of Jews while in verse 6 he has in mind the Gentiles.276

Tho final verse of the psalm, in Luther's vie\l, speaks of

Christ's passion, death, and exaltation, verse 7a referring to the former,
and verse 7b designating the latter.

Luther states that in the Scriptures

"drink" and "cup" signify all kinds of afflictions (Luke 22: 44; Matt. 26:
39).

Therefore Christ's drinking from the brook indicates that He will

bear the deepest possible anguish and torture.

The word "brook" includes

Herod, Pilate, the Jews, the Romans, the devil, death, hell, and sin.

The

lifting up of tho head describes Christ's glorification, His resurrection,
ascension and session at the Father's right hand.

Thus, for Luther, this

verse is the Old Testament parallel to Phil. 2:7-10. 277
Calvin interprets verse 5 as a reference to Christ's dreadful power
to destroy all enemies.

With Luther he regards verse 6 as a portrayal of

the conversion of the Gentiles to Jesus.

Verse 7, in his view, is meant

to strike terror into the hearts of Christ's enemies.

For the words in-

dicate that tho Savior will not pause long to refresh Himself in His bat•
tles, but will ' hastily drink from the wayside brook and then be quickly

275Luther, "Psalmen," V, cols. 1040-1047.
276~ . , cols. 1047-1050.
277~., cols. 1050-1055. This is also the view of Justin Martyr,
"Dialogue with Trypho," ~-Nicene Fathers, II, 211.

r
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on His conquering path against His foes.278
Dolitzsch says that the closing verses paint for us a picture of
Yahweh at the Israelite king's right hand, working out His victories for
His anointod.27 9

In a similar vein, Leupold sees these verses as a vivid

description of the cschatological Day of the Lord.

Verse 6, in his view,

focuses on the victor role of the Messiah, a facet of his work which has
not bee,.l fully grasped or fulfilled.280
· Conunenting on verse 6, Barnes malces the point that the words here are
not to be taken 11 terally, as if the Messiah• s conquests would actually
fill the valleys with the bodies of the slain.

Rather, he says, the idea

is that of Christ's universal rule, a fact which will be realized only on
the day of Judgment.281

Likewise also Cowles indicates how difficult it

is to determine how much of verse 6 refers to a literal physical destruc•
tion of God's enemies and how much depicts _their spiritual subjection by
divine truth and love.282
verse 5.

Cowles also finds no change of position in

As in verse 1, the words are not to be interpreted literally.

They refer to a relationship rather than to a position.

...

'

Hence "the lord

at your right hand" means "Jehovah who befriends and sustains thee." 283
The consensus of non-critical scholars is that verse 7a portrays the

278calvin, IV, 308-309. Hcngstcnberg, IV, 257-258, agrees with
Calvin in this interpretation.
279 oelitzsch, XIII, 111, 194-195.
280Leupold, p. 778.
281

aarnes, III, 140-141.

28 2cowles, p. 457.
283 Ibid., P• 456.
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refreshment and respite from struggle enjoyed by the warrior Messiah,
While verso 7b signals his final and complete triumph over all enemies.284
Only Horne among the post-Reformation non-critical exegetes consulted
takes the verse as a reference to Christ's humiliation and exaltation.285
The Question of Contribution
From what has just been presented it becomes immediately evident that
the historical critical method identifies in Psalms 2 and 110 a theological message to the ancient Israelites which would not be readily discernible if one were confined to the exegetical procedures of non-critical
scholars. 286

This fact will be more clearly demonstrated in the conclud-

ing chapter.

Here it is sufficient to point out that if the non-critical

Christological interpretation of Psalms 2 and 110 is the only acceptable
one the value of these psalms for the peop~e of the Old Testament seems
limited to strength for daily living vhich the Israelites might possibly
have derived from the predictions in these poems of Christ's distant redemptive deeds.

And if, indeed, the people of the Old Covenant viewed

these psalms as forecasts of the Messiah's future triumphs it is possible
that such promises did inspire the Hebrews in their daily tasks and trials.
However, that this was the case with the ancient Israelites is at best
only assumed by non-critical scholars and is not generally spelled out in

284p1umer, pp. 975-976; Barnes, III, 141; Delitzsch, XIII, iii, 196;
Leupold, p. 778; Cowles, p. 457.
285 George Horne,~ Commentary .2!l~ .!!22!S, 2t, Psalms (Nev York: Henry
M. Onderdonl<, 1846), pp. 405-406.
286 In addition to the coD1J1ents that follow, see supra, PP• 58-68
a n d ~ , pp. 235-241.

226
their interpretations of Psalms 2 and 110.

What is clear from the Old

Testament itself is that "Gospel" and "salvation" involve for the most
part a present and immediate divine deliverance from threatening or real
dangers and distresses, 287 and that kind of assurance, that kind of "Gospel" is seen in Psalms 2 and 110 if the historical critical interpretation of the two psalms is allowed together with those of traditionalist
scholars.
In summary, then, the historical critical method does not necessarily
deprive Psalms 2 and 110 of their Christological significance.

Rather,

tho method appears to add a new dimension to the two psalms by bringing
to light in the two poems a theological message for ancient Israel that
would probably have remained obscured or unstressed if one wero to make
exclusive use of the exegetical procedures of non-critical scholars.

28 7 0'cn a partial concordance study of such concepts as D
~
and ':}!:f! ~ will demonstrate the truth of this assertion. The New Testament alio speal<:s of "salvation" as a complete deliverance from physical suffering, but that rescue is primarily in the future and not, as in
the Old Testament, an immediate divine deliverance from bodily distress.

iZ

CHAPTER VIII
SUMMARY, EVALUATIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS
This investigation has been an attempt to answer the question:

Does

historical crtticism contribute toward an understanding of the theological
content of Psalms 2 and 110?

The answer to this question lies partly in

an evaluation of what critical scholars themselves have found to be the
theological message of the two psalms and partly in an analysis of the
. Possible contributions for theological understanding made by each phase
of the historical critical method as compared with other methods.
Views of Critical Scholars on the Theology
of Psalms 2 and 110
What do critical scholars say concerning the theological content of
Psalms 2 and 110?

Among the commontators consulted in this study only

Weiser, Kraus, and Oesterley take up this specific subject.

Does this

paucity of remarks on theological content suggest that critical scholarship does not consider an evaluation of the theological message a part of
its function?
According to Weiser the theology of Psalm 2 centers in a 'recognition
of Yahweh as the Lord of the earth.

The entire poem, in his view, has but

one aim, to show that God is the Lord and to make sure that He will be
acknowledged as such.l

In a similar vein Kraus claims that the psalm

1Artur Weiser, "The Psalms," !h! lli Testament Library, edited by
G. E. Wright, John Bright, and others, translated by Herbert Hartwell
(London: SCM Press, 1962), pp. 115•116.
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undorscores the universal lordship of Yahweh and the futility and sheer
foolishness of rebellion against Him.2 Oesterley expresses the view that
Psalm 2 is a magnificent confession of trust in the power and protection
of Yahweh at a time when the newly crowned king is imperiled by menacing
national foes.3
With regard to Psalm 110 Weiser holds that the poem displays the
close relationship that existed in the Old Testament cult between faith
and history, while at the same time the psalm points up the dangers that
were present in the link between religion and politics.4

In addition,

according to Weiser, Psalm 110 contains a theocentric tendency ·and a universal outlook, both of which are fundamental ideas of the entire Psalter.
In the view of Weiser these two characteristics of the psalm give the poem
an eschatological bent that turns one's thought beyond purely contemporary
earthly persons and events to the things that will take place at the end
of history. 5

Kraus finds four theological emphases in Psalm llOz

(1) Yah-

weh Himself has exalted the king and placed him at His own right hand;
(2) The king has had a supernatural and heavenly birth; (3) The king is a
divinely ordained priest like Melchizedek; (4) Through the king and for the
king, Yahweh, the judge of the world and the great leader in battle, conquers

2Hans Joachim Kraus, "Psalmen," Biblischer Konunentar Altes Testament,
editod by Martin Noth (Neukirchen Kreis Moers, Neukirchoner Verlag der
Buchhandlung des· Erziehungsvereins, 1960), XV, i, 21.
~l. o. E. Oesterley, ,Ih! Psalms (Londoni Society for Promoting
Christian Knowledge, 1939), I, 125 and 127.

4w ei ser,

-

5 Ibid.

"Psalms," p. 697.
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all enemles. 6

The view of Oosterley ls that Psalm 110 emphasizes the

ancient bollef that kingship was a divine institution and that there ls
a divine control of history.

The psalm, according to Oesterley, stresses

that military campaigns which make up much of history are in the hands of
God.7
Turning to the comments of non-critical scholars one is immediately
struck by the fact that the traditionalist exege.tes devote considerable
attention to an analysis of theological contont and that such an analysis
differs strikingly, by virtue of its Christologlcal tone, from those offered by historical critics.

Apparently the conclusion to be drawn from

this observation is that non-critical scholars regard an evaluation of
theological content as one of the major functions of their exegetical
task.

Views of Non-critical Scholars on the Theology
of Psalms 2 and 110
The comments of men like Luther, Plumer, and Spurgeon illustrate the
... '

radically different theological messages which traditionalist exegetes
find in Psalms 2 and 110 from those suggested by historical critics. 8

In

the view of these scholars the two psalms deal with Jesus ·the Messiah, the
New Testament Church, and Christians.

For example, according to.Plumer,

Psalm 2 reveals the nature of sin, warns Christians not to be surprised at
any development of wickedness, offers reasons why the wicked oppose Christ,

6
Kraus, "Psalmen," XV, 11, 762.

7oesterley, II, 464.

Ssee Chapter VII, pnssim.
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encourages righteous people not to ho afraid of the violence of the wicked,
indicates how easily God can destroy His foes, assures one that Scripture
cannot bo broken, forecasts the ultimate triumph of Christ's kingdom, ad•
monishes Christians to expect trials, comforts tho child of God by assur•
ing him that his troubles can never affect his relationship with God,
portrays the manhood of the Messiah, encourages men in authority to sup•
port religion, commands men both to trust in God and to obey Him, reminds
one that in His exalted state Christ intercedes for Christians, makes it
clear that those who hear and yet resist the Gospel will perish without
excuse, paints the unspeakable fury of the divine wrath, and points to
Christ alone as tho means of forgiveness and everlasting fellowship with
God.

9

The famed preacher, Charles Spurgeon, finds similar theological

emphases in Psalm 2.

According to him the poem displays the terrible

nature of sin, suggests that nothing is mor~ irrational than irreligion,
points to the crowning manifestation of human sin as hatred of the Mediator,
indicates that opposition to the Gospel is unreasonable and ineffectual,
reveals the folly and stupidity of putting one's confidence in princes
rather than God and His Christ, pictures God's punitive derision of the
rebellious wicked both now and hereafter, sets forth the sovereignty of
Christ and the total des.truction of all His enemles. 10
Non•critical exegetes hold similar views with regard to the theo•
logical content of Psalm 110.

Plumer stresses the following theological

emphases which he finds in the psalmz

9'~illiam

s.

Plumer, Studies

Christ is truly divine; He is a

!nS!:!!!2.2!i ~

Psalms (Philadelphiat

J. B. Lippincott, 1867), PP• 47-52.
lOcharles Spurgeon,
1869), I, 22·23.

I!:!.! Treasury

~ ~ (LondonZ Funk and Wagnalls,
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king who reigns far beyond tho reach of all human and domonic malice and
evil schemes; the fearful and desperate wickedness of sin is that it makes
men enemies of Christ; all of Jesus' foes will finally lie prostrate at
His feet; Christ's most glorious conquests are not by the sword but by His
Word and the Spirit; tho glory of Christ's kingdom is immense; believers
in their conflicts and trials may rest on the everlasting rock of God's
unchangeablenass; Christ is a great High Priest; the advance of the Christian Church among the Gentiles is portrayed; the Savior's humiliation and
exaltation are alluded to; like Christ, Christians too have need of patience
in order to inherit the fullness of divine blessings in store for them. 11
According to Spurgeon, the following theological truths, among others, are
to be found in Psalm 110:

The divinity of Christ; the glory, ·power, and

heavenly character of His kingdom; His quiet majestic rule amid passing
events; the working of all history toward its ultimate goal, that is,
Christ's complete triumph over all enemies; Christ's conquering "rod" is
the Gospel; Christ, the immutable leader, will always have countless will•
ing followers; all true disciples of Christ are priests, soldiers, and
volunteers; tho eternal priesthood of Christ; the certain overthrow of
every power that opposes the Gospel; the fearful calamities which happen
to nations because of their sinful rejection of the Lord Jesus; the causes
of Christ's success were His alacrity, self-denial, and simplicity; and
finally, the Savior's humiliation and exaltation. 12

llp1umer, pp. 976-978.
12spurgeon,

v,

206-207.
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The Question of Contribution
Two questions present themselves.

Does tho historical critical view

provide insights into the theological message of Psalms 2 and 110 beyond
those offered by non-critical scholars and, if so, are such insights the
direct or indirect result of critical methodology or could they have come
Without the benefit of historical critical research?
In answer to the first question it can be said that while the explicit statements on theological content expressed by Weiser, Kraus, and
Oesterley contain few emphases that are not found in the interpretations
of non-critical scholars tho views of the former allow for the possibility
that Psalms 2 and 110, although not understood perhaps in an exclusive
Messianic sense by the ancient Israelites, still could have proclaimed a
powerful and salutary theological message to these Old Testament believers.
The theological content of the two psalms proposed by Weiser, Kraus, and
Oesterley need not necessarily diminish or conflict with the Christological
interpretation placed on these poems by non-critical exegetes.

The criti•

cal evaluation brings to light in Psalms 2 and 110 a probable relevant
theological message for the Israelites, which may also have enduring sig•
nificance for today, in addition to the possible Messianism found in these
psalms by the non-critical scholars.
The second question is more difficult to answer.

Are the views on

theological content advanced by Weiser, Kraus, and Oesterley the direct
or indirect result of critical methodology?

That is to say, does the

method itself contribute toward one's understanding of the theological
message of the two psalms, or could one have reached similar conclusions
without the benefit of historical criticism?

It must be granted, on the
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one hand, that evon a caroful reading of tho two poems in En~lish may result in an understanding of thoir theological message similar to that: of
Weiser, Kraus, and Oestorley.

!ll

Certainly it is not necessary to employ

the stops of critical methodology to arrive at some of the conclusions

of both Weiser and Kraus that Psalm 2 teaches the universal lordship of
Yahweh and that it is futile to rebel against Him.

Nor does one need the

technical skills of historical criticism to conclude with Oesterley that:
Psalm 110 underscores Yahweh's control of history.

These conclusions may

become apparent for many people from a close reading of the English text.
Also, it is quite probable that many modern readers would come to such conclusions concerning the theological message of Psalms 2 and 110 because
they are conditioned to read ancient literature from the prevailing historical critical vantage point of modern man.

One must also remember that

it is precisely the historical orientation and perspective of the critical
scholar which compels him to search for, and discern in, Psalms 2 and 110
a message for the original audience beyond that heard in these psalms by
non-critical exegetes.

In addition, the critical concern for establishing

, an Old Testament setting for Psalms 2 and 110 is quite likely responsible
for the fact that Ocsterley views Psalm 2 as a confession of faith in the
power and protection of Yahweh at a time when .!!l Israelite king~ threat~

.2I national~. Likewise Weiser's conviction that Psaim 110

indi-

cates the close link between religion and politics which he contends
existed in the Old Testament cult is almost surely a result of critical
research into setting and historical background.

The same can be said of

Kraus• evaluation of the theological message of Psalm 110.

The four thao•

logical points which ha finds in this psalm are almost certainly the result
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of his critical investigation which suggests that Psalms 2 and 110 have
cultic connections and deal with an Israelite king.
In brief, historical critical presuppositions and procedures are
responsible for the fact that Weiser, Kraus, and Oesterley see in Psalms 2
and 110 a richly relevant theological message for ancient Israel beyond
the Christological emphases found in these poems by non-critical scholars.
Historical criticism lays greater stress on the nature of Psalms 2 and 110
as authoritative or relevant formulation of a central messag~ or experi•
once of God's Word for a specific moment in history.
Tho Contributions for Theological Understanding Made by
Various Phases of Critical Methodology
The preceding views of some critical scholars suggest that Psalms 2
and 110 contained a theological message for .ancient Israel in addition to
the Messianism that might be present in these psalms.

The uncovering of

this non-Messianic message as observed above may be .the direct or indirect
result of critical presuppositions and methodology.

An investigation of

each of the phases of the historical critical method also indicates that
some of the methodological steps are especially valuable for understanding
a theological message in Psalms 2 and 110 not stressed or mentioned by non•
critical scholars.

Both the critical theories on setting and the critical

exegesis of the' two psalms bear out this fact.
In chapter three it was demonstrated how the four critical theories
on the historical setting for Psalms 2 and 110 uncover significant mes•
sages of Law and Gospel for the original audience in addition to the
Messianic promises which non-critical interpreters find in these poems.
Formulated in words that met the needs of the time, these messages
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proclaimed to the Israelite that although he was at the mercy of malignant powers of chaos and evil, God had gained the victory over these
dark powers and in the cultlc drama continues to triumph over them so
that the stability and order of creation remains.

Both psalms heralded

the glad news that Yahweh preserves His people from a destructive return
of chaos.
Or perhaps, following the opinion of other scholars, the message heard
in these psalms by the ancient Israelites was that God ls everlastingly
faithful to Hls promises and His presence was still among them, and that
Yahweh's past redemptive deeds are a sure foundation on which to build hope
for future saving acts, and that through Yahweh and Hls anointed king, victory ls assured over all enemies, and that the klng seated securely on his
throne is the channel of certa_in di vine blessings.
The critical theories on setting also .suggest a message of Law for
the original hearers.

Among other things, Psalms 2 and 110 admonished

both the king and his people to be faithful and obedient to Yahweh, urged
the Israelites to give their ruler all due loyalty and honor since he was
God's adopted son, reminded the ~ing that as God's elected monarch he was
not an Egyptian incarnate deity nor a Mesopotamian deified man, but a mortal man elevated to the throne by Yahweh.
The critical exegesis of Psalms 2 and 110 also reveals a theological
message rich in both Law and Gospel for Israel's immediate needs.

The

following summary contains the findings of chapter seven concerning this
message.
According to historical critics, Ps. 2:1-3 describes subject nations
in revolt against Israel's God and king.

The "anointed" here ls not a

I.

!•

future Messiah but a reigning Hebrew king.

The reaction to these verses

I.t'

~

----.--'-
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on the part of Israelite worshippers would be one of fear for themselves
and their king.

If, however, one adopts the traditionalist interpretation,

the "anointed" ls Jesus the Messiah, and the revolting nations are the
enemies of Christ and His Church.

Under those circumstances verses 1-3

would probably hold less terror for the ancient Israelites since the words
pertain to the continual onslaughts of spiritual powers of evil against
God and some distant divine Messiah rather than outlining some immediate
political or physical peril that threatens the life of Israel and her king.
In other words, the threat posed by the opening lines of the psalm would
appear to be less intense and relevant for the Israelites if the noncritical view is adopted.
In Ps. 2:4-6 the historical critics see Yahweh in victorious action
against all enemies of His Israelite king and people.

Thus the words be-

come a source of great comfort and assurance for both the king and his subjects.

In addition, the phrase "I have set my king upon Zion, my holy hill"

(Ps. 2:6) is a Gospel message for both the ruler and the nation as it assures them of the king's divine election to the throne, that the Davidic

...

'

dynasty is chosen of God and therefore has stability and permanence.
If, on the other hand, ono concludes with the non-critical scholars
that Ps. 2:4-6 contains a prediction of God's triumph over all enemies of
His New Testament Church, there is only a limited word of encouragement and
reassurance fot the ancient Israelites in their irmnediate dilenvna.

For if

these verses portray only the distant victory of Christ, they could not
serve well to allay the fears of the Israelites aroused by very imminent
political perils to their king and nation.

It must indeed be granted that

if the Old Testament worshippers understood Ps. 2t4-6, or, for that matter,
Psalms 2 and 110 in their entirety, as predictions of the distant redemptive
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work of the Messiah they concolvably could perhaps have derived from
these poems a strength for dally living similar to that which Christians
today receive from the Scriptural forecasts of Christ's return and the
resurrection of the dead,

However, one cannot be sure that the ancient

Israelites viewed these psalms as New Testament believers in Christ, nor
do any of the non-critical exegetes explicitly say in their treabnent of
Psalms 2 and 110 that the people of the Old Testament placod a Messianic
interpretation on thoso psalms and thereby gained from such an understanding power to face present problems.

At best such an interpretation

can be only an assumption.
Historical critics view Ps. 2:7-9 as Yahweh's oracle to the king of
Israel confirming his divine adoption and election to the throne, together
With the assurance of divinely given victory over all enemies.

Such an

oracle was indeed a strengthening word for .both the king and his people.
Uttered in the traditional formula of the original divine oracle spoken
in 2 Sam. 7:14 to David, the founding father of the dynasty, the decree
of Ps, 2:7 is, in the critical view, the royal protocol establishing the
king's right to the throne, and verifying his divine appoinbnent and nature.
And in the recitation of that decree both the king and his subjects could
rejoice and take comfort since the oracle assured them that Yahweh Himself
had placed the king on the throne and would see to it that he stayed there
despite the threatened rebellion of vassal states.
On the other hand, if, as non-critical scholars maintain, Ps. 2:7-9
predicts the future victories of Christ or the conversion of the Gentiles
then much of this immediately strengthening word for the fearful Israelites
disappears.

For these words would speak to the Old testament saints only

of Christ's divine nature, the universal conquest of Hls Gospel, and the

I
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spread of the New Testame.n t Church, but there would be 1 i ttle in these
verses to assure the anciont Israelites how the immediate political and
physical dangers that threatened their way of life wore going to be resolved.

Would the imminent or already undertaken revolt against their

God and their king issue in victory or defeat?

If the non-critical

Messianic interpretation is tho only acceptable one, there is no direct
o.nswer to this question for the Israelite in Psalm 2.

Even if it could

be demonstrated that tho people of the Old Testament understood the
Messianic verses of Psalms 2 and 110 according to their New Testament
usage and application there would still be a minimum of what the New
Testament calls "Gospel" in these passages for the Israelites.

For in

tho viw of the Old Testament, "Gospel" and "salvation" are not only or
primarily redemption from spiritual ills and evils, but also rescue from
physical perils and maladies.

Therefore, predictions of future Messianic

triumphs over spiritual evil may not prove as comforting to the Jsraelite
as might be imagined by the New Testament Christian.
The critical interpretation of Ps. 2&10-12 is that these words are a
... • warning by God to all oppo~ing world rulers.

These kings must submit to

the lordship of Yahweh and His king or else perish.
and doomed.

All revolt is futile

Thus, indirectly, these verses also are reassuring to the

Israelite king and his subjects, encouraging them to remember that no evil
person or power ·can stand against the God of Israel and his chosen king.
Non-critical scholars are in general agreement with the historical critics
and regard verses 10-12 as a divine warning to earthly monarchs to submit
to· God's rule or suffer destruction.

The chief difference is that the non•

critical exegetes see in the phrase "kiss the son" (vs. 12) an injunction

I,
!i

to faith in, and obedience to, Jesus Christ, and make such faith a requisite

!I
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for escaping the divine wrath mentioned in verse 12.

Critical scholars

emend the t ext to "Jciss his feot," thus interpreting the submission here

cs obodience to Yahweh.

This view means that verse 12 contains an ad-

monitory word addressed to the revolting monarchs of ancient times, as
well as a wor d of hope found in the closing formula of blessing, namely,

that in Yahweh alone there is refuge from judgment.

If the non-critical

i nt erpretation of verse 12 is the only allowable one, then any theological
message in t hese wor ds f or the ancient world rulers would be linked to
t heir recognition of, and faith in, the promised Israelite Messiah.

But

f or such recognition and faith tho text of Psalm 2, at least, seems to
provide little explicit evidence.
Critical scholars view Ps. 110:1 as an oracle of Yahweh to the Israelite l<ing confirming his di vino election to the throne and assuring his
divinely wrought victory over all enemies.

As was the case with Ps. 2:7-9

the ve rse thus becomes a s ource of great cheer and strength for both the
king and his people.

But if this oponing verse is given the exclusive

Christological interpretation of non-critical scholars and is only the
eter nal decree of God the Father to God the Son, promising the latter vic•
tory over every foe, then, as in Ps. 2:7-9, the words are not a relevant
Gospel message to the Israelite hearers in the sense of reassuring these
Old testament worshippers of their salvation from immediate perils from
foreign aggresso~s that threatened their king and their land.

;

It would

I
I:

seem that assurance is present for the Israelites only if the critical
interpre tati on of verse 1 is accepted along with the non-critical.
According to critical scholarship Ps. 11013 speaks oither of the
vast: army that: willingly follo\ls the Hebrew king in his victorious

I

t

:1
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military campaigns or of the supernatural heavenly birth of the Israelite
monarch. 13

Either interpretation provides the verse with an immediately

relevant strengthoning word for both the king and his subjects.

The king

is again assured of his divine election and appointment to the throne, as
,.

are the people over whom ho rules.

Or, if the verse describes the royal

army, then the king is fortified by the divine promise of having abundant
forces for conquest.

Certainly the strengthening effect of this verse for

the immediate political and physical needs of ancient Israel ls at least
dulled and blunted lf the only correct interpretation is the one advocated
by the majority of non-critical scholars, namely, that verse 3 describes
the growth and expansion of the New Testament Church or the eager obedi•
ence of Christians to Jesus the Messiah, or times of spiritual refreshing
in Christendom.
Ps. 110:4, in the view of historical critics, confirms the Israelite
king as a divinely ordained priest.

Upon hearing this verse the people

of the Old Covenant would immediately be reminded that the king was the
great mediator of God's blessings and also as a priest was entitled to
,

..

receive the tithe.14

Thus, in a sense, the verse contains both "Law" and

"Gospel" for the ancient Israelites.

As "Gospel" the verse pointed the

people to their king as the dispenser of divine blessing, and as "Law"
the verse reminded the Israelites of their duty and binding obligations

l3Is Ps. 110:3 a reference to the king's coronation? Compare Is.
9:6 where the "birth" of the wonder child might be a pictorial descrip•
tion of the Israelite king's accession to the throne.
·

14sec Sigmund Mowinckel, He That Cometh, translated by G. \l. Anderson

(New York: Abingdon Press, 1954),-i;:-12.
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to the king.

Again, this immediately applicable and relevant "Law" and

"Gospel" message of verse 4 ls lost · or obscured if the words refer exclusively to the priestly office of Christ.
Historical criticism interprets Ps. 110:5-7 as a graphic description
of tho triumph of Yahweh or his king over all enemies.

Such a promise of

victory undoubtedly proved a source of joy and strength to the entire
Israelite nation.

According to some critical scholars verse 7 is a ref-

erence to the king's drinking from the sacramental spring, an imbibing
which took place in the coronation ritual and bestowed upon the ruler
superhuman power to conquer.

Thus the verse might possibly underscore

the invincibility of the Israelite king and as such be a source of courage
and hope for himself and his people.

But if these closing verses, as non-

critical scholars maintain, refer to the triumphs of Christ or the final
Judgment the relevance and application of their message to the immediate
needs of the Israelites is reduced, if not lost altogether.
A literary· and form-critical analysis of Psalms 2 and 110 also contributes indirectly toward an understanding of the theological message of

..

'

the two psalms for the original audien~e.

Such an analysis assists the

critical scholar in discovering the life situa~ion and cultic setting out
of which Psalms 2 and 110 probably emerged and in which they were quite
likely used.

Thus the application of literary and form criticism to

Psalms 2 and 110 serves historical criticism in its attempt to determine
the setting and usage of these two psalms, and thereby ultimately to
assist the interpreter to understand their theological message.
Tradition studies also make their contributions.

This phase of the

historical critical method illustrates how the theological message of
Psalms 2 and 110 has undergone probable modification and alteration in
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the process of tirno in order to keep that message meaningful and relevant.
In addition, traditio•literary investigation broadens one's understanding
of certain key theological words and concepts found in Psalms 2 and 110.
Tradition studies uncover associations of ideas present in such words as
"Zion" and "Molchizedok" that might otherwise pass unnoticed.

One's under-

standing of key theological terms ls also enriched as traditio-literary
investigation reveals the heritage behind these terms and their loaded
connotations.

Finally, tradition criticism gives one a deeper insight

into tho probable historical process by which the ' theological message of
Psalms 2 and 110 came into being and was preserved, altered, and applied.
Thus through traditio-literary studies one gains a richer understanding
of the historical-human character of the written Word of God.
The importance and contributions of ancient Near Eastern materials
for textual, literary, and tradition criticism can scarcely be overesti•
mated.

To the extent that each of these phases of critical methodology

has contributed toward an understanding of the theology of Psalms 2 and
llO beyond that of non-critical interpretations, to that extent extraBiblical documents and data have been largely responsible.

In addition,

parallel passages from ancient Near Eastern royal psalms now offer the
exegete an option which was not available to pre-historical critical
scholars, an option between a possible application of Psalms
to Jesus the Messiah, or to an ancient Israelite king.

2 and

110

For certain ex-

alted words and phrases in the two psalms which non-critical exegetes
hold could apply only to a divine Messiah are now shown, through extraBiblical parallels, to be applicable to ancient kings.
Applying all of his methodologi~al steps .the critical exegete arrives
at an interpretation of Psalms 2 and 110 which contains a richly relevant
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and immediately helpful message beyond that offered by the exclusively
Christological interpretation of non-critical scholars.
section of chapter seven has brought out this fact.

The concluding

There it was shown

that if indeed it could be conclusively demonstrated that the Old Testament saints understood Psalms 2 and 110 as predictions of the distant
Messiah and His redemptive work they conceivably could have drawn from
these psalms courage and strength for daily tasks and sorrows even as
Christians through the ages have received such power for daily living
from the New Testament forecasts of Christ's return and the resurrection
of the dead.

However, one cannot be completely confident that the ancient

Israelites viewed these psalms with the faith of a New Testament believer
in Christ, nor do any of the non-critical exegetes consulted in this
study suggest in their treatment of Psalms 2 and 110 that people of the
Old Testament interpreted these Psalms Messianically and thereby gained
from such understanding strength fo~ present problems and tasks.

All that

the traditional scholars say is that they with the New Testament interpret
Psalms 2 and 110 Messianically.

The understanding of these psalms by the

ancient Israelites is unmentioned or perhaps assumed to be Messianic.
The critical interpretation, on the other hand, does uncover the
probable theological message which Psalms 2 and 110 spoke to the saints
of the Old Testament.

Historical criticism reveals that even apart from

an understanding of these psalms as possible forecasts of the Messiah and
His age, these poems nevertheless contained words of admonition and strength
for the saints of the Old Testament.

These psalms were a divlno message

that met the contemporary needs of the Israelites, and brought to them
immediate exhortation and promise of divine deliverance from pressing dangers or distresses.

Thus the historical critical method does not necessarily
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reduce or contradict the Christological significance of Psalms 2 and 110.
Rather the method appears to add a new dimension by bringing to light in
tho two psalms a theological message for ancient Israel beyond the Messianism seen in those pooms by non-critical exegotes.

It is quite possible

that this message for the Old testament saints would have remained obscured
or unstressed if one wore confined to the exegetical procedures of the
traditionalist scholars.
An Evaluation of the Methods

On tho exclusive basis of their separate applications to Psalms 2 and
llO it is now possible to offer a brief evaluation of the strengths and
weaknesses of both historical criticism and non-critical methodology.
Historical Criticism
As has been fr_e quently observed, the chief strength of historical
criticism in its application to Psalms 2 and 110 is that the method brings
to these psalms the added dimension of an immediately helpful and relevant
~ , message of both Law and Gospel for the ancient Israelites, a message in
addition to the one these Old testament people might have heard had they
understood these two psalms only as predictions of a future Messiah and
His times.

Portions of this message to the ancient Israelites uncovered

by historical criticism may have relevance for the contemporary Christian,
such as the proclamation that God is triumphant over the malignant powers
of chaos and evil, and therefore the permanence and stability of the cre•
ated order are preserved,

In fact, a considerable portion of the theo•

logical message which historical criticism suggests was heard by the
. Israelites in Psalms 2 and 110 may in Christ have significance and meaning

J
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for Christians, even if no Messianic predictions are granted as being present in the two psalms.15
In addition, as has been amply demonstrated in the application of
each of the phases of critical methodology to Psalms 2 and 110, historical
criticism can greatly enrich one's understanding on the probable original
text, setting, usage, pre-literary and literary history of the two poems.
However, historical criticism, as any other method, may have its
deficiencies.

On

the basis of its application to Psalms 2 and 110 it is

questionable if the method is at all concerned with the theological message of Scripture as such.

Of the critical scholars consulted only three

take up the subject in an even cursory fashion, suggesting perhaps that a
determination of the theological message is ~ot deemed by most critics to
boa part of their function.

The task of the critical scholar is simply

to interpret and understand the ancient message, irrespective of its possible theological overtones or emphases.

A faith which hears the voice of

God in the ancient words apparently plays no vital role in the exegetical
procedure.

-. '

This is not to say, of course, that .critical methodology does

not assist in understanding the theological message heard by the original
audience.

This investigation has demonstrated that historical criticism

does provide such assistance.

However, such help comes only as a direct

or indirect result of the method .and is not strictly speaking a part or
purpose of its function.

To the Christian who views the Bible as God's

written word or to the pastor whoso task it is to proclaim the Biblical
message this failure of historical criticism to be concerned vith theology

l5see supra, pp. 234-241. The theological message spelled out in
these pages is most relevant to the New Testament saints in Christ.

J.
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may be considered a weakness.
As illustrated in its application to Psalms 2 and 110 historical
criticism is sometimes quite conjectural and hypothetical.

To be sure,

the theories advanced are educated guesses, but nonetheless guesses.
Keith Crim himself admits, for example, that the Royal Zion Festival which
he and Kraus regard as tho setting for Psalms 2 and 110 is uncertain and
to an extent theoreticai. 16

The same can be said of Gunkol's alteration

in Ps. 2i7 17 or Bertholet's emendation in the eleventh verse of the same
psalm. 18

Both of these suggested changes are no more than educated con•

jectures.

It must be remembered, however, that despite the hypothetical

accents, the contributi.ons made by historical criticism toward our understanding of the text and content of Psalms 2 and 110 are substantial.
Since historical criticism by definition is "historical" in the sense
that the method's first and primary concern is a determination of the
Biblical message for the original audience, critical interpretations of
Psalms 2 and 110 give little consideration to the New Testament usage and
application of these two psalms.

In the eyes of some this failure to con-

sult the New Testament may be viewed as a weakness.

For if it is granted

that the herrneneutical principle "Scripture interprets Scripture" is sound,
then historical criticism has not made adequate use of this principle in
the interpretation of Psalms 2 and 110.

For certainly the New Testament

makes it plain that irrespective of what meaning and message critical

16Kelth Crim,
p. 46.

I!!!

l7supra, p. 18.
18supra, p. 19.

Royal Psalms (Richmonda John Knox Press, 1962),
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scholarship finds in these psalms for the Israelites the two poems, in
the eyes of New Testament authors and believers, are ultimately related
to Jesus Christ.
While historical criticism does provide Psalms 2 and 110 with a theological message for the people of the Old Testament beyond that found in
non-critical interpretations, critical scholars generally do not discuss
tho relevance of that ancient message for the Church today.

This practice

of tho historical critical method not to leap the time gap of centuries
and to enlighten the Church on the possible relevance or application of
the ancient divine message to contemporary needs may be viewed by some as
a weakness in the method.

Because of this "weakness" the parish pastor may

question the value of the method for his varied ministries involving the
application of the Scriptures to the lives of men today.

In other words,

the pastor's desire for homiletical aids may prompt him at times to criti•
cize the historical critical method, saying that the technique does not
provide much direct assistance for the pastor in his task of proclaiming
the divine Word to modern man.

But if providing homiletical help is not

integral to the function of historical criticism, then critical scholars
are not to be criticized for failing to dfscuss the .possible application
of the ancient message to contemporary problems.

As yet it has not been

established that the providing of homUeti cal aids should be a part of
the critical scholar's task, and opinions may differ on this question.
If one takes the position that historical criticism's lack of concern
for investigating the theology of the Biblical words and applying them to
con temporary 11 fe is a "weakness," then it is possible that this ''weakness"
is in the process of being remedied.

The very fact that a critical scholar

like Kraus includes in his commentary on the Psalter a brief section on
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theological content at the conclusion of his interpretation of each psalm
suggests perhaps that some historical critics are attempting to bridge the
gap between a bare exegesis of the text and an application of the text to
'I

current needs.

Such an attempt may also mean that critical scholars are

beginning to appreciate the original thought of the text, that they are
Viewing the text as more than exegetical pieces and are rather interpreting the passage in the light of a total Biblical context.

Whatever

the case may be, from a parish pastor's viewpoint any concern on the part
of critical exegetes for the theology of the Biblical words is warmly
welcomed.

The question however remains:

Is a discussion of the rele-

vance of the ancient message or the homiletical application of that message in the contemporary Church truly a part of the function of historical
criticism, or have critical scholars done their task when they interpret
as faithfully as possible the meaning and message of the text for the
ancient audience?
On the basis of application to Psalms 2 and 110 the conclusion ls
drawn that the goal of historical criticism is basically exegesis and not
application.

While the method may not always prove directly helpful to the

pastor in his task of proclaiming and applying the Biblical words to contemporary man, historical criticism nonetheless offers considerable assistance to the minister.

Certainly the experiences, the life situations, the

problems and needs of the ancient Israelites exposed through the critical
investigation of Psalms 2 and 110 have potential relevance for the pastor
and his people.

Since many modern men also listen to literature as modern

historical critics, at least portions of the· theological message for the
original audience uncovered by critical research in Psalms 2 and 110 may
have relevance for contemporary hearers, such ·as the emphasis on God's

:
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victory over the powers of evil and darkness and His preservation of the
created order, or the stress on divine faithfulness that might be associated with the two psalms if, as Weiser maintains, they were used in
'.-

the Covenant Festival of Yahweh.

In addition, historical criticism is

at present the most effective method at the pastor's disposal in his efforts to discover the sense of the Biblical words for their ancient audienco.

The original meaning having been ascertained, it is then the task

and obligation of the pastor to determine how that original message might
have relevance for contemporary hearers or if the particular passage under
study is so historically conditioned that its message can be transferred
only with great difficulty from the ancient world to the twentieth century.
The use of historical criticism should be a necessary preliminary
step for preaching from the Bible.

One should first attempt to determine

what the Scriptural text meant to, and how that text was interpreted and
used by, the original hearers before one speaks with authority on what the
passage might mean to the Church today, and to date, historical criticism
appears to be the best method for reaching that determination.

Historical

criticism's chief value for the preacher therefore is that the method helps
to inform him concerning the probable meaning and message of the sacred
text for the ancient audience, and before that meaning has been established
with reasonable certainty it is questionable whether the preacher ought to
say with conviction to his peoplez

"Thus said the Lord."

In other words,

the use of historical criticism may preserve the preacher from premature
application, from applying the text before he has attempted to discover
the message of the text for the original audience and the principle of
how the text was applied to the ancient hearers.
However legitimate and necessary the method may be, historical
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criticism should remain subject to the following controls:
l.

The authoritative Word for the church today is the canonical
Word, not precanonical sources, forms, or traditions--however
useful the investigation of these possibilities may on occasion
be for a clearer understanding of what the canonical text intends to say.

2.

Tho "literary form" of the text--even when it can be ascertained
with reasonable certainty--is only a clue to understanding, not
a criterion of truth. Moreover, the Christian interpreter reckons with the fact that God in His revelation may both modify
conventional literary modes, even radically, and also create
unique modes without analogy in other literature.

3.

The problem of "history" needs to be handled with extraordinary
sensitivity by the Christian interpreter. He cannot adopt uncritically the presuppositions and canons of the secular historian. In his use of historical techniques the interpreter
will be guided by the presuppositions of his faith in the Lord
of history. It is indeed true that Christian falth rightly sees
in the historicalness of God's redemptive work (His entry into
and participation in our saeculum) a divine warrant for the use
of "secular" means and methods in the study of His Word, including
linguistic, literary, and historical analysis of the texts. But
at the same time faith recognizes that there ls more to history
than can ever be adequately measured by ''laws" derived exclu&lvely
from empirical data and rational observation. In other words,
the Christian interpreter must continually take into account
"that the Scriptures, precisely in their historical character,
are Holy Scriptures since they are the product of the Spirit who
produces in history that which is not of this world" (cf. CTCR
Statement on Inspiration, LCMS Proceedings, 1965, page 293).

4.

The undeniably necessary effort to hear a text of Scripture first
of all in its particularity, its meaning "then and there," must
be balanced by an equal effort to hear the text both in its integral relation to all the rest of Scripture and in its meaningfulness for all who hear it today. This effort does not require an arbitrary flattening out of the rich variety of the
Biblical witness into a dull one-dimensional uniformity. But it
does entail above all a firm grasp of the essential unity of both
Testaments, Old and New, and of their common witness to the one
Truth that is as relevant now as when it was first proclaimed.

5.

Whatever cognizance needs to be taken--as indeed it must--of the
connection between Biblical materials and their background in ~he
whole complex of social, cultural, political, economic, and religious factors of their day, a clear distinction must nevertheless be maintained between the unique, divine, and revelatory
character of Scripture and the sheer human and contingent character of Scripture's earthly milieu. Parallelisms between extraBiblical materials and the form or substance of Scripture do not

.-
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as such constitute causal or substantive relations. This is not
in the least to dany the genuinely human and earthly dimension
of Scripture itself. It is only to say that there is a quali•
tative difference between the inspired witness of Holy Scripture
in all its parts and words and the witness, explicit or implicit,
of every other form of human expression.19
Non-critical Methods
If it is granted that the words of Scripture often contain a theological message both for the original audience and for tho men of all ages,
and if the task of exegesis involves the discovery and application of that
message to the contemporary Church and world, then the non-critical scholars excel in the application of wh~t they understand as the theological
message of Psalms 2 and 110 to their contemporaries.
standing example of this kind of applied exegesis.
present themselves.

Luther is an outA number of questions

Is the providing of homiletical aids one of the major

objectives of non-critical methodology?
method has a strong point.

If such is the case, then the

Otherwise the suggestion of a qualitative

superiority to the critical method is -irrelevant.

One may also ask:

Do

tho applications of the text by traditionalist exegetes derive from the
message of Psalms 2 and 110 as it was probably understood and interpreted
by the ancient Israelites, or are these applications drawn from the New
Testament usage of these psalms, or are these applications largely from
the mind of the non-critical scholar himself, or, finally, is lt a combination of all three possibilities?

Based on observation of non-critical

interpretations of Psalms 2 and 110 the conclusion could be reached that

1911A Lutheran Stance Toward Contemporary Bi bll cal Studios," Report .2t
~ Commission .2!!.-~heologi ~ Church Relations (St. Louisa Concordia ·
Publishing House, 1966), pp. 9-10.
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the majority of traditionalist scholars make application of these psalms
to their contemporary Church and world for the most part on the basis of
New Testament usage and their own ability to apply the theology derived
from that New Testament usage to their own times.

This heavy emphasis in

non-critical exegesis on application of the text to contemporary needs may
make the method generally moro popular with preachers than historical
criticism.
There is in the non-critical interpretations of Psalms 2 and 110 a
corranendable Christocentric character.

Supported by New Testament applica-

tions of these psalms to Jesus Christ the traditionalist scholar paints a
picture of the Savior's person and redemptive work that is inspirational
and edifying.
If it is granted that the two Testaments, while displaying marked and
striking dissimilarities, are non~theless some kind of unit from the mind
of the same divine Author, with the result therefore that it is proper to
consult and make use of pertinent New Testament passages in considering
possible interpretations or applications of Old Testament texts, and vice
versa, then the non-critical scholars are to be commended for their use of
New Testament data . in their interpretations of Psalms 2 and 110.

The tra-

ditionalist exegesis of these two psalms gives clear indication that the
non-critical scholars firmly believe in the unity of the two Testaments,
are convinced that the one interprets the other, and are persuaded that
Jesus Christ is the heart of the Biblical message in both the Old and the
New Testament.
Certain weaknesses of non-critical methodology are also evident in
the traditionalist interpretations of Psalms 2 and 110.

The fact that a

number of non-critical scholars failed to make appreciable or extensive
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use of relevant extra-Biblical data in their interpretation but simply
adopted tho pre-critical interpretation of Psalms 2 and 110 without crlti•
cism or question makes their exegesis of the two psalms "traditionalist"
nnd perhaps suspect.

The reference here is to men like Leupold, Stoeck•

hardt, and, to a degree, Delitzsch, all of whom might have dralln more extensively on ancient Near Eastern materials in their interpretations.

In

this connection it ls interesting to note that Calvin who did not have much
.oxtrn-Biblical data at his disposal ls in some instances more of a critical
scholar than men like Stoockhardt and Leupold.

Certainly the pre-critical

exegetes like the early Church fathers and Luther often lacked the material
available to historical critics.

At times therefore the ·critlcal interpre-

tation seems superior simply because it is based on additional information.
By the almost exclusive reliance on New Testament usage and application in the exegesis of Psalms 2 and 110, the non-critical scholars tend
to overlook the theological message present in these poems for ancient
Israel.

In fact, not even the Messianic message which traditionalist exe-

getes find in these psalms, the prediction of Christ and His kingdom, is
applied to the lives of the Old Testament saints.

Psalms 2 and 110 for

the non-critical interpret~rs are almost exclusively forecasts of a distant
age and are regarded as speaking primarily to, and for the edification of,
the New Tes·tament Church.

The possible significance of these two psalms

for the original audience ls left largely untou~hed by non-critical schol•
ars in their exegesis.

thus non-critical interpretations involve a pre-

mature leaping of the time gap.

On the basis of New testament usage ~d

the traditionalist scholar's ability to apply the theology derived from
that New Testament usage to contemporary needs, the non-critical exegete
applies Psalms 2 and 110 to the Church and world of his day without

254

attempting first to interpret or discuss the message conveyed by these
psalms to the Israelites.

The non-critTcal scholar may assume that the

people of the Old Covenont understood those psalms Meslanically as he does,

-·

..
but that asswnptlon ls seldom spelled out and at best may be only taken
for granted.
Perhaps the chief deficiency of non-critical methods in their interpretations of Psalms 2 and 110 is a confusion between application and interpretation.

The New Testament usage and application of these two psalms

appears to bo taken by the non-critical exegetes to be the only allowable
interpretation.

New Testruuent usage becomes Old Testament interpretation.

If the unity of the Scriptures ls granted then relevant New Testament passages should be consulted and considered in the exegesis of Old Testament
texts.

Yet, . not even the unity of Scripture demands that Old Testament

passages be interpreted entirely according to New Testament usage.

For

the unity of Scripture ls a theological concept which may be understood
or interpreted in a variety of ways, especially when the concept is related to the hermeneutical principle that "Scripture interprets Scripture."
Thus the unity of the written Word may be .one of a progressive unfolding
of the divine purpose.

Be that as it may, it is questionable if the New

Testament application of Old Testament texts should be viewed as the exclusive interpretation of these texts.
Epilogue
In his varied ministries that involve the interpretation and appli•
cation of the Biblical message to the lives of people the parish pastor
would do well to use, and draw upon the results of, both historical criti•
cism and the non-critical methods.

The pastor should begin with the
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historical criticnl method lest on occasions he becomes guilty of saying
"Thus said the Lord," when the Lord perhaps did not say "Thus." Likewise
also tho application of historical criticism in interpreting the text may
preserve the pastor from premature application, from applying the t~xt to
his contemporaries before he has ascertained the theological message which
the text spoke to the original audience.

The use of the critical method

may also prevent the pastor from making an application that may be warranted from the total context of the Bible but is not derived from the
passage before him.

That is to say, the application the preacher makes

may be supported by other Biblical evidence, but such an application cannot be mado from the massage of the text as it was heard by the original
hearers.
Together with his use of the historical critical method, the pastor
may also avail himself .of the wealth of hom~letical material provided by
many non-critical scholars.

The traditionalist exegetes have supplied an

abundance of such material in their interpretations of Psalms 2 and 110,
and from this material the pastor may gain many helpful insights intG · how
tho original message of these two psalms, uncovered for him with the aid
of historical criticism, may be applied to the hearts and lives of his
people.
The conclusion therefore is that both historical criticism and the
non-critical methods may provide assistance to the pastor in his task of_
interpreting and proclaiming the Biblical message to contemporary man.
The ~istorical critical method helps inform the pastor concerning the
\.

theological message which was probably heard by the original audience, and
the non-critical methods offer suggestions as to how that orlglnal message
might be applied to the Church and world of today.
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Ultimately the problem is not one of an intramural contest on the
playing-field of exegesis, but of debate between the relative value of
exegetical method and homiletical requirements.

Confusion between the

latter has often generated more hoat than light in the resolution of the
hermeneutical problem.

A profounder awareness of the valid functions of

both exegesis and homiletics will help promote ~ppreciation of their
reciprocal strengths.
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