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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION
THE KERYGMATIC FUNCTION OF RETELLING ISRAEL’S HISTORY
By ANDY WALKER

This dissertation is an analysis of the retelling of Israel’s history in Pss 78, 105,
106, 135, 136, and Neh 9. Using rhetorical criticism and other methods such as historical,
form, and source criticism, and in line with the canonical approach of the late Dr. Brevard
Childs, this dissertation examines each passage synchronically to determine its content,
function, context, and form.
As time passed, new generations of the Israelite community continually faced the
challenge of making sense of their faith. New contexts and communal needs led some
leaders to look to the past to find meaning and hope for the present and future. This
dissertation examines how authors used the traditional Israelite metanarrative to motivate
the community to covenant faithfulness with YHWH. The Israelite community assumed
that their metanarrative had continual relevance for new generations. The authors of these
passages thus used their metanarrative as a framework for the community to navigate
new situations. The overall purpose of retelling Israelite history was to encourage
community faithfulness. However, faithfulness could be exhibited in the form of either
penitence or praise, depending on what the author perceived to be his community’s
greatest need.

v
Circulation Copy and Agreement
In presenting this dissertation as required for the Doctor of Philosophy degree
from Amridge University, I agree that the library at Amridge University may make it
available for inspections and circulation in accordance with its regulations governing
materials of this type. I agree that permission to copy from or to publish this dissertation
may be granted by the professor under whose direction it was written or by the director of
the Doctor of Philosophy in the Old Testament studies program, when such copying or
publication is solely for scholarly purposes and does not involved potential financial gain.
Also, I understand that any copying from, or publication of this dissertation, which
involves potential gain, will not be allowed without permission of the researcher.

__________________________________________
Andy Walker

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I am grateful to my wife, Stephanie for her love, support, and patience, as I have
endeavored to write this dissertation. I also want to thank my three children for their
patience as I have spent a considerable amount of time in researching and writing this
dissertation.

I am grateful to Dr. Rodney Cloud for persuading me to pursue a PhD and for his
continued support and encouragement through this journey.

I am indebted to Dr. Michael Strickland, Dr. Daniel Fletcher, and Dr. Paul Watson for
finding time to advise and guide me through this study. I will never forget their support
and encouragement.

I am thankful for my parents, grandmother, and other friends and family who have
encouraged me.

I also want to thank Mitzi Brandon for her technical support.

viii
CONTENTS
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS ............................................................................................. x
INTRODUCTION ............................................................................................................... 1
CHAPTER ONE: PSALM 78 ........................................................................................... 26
Structure ................................................................................................................ 26
Rhetorical Analysis of Ps 78 ................................................................................. 27
The Kerygma of Ps 78 ........................................................................................... 45
CHAPTER TWO: PSALM 105 ........................................................................................ 56
Structure ................................................................................................................ 56
Rhetorical Analysis of Ps 105 ............................................................................... 59
The Kerygma of Ps 105 ......................................................................................... 71
CHAPTER THREE: PSALM 106 .................................................................................... 77
Structure ................................................................................................................ 77
Rhetorical Analysis of Ps 106 ............................................................................... 79
The Kerygma of Ps 106 ......................................................................................... 92
CHAPTER FOUR: PSALM 135....................................................................................... 99
Structure ................................................................................................................ 99
Rhetorical Analysis of Ps 135 ............................................................................. 101
The Kerygma of Ps 135 ....................................................................................... 108
CHAPTER FIVE: PSALM 136 ...................................................................................... 113
Structure .............................................................................................................. 113
Rhetorical Analysis of Ps 136 ............................................................................. 116
The Kerygma of Ps 136 ....................................................................................... 124

ix
CHAPTER SIX: NEHEMIAH 9:6–37 ............................................................................ 128
Structure .............................................................................................................. 128
Rhetorical Analysis of Neh 9 .............................................................................. 130
The Kerygma of Neh 9 ........................................................................................ 139
CONCLUSION ............................................................................................................... 148
BIBLIOGRAPHY ........................................................................................................... 166

x
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

AB

Anchor Bible

ABD

Anchor Bible Dictionary

BCOT

Baker Old Testament Commentary

BDB

The Brown, Driver, Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon

BHS

Biblica Hebraica Stuttgartensia

Bib

Biblica

BZAW

Beihefte zur Zeitschrift für die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft

CBC

Cambridge Bible Commentary

CBQ

Catholic Biblical Quarterly

CC

Continental Commentaries

CPIP

The Cultic Prophet in Israel’s Psalmody

CurTM

Currents in Theology and Mission

FOTL

Forms of the Old Testament Literature

HALOT

Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament

HAT

Handbuch zum Alten Testament

HB

Hebrew Bible

HKAT

Handkommentar zum Alten Testament

HSM

Harvard Semitic Monographs

HUCA

Hebrew Union College Annual

ICC

International Critical Commentary

Int

Interpretation

xi
KAT

Kommentar zum Alten Testament

KEL

Kregel Exegetical Library

JBL

Journal of Biblical Literature

JBQ

Jewish Biblical Quarterly

JNSL

Journal of Northwest Semitic Languages

JPT

Journal of Pentecostal Theology

JSOT

Journal for the Study of the Old Testament

JSOTSup

Journal for the Study of the Old Testament Supplement

JTS

Journal of Theological Studies

LXX

Septuagint

MT

Masoretic Text

NASB

New American Standard Bible

NCBC

New Cambridge Bible Commentary

NIB

New Interpreter’s Bible

NICOT

New International Commentary of the Old Testament

NIV

New International Version

NRSV

New Revised Standard Version

Proof

Prooftexts: A Journal of Jewish Literary History

SBL

Society of Biblical Literature

SEL

Studi epigrafici e linguistici

SJT

Scottish Journal of Theology

TWOT

Theological Workbook of the Old Testament

UF

Ugarit Forshungen

xii
VB

Verbum Domini

VT

Vetus Testamentum

WBC

Word Biblical Commentary

WW

Word and World

ZAW

Zeitschrift für die altentestamentaliche Wissenschaft

ZKT

Zeitschrift für katholische Theologie

INTRODUCTION

Studying the historical writings of the Old Testament is complex because of the
difficulties involved in defining history and how history is re-contextualized, compiled,
and transmitted. Walter Brueggemann writes of the complexities of historical studies and
how the subject challenges scholars to differentiate antiquity into categories such as
history, historicity, and historiography.1 “History” books such as Kings and Chronicles
are historiographical, interpreting large chunks of Israelite history. Other passages
contain historical snapshots: Deut 1–4; Josh 23–24; Judg 1–2; 1 Sam 12; 2 Kgs 17; Jer 2–
6; Ezek 16, 20, 23; Pss 78–106; Dan 9; Neh 9. But there are six uniquely historical
passages in the poetic literature of the OT that merit discussion. This study will focus on
those six historical recitals with particular attention to their function.2 Following the
canonical approach of the late Brevard Childs, this investigation will seek to discover a
kerygmatic function of these historical recitals, emphasizing how the Israelite community
re-contextualized past history for the new situation of that community.
The six selected OT passages for this study are: Pss 78, 105, 106, 135, 136, and
Neh 9. Historical retellings like this appear to be unique to Israel. In fact, Hubert Cancik
observes that other ancient Near Eastern historical writings do not actualize history as a
religious message for other generations like Israelite literature.3 The Israelite community
believed their relationship with YHWH and its witness, whether oral or written,
1. Walter Brueggemann, Abiding Astonishment: Psalms, Modernity, and the Making of History
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1991), 13.
2. I will use the terms recital, retelling, recounting, and recapitulation synonymously throughout this
study.
3. Hubert Cancik, Grundzuge der hethitischen und alttestamentlichen Geshichtsschreibung cited by F. C.
Fensham, “Neh. 9 and Pss. 105, 106, 135, and 136: Post-Exilic Historical Traditions in Poetic Form,” JNSL
9 (1981): 35–51.
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continued to be relevant for the subsequent generations. These six passages reflect this
Israelite phenomenon and are valuable for exploring how Israelite tradition used its
history for kerygmatic purposes.
Historical Recitals
The form of the six passages is a combination of excerpted history and poetry, which we
will designate as “retellings” or “recitals.” We will look at how this unique form
communicates its content along with the function and context of the form. The first major
step in this study is to justify these six passages based on their similar content, function,
context, and form. The passages are poetic presentations of history, each having an
elegiac meter. For instance, traditions are alluded to in a way that mentions just enough
history to identify the past tradition while also being brief enough to form an expressive
parallelism. Few, if any scholars, would deny the five Psalm passages are poetic. Their
inclusion in the Psalter is evidence of their genre. However, one might question whether
Neh 9 is poetic because the book of Nehemiah as a whole is primarily historiographical.
The poetic nature of Neh 9 becomes clear from the rhythmic flow of the prayer.4 For

4. Even though there is a difference of opinion as to whether or not Neh 9:6–37 is poetry, several
prominent scholars have noted many poetic characteristics. There are two schools of thought in this genre
discussion. On one side are those who consider it poetry and arrange it in strophes (Rudolph, Michaeli,
Fensham, Myers, Gunnewed, Segert). Others believe it is rhythmic prose and arrange it in sentences
(Holshcer, Shacaeder, Mowinckel, Clines, Anderson, and Blenkinsopp). Mark Boda notes that the
discussion no longer focuses on absolute categories such as poetry and prose but aims towards a continuum
whose ends are poetry and prose. This allows one to recognize the poetic elements without ignoring the
prosaic characteristics. See also Mark Boda, Praying the Tradition: The Origin and Use of Tradition in
Nehemiah 9 (BZAW 277; Berlin/New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1999), 21–22. Claus Westermann believed
Neh 9 was a “prose prayer,” see “Anthropologische und theologische Aspekte des Gebets in den Psalmen,”
in Zur neuron Psalmenforschung (ed. Peter H.A. Neumann; Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche
Buchgesellschaft, 1976), 83–96. For more information on an observable rhythmic pattern see J.M. Myers,
Ezra, Nehemiah, (AB 14; Garden City: Doubleday, 1965), LI–LII and 169–70. Ulrich Kellerman calls it a
hymnic part in Nehemia. Quellen, Uberlieferung and Geshichte (BZAW 102; Berlin: Topelmann, 1967),
32. Hermann Gunkel thought Neh 9 was a hymn in Einleitung in die Psalmen (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1933). Karl Budde proposed that Heb. lament comes in a specific form: a stich of three accentual
units followed by two accentual unites, the so-called qina meter. Karl Budde, “Das hebraische Klagelied,”
ZAW 2 (1882): 1–52. In addition, BHS also formats the text as if it were a poem (1446–49).
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example, poetic structure can be observed in the parallelism (9:15a, b), meter (9:6–7),
and poetic syntax such as carrying forward the force of a verb from one line to the next
(v. 6b, c).5 The prayer’s similarity to the historical psalms also suggests it should be
included with the five psalms. Psalm 106 and Neh 9 both contrast YHWH’s mighty acts
against Israel’s rebelliousness as a conduit for confession. Each briefly excerpts a series
of historical events and presents them in poetic form.6 Psalm 135 and Neh 9 both take
similar content and weave it into their presentation of history in a rhythmic form. As
Williamson says, “We must recognize that it has been much influenced both in style and
in phraseology by other poetic passages.”7 The occasion for the prayer in Neh 9 also
suggests it is poetry because it has been specifically tailored as the cultic centerpiece in a
covenant renewal ceremony. It seems reasonable to assume an especially stylized prayer
would be fitting for a ceremonial covenant renewal prayer such as this one.
The prayer’s placement in the rest of the narrative also sheds light on the genre.
The entire book of Nehemiah is historiographical, recounting the life and times of the
post-exilic Jerusalem community. However, the historical presentation in Neh 9 is
strikingly different from the history presented in the rest of narrative because the prayer is
preserved as a crucial part of a significant rededication ceremony.8 Thus, while Neh 9

5. For more information on the meter and strophic structure, see A. Gunneweg, Nehemia (KAT 19.2;
Stuttgart: Gerd Mohn, 1987), 124 and Richard Bautch, Developments in Genre between Post-Exilic
Penitential Prayers and the Psalms of Communal Lament (Leiden: Academia Biblica, 2003), 109ff. See
also H.G.M. Williamson, Ezra, Nehemiah (WBC 16; Dallas: Word, 1998), 8–9.
6. To use a modern example, in the musical world, a blues song is usually identified by two major
characteristics. First, the content of a blue song is lament. Second, the form—twelve bar chord progression
of the music—is standard for blues music. Therefore, the combination of the content of the song in addition
to the form of the melody suggests a blues song.
7. Williamson, Ezra, 8.
8. The intent of the prayer must be included in the genre discussion. John Choi, Traditions at Odds: The
Reception of the Pentateuch in Biblical and Second Temple Period Literature (New York: T&T Clark,
2010), 22 cites Stanislav Segert, “History and Poetry: Poetic Patterns in Nehemiah 9:5–37,” in Storia e
tradizioni di Israele: Scritti in onore di J. Alberto Soggin (ed. J. Alberto Soggin, Daniel Garrone, and
Felice Israel; Brescia: Paideia, 1991), 231–255, who distinguishes history and poetry as actual history

4
may not be traditionally categorized as a psalm, it fits in the broader framework of poetic
historical recitals, and is thus appropriate for consideration in this dissertation.
Another common feature of these six passages is that each provides similar
content. From other OT writings, we can trace a similar Israelite metanarrative.9 The
passages describe many of the same events, but with unique reshaping. This is seen in the
selection of traditions retold:

Traditions in Ps 78:
Exodus event (vv. 11–13)
Wilderness wandering (vv. 14–41)
Recounting of Exodus events (vv. 42–51)
Wilderness wandering (vv. 52–53)
Land (vv. 54–72)
Captivity (vv. 60–64)
David (vv. 66–72)
Traditions in Ps 105:
Patriarchs and covenant (vv. 9–25; 42–43)
Plagues (vv. 26–36)
Exodus from Egypt (vv. 37–39)
Wandering in wilderness (vv. 40–41)
Possession of the Land (vv. 44–45)
Traditions in Ps 106:
Red Sea (vv. 7–12)
Wandering in wilderness (vv. 13–33)
Disobedience in Canaan (vv. 34–48)

versus historical tradition. Robert Alter in The Art of Biblical Poetry (New York: Basic Books, 1985), 62,
argues that the poetic form of the psalms made it possible to articulate the emotional freight, the moral
consequences, the altered perception of the world that flowed from this monotheistic belief, in compact
verbal structures.
9. J. Kuhlewein in, Geschichte in den Psalmen (Stuttgart, 1973), observed the different historical themes
in the Psalter such as: the saving at the Reed Sea, exodus from Egypt, Sinai events, Zion and David
(130ff.). He noted that the plagues in Egypt, conquering of the enemies, and wandering in the wilderness
were always used in connection with other traditions (146–54).
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Traditions in Ps 135:
Plagues (vv. 8–9)
Possession of Land (vv. 10–12)
Idols fabricated in the Land (vv. 15–18)
Traditions in Ps 136:
Creation (vv. 5–9)
Plagues (v. 10)
Exodus (vv. 11–12)
Reed Sea (vv. 13–15)
Wandering in wilderness (v. 16)
Possession of the Land (vv. 17–22)
Traditions in Neh 9:
Creation (v. 6)
Patriarchs and covenant (vv. 7–8)
Reed Sea (vv. 9–11)
Wandering in wilderness (vv. 12, 15–21)
Sinai (vv. 13–14)
Possession of Land (vv. 22–25)
Judges (vv. 26–29)
The same theological reality is presumed in each passage. Each author/editor(s)
assumes Israel is in a unique covenant relationship with YHWH. This relationship is the
major dimension of the community’s identity, and all previous record of that relationship
is presumed sacred and living tradition. Each assumes that the relationship needs to
continue, but only if the community responds appropriately with praise and repentance.
The key theological element of the relationship is YHWH’s faithfulness, specifically in
continuing to preserve the relationship, despite the fact that Israel often responds
unfaithfully. These passages reveal how the recital of Israelite history is used to
encourage the community to maintain their part of the covenant relationship.
These passages have a similar style of presentation. They are comprised of
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concisely selected excerpts from Israelite history reshaped for the purpose of initiating
praise or repentance. This study focuses on that presentation, under the assumption that
the primary location for determining the author’s intent is found in “what” the author
selected and “how” he arranged that selection in the flow of his presentation. Once again,
the focus is on how those similar styles functioned in promoting Israelite fidelity.
These passages also have a similar function in that each reshapes history to meet
the needs of the present. According to Brevard Childs, there is an overarching purpose in
Scripture and that purpose is to witness to the reality of God.10 He concludes that the
ontological reality of YHWH is the content of Scripture. This led him to promote a new
outlook on Scripture under the assumption that the unity of this reality, as presented in
the text, is the primary locus for meaning, not the form! Israelite traditions were recontextualized for new contexts with different needs. These summary texts indicate that
the writers of biblical narrative had a scriptural consciousness—they reflected on Israel’s
traditions. They also utilized the same overarching biblical tradition(s) with its same
characters, settings, and themes to make specific theological statements for a new
generation of Israelites. Even though their social, historical, and theological contexts
changed, each of these ancient authors re-contextualized past history to apply to
successive generations.11 This means history was used kerygmatically to inform and
motivate a new generation of believers to continue the relationship begun by YHWH

10. Childs explains the reasoning behind his approach: “By offering a modern constructive reflection I
tried to move from the biblical witness (verbum) to its theological subject matter (res) within the confines
of the HB.” Biblical Theology of the Old and New Testaments: Theological Reflection on the Christian
Bible (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 101. Phil Sumpter unpacks Childs’s assumptions in his book The
Substance of Psalm 24: An Attempt to Read Scripture After Brevard S. Childs (New York: Bloomsbury
T&T Clark, 2015).
11. While it is difficult to date these passages to a certain year, they do share a general proximity in time,
which could suggest they were uniquely designed to communicate hope and fidelity to the Israelite people,
especially following the Babylonian exile.
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with their ancestors. These similarities—poetic nature, similar content, similar
theological reality, similar style, and similar function—all suggest that the six passages
can be grouped together for specialized study.

Survey of Past Analysis
Since the focus of this study is the use of historical recital in six selected poetic passages
of the OT, two questions will need to be addressed. First, how does each author
understand the history he recites? Second, how does each author reshape history to meet
the needs of his audience? In other words, why and how does he re-contextualize history?
A review of the literature shows that an investigation of these six passages in order to
determine how the author interpreted it, and why it was re-contextualized for the
community, has been lacking.
Walter Brueggemann and F. Charles Fensham have conducted similar studies but
with different approaches. Walter Brueggemann writes about Pss 78, 105, 106, and 136
in his book, Abiding Astonishment.12 He uses these passages to illustrate how a postmodern reading strategy can help to uncover how these passages can function for the
contemporary reader.13 He believes they retell the past deeds of YHWH in hopes of
producing a continual power to shape Israel’s life, which he calls an “abiding
astonishment.”14 Brueggemann laments that traditional scholarship is unable to truly
uncover the entirety of the past events. So he focuses on the future readers and how past
12. He did not include Ps 135 or Neh 9 in his analysis while Fensham omitted Ps 78 from his.
13. He shares three reasons that lead to his analysis in the preface. First, he was asked to lecture on the
“historical psalms” which provoked his interest. Second, he took a sabbatical in which he read a piece by
David Jobling that led him to theorizing about the connection between textuality and sociological analysis.
Finally, he believes that there exists an interpretive crisis in the Euro-American Church which now
questions “objective analysis;” and this realization led him to seek new approaches to Scripture, one in
which he lays out in this book. (Abiding, 8–9).
14. Brueggemann credits Martin Buber with coining the phrase “abiding astonishment.”

8
acts shape ideology, believing the best way to find meaning from these psalms is to apply
them to modern socio-political issues such as justice and equality.15 His analysis
concludes that Israelite history created an “abiding astonishment” in its original readers;
and today’s readers should expect a similar kind of effect from the text.
F. C. Fensham’s article analyzes Pss 105, 106, 135, 136, and Neh 9.16 Fensham
investigates how the historic traditions of Israel were reified in post-exilic times and
reapplied to a new context. He aims to uncover what role these traditions played in the
community and why certain traditions were used while others were not.17 Fensham’s
form-critical analysis sheds some light on the form and function of each passage.
Criticism
Prior to Brueggemann and Fensham, most scholars practiced a traditio-historical analysis
of the historical psalms. Their inquisition sought to answer two questions: who is
responsible for the composition; and where did the tradition history originate?18
Considering that each of these six passages contains some historical tradition, it was

15. Michael Moore poignantly criticized Brueggemann’s approach as “a capitulation to ahistoricism.”
See Moore’s review of Walter Brueggemann, Abiding Astonishment, in CBQ 54 (1992): 740–41.
16. F. C. Fensham, “Neh. 9,” 35–51.
17. Fensham combines five approaches into his research. First, using a form critical approach, he
discusses the poetic constructions and genre for each passage. Second, he analyzes the historical material in
each passage. Third, he searches for the function of each and concludes that each is retelling past history to
a newer audience for kerygmatic purposes. Fourth, Fensham returns to a traditio-historical form criticism to
uncover the sitz im leben. Although he admits that locating a specific setting is virtually impossible, he
nonetheless continues to theorize possible historical occasions that might have brought forth these historical
psalms. Finally, he concludes with three observations about the passages: each passage tells history with a
religious intent; each is an example of the ongoing religious development of Israel’s history; and each
passage may have had a particular cultic or historical setting even though it cannot be determined with any
certainty (“Neh. 9,” 35).
18. Past historical critical work focused behind the text to find an organic layer. Once this layer was
uncovered, the forming and embellishment of the author(s)/editor(s) would point to how the tradition
evolved. Source critics asked, Did the author use the Pentateuch? Deuteronomy? An oral tradition? Some
other source? One shortcoming of this approach is that it denies the forward trajectory of each passage.
Each author reaches back to the past in order to bring some aura of the past to the present and future.
Therefore, traditional source criticism works against the direction of these passages. Source criticism can
still shed some insights on each text if it follows a forward trajectory in accordance with the author’s
rhetoric.
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natural for source critics to ask, “Where did this history come from?”19 Each of the six
selected passages contains historical references to the exile, the Promised Land, and the
wilderness wandering, suggesting that each author/editor(s) was aware of some form of
Israelite tradition, whether oral, cultic, or written. However, since each text is silent on
the origin of its content, it is difficult to make any conclusive statements regarding
sources.20
Form Criticism
There are two approaches to form criticism practiced in Psalm/poetic studies. In the first
approach, the “forms” of literature are analyzed with the goal of getting behind the text.
Since some literature, such as the Psalms, is both anonymous and has a corporate
dimension—most likely used in cultic worship—some traditio-historical critics altered
their approach from identifying the author to trying to locate the occasion for the psalm.21
The method’s pioneer, Hermann Gunkel, proposed that a text’s genre is indicated by its
structural form. Thus the task of the critic is to analyze the structure and content of the
psalm in order to propose a sociological context within which it may have functioned. It
is assumed that the proposed context explains the function of the psalm by proposing
certain circumstances that might have brought about its creation. For Gunkel, and other
earlier form critics such as Sigmund Mowinckel, the genre provided crucial information

19. Fensham reminds us that Hans-Joachim Kraus held that knowledge of the Pentateuch in its final
canonical form must be accepted. Kraus means that there is a fixed scheme of history that follows the
canonical Pentateuch and concludes that the Pentateuch must have been canonical by the time this psalm
was written. Hans-Joachim Kraus Psalmen II (Neukirchener Verlag: Neukirchen, 1960), 719.
20. For this study, source criticism can pinpoint earlier traditions from intertextual allusions and echoes
and compare them to other textual references to see how they were reshaped. In addition, it also focuses on
what historical elements were included or omitted; assuming these comparative differences or similarities
might shed light on the author(s) function.
21. Marvin A. Sweeney “Form Criticism” in To Each Its Own Meaning: An Introduction to Biblical
Criticisms and Their Applications (eds. Steven L. McKenzie and Stephen R. Haynes; Louisville:
Westminster John Knox, 1999), 58–89.
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of the early oral form of a tradition and its setting and function in Israel.22
Claus Westermann popularized a second form-critical approach, one that did not
assume that meaning was behind the text, but in the forms themselves. Westermann
focused more attention to the function of the form type, reducing the psalms into two
broad theological categories: praise and petition.23 He challenged the cult-functional
emphasis because the “life situation of the Psalms as the cult cannot really be right. For
that which really, in the last analysis, occurs in the Psalms is prayer.”24 Walter
Brueggemann practices this second type of form criticism, building on the work of Paul
Ricoeur and focusing on what the psalm says and to whom. He categorizes three types of
theological situations that fit different forms: orientation-disorientation-reorientation.25
Brueggemann’s approach is typological but emphasizes the actual texts and their forms.
Gerhard Von Rad and Brevard Childs also practiced a literary form critical approach
closely associated with the second type.26 Von Rad, in particular, believed past tradition
was kerygmatically reshaped for future generations, which he called Vergegenwärtigung

22. Erhard Gerstenberger gives a helpful survey of early form criticism and its development with
particular emphasis on how it was applied to the Psalms. See “Psalms” in Old Testament Form Criticism
(ed. John H. Hayes; San Antonio: Trinity University Press, 1977), 179–224. Mowinckel in The Psalms in
Israel’s Worship (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 166, envisioned the New Year’s Enthronement of
YHWH Festival as the cultic occassion for most texts. His approach has even been called the “cultfunctional method.”
23. Klaus Westermann, Praise and Lament in the Psalms (trans. Keith R. Crim and Richard N. Soulen;
Atlanta: John Knox, 1981), 35.
24. Ibid., 24. In this, he challenged Gunkel’s assertion that the hymns grew out of a worship setting,
arguing that the hymns of Miriam (Exod 15) and Deborah (Judg 5) could not have been the result of a
cultic setting because they occurred in daily life.
25. Orientation refers to the worldview of faith community as those who enjoy a serene location of their
lives until a crisis (disorientation) emerges that shatters the old orientation and leads to a new, completely
unexpected outlook, that is seen as a divine gift (reorientation). Walter Brueggemann, “The Psalms and the
Life of Faith,” in The Psalms and the Life of Faith (ed. Patrick D. Miller; Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress,
1995), 3–32.
26. It is worth noting that James Sanders also held a position close to Childs’s. Sanders differed with
Childs’s assertion that it was useless to try to understand the different layers of tradition that make up the
text. He argued those historical settings can and should be discovered in order to better understand the text.
For a more detailed discussion of the two views see Rolf Jacobson, Beth LaNeel Tanner, and Nancy
deClaissé-Walford, The Book of Psalms (NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2014), 21–38.
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(actualization).27
Most of the analysis of the psalms, and in particular the six selected passages, has
been done by form critics. For years, these passages have eluded a formal designation.
Walter Brueggemann notes they have traditionally been referred to as “historical psalms”
because each passage retells selected portions of Israelite history.28 He comments,
Yet these Psalms are also characteristically treated in Old Testament
scholarship as Psalms of historical recital, a rubric which immediately
shifts our attention to speech, rhetoric, communication, and eventually
literature. Thus in discussing the ‘recital of the historical Psalms,’ we find
ourselves in the interface between ‘what happened’ (history) on the one
hand, and ‘what is remembered’ and ‘how it is said’ (rhetoric) on the
other. Indeed, ‘what happened’ turns out to be dependent upon and
determined by how the happenedness is shaped in speech practices of the
remembering community.29
Historical psalms refer to psalms, prayers, or poetic passages that rehearse a
portion of Israelite history into poetic form. Mark Boda prefers to label the historical
elements as “tradition boundaries,” meaning the historical events in Israelite history
selected by the speaker. Such “tradition boundaries” include the early Israelite
metanarrative of Exodus, the wilderness period, and life in the Promised Land, which are
themselves smaller traditions recorded within a larger narrative.30 In addition to the
arguments of Brueggemann and Boda, Pss 78, 105, 106, 135, 136 and Neh 9 are also
27. The idea of actualization is very similar to what is known as “application” in modern day homiletics,
where a past text is given new application in light of changing contextual circumstances.
28. Brueggemann, Abiding, 13.
29. Ibid. For further discussion see Konrad Schmid, The Old Testament: A Literary History
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2012); Israelite and Judaean History (OTL; ed. John J. Hayes and J. Maxwell
Miller; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1977); Robert Coote and Keith Whitelam, The Emergence of Early
Israel in Historical Perspective (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2010); John Van Seters, In Search of
History: Historiography in the Ancient World and the Origins of Biblical History (Winona Lake:
Eisenbrauns, 1997); and Baruch Halpern, The First Historians: The Hebrew Bible and History (University
Park: Harper & Row, 1988). On the subject of narrative theology see G. Ernest Wright, God Who Acts:
Biblical Theology as Recital (London: SCM, 1973) and Amos Wilder, “Story and Story-World,” Int 37
(1983): 353–64. On the subject of Israelite memory see Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi, Zakhor: Jewish History
and Jewish Memory (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1982).
30. Mark J. Boda, “Praying the Tradition: The Origin and Use of Tradition in Nehemiah 9,” TynBul 48.1
(1997): 179–82.
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poetic confessions using various points in Israel’s salvation history to motivate the
community either to praise or repentance.31
The second type of form criticism offers valuable insight into the nature of these
psalms because it looks at what they are and how they might have functioned. In
particular, form criticism allows us to recognize two types of historical retellings, those
that emphasize thanksgiving (such as Ps 136) and those that emphasize repentance (Neh
9). Psalm 78 is primarily a thanksgiving psalm because the bulk of it is dedicated to
telling the great things YHWH has done for his people in the past. The psalm is historical
in the sense that it contains specific allusions to the past (such as the commandments,
Ephraimites, a significant portion of the exodus, the wilderness, and the monarchial
period) while also being a thanksgiving psalm. Even though it differs from the other
selected passages in the historical traditions it mentions, Ps 78 combines similar themes
of thanksgiving and divine retribution as it retells Israel’s history.32
Psalm 105 is also a thanksgiving song that recounts YHWH’s covenant with
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and how he kept it in both the days of Jacob and the exodus.
The majority of the praise is dedicated to what God did in Egypt, through Joseph and
Moses. Psalm 105 works in tandem with the next psalm (106). Ps 106 calls for YHWH’s
deliverance (106:47) as it recounts the exodus and wilderness periods to indict Israel’s
constant rebelliousness against God. Ps 106 is closer to Neh 9 than are the other two
psalms because it praises God’s mighty acts while, at the same time, emphasizing Israel’s

31. Michael Duggan, The Covenant Renewal in Ezra–Nehemiah (Neh 7:72b–10:40): An Exegetical,
Literary, and Theological Study (Atlanta: SBL, 2001), 226. Duggan also believes their poetic form situates
them in the tradition of the ancient Song of the Sea (Exod 15:1–18).
32. The plagues (78:12; 42–51), the rejection of the Northern Kingdom (78:60–64), and emphasizing
David and Zion (78:67–72) are unique to Ps 78.

13
shortcomings.
Psalms 135 and 136 also form a pair of historical psalms. Psalm 135 weaves a
theme of praising YHWH’s greatness into a historical recapitulation, with a brief polemic
against idols. Psalm 136 is also a thanksgiving psalm that recounts YHWH’s great acts in
Israel’s history; each assertion about YHWH is followed with the refrain: “his chesed
endures forever.”
The Kerygmatic Function of Historical Recitals
One of the key goals of this study is to uncover the function of retelling Israelite history.
But first, it is important to discuss the nature of the history referenced and set some of the
parameters for the examination. This study focuses on a particular style of biblical history
that originated from what is assumed to be a tradition familiar to the audience. The
authors of each of the six passages are historians in their own way who act as gatekeepers
of the past tradition. They do this by restricting the amount of history told, but also by
unlocking insights from that history. Therefore it is important to remember that the text
of the past is the primary referent of the historian’s work, not some abstract idea known
as the “past itself.”33 In other words, when we study a historical text, we are studying not
a neutral picture of the past event, but “a historian’s literary construct itself which may
reveal as much about the historian as it does about the event.”34 This means the
author/historian evaluated his community’s relationship with YHWH, determined their
33. Fred Burnett, “Historiography” in Handbook of Postmodern Biblical Interpretation (ed. A.K.M.
Adam; St. Louis: Chalice, 2000), 106–12.
34. Scott Ellington, “The Reciprocal Reshaping of History and Experience in the Psalms: Interactions
with Pentecostal Testimony,” JPT 16:1 (2007): 18–31. Marc Brettler offers a careful study of the shaping
and reshaping of historical accounts in the OT to the ideological needs of the community that produced
those accounts. According to him, the second history of the Chronicler is an example of history that is not
intended to function as an objective account of events as they happened, but “as an authoritative
commentary,” to be read in conjunction with its sources. Marc Brettler, The Creation of History in Ancient
Israel (New York: Routledge, 1995), 22.
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particular needs, and formulated what action(s) he believed would be the appropriate
communal response. He assumed that the current relationship was a continuation of the
community’s ancestral relationship with YHWH, and that the present community could
use the past relationship to better understand their own situation. The implication is that
the author’s community accepted the authority of the Israelite tradition as a functional
source for theological and spiritual reflection. This is the first step to understanding the
concept of “kerygmatic function.” I will use the phrase “kerygmatic function” to
describe the author’s intent in re-contextualizing Israel’s history.
What is kerygma?35 Kerygma is a Greek word that means to “proclaim,”
“announce,” or preach.” Kerygma can be an oral or written communicative act with the
intended function of persuading an audience to adopt a particular viewpoint. During this
study, we will define “kerygma” as the proclamation of YHWH’s actions to generate
faith and sustain obedience in the community of believers.
There are three commentators who I believe can better help us understand the idea
of kerygma because they are able to describe the nature of the Israelite witness. Yosef
Yerushalmi argues that biblical authors do not intend to recount an objective past, but
offer an interpretation of it for the purposes of application to the present. The author’s
essentially ask, “What can be learned from these events that transpired in the past?”36
Yerushalmi describes the process a new generation goes through in re-contextualizing
history; a new generation of Jews who are still within the enchanted circle of tradition,
come to the text with a different set of questions and have found the work of the

35. Once again a limit must be set on defining kerygma and I will lean on the late Brevard Childs’s
assumptions to define kerygma.
36. Yosef Yerushalmi, Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish Memory (Seattle: University of Washington
Press, 1982), 96.
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historian/author irrelevant for their context. Most likely, the new generation would not
question the textual tradition, for they would seek, not the historicity of the past, but its
eternal contemporaneity. Yerushalmi’s attention to Israel’s memory is especially helpful
for understanding kerygmatic function. He argues that remembering, as opposed to
historiography, attempts neither objective detachment nor an exhaustive, balanced telling
of the facts. The past is not remembered for its own sake, but is seen as a living narrative
that is constantly reaching toward and being integrated with present experiences.37
Another aspect of kerygma is how retelling these stories is a form of interpreting
and defining the present. Walter Brueggemann eloquently says, “Israel’s historical recital
is a stylized retelling of its past, and therefore an intentional shaping of the present and a
passionate yearning for a specific future.”38 Brueggemann even believes that Israel
injected new experiences into their old story.39 While Yerushalmi argues that the
historians were re-interpreting past history for present application, Brueggemann calls it a
stylized retelling of the past into an intentionally shaping present. Both are essentially
describing the same idea of re-contexualization, or kerygmatic function.
Brevard Childs argues that Scripture’s kerygmatic function was to identify the
will of God for successive generations, so that they might live in unity with the reality of
God.40 According to Philip Sumpter, who wrote his dissertation on Ps 24 using Childs’s
canonical approach, Childs believes that there are four key components that shaped
Israel’s witness:

37. Ellington, Reshaping, 21.
38. Brueggemann, Abiding 29.
39. Walter Brueggemann, The Creative Word: Canon as a Model for Biblical Education (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1982), 121n8.
40. Childs, Biblical Theology, 66.
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To describe the form and function of the Hebrew Bible in its role as
sacred scripture for Israel;’ his use of the cipher ‘canon’ is meant to
emphasize Scripture’s ‘function as the Word of God in the content of the
community of faith;’ grasping this involves ‘establishing the initial setting
of a witness within the history of Israel’ and then ‘following a trajectory of
its use and application within Israel’s history.41
Since Childs assumes that any communicated content must have a form, function,
and context, Sumpter concludes that these four categories—content, function, context,
and form—were instrumental in helping Childs formulate his understanding of Israel’s
traditions.42 Following Childs’s lead, I will use these four elements to help understand the
kerygmatic nature of the six selected passages.43 But first, it is important to describe each
element in greater detail.
Content
For Childs, there was one overarching purpose to Scripture—witnessing to the reality of
God.44 This means the core element identifying Scripture as Scripture is the content, and
that content is the ontological reality of God. No matter what form or genre, the traditions
always point towards a single referent—the reality of God and his will.45 Even though the
text contains Israel’s human traditions, Childs assumes that “this theological reality is the
ontological pre-condition of Israel’s tradition which stood over and against this tradition
and functioned as the criterion for its claim to truth and authority.”46 Childs’s stance has
major implications for the exegete. It means that the nature of Israel’s tradition is

41. Sumpter, Substance, 18.
42. Ibid., 19.
43. Without intending to complicate the discussion, the terms canon and kerygma were synonymous for
Childs.
44. Sumpter believes this was the rudimentary assumption of Childs’s approach; and without this
assumption, any attempt to understand Childs’s approach falls apart (Substance, 3–8).
45. This does not mean that all Scripture contains the same talk about God; but it is to say that all the talk
about God is looking in the same direction (Substance, 20).
46. Ibid.
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theocentric—identifying the will of God for the community so the task of the interpreter
is “to penetrate texts of scripture and grapple with the reality which called them forth.”47
Context and Function
In addition, the desire to communicate certain content also implies a form, function, and
context. For instance, the content identifies what is the will of God for successive
generations, which means the function is for this content to be communicated for those
generations. Childs assumes that Israel’s tradition did not simply communicate the divine
reality but also promoted transformation in individuals and the community.48 Therefore,
the entire corpus of Israel’s tradition functions as the instrument to communicate the
reality of God and, as such, is primarily kerygmatic.49
Israel’s traditions are not random propositions, independent and unconnected
from the intentions of the tradents, nor are they completely unattached to human space
and time.50 Rather, they have a context; and the function and context are key components
for understanding the tradition. The function of the content can be affected when a new
context creates a new need for the community. For example, later in this study we will
see that some of the passages appear to have been written to a post-exilic community,
struggling to make sense of the current state of their relationship with YHWH. They still

47. Brevard Childs, “Psalm 8 in the Context of the Christian Canon,” Int 23 (1969): 20–31. Most likely,
Childs would argue that the interpreter must move beyond literary, sociological, and historical studies to
identify the theological reality the tradition is trying to communicate.
48. Sumpter adds, “Israel’s traditions are focused on God for the sake of Israel. What Israel should
become is determined by the reality of God himself, who is the sole content of Israel’s tradition, who stands
over and against Israel as judge and redeemer” (Substance, 21).
49. Childs also uses the term “deictic” as a synonym for kerygmatic in his Isaiah commentary (p. 445).
Childs uses the term “canonical” as a synonym for kerygmatic or proclamation, because for him “canon”
points to the reality of God behind the tradition that is the actual “canon”—rule for faith and practice.
(Sumpter, Substance, 18).
50. Childs refers to those who furthered the traditions (by writing, editing, etc.) as tradents.
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believe they have a covenant relationship with YHWH; but some of the past covenant
promises (land, king, temple) are no longer a reality, creating a major theological crisis
for the community. So the author calls for the community to respond with either praise or
penitence.
Childs’s approach assumes the original text’s meaning was for the present and
future community. Sumpter highlights Childs’s assumptions about this nature of canon:
Israel’s traditions are not about God in some incidental sense, independent
of the communicative intentions of the tradents of those traditions. Israel
sought to actively identify God, the traditions ‘established content,’ and it
did so within and for the sake of a specific context, namely the successive
generations of the people of God. As such, the function of these
traditions is ‘kerygmatic,’ ‘proclamatory,’ ‘witnessing,’ or indeed,
‘canonical.’ Childs even characterizes Biblical intra-textuality as ‘deictic,’
for it intentionally functions to illuminate individual texts and traditions by
setting them within the context of a fuller grasp of the one theological
reality that undergirds them all. And this act of witnessing was not done
for the sake of abstract knowledge, its telos was to enable God’s covenant
partner to line in accordance with the enduring commands of God.51
Applying Childs’s assumptions to this study means that each author applied past
tradition to his contemporaries by declaring what Israel should now do in light of the
unchanging content—the reality of God himself. Each passage exhibits this by referring
back to events that encapsulated YHWH’s work in a historical moment. However, that
historical tradition is moved forward into a new context by the author. In this way, the
present and past connect in order to identify what aspect of the reality of God remains
true in the present and what the community should do in light of that reality.52

51. Sumpter, Substance, 20.
52. Sumpter points out that Childs’s phrase “a different referent” could be misread that he thinks that the
tradents were talking about different things. The meaning of the word “referent” in this context, however, is
constrained by his use of the word “reality.” Childs insists that the reality remains the same, despite the
change in “referent,” so that here the term “referent” refers to a different dimension of the one reality. Here
is another illustration of the point: imagine that the reality at stake is God’s promise that he would redeem
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Form
Even though Childs is a form critic, he is not committed to any one form because he saw
scripture as one work with many forms. He believes that all the different forms share the
same function of witnessing, each in its own way, to the same content within and for the
sake of the community.53 Childs states, “That which is ultimate in the OT has been
inextricably tied to the forms of Israel’s daily life, including her history, tradition,
institutions, thought patterns, and language.”54 So, for Childs, form is subservient to
function.
Content, Function, Context, and Form
These four elements establish the boundaries for our examination of kerygmatic function
and refine our method by focusing our attention on the content of the six passages. What
ontological reality do these passages point to, and is that referent consistent? The bulk of
the content focuses on YHWH with particular attention to his self-revelation in past
events and actions. Even though some of the historical content focuses on the people of
Israel, YHWH is at the forefront. The function-context approach looks for kerygmatic
clues in the six passages because it is assumed, in accordance with Childs’s canonical

Zion. An older layer of the tradition may have referred to Zion as a historical referent; it was the historical
Zion of Isaiah’s day that would be redeemed. Zion did indeed experience a historical redemption (e.g.,
under the rule of Hezekiah from Sennacherib). Later tradition, however, judged this salvific moment to be
only a foretaste of something greater, a proleptic in-breaking of a fuller reality. As such, a later reinterpretation of the oracle set the historical referent within an eschatological context (e.g., Isa 1:21–26),
thereby affirming the salvation of Zion (i.e., the message of the older layer of tradition), yet Zion only “as
far as it was truly Zion,” which was a “faith reality, distinct from a merely political entity” (Substance, 27–
28). Cf. Childs, Isaiah, 102.
53. Ibid., 22.
54. Brevard Childs, Myth and Reality in the Old Testament (2d ed.; London: SCM, 1962), 98.
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approach, that the historical retellings are primarily kerygmatic.55 In addition, kerygma
means a forward pointing context; and any historical reinterpretation will look for ways
in which the author(s) retold history for successive generations.
Methodology
Since no single method can encompass each of these four areas, this study will attempt a
holistic approach, combining several methods with the goal of analyzing the form,
function, content, and context of each passage. This is rather complex because some of
the different assumptions behind the methods make it difficult to practice them together.
For instance, a historically oriented method, such as form or source criticism, may
assume that the locus of meaning is behind the text. This shifts the emphasis from the text
to a hypothetical occasion that might explain the origin of the text. Combining that with a
literary approach, such as rhetorical criticism, could lead to some interpretive tension
because rhetorical criticism assumes meaning is in the text itself and moves forward to
the present audience. This does not mean that a holistic analysis is impossible; but it does
force a decision on which direction the locus of the analysis will go. Each of the six
selected passages communicates past history to a present audience, which implies that the
author(s) had an outlook that assumed a continual theological relevancy—forward
application. For this reason, I have chosen a forward-moving outlook to take precedence
in the discussion, but not with such restriction that other methods are not allowed to bring
insight to the discussion.

55. For the psalm passages, this approach focuses singularly on the original author’s purpose. Traditional
form criticism focuses on the cultic occasion more than the author’s intent.
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I will follow Brevard Childs’s canonical approach,56 following his assumption
that the traditions grew into a literary composition (text) and then the process of growth
was ended, resulting in “the final form.”57 This is important because the final form as we
have it now is the only medium of accessing this tradition and thus it performs a crucial
hermeneutical function in keeping the discussion centered in the text and the reality that
brought it forth. Not only is the final form the beginning point, but it will also be the
boundary in our holistic approach.
One of Child’s exegetical premises was “to penetrate the texts of Scripture and
56. Childs expressed his dissatisfaction with the term Canonical criticism. He believed his approach was
more of an outlook on the nature of Scripture and not another of many methods for analyzing Scripture.
Brevard Childs, “The Canonical Shape of Prophetic Literature,” Int 32:1 (1978): 46–55. Childs used the
designation “canon” to emphasize Scripture’s function as the word of God in the context of the community
of faith. Grasping this involves “establishing the initial setting of a witness within the history of Israel” and
then “following a trajectory of its use and application within Israel’s history.” See Brevard Childs, Biblical
Theology of the Old and New Testaments (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 98. Childs’s interpretive approach
uses elements of literary, historical, and theological methodology; but he insists that any critical study of
Scripture must, “begin with the recognition that a major literary and theological force was at work in
shaping the present form of the Hebrew Bible.” He believes a theological force was behind most of the
history of Scripture’s formation, with increasing efforts in the “post exilic community in the collecting,
selecting, and ordering of the biblical traditions in such a way as to allow the material to function as
authoritative Scripture for the Jewish community” (Canonical Shape, 47). For Childs, canon includes not
only the final form of the text itself, but also the relationship between God and Israel and the function of
Scripture in that relationship. The purpose of this body of tradition was to communicate the salvific reality
of God to a future generation of faith; and its capacity to do this is the actual canon or “rule of faith and
practice.” This means that the final form should be the main location of study because any method that goes
behind the text engages in a hypothetical realm where there is no evidence to substantiate any claim. Childs
rightly assumed that authors/editors meant the final form to be the source of claim and therefore the
location of study. (Childs, Biblical Theology, 32). So the designation canon: “serves to describe this unique
relationship and to define the scope of this history by establishing an end to the process i.e., final form of
the text. It assigns a special quality to this particular final form tradition, which is assumed to form the
normative standard for all future generation of this community of faith.” (ibid). I will define final form as
the 66 books recognized throughout Christianity. Childs’s approach refocuses some of the critical methods
to the final form of the text, which becomes the spoor for the interpreter, because within the OT itself,
neither the process of the formation nor the history of its canonization is the focus. He adds, “these
dimensions have been either lost or purposely blurred.” It is only in the final form of the biblical text in
which the normative history has reached an end that the full effect of this revelatory history can be
perceived (ibid).
57. Of particular importance for Childs is the emphasis on “function.” Regardless of the form of the
tradition under discussion—the final form or not—its meaning is determined by its function within a
concrete community of faith. See also Brevard Childs, “Midrash and the Old Testament,” in Understanding
the Sacred Text: Essays in Honor of Morton S. Enslin on the Hebrew Bible and Christian Beginnings (ed.
John Reumann; Valley Forge: Judson, 1972). To some extent it is more accurate to speak of final forms
instead of a singular final form. In terms of literary development of individual books, we have, for instance,
two versions of Jeremiah (MT and LXX). We have a variety of versions, texts, etc.
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grapple with the reality which called them forth,” consequently it will be necessary to
implement this premise in methodology.58 But how does one implement this goal in a
study such as this? From a canonical outlook, other methods will be used to contribute to
the analysis. Several other methods such as historical critical, source, form, redaction,
tradition historical, and rhetorical criticism will be employed; but none will be used
beyond the boundary of the text’s final form.59
From the canonical outlook, other methods will be used to contribute to the
analysis. Form criticism is helpful in evaluating the literary nature each passage.60 Psalms
78, 105, 106, 135, 136, and Neh 9 elude an official genre category because they are
unique blends of poetry, history, and kerygma; but they do contain several forms that
may shed light on their function. One subdivision of form criticism, first proposed by
James Muilenburg and valuable to this study, is rhetorical criticism.61 By rhetorical
criticism, I mean a method that examines the linguistic patterns—word formations
ordered and arranged in particular ways, verbal sequences—that move in fixed structures
from beginning to end. It is form critical because it seeks to understand the nature of the
literary composition but also rhetorical because the focus is on the content of the text
itself. The first task is to define the limits of the literary unit: such as where and how it
begins and ends. Second, each literary unit may have several points of apex, designed by
the author. Therefore, attention to details such as repeated words, parallelism, literary
devices, word plays, the movement of the author’s intent, and reshaped history will be
58. Brevard Childs, “Psalm 8 in the Context of the Christian Canon,” Int 23.1 (1969): 20–31.
59. I define “final form” as the text as we have it in the MT and most standard Eng. translations.
60. I will practice a form criticism much like the second type mentioned earlier in this chapter.
61. He argues that all attempts to practice form criticism behind the text had come under deserved
scrutiny because “the truth is that in a vast number of instances we are indeed left completely in the dark as
to the occasion in which the words were spoken, and it is reasonable to assume that it was not of primary
interest to the compilers of the traditions.” See James Muilenburg, “Form Criticism and Beyond,” JBL 88.1
(1969): 1–18.

23
clues to those points of apex.62 Rhetorical criticism will be applied to this study with the
assumption that each of the literary features and technical devices is the result of
intentional, authorial design. Therefore, the goal of rhetorical analysis is to locate the
connection between biblical text and the intended audience and how the text functioned
for its audience.
In addition to rhetorical criticism, historical criticism will be used. We know that
every text has a background, whether it arose from a crisis, event, or need; but we cannot
always reconstruct that background with certainty. Historical critical analysis examines
the background of a text such as the societal or cultural conditions at the time of the text’s
conception. Historical analysis has many branches of emphasis and one most commonly
used in textual studies is source criticism. Source criticism can be helpful in our study
because of the historical sources used by the authors of Pss 78, 105, 106, 135, 136, and
Neh 9. Many source critics of the nineteenth century and early twentieth century believed
the final form of the text was the result of embellishment, so they assumed that the
earliest organic stage of the tradition provided the best location to uncover meaning in
their exegesis. This type of source criticism is not only unhelpful for our study but
ignores the forward moving direction of the passages. With that said, there are some
merits to source criticism that can aid our analysis because each author looks back to
Israel’s past in order to bring a significant event from that past to the present. Source
criticism, along with some redaction analysis, can help us better understand references to
Israelite history and how they were used, reshaped, or re-contextualized. Thus source

62. “Apex” is the author’s emphatic point of emphasis. For instance, Ps 105 begins and ends with
references to Abraham with specific attention to the land covenant. The flow of the psalm suggests the
author’s present audience is in a nomadic position in Canaan just as Abraham was. The assumption is that
YHWH would again fulfill his promise as he did long ago for Abraham.
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criticism will be used but used in line with canonical assumptions.
Combining each of these methods with the canonical outlook calls for one
additional comment for this study. In addition to seeing the OT as a text and working to
develop an approach and method to explicate the text, we have narrowed the study to the
interpretation of texts. But how do we approach each of the passages? The abovementioned outlooks and methods will allow the content of each passage to “speak” on its
own terms. This means that each must be analyzed individually to determine the
rhetorical flow of the passage and how Israelite history is incorporated into the author’s
point. Following a careful exegesis, each passage will be analyzed according to Childs’s
four categories.
Each chapter will examine the content, looking for direct and indirect statements
that shed some light on the reality of YHWH and his will. Direct statements refer to any
particular declarations about the character or nature of YHWH. Indirect statements will
refer to non-attributive assertions about YHWH. For instance, his parting of the Red Sea
reveals his character through deed and not word; the majority of indirect claims are
action-oriented. Next, a section will examine the function and context of each passage.
Key points of emphasis such as word repetitions or inclusions from the rhetoric often
signify the author’s function. The context section will be more historically oriented with
the goal of finding clues in the text that may suggest a possible date. Dates will be noted,
when possible, and investigated for clues about the possible audience for whom the
historical retelling was intended. Finally, using form criticism in the style of
Westermann, the form of each passage will be discussed and labeled as praise or
penitential. Only after an exegesis of each passage will we seek to draw all six passages
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together to make observations on how Israelite history is used kerygmatically in the
poetic literature.
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CHAPTER TWO: PSALM 78
Structure
A text’s literary structure can be crucial to locating the form, rhetorical movement, and
the function of a passage because the arrangement can reveal the author’s intent. There
are several ways to outline the structure of Ps 78. The psalm can be outlined according to
the multiple historical events listed: exodus, wilderness, conquest, life in the land, David,
etc. However, the events in Ps 78 are not in the same chronological order as other biblical
sources. For instance, the exodus sea crossing is mentioned before the plagues—contra
the book of Exodus—indicating that the psalmist’s primary goal was not a chronological
recitation.
Another option is a literary analytical outline. Amos Hakham divides the chapter
into three parts: the dividing of the sea and the wonders that accompanied it (vv. 9–29),
the plagues and the conquest of Canaan (vv. 40–55), and life in the land up to the election
of David (vv. 56–72). 1 Richard Clifford groups the chapter into five parts: introduction
(vv. 1–12), the exodus and wilderness (vv. 13–32), a “meditation” on the events in 13–32
(vv. 33–39), a second presentation of historical traditions (vv. 40–64), and the rejection
of the North and adoption of Judah (vv. 65–72).2 Interestingly, he counts two individual
historical recitals: the first recital found in vv. 12–32 and the second in vv. 40–64. Each
recital is followed by what he calls a sequel (vv. 33–39; vv. 65–72).3 Anthony Campbell
also has an extensive outline of the chapter and, like Clifford, he believes there are two

1. Amos Hakham, The Book of Psalms Vol. 2 (Jerusalem: Mosad HaRav Kook, 1987), 40.
2 Richard Clifford, “In Zion and David a New Beginning: An Interpretation of Psalm 78,” in Traditions
and Transformation (ed. Baruch Halpern and J. D. Levenson; Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1981), 128–29.
3. He makes a compelling case for his outline but he is not clear what he means by “sequel.” The term
“reflection” seems to be better because these sections are reflections of the history recited.
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major recitals of history after the introduction.4 However, Campbell bases his structure
around two themes—rejection and election—and he believes vv. 9–64 is a recital of
rejection: Israel rejects YHWH (vv. 9–58), then YHWH rejects Israel (vv. 59–64).
Clifford’s analysis is favored because he focuses on “how” the text presents itself; but we
cannot overlook Campbell’s outline that focuses on how and why the author recites
history. Therefore, I will combine elements of Campbell and Clifford’s outline to chart
the structural and rhetorical trajectory of Ps 78.
Rhetorical Analysis of Psalm 78
The Introduction (vv. 1–11)
The introduction is important for understanding the function, context, and even the form
of this psalm because this is one of the few psalms with a well-defined purpose
statement.5 The psalmist wants his audience “to listen” to a personal and important
message, as his series of first person singulars suggests (yI;moA yIt∂rwø;t yIp). The author’s
purpose is stated clearly (“listen”), but his method of presentation is less clear because his
teaching is lDvDmVb—which most English versions translate as “parable.” Parables are
4. Anthony Campbell, “Psalm 78: A Contribution to the Theology of Tenth-Century Israel,” CBQ 41
(1979): 51–79.
5. The superscription designates Ps 78 as a “maskil of Asaph.” There are two important considerations in
this regard. First, even though we know nothing of Asaph except scattered references in Chronicles (6:39;
15:17, 19; 16:5, 7, 37; 25:1, 2, 6, 9; 26:1; 2 Chr 5:12; 20:14; 29:13, 30), this is one of eleven psalms with an
Asaph superscription. Scholars have agreed upon no acceptable explanation. The word appears to be
related to the hiphil of lkc that would give it a meaning associated with the wisdom, teaching, or a skillful
song. Apparently Asaph was one of many official singers appointed by the Levitical priesthood. The
superscriptions should be understood as latter additions to the text. The Vl prefix does not clarify the exact
meaning of the superscription. The prefix is usually translated in the genitive of Asaph even though it could
also be translated to/for Asaph. Psalm 78 is one of twelve Asaphite Psalms (50, 73–83). Second, the term
ly#I;kVcAm is also found in the superscriptions of Pss 32, 42, 44, 45, 52–55, 74, 78, 88, 89, 142, and in 47:8, so
the superscription suggests this is not the only psalm of its kind. Marvin Tate lists several possible
meanings for the term: (1) a skilled composition or an “effacious song,” (2) a psalm of understanding, (3) a
didactic psalms, and (4) a meditation which all contribute to a better understanding of the form. He cites 2
Chr 30:22 as a possible clue in this passage because king Hezekiah speaks to a group of Levites designated
as those “who showed good skill in the service of the LORD.” The Chronicles passage clearly suggests that
this group was concerned with singing in worship; so it does not seem so far-fetched that the noun ly#I;kVcAm
has reference to a collection of psalms used by the maskilim. See Marvin Tate, Psalms 51–100 (WBC 20;
Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2000), 33.
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clever, analogical stories, which illustrate an instructive moral or lesson.6 These witty
elocutions can occur in a variety of forms; but in Ps 78, the parable takes a historical
form.7
In addition to lDvDm, the psalmist also speaks in the form of a twødyIj, a term only
found one other time in the OT (Judg 14:10–18).8 The lexical meaning of the word
suggests a truth or reality presented as a mystery (i.e., riddle) that can only be solved after
careful deliberation.9 Allen Ross explains, “The parable is a teaching based on analogy
and the riddle is the unfolding of the mysterious ways of God.”10 However, the context
simply suggests a lesson in narrative form. The phrases “something heard and known,”
and “it has been proclaimed from previous generations,” refer to an understood chain of
communication that had been established by God (vv. 2–3). The threefold repetition of
the word twba in 78:3, 5, and 8 indicates God did not intend the original recipients to keep
their special relationship with him a secret. In addition, the word t…wdEo (v. 5) is translated
“testimony” or “decree;” but in some instances, like this one, the word has a specialized
sense either of YHWH’s promises to his followers or of the laws for his people.11
There are several direct clues for kerygmatic function in the introduction. For
instance, the people of Israel had a divinely initiated story and it was to be transmitted to

6. The word is common in wisdom literature (Prov 1:1, 6; 10:1; 25:1; 26:7, 9. Cf. Ezek 12:22–23; 18:2–
3).
7. Marvin Tate lists several forms of lDvDm in Psalms, 281n2a.
8. lDvDm and twødyIj also occur together in Ps 49:5; Ezek 17:5; and Hab 2:6.
9. F. Brown, C. A. Briggs, and S. R. Driver, A Hebrew-English Lexicon of the Old Testament (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1907) accessed by Accordance Bible Software. See also A Concise Hebrew and Aramaic
Lexicon of the Old Testament (ed. William L. Holiday; Leiden: Brill, 1988), 102.
10. Allen Ross, A Commentary on the Psalms (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2013), 654.
11. A. R. Johnson, The Cultic Prophet and Israel’s Psalmody (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1979),
6n5; 59n5. The synonymous parallel in the following cola: “and set a h∂rwøt in Israel” supports this
interpretation.
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successive generations in order for them to know what God did for the people (v. 4).12
The psalmist also reveals his context and function in vv. 6–8. He expects Israel’s story to
be told and retold even for children “yet to be born ... that they [successive generations]
should set their hope in God and not forget the works of God, but keep his
commandments and not be like their ancestors, a stubborn and rebellious generation, a
generation that did not keep its heart steadfast and who spirit was not faithful to God.”13
From this point forward, the psalmist recounts major events in the formative development
of the nation: the exodus, the wilderness experience, settlement of Canaan, destruction of
the Shiloh tent, and the selection of Jerusalem, and David.
Scholars debate whether vv. 9–11 is part of the introduction because, at first
glance, it appears to begin a new discussion.14 However, a few literary details suggest
that it is best to classify vv. 9–11 with the introduction. First, there are three stanzas in the
introduction (vv. 1–4, 5–7, 8–11) and each concludes with a reference to the alp of
YHWH (4, 7, 11).15 The pattern suggests vv. 1–11 form a cohesive unit. Second,
Ephraim’s rejection is the conclusion of the psalm. From the literary trajectory, we will

12. The MT has the piel imperfect form dEjAk◊n but the LXX has oujk e˙kru/bh (“will not hide”), which
might suggest an original niphal imperfect instead of the MT piel. The second cola also has a piel participle
for “telling” which makes the syntax awkward. However, it gives better sense to the preceding piel by
connecting to the same subject (“we will not hide…we will keep telling”).
13. Allen Ross argues that 78:6 has two possible interpretations: “let them arise and tell them” or “that
another generation might know…and rise up and tell.” Allen Ross, A Commentary on the Psalms (KEL 2;
Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2013), 642. Interestingly, the LXX has parapikrai÷nousa (“embittering”) here
instead of the MT h®rOm…w. The LXX uses this word several times in this psalm. Also bl can mean “purpose,”
or “will.” R. Laird Harris, “bl,” TWOT 1071a accessed by Accordance Bible Software.
14. Psalm 78:9 presents a structural hurdle. Clifford believes 78:1–11 is the introduction, while Campbell
argues that 78:1–8 is the introduction. Campbell’s structure is supported by the plural suffix attached to
MDtwøbSa in 78:12. The subject of “their fathers” is Ephraim. On the other hand, Clifford believes the speaker is
addressing all Israel and the reference to Ephraim functions as part of the introduction. 78:9–11 bridges the
introduction to the beginning of the historical recitation.
15. The word alp forms a theme throughout the chapter. It is found in 78:11, the phrase “they forgot his
works, the aRl¡Rp hDcDo which he showed them and in 78:32 in spite of all this they persisted in sinning, they did
not believe wyDtwøaVlVpˆnV;b.”
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see that Ephraim is introduced in vv. 9–11; then the main body of the psalm is dedicated
to justifying Ephraim’s rejection.
The body of the psalm (78:13–72) begins with a reference to Ephraim.16 Most
scholars assume that Ephraim is used as a metonymy, but they debate whether it
represents the entire nation or only the northern kingdom.17 Ephraim was the strongest
and most populated tribe in the North and its warriors were known for aggressive
fighting, which makes 78:9 (Ephraim’s turning back) difficult to understand.18 However,
vv. 10–11 explain how Ephraim turned back: “They did not keep God’s covenant, but
refused to walk according to his law, forgetting what he had done, and the miracles he
had shown them.”19 Since identifying this with any particular event in Ephraim’s history
is problematic, it is best to interpret this as a general indictment against pre-David Israel.
Psalm 78:12 is a transition sentence with the first cola (“in the sight of their
forefathers he did wondrous deeds” pla) modifying 78:11, while the second cola (“in the
16. The name Ephraim can refer to Joseph’s younger son, the entire tribe, or the Northern Kingdom.
17. Campbell speculates that it refers to 1 Sam 4 when Eli’s wicked sons carried the ark into battle and
the Philistines captured it, citing 1 Sam. 4:10 that states “each man fled” on that day (“Contribution,” 60).
Therefore, God did not renew his association with his people until David. Artur Weiser links the reference
to the battle of Gilboa when Saul and his sons were killed (1 Sam 31:1–13). See Arthur Weiser, The
Psalms: A Commentary (5th ed., OTL; trans. H. Hartwell; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1962), 540. He
understands Saul’s death as the final rejection of the North that opened the door for David’s reign. While
the battle did mark the transition to the Davidic monarchy, the battle was not lost because of Ephraim’s
rebellion. Erik Haglund, in Historical Motifs in the Psalms (Lund CWK Gleerup, 1984), 89 argues that this
is a reference to the fall of Samaria. One positive feature of Haglund’s proposition is that it looks to Ps
78:10–11 to define the reference to 78:9.
18. There is no biblical reference of Ephraim’s showing cowardice before any enemy. Cohen cites a
Jewish tradition that claimed the Ephraimites left Egypt on their own, without waiting for God’s
redemption, and suffered a major defeat. His point is that this reference may point to a Jewish tradition not
recorded in the HB. For this, see Tate, Psalms, 291. Gunkel went so far as to emend the text from “Sons of
Ephraim” to “undisciplined sons,” which is unconvincing. Johnson’s translation “the equipped ones of the
bow shooters” (able bow shooters) highlights their reputation (CPIP 49n3). One could omit yEmwør and keep
yéqVvwøn as the original reading because it is a less common word and would explain how yEmwør could have
entered the text. Hiebert observes that both words when used with tRv∂q mean “archers.” For a more detailed
discussion see Hiebert, “Psalm 78,” 19.
19. This would certainly agree with 2 Kgs 17:7–18, where the author cites the nation’s constant trifling
with idolatry and rebelliousness as the reason God abandoned his people. On the other hand, one of the
major themes of the Psalter is that God’s people have continually forgotten his grace and continue to repeat
the same mistakes.
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land of Egypt, the plain of Zoan”) begins the next line of thought. The main body of the
psalm continues from 78:13–72 with two major recitals of Israel’s history (vv. 12–32 and
40–64). 78:12b–32 begins the first recital with details from YHWH’s great wonders in
the fields of Zoan.20
First Historical Recital (78:12–32)
Stanza 1 (78:12–16)
Based on the content and literary features present in this section (vv. 12b–32), there are
three stanzas within this first recital (vv. 12–16; 17–20; 21–32). Psalm 78:12–16
emphasizes YHWH’s gracious actions. The psalmist uses a literary feature, called a
diptych, which mirrors two water-focused events using the same verb oåqD;b (God “split” the
waters, making them stand like a wall so the people could cross, and then he “split” the
rocks in the wilderness so that water could come forth). Clifford observes that the
psalmist does not mention Israel’s complaining (as do the parallels in Exod 17 and Num
20), reasoning that the psalmist intends to present the miracles as gifts of God’s pure
grace.21 There are five bicola accentuating this point: two describe the sea crossing;
another, the day and night pillar, and the last two describe the water from the rock.
Sandwiched in the diptych is a reference to the cloud, which was a sign of YHWH’s
guiding presence. The term NDnDo is found in all the traditions of the cloud, but the phrase v`Ea
rwøaV;b is unique to Ps 78. The psalmist includes the cloud, along with the splitting of the sea
and the splitting of the rock, as a collection of divine feats that were short-lived in the
memory of the people of Israel (v. 11).

20. Zoan was a city in northern Egypt also known as Avaris. It is not mentioned in the Pentateuchal
exodus accounts. Like Ephraim, Zoan was a specific name but is used as a metonymy for all of Egypt. For
this, see Marvin Tate, Psalms, 281n12a.
21. Clifford, Traditions, 132.
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Stanza 2 (78:17–20)
It is important to note the shifting pronouns in the second stanza (from “they”
[Ephraimites] to the third singular and then to the third plural in vv. 17–20). The third
plural subject of the main verb …wpyIswø¥yÅw in v. 17 is “fathers” (from v. 12), but YHWH is third
masculine subject of vv. 13–16. This is an important feature because the sequence begins
with the Ephraimites (v. 9), even though the historical recital is referencing the entire
Israelite community.22 The psalmist anachronistically places the Ephraimites at the
beginning of his history because he intends to show that Ephraim later embodied the
rebellious tendencies of its ancestors. Since the psalmist later suggests that YHWH began
a new era for the nation with David, Ephraim appears to be used as metonymy to refer to
pre-David Israel.
The particle dwøo (“yet”) emphatically contrasts Israel’s rebellious response in v. 17
with the graciousness of YHWH recounted in vv. 13–16. This happened when the nation
sojourned in the desert (wilderness) and the people “tested God in their heart by
demanding food for themselves.”23 They expose their level of dissatisfaction with a
question, “Can God spread a table in the wilderness?”24 The NRSV captures the emphatic

22. This could be a clue to identifying the Ephraimites. Chronologically, it is difficult to argue that the
Ephraimites are the Northern Kingdom in this instance (v. 9) since the wilderness events in vv. 17–20
preceded the Northern Kingdom. On the other hand, the entire nation, including the Ephraimites, was guilty
of sinning against YHWH in the wilderness. So the metonymy must have a particular nuance for the
psalmist. Campbell argues: “In this case, the chronologically later transgression of the Ephraimites could be
the point of reference; its place at the head of the series would suggest that it is a transgression of great
significance in the context of the psalm, justifiably, as will emerge later.” (Campbell, Contribution, 54).
23. Literally, “asking food for their MDvVpÅnVl. vpn is a broader word than simply “soul” and can indicate
desire, emotions, and even appetite cf. Ross, Psalms, 643. Tate notes 18:29–30 indicate that the food
referred to in 78:18 was not so much to sustain life as to satisfy undisciplined appetites. For this, see Tate,
Psalms, 282n18b. Cf. Deut 21:14; 23:25: Jer 34:16; Pss 35:25; 105:22.
24. The LXX repeats the phrase h· e˚toima¿sai tra¿pezan tw◊ˆ law◊ˆ aujtouv in v. 20 even though the MT
reads, rEaVv NyIkÎy_MIa. It appears that this verse has undergone explanatory glossing. When compared to Num
21, one can see that the Israelites were the ones who “speak against” elohim (21:5) and YHWH (21:7) in the
wilderness. So it seems that “speak against YHWH” is the original reading. “Spreading a table” is a

33
NEh in v. 20 with this translation: “Even though he struck the rock so that water gushed out
and torrents overflowed, but can he also provide bread or meat for his people?”
Campbell’s observation captures the appalling ungratefulness of the people, “Five lines
of graceful wonder are balanced by five lines of ungrateful sin.”25 Even though YHWH
went to great lengths with his gracious provision, Israel forgot what God had done and
tested him by questioning his capability to provide for them in the barren wasteland.
Stanza 3 (78:21–32)
The third stanza, like the previous two, is carefully structured, focusing on YHWH’s
response to Israel’s rebellion (vv. 21–32). The opening particle, NEkDl in 78:21, should be
translated, “therefore,” “as a result,” or even “when” to bring out the force of YHWH’s
response: “when he heard, he was full of rage.”26 The subsequent phrase wøtDo…wvyI;b …wjVfDb aøl◊w
MyIhølaE;b …wnyImTaRh aøl yI;k (“because they had no faith in God and did not trust in his saving
deeds” v. 22) indicates that Israel did not trust enough to have a continual dependence
upon God’s saving abilities.27
Israel’s lack of trust is anomalous but it is not the strangest part of this section.
The psalmist’s description and reason for the manna and quail are unique, creating a
subtle irony to this account. YHWH feeds the nation by “raining down” manna and grain
(v. 24).28 The suggests a supernatural feeding by equating NDm with “the grain of heaven”

common idiom in the OT for providing a meal, the most notable example being Ps 23:5; but the psalmist
interprets the question as an accusation that God cannot provide for Israel (v. 20).
25. Campbell, “Contribution,” 55.
26. The phrase lit. reads, “YHWH heard and was full of wrath,” but most translations rightly interpret the
second clause as subordinate to the first.
27. Tate recommends a different translation of …wnyImTaRh, arguing that “trust” or “reliance upon” is better than
“believe” (Psalms, 291). This would incorporate attitude into the definition of faith.
28. The same verb is used in 78:27, (“he rained flesh”) to describe the giving of quail.
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and the “bread of angels” (vv. 24–25).29 God’s provision is described as a cosmic
spectacle—one so obvious that it could not be overlooked (manna and quail are falling
everywhere)30—but unlike the other wilderness accounts, the psalmist seems to suggest
this provision was not the result of God’s grace but God’s wrath (v. 21).31 God gave
Israel what they “craved,” but as the people ate, YHWH struck and killed the strongest of
them (v. 31). So this stanza is framed around YHWH’s anger (vv. 21–22) and judgment
against the people (vv. 30–32).
Reflection of the First Recital (78:33–39)
Psalm 78:33–39 is a reflection on the first recital.32 The opening construction in 78:32,
taøz_lDkV;b emphatically asserts that “in all this” Israel continued to sin by not trusting in
God’s provision. This time the general account of God’s punishment—“their life from
this point on vanished as they waited to die”—is not connected to a specific event from
the Pentateuch.33 The particle conjunction, MDg∂rSh_MIa that begins 78:34 (“when he killed”) is

29. MyîryI;bAaœ MRj∞Rl is another unique expression which the LXX translates “angels” (aÓgge÷lwn) instead of the
MT “mighty ones” This term is found in Job 24:22; 34:20; Lam 1:15, each referring to mighty or valiant
ones. TWOT lists the verb as a possible derivative of the verb rba, which means to “flutter”, or “soar” (Job
39:26). The adjective “mighty” or “strong” also derives from the same root. TWOT (accessed through
Accordance software) also notes that the adjective only occurs in poetical passages. The word is often
translated as “angel” in the LXX (see this passage and Ps 103:20). Also of interest, Gunkel and Duhm omit
MRj∞Rl as a gloss. Johnson says the meaning is that of strong ones of the heavenly host of God and considering
that YHWH is behind the provision, there is no reason to disagree with Johnson’s assertion (Johnson,
CPIP, 52n1). It should be noted that the psalmist is not as concerned with how the provision came as much
as who made it happen and how Israel responded to it.
30. The MT has the hiphil, which suggests, “they were caused to fall” while the Gk. and Syr. read it as a
qal (“they fell”).
31. God’s wrath is connected with the quail in Num 11:31–35.
32. Psalm 78:32 is flexible enough to be classified as part of the previous stanza (vv. 21–32) or as the
beginning of the next section (vv. 33–39). Richard Clifford has observed a chiastic structure overlapping
the second and third stanza, offering compelling evidence to keep 78:32 as the conclusion of the third
stanza (Traditions, 128). This suggests the verses belong together: A Continue to sin against him (v. 17), B
wrath went up against Israel (v. 21), C until satisfied (v. 25), C they were fully satisfied (v. 29), B wrath of
God went up against them (v. 31), A they continue to sin (v. 32).
33. The NRSV reads: “He made their days vanish like a breath and their years in terror” following
closely the LXX which has “days” as the subject of “end” (kai« e˙xe÷lipon e˙n mataio/thti ai˚ hJme÷rai
aujtw◊n) contra the MT which has the singular verb MRhyEm◊y lRbRhA;b_lAk◊yÅw. Several Eng. translations interpret lbh	
  as
“vapor/breath/wind” suggesting a swift end of life (NIV, NASB, NRSV). Ross’s interpretation makes the
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an abrupt shift in the story. As YHWH was killing them, the attitude and response of
Israel quickly changed, as the sequential intensification of the verbs suggests
lEa_…wrSjIvw◊ …wbDv◊w …wh…wv∂r√d…w (“they sought for him, they returned, and sought God earnestly” v.
34). This was the desired response; but rather than diligently seeking God all the time,
they only sought him during punishment.
Yet, Israel’s penitence was short lived. The sequence of verbs from 78:34–37: …wbDv◊w
(“they returned” v. 34), …wrV;k◊zˆ¥yAw (“they remembered” v. 35), …wh…w;tAp◊yÅw (“they flattered” v. 36),
and wøtyîrVbI;b …wnVmRa‰n aøl◊w wø;mIo NwøkÎn_aøl MD;bIl◊w (“but their heart was not steadfast toward him and they
did not trust his covenant” v. 37) make it appear that Israel’s response was not completely
negative. They did repent and remember, but it also appears they did so out of
compulsion rather than genuine fidelity. Israel’s behavior is appalling, but maybe not as
surprising as the psalmist’s next description of YHWH. In v. 38, wøtDmSj_lD;k ryIoÎy_aøl◊w wøÚpAa byIvDhVl
hD;b√rIh◊w tyIjVvÅy_aølVw NOwDo rEÚpAk◊y M…wjår a…wh◊w—YHWH, being compassionate, forgave them and did not
destroy them (lit. “he did not uncover all his anger” and “he did not stir up his wrath”).
Psalm 78:39 makes an interesting use of the verb rO;k◊zˆ¥yÅw, highlighting the extent of
YHWH’s compassion: “He remembered that they were but flesh, a wind that passes and
does not come again.” The entire psalm emphasizes Israel’s aversion to remembering
God’s saving ability; but this time it is YHWH who “remembered” the weaknesses of
human nature.

most sense; he believes the psalmist is suggesting that the life of the rebellious people ended with “nothing”
(Psalms, 659).
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Second Historical Recital (78:40–64)
Stanza 1 (78:40–55)
Psalm 78:40 begins the second major recital (vv. 40–64) and, like the first recital, it
contains three stanzas (vv. 40–55; 56–58; 59–64). The two opening verses parallel each
other: “How they rebelled against him in the wilderness and hurt him in the desert” is
synonymous with “They turned back and tested God and provoked the Holy One of
Israel.”34 The two phrases “in the wilderness” and “in the desert” mark the geographical
location of Israel and also signal the beginning of the second recital of history (v. 40).
Psalm 78:42–55 contains one of three accounts of the Egyptian plagues (Exod 7–12; Pss
78, 105), but this account is unlike any other found in the HB.35 Archie Lee points out a
few distinctions.36 First, the plagues are divine adjudication. For instance, the author
describes YHWH’s judgment in vv. 49–50: “He let loose on them his fierce anger, wrath,
indignation, and distress, a company of destroying angels. He made a path for his anger;
he did not spare them from death but gave their lives over to the plague.” Second, Exod

34. These two verbs …w;sÅn◊yÅw …wb…wvÎ¥yÅw appear to form a hendiadys: “they turned and tested.” The verbs in vv. 40
and 41 parallel each other: …wh…wrVmÅy (v. 40) to …w;sÅn◊yÅw (v. 41) and h…wbyIxSoÅy (v. 40) to …wwVtIh (v. 41). The same verbs also
parallel each other in vv. 17 and 18. wwVtIh is a hapax but all the versions are in agreement translating it
“provoke.” However, Paula Hiebert in Psalm 78: Its Place in Israelite Literature and History (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1992), 37, argues that its use in prose and poetry suggest the word is more
connected to sorrow than anger. Therefore, she argues the hiphil meaning should be “pain, grieve, cause to
feel sorrow.” James Kugel in The Idea of Biblical Poetry: Parallelism and Its History (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1981), 1–58, argues that the B cola in Heb. poetry intensifies the A cola. His
theory, applied here, would support the psalmist’s trajectory of Israelite rebellion. Israel rebelled and their
rebellion grew to a dire point when they turned, tested, and provoked YHWH.
35. The psalmist lists the plagues as the wyDtwøtOa performed by God. Clifford believes vv. 44–55 is a unit
because they closely resemble the old poem in Exod 15:1–8 (Traditions, 129). Haglund argues that Ps 78 is
an example of the oldest version of the tradition with Ps 105 and Exod 7–12 being latter variants (Hist
Motifs, 95). Jeffrey Leonard believes there is an unmistakable overlap between Psalm 78 and the Torah
account. In “Identifying Inner-Biblical Allusions: Psalm 78 as a Test Case,” JBL 127/2 (2008): 241–65,
Leonard argues that both originate in the JE tradition. He notes that the Psalmist refers to everyone of the
JE plagues, using the same JE vocabulary to identify each one (248). He adds that only Ps 78 and JE agree
concerning the number of plagues (7) and the names of the plagues. Campbell says it is impossible to claim
that Ps 78 depends on Pentateuchal sources (Campbell, “Contribution,”69).
36. Archie Lee, “The Context and Function of the Plagues Tradition in Psalm 78,” JSOT 48 (1990): 83–
89.
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7–12 presents the plagues in three cycles of three with the tenth climaxing the series.
However, Ps 78 omits the third plague of each cycle (lice, boils, darkness), presenting
only two plagues in each cycle and in different order: rivers to blood, swarm (flies),37
frogs, grasshoppers,38 locusts, hail39 and lightning,40 and the death of the firstborn.41
Scholars debate the plague tradition and how it might have circulated because the number
of plagues differs in each of the accounts. There are six plagues in Ps 78 (five plagues
plus the death of the firstborn) leading scholars to hypothesize that Ps 78 is the earliest
account of the plagues because it would be easier to explain the addition of the plagues
than the omission of three plagues.42
The source critical explanation is not the only interpretive option. Lee argues that
vv. 49–50 depart from the Exodus tradition because the psalm has a different function.43

37. The word bra is usually understood as a swarm of flies although the exact identity of the insect is
unknown. The LXX uses the word for dogfly, which was known for its painful bite.
38. The exact meaning of this word is unknown. Tate believes that lyIsDj suggests it is some kind of insect
with a rapacious appetite. He lists other commentator’s interpretations (Psalms, 283n46a): Weiser suggests
“rodent,” Dahood has “grasshopper,” Jacquet says “cricket,” The RSV and NRSV have “caterpillar.”
39. The parallel words used as “hail” and “frost.” The word lAmÎnSj is a hapax legomenon usually translated
as pa¿cnhØ in the LXX. The NIV has “sleet.” This is also the only time in Heb. that grh is used of plants.
Symmachus has “pestilence” instead of “hail.”
40. Reshaphim was a well-known god in the ANE associated with plagues and disease. In fact, Resheph
and Deber (god of pestilence) can be associated. They appear together in the ancient hymn of Hab 3 in the
court of YHWH. See Theodore Hiebert, God of My Victory, The Ancient Hymn in Habakkuk 3 (HSM 38;
Atlanta: Scholars, 1986), 19, 92–93. pvr also occurs in Deut 32:24 and Job 5:7 in addition to Ps 78:48 and
Hab 3:5. It is debatable how much mythological background should be associated with its use in the HB.
The LXX solved this problem by using a different word for each individual context. It appears that the
LXX translator was puzzled by pvr in Ps 78, so he worked from the previous colon. Hiebert adds, “He was
reading a text with the corrupt drb (“hail”). Thinking that he was in a context describing the hailstones, he
chose puri÷ (“fire”) to translate pvr to recall “lightning” (Hiebert, Victory, 43). Perhaps his Hebrew Vorlage
had “fire” since the word for fire does occur three times in Ps 78 (vv. 14, 21, 63). However, if the original
Heb. reading did use the word “fire” it is difficult to reconcile how resheph entered the text. The same
phenomenon takes place in Hab 3:5; Deut 32:24; and Job 5:7).
41. The MT has MyIo∂r yEkSaVlAm leading some versions to interpret it “evil angels” (Ross, Psalms, 646).
42. Moses and Aaron initiate the plagues in the Priestly account while YHWH alone is the source of the
plagues in the J account. Since YHWH alone is mentioned in Ps 78, many scholars believe this plague
account is from the J version (Leonard, “Identifying,” 248; Campbell, “Contribution,” 69). All that we can
know for certain is that there was a plague tradition amongst the Israelites, and that the death of the
firstborn was the climax.
43. Lee observes a correlation between Ps 78:49 and Assyrian woe oracles in Isaiah (Isa 10:5–7; 8:1).
They both contain “send,” “fury,” “wrath,” “anger,” and “command.” If this Psalm is dated to the Assyrian
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The sequence of plagues in Ps 78 is water to blood, frogs, bOrDo, pestilence, boils, hail,
locusts, and firstborn. The way multiple plagues are attached together in parallel makes
this psalm unique. For instance, bOrDo and Aoé;d√rApVx are paralleled in v. 45 and lyIsDj and bOrDo in
v. 46. The following table represents a comparison of Ps 78 with the Exodus tradition.44
Water to Blood
Frogs
Arob
Pestilence
Hail
Locusts
Firstborn

Exod 7:14—12:51
7:14–25
7:27—8:11
8:16–28
9:1–7
9:13–34
10:1–20
11:1—12:39

Ps 78:44–51
44
45b
45a
48
47
46
49–51

Campbell observes that 78:40–55 parallel the first recitation in vv. 12–16 while
vv. 52–53 parallel vv. 13–15.45 The rhetorical structure suggests the psalmist is reshaping
the exodus tradition for theological and kerygmatic reasons. Notice that Israel is indicted
for not “remembering” the extent of YHWH’s providence (vv. 12, 40–55).46 Thus the
plague arrangement functions as a list of events Israel forgot. The plagues are considered
some of YHWH’s greatest exhibitions, with each plague functioning as a theological
polemic against one of the gods of the Egyptian pantheon. The psalmist’s rhetoric is
designed to indict Israel for forgetting YHWH’s most renowned redemptive act: they
“did not keep in mind his power or the day when he redeemed them from the foe.” There
are two historical references that close this section. First, God leads Israel to his “holy

crisis, then this may have a credible connection (“Context,” 84–85). For more discussion on the sources
behind the plagues, see Hiebert, Psalm 78.
44. The third plural suffixes in 78:44–50 have no antecedent. Notice the subject of the third plural
references refer to Israel in vv. 40–42 and then suddenly shift to the Egyptians in vv. 44–50.
45. Campbell, “Contribution,” 56.
46. Psalm 78:12–16 has a different purpose, generally recounting the plagues, the Red Sea crossing,
YHWH’s guidance in the cloud and light, and the water he brought forth in the desert as miraculous deeds
Israel forgot.
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hill,” which most likely refers to Mount Sinai (v. 54).47 Second, the psalmist mentions
what appears to be a reference to the conquest, when YHWH drove out the other nations
and apportioned the land to his people (v. 55).
Stanza 2 (78:56–58)
The second recital also juxtaposes Israel’s responses with YHWH’s deeds (v. 56). The
waw attached to the piel verb is best understood as a strong contrastive and thus a textual
marker: …w;sÅn◊yÅw “but Israel tested” (or as the NRSV translates it “Yet Israel tested”). Once
again, Israel rebelled against God and did not keep his decrees, acting just as their
ancestors had acted—by turning their backs toward God. The word tvq is used in both
78:9 (b∂rVq MwøyV;b …wkVpDh tRv∂q_yEmwør yéqVvwøn MˆyårVpRa_y´nV;b) and 78:57 (hD¥yIm√r tRv®qV;k …wkVÚpVh‰n MDtwøbSaA;k …wd◊…gVbˆ¥yAw …wgO;sˆ¥yÅw),
which suggests the two words form an inclusio intended to reveal a trajectory of
Ephraim’s behavior and the resulting divine punishment. Psalm 78:58 is reminiscent of
the latter prophetic indictments against Israelite idolatry, suggesting that the historical
retelling has skipped ahead in v. 58 to a time after Israel had settled in Canaan.48 The
phrase MDtwømDb is a typical designation of altars and pagan worship locations. Idolatry was a
clear violation of the monotheistic demands in Israel’s covenant with YHWH (“You shall

47. It is also possible that the “holy hill” is Jerusalem. However, Clifford does not believe this is Mount
Zion. He believes vv. 44–51 and Exod 15:1–12 correspond and vv. 52–55 to Exod 15:13–18. He follows
Cross’s assumption that this is an Israelite adaption of the ancient storm god myth. Zion does not become a
subject until the end of the chapter (Traditions, 135). Peter Gentry in Kingdom Through Covenant
(Wheaton: Crossway, 2012), 212, 227, believes v. 54 describes the event of the exodus in which the Lord
brought Israel to Canaan, but the terms used to describe the land depict it in Edenic terms as a mountain
sanctuary.
48. “High places” were dedicated to idol worship and thus condemned in Israel (Num 33:52; Lev 26:30;
Isa 16:12). High places were often accompanied with shrines, altars, and sacred objects identified with the
object of worship (like the calves in Dan and Bethel 1 Kgs 12:25f). The Israelites began to practice idolatry
when they worshipped and built high places for Baal (Jer 32:35). The beginning of Israel’s decline into
idolatry can be seen when Solomon established idolatrous high places for his foreign wives outside of
Jerusalem and worshiped with them (1 Kgs 11:11).
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have no other gods before me”), and the psalmist wants readers to know that Israel’s
rebellion has gone to an extreme.
Stanza 3 (78:59–64)
Like 78:21, 78:59 begins with the anthropomorphic “God heard.” This does not mean
that God “all of the sudden” learned of this; instead, the phrase functions as a rhetorical
device to show that YHWH’s tolerance had reached its limit. Ross correctly interprets
YHWH’s utter rejection of Israel as a withdrawal of YHWH’s protective power.49
The reference to Shiloh in 78:60 has generated much discussion in the scholarly
community because it points to a possible date for the psalm.50 What event is the psalmist
referring to in vv. 60–61?51 The later antithetical parallels appear to suggest the psalmist
is contrasting Shiloh with Jerusalem as the true location of God’s sanctuary (vv. 67–69).
A second clue may be found in the phrase rDx_dÅyVb wø;t√rAaVpItVw wΩΩzoU yIbVÚvAl NE;tˆ¥yÅw (78:61; cf. 132:8).52

49. Ross says that the withdrawal of this power meant destruction would come (Psalms, 664).
50. This reference has stimulated much debate over the date of the psalm. Several scholars argue for a
pre-exilic date. Anthony Campbell makes one of the most compelling arguments for an early date, but his
argument rests on the assumption that Ephraim-Jacob-Joseph is not to be identified as the Northern
Kingdom, nor Judah with the Southern Kingdom. Those names represent the old order of Shiloh in
Ephraim and the new order in Jerusalem associated with Judah (“Contribution,” 51–79). Mark Leuchter
also interprets Ephraim this way in “The Reference to Shiloh in Psalm 78,” HUCA 77 (2006): 1–31.
Dahood believes that the omission of the fall of Samaria implies that it had not yet fallen; thus Ps 78
reflects a Judean reaction to the Northern tribes’ revolt against the power Judah had accumulated. Mitchell
Dahood, Psalms II: 51—100 (AB 17; Garden City: Doubleday, 1968), 238–39. Paula Hiebert argues for an
early date based on archaic linguistic verb forms found throughout the chapter (Psalm 78, 106). See also B.
D. Eerdmans, The Hebrew Book of Psalms (Leiden: Brill, 1947), 379. Some, such as Haglund, date the
psalm to pre-exilic times but not as early as the tenth century BCE (Motifs, 95, 100). Other scholars date
the psalm much later. Tate notes that H. Kraus believed Ps 78 was part of both the Deuteronomist’s circle
and the Chronicler’s history. H. Kraus, Psalms 60–150: A Commentary (trans. H.C. Oswald from 5th ed.;
Minneapolis: Ausburg, 1989) cited by Tate, Psalms, 285. Hermann Gunkel argued for a post-exilic date,
theorizing that such an anti-Northern tribal polemic better reflected an anti-Samaritan attitude of early
Judaism; see Die Psalmen (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1968), 342. It is difficult to understand
the reference to Shiloh if it had been written after the fall of Samaria. If God had rejected the North and
accepted the South, what better proof to shore up the argument than mentioning the fall of Samaria?
51. Shiloh was the location where Joshua settled the tent of meeting that housed the Ark of the Covenant.
52. See G. H. Davies, “The Ark in the Psalms,” in Promise and Fulfillment (ed. F. F. Bruce; Edinburgh:
T&T Clark, 1963), 51–61. It should also be notes that the LXX has the 3rd plural suffix in both cases: th\n
i˙scu\n aujtw◊n kai« th\n kallonh\n aujtw◊n which could argue against “power” referring to the Ark of the
Covenant.
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Most versions translate this “and delivered his power to captivity, his glory to the hand of
the foe.” Could “his power” be referring to the Ark of the Covenant stored at Shiloh? One
possibility is to identify the “captivity” with Hophni and Phinehas’s ambitious campaign
that resulted in the ark being lost to the Philistines (1 Sam 4). The poetic description of
the priests dying and widows lamenting also match Eli’s sons dying and Phinehas’s
widow dying in premature childbirth, unable to mourn her husband (1 Sam 4:17–22). As
Tate notes, the loss of the ark created a major theological crisis for Israel because the ark
was the sign of God’s presence.53 John Walton’s proposal accurately describes this
scenario. He argues that the period from the capture of the ark to the ark’s arrival in
Jerusalem (1 Sam 4—2 Sam 6) is a transitional period in the history of Israel. Walton
calls this period YHWH’s “self-imposed” exile, as signaled by the capture of the ark.54
YHWH brought death to his people, such an extensive death that young men and even
priests were killed, and the young women had no marriage song nor did the widows even
weep. The death-inducing captivity of the ark was the result of God’s judgment on
Israel.55
Reflection of the Second Recital (78:65–72)
Psalm 78:65 marks another major transition in the recital. The psalmist interrupts the
recital with a rhetorical anthropomorphism to describe YHWH: “Then the Lord awoke as

53. Perhaps one could argue against this that though the loss of the ark brought punishment to Hophni,
Phinehas, and Eli, the majority of the punishment was directed toward the Philistines. Another possibility is
that vv. 62–64 refer to the Assyrian captivity of the Northern Kingdom in 722 BCE since Shiloh represents
the cultic center of the Northern Kingdom and thus is a metonymy for the entire Northern Kingdom which
fell Assyria. The Syr. translation of “his power” as “his people” suggests this is how those translators might
have interpreted the captivity.
54. John Walton, Covenant (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 65, 101. This would fit well with the
psalmist’s description of YHWH’s leaving and then suddenly awaking as a drunk from his stupor v. 65.
55. Note v. 62 which says YHWH’s wrath was directed towards wøtDlSjÅnVb…w.
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from sleep like a warrior shouting because of wine” (NRSV).56 The waw consecutive is a
literary marker that begins the last stanza and signals the end of a period of divine
inactivity in Israel. This verse also pictures YHWH as a strong man who is suddenly
roused from a drunken stupor to rush to the aid of his people.57 Hiebert believes the
imagery of YHWH in a stupor has a powerful implication: “The implication is that the
sorry plight of the Ephraimites is the result of YHWH’s sleep.”58 YHWH withdrew his
protective force, allowing an enemy to oppress Israel as judgment for their rebellion and
idolatry. However, the time came when he arose from his stupor and resumed control.
The psalmist introduces new characters in vv. 67–72, and they form the climax of
the message. There is an ABBA chiastic structure in vv. 67–68.59
A
A

He (YHWH) rejected the tent of Joseph60
B
The tribe of Ephraim he did not choose
B
But he chose the tribe of Judah
Mt. Zion, which he loves

Clifford argues that YHWH did not reject the Northern tribes; rather, the issue is
the location of YHWH’s chosen sanctuary.61 Campbell agrees that Ephraim/Jacob/Joseph

56. Tate advises not to overlook Baal traditions that picture the deity sleeping (294; cf. 1 Kgs 18:27). In
the ANE, there is no negative connotation between gods and intoxication. For more information see
Hiebert, Psalm 78, 52fn109–10. See also Pss 7:7; 35:23; 44:24; and 59:5–6 picture God sleeping and then
awaking to save his people.
57. YHWH hands his people over to r`Dx in v. 61 and is the reason I do not believe r`Dx in v. 66 is Israel.
58. Hiebert, Psalm 78, 201.
59. Clifford sees some intertextual similarities between this and 1 Sam 15:26–28 (“Samuel said to Saul,
‘I will not return with you; for you have rejected the word of the LORD, and the LORD has rejected you
from being king over Israel.’ As Samuel turned to go away, Saul caught hold of the hem of his robe, and it
tore. And Samuel said to him, ‘The LORD has torn the kingdom of Israel from you this very day, and has
given it to a neighbor of yours, who is better than you.’” Cf. 16:1–13). In fact, the same words sam and rjb
are used in both 1 Sam 15:26–28, 16:1–13, and Ps 78:67–68.
60. The root of the Heb. word lha is used as a symbolic name for Samaria in Ezek 23.
61. Clifford, Traditions, 137. Admittedly at this point in the psalm, it becomes increasingly difficult to
identify Ephraim. It appears that Ephraim is used as a metonymy; but what does it represent? It could
represent the entire Northern Kingdom, the cultic system, or perhaps the sanctuary that was located in the
North. If it does refer to the Northern Kingdom, what connection does the North have with David’s
election? Furthermore, what role does the Shiloh sanctuary have in this rejection?
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is not to be identified with the northern kingdom people, but refers to the old cultic order
associated with Shiloh. In other words, the pre-Jerusalem Shiloh cultic system era has
been rejected and the Israel of Davidic Jerusalem has been elected.62 According to
Clifford and Campbell, YHWH rejected Shiloh, the tent where he dwelt with mankind (v.
60); in its place, he chose David and Zion (his sanctuary is described as “like the heavens,
like the earth he established it forever” v. 69). But Clifford and Campbell’s position does
not answer all the questions. If the emphasis of the psalm is on the transfer of sanctuary
location, why conclude the psalm by emphasizing the rise of David and his leadership
skills (vv. 70–72)? Why does the psalmist use the phrases “tribe of Ephraim” in contrast
to the “tribe of Judah” if the emphasis is solely on the location of the sanctuary? If the
psalm refers entirely to the northern tribe, why recount a history of Israel’s sins prior to
the divided kingdom?
The parallelism between vv. 59–71 indicates who is rejected and who is chosen.
Notice that the names Jacob/Israel designate God’s people while Shiloh and Mt. Zion
locate the two dwellings of YHWH’s presence.

62. Campbell, “Psalm 78,” 61. The emphasis on the loss of the ark at Shiloh (78:60) and the tent of
Joseph (78:67) in contrast to the sanctuary at Zion (78:69) could support this position. In fact, there are
several observable parallels. First, Jerusalem and Shiloh are the two locations where God has dwelled with
his people. “Mount Zion which he loves” echoes v. 54, “the mountain which his right hand created.”
Second, 78:70–71 parallels 78:52, 55 as observed in the use of the words Nax and ljn (“He chose his servant
David, and took him from the sheep. He brought him to be the shepherd of Jacob, his people, of Israel his
heritage—“then he led forth his people like sheep…v. 52, …he apportioned them for a heritage…” v. 55).
Clinton McCann, Psalms (NIB 4; Nashville: Abingdon, 1996), 992, adds, “Given the historical references
and probable allusions in 78:60–66, and given the fact that Shiloh was in Ephraimite territory, v. 67 may be
an allusion to God’s abandonment of Shiloh and eventual move to Jerusalem (vv. 68–69).” Furthermore,
the chiastic arrangement in 78:67–68 contrasts the tent of Joseph with Mount Zion.
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Those Rejected:

Those Chosen:

Israel v. 59

Israel/Jacob v. 71

Shiloh v. 60

Mt Zion v. 68

Tent of Joseph v. 67

David v. 70

Tribe of Ephraim v. 67

Tribe of Judah v. 68

The text does not specifically reveal the date this occurred. Marvin Tate believes
the fall of Shiloh and the rejection of Ephraim are two separate occasions.63 His position
can be supported by the text if one interprets vv. 65–66 as a pause between Shiloh’s
abandonment (when the Philistines captured the ark) and Israel’s rejection (presumably
the Assyrian captivity). However, vv. 65–67 could be interpreted as simultaneous events.
In v. 62, God vented his wrath on his wøtDlSjÅn and the same word, wøtDlSjÅn, is used in v. 71
synonymously with “Jacob,” “his people,” and “Israel.” God still has wøtDlSjÅn and his people
are still known as “Israel.”64 The presence of this word could suggest that v. 67 does not
begin a new unit or mark a separate occasion. Rather, v. 67 is a further elaboration of
what happened in vv. 59–64, meaning that David’s selection begins a new era for the
nation.
Generally speaking, we can conclude that the psalmist is justifying God’s election
of David. The fact that YHWH’s dwelling has been secured in Zion is a sign that Judah is
God’s choice. In harmony with 2 Sam 7, David’s rise from the fields to the throne is the
result of divine selection (vv. 70–72). God has taken him from shepherding sheep to
shepherding his people. One of David’s first acts was to make Jerusalem his capital city
63. Tate, Psalms, 294–95.
64. The word is also used in v. 55; but there the context and construction hDlSjÅn lRbRjV;b suggest it refers to a
designated region of land.

45
and to bring the ark, the sign of God’s presence, into the city (2 Sam 6). The presence of
the ark symbolized a new period in Israel; but the “most precious emblem of God’s
presence with Israel was David himself, the chosen king.”65 Ross believes the psalmist
was content to leave the conclusion as he did because the main point is that this people,
“in whom God had invested so much, but who so frequently rebelled against God, needed
a central sanctuary and a faithful guide if they were to continue as the people of God.”66
The verbs in vv. 68–70 underscore YHWH’s intent: he “chose the tribe of Judah,”
“he loves Mt. Zion,” “he built his sanctuary,” and “he chose David” as his special servant
to shepherd the people. A major shift has occurred in the identification of God’s people.
No longer is wøtDlSjÅn associated with Shiloh or Ephraim. Those pre-David metonymies
represent a dark and rebellious period that led YHWH to begin anew with the election of
Judah, Jerusalem, and David. It appears that the negative aspects of Israel’s relationship
were embodied in the Shiloh cult system and the tribe of Ephraim. However, a new era
has begun—an era marked by a new prominent tribe, a new sanctuary location, and a new
king.
The Kerygma of Ps 78
Before exploring the kerygmatic function of Ps 78, it is important to survey briefly the
variety of ways this psalm has been interpreted. Bernard Duhm believed the psalmist was
proving that the Ephraimites had always been rejected as a tribe.67 Herman Gunkel and
Kraus believe it served more of a general theological function to warn successive
generations not to repeat the mistakes of the previous generation.68 Gunkel thinks the

65. Tate, Psalms, 295.
66. Ross, Psalms, 665.
67. Bernhard Duhm, Die Psalmen (Freiburg: J. C. B. Mohr, 1899), 201, 206.
68. Die Psalmen 341.
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election of David and Zion was recast into a sacred epic, or, in his words, a
heilsgeschichte. He theorizes that the psalm functioned as a post-exilic, anti-Samaritan
document.69 Sigmund Mowinckel believes the psalm served as a theodicy to defend
God’s judgment against the Northern Kingdom.70 Josef Hofbauer interprets it as a
political statement against the North, urging the North to turn loyalty to Judah, David,
and Jerusalem.71 R. P. Carroll describes it as an origin myth to explain how Judah became
the dominant leadership tribe.72 Similarly, Paula Hiebert focuses on Jerusalem as a
neutral site, unaffiliated with any tribes, and the cleverness of David in bringing the
Ephraimite priest, Abiathar, to serve alongside Zadok in the sanctuary. She sees the
psalm as an attempt to convince Northerners that a new era or order has been established
with the kingship of David.73 Campbell simply believes the psalm is a theological
interpretation of the events from Shiloh to Jerusalem.74
The psalmist provides three clues that his historical rehearsal has a kerygmatic
function. First, he expects Israel’s story to be transmitted to successive generations (vv.
3–6). Second, the words “parable” and “riddle/dark saying” suggest the history has a
continually relevant truth that is not immediately self-evident, requiring meditation and
re-contextualization (v. 2). Finally, the psalmist warns his audience not to repeat the
previous generation’s mistakes (vv. 7–8). An exploration of the content, function,
context, and form also point to a kerygmatic function.

69. Psalmen, 2. 548.
70. Sigmund Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel’s Worship (New York: Abingdon, 1967), II:112.
71. Josef Hofbauer, “Psalm 77/78,” ZKT 89 (1967): 41–50.
72. R. P. Carroll, “Psalm LXXVIII: Vestiges of a Tribal Polemic,” VT 21 (1971): 133–50.
73. Hiebert adds that the psalm is not anti-Northern and in no way denigrates Ephraim, even though it
contains a record of northern Israel’s wrongs. She believes that the Pentateuchal source material used
throughout the psalm does not reflect the southern traditions of J and P (Psalm 78, 203–205).
74. Campbell, “Psalm 78,” 225.
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Content
What reality about YHWH is revealed in Ps 78? There are several revelations about God
through direct statements about his person and non-verbal actions that demonstrate his
character.75 The psalmist lists one of YHWH’s most notable attributes in a direct
statement: “Yet he, being compassionate” (v. 38). Several events are recounted that also
reveal more about his character. For instance, YHWH revealed his power in the Exodus
events (vv. 12–13; 43–51) and his provision in the wilderness (vv. 14–30; 52–55). One of
the more illuminating revelations is YHWH’s choice of David, Jerusalem, and Judah. At
first glance, this revelation does not appear to fit the criteria of content. However, the
rhetorical flow of the chapter reveals that YHWH’s selection of David was a
demonstration of his mercy. Most of the content contrasts YHWH with Israel. Though
the content is about YHWH, it is also functions kerygmatically, as the following
trajectory demonstrates:
Recital of history in three stanzas76
1. God’s provision (vv. 12–16)
2. Israel’s negative response (vv. 17–20)
3. God’s judgment (vv. 21–31)
YHWH’s solution: He forgives Israel (vv. 32–39)
75. I label them as indirect because they do not make formal declarations about YHWH.
76. The psalmist twice uses a progressive pattern of YHWH’s provision—Israel’s rebellion—YHWH’s
punishment—YHWH’s mercy. The pattern comes in each of the psalmist’s major recitals of history. The
first recital of history (vv. 12–32) comes in three stanzas. The first stanza focuses on God’s gracious and
abundant provision for his people (vv. 12–16). The second is Israel’s negative response of unbelief (vv. 17–
20). The third stanza focuses on God’s judgment (vv. 21–31). The first recital is followed by a reflection on
God’s compassionate mercy to forgive his people despite their obstinacy (vv. 32–39). The second recital,
like the first, retells YHWH’s great deeds in the exodus event (vv. 40–55). Yet again, Israel responded
poorly (vv. 56–58) causing God to take drastic measures (vv. 59–64). Both historical recitals conclude with
YHWH’s judgment against them, but the second recital is more intense, leading YHWH to completely
reject Ephraim/tent of Joseph. Clifford adds, “Corresponding to the sequel of the first recital in vv. 33–41,
vv. 65–72 describe the intervention of the Lord in a new battle for Israel, his rejection of the tent of
Joseph/tribe of Ephraim, and the choosing of a new shrine at Zion in the tribe of Judah, and a servant
David” (Clifford, Traditions, 136). The psalmist presents the second reflection so poetically: YHWH wakes
up from sleep, conquers the enemy, and then chooses David and Jerusalem. The first recital ended with
YHWH’s merciful willingness to forgive his people. Following the second recital, his mercy is once again
seen, but this time in the selection of David, Judah, and Jerusalem.
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Recital of history in three stanzas
1. God’s provision (vv. 40–55)
2. Israel’s negative response (vv. 56–58)
3. God’s judgment (vv. 59–64)
YHWH’s solution: He chooses David/Judah/Jerusalem (vv. 67–72)
Notice how the psalmist’s content is about YHWH and how Israel is presented as
his foil, providing the basis for kerygmatic function of motivating Israel to “not forget the
works of God and obey his commands” (v. 7). The content points to YHWH and his will
but does so by connecting YHWH and Israel’s complicated history. The psalmist’s
presentation is anthropocentrically centered on Israel’s negative behavior as an improper
response to YHWH’s provision. For instance, Ps 105:40ff. is a positive recollection of the
wilderness period. YHWH provided them guidance, food, and water when they needed it.
But notice, for instance, how Ps 78:22ff is a negative description of the wilderness.
YHWH provided food and water but Israel responded with no faith (v. 22) and
ingratitude (v. 29). The last stanza (vv. 40–72) points to both the limits of YHWH’s
mercy (in rejecting Joseph/Ephraim) and the lengths of his mercy (in choosing
David/Judah). Unlike Israel, YHWH is thoroughly committed to continue his part of the
covenant, as witnessed in his selection of David.
Function
Childs’s assumption about kerygmatic function coincides neatly with the purpose of the
psalmist (vv. 1–8). The introduction states the purpose in vv. 1, 4, and 6 with the
intention of motivating a response (vv. 7–8). The author’s kerygmatic intentions are
clearly expressed in 78:7–8: “so that they [Israel] should set their hope in God, and not
forget the works of God, but keep his commandments; and that they should not be like
their ancestors, a stubborn and rebellious generation, a generation whose heart was not
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steadfast, whose spirit was not faithful to God.” The psalmist also declares, “I will open
my mouth in a parable; I will utter dark sayings of old” (v. 2). Furthermore, his method of
delivery (twødyIj) means more investigation will be needed to understand the story he is
about to tell. The implication is that he is interpreting Israel’s story in a new light, one
that will hopefully lead Israel to set their hope in God (v. 7).
So, the psalmist declares his kerygmatic intent in the introduction (vv. 1–8), and
the rhetorical flow appears to be designed to motivate obedience by “remembering”
Israel’s checkered past with YHWH.77 However, the motivation has a positive element in
it, not by condemning Israel, but by lifting up YHWH’s choice of David as a sign of his
gracious willingness to continue his relationship with Israel. Thus, the psalm concludes
with a positive call for obedience rather than a threat of punishment. The two historical
recitals are filled with examples of Israel’s rebelliousness and God’s subsequent
punishment, suggesting that Israel needed a supervisor; and David is the skilled leader
who can lead the rebellious people. The author may be using symbolism in his
description of David rising from the sheepfolds to the throne. The psalmist poetically
describes David’s journey: wøtDlSjÅn lEa∂rVcˆyVb…w wø;mAo bOqSoÅyV;b twøo√rIl wøayIbTh twølDo rAjAaEm (“from tending the
nursing ewes he brought him to be the shepherd of his people Jacob, of Israel, his
inheritance” v. 71). David’s pastoral care prepared him to be the king that YHWH
desired. He had “tended” infant sheep: but now he MEj◊nÅy wyDÚpA;k twøn…wbVtIb…w wøbDbVl MOtV;k MEo√rˆ¥yÅw (“with
upright heart he tended them, and guided them with skillful hand” v. 72). The psalm
begins with a desire to restore guidance to the next generations of Israel, and ends with
the kind of guide from whom successive generations could learn.

77. Edward L. Greenstein, “Mixing Memory and Design: Reading Psalm 78,” Proof 10 (1990): 197–218.
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There are no less than seven interjected accusations throughout the psalm (vv. 7,
22, 32, 35, 37, 42, and 57). These indictments either focus on Israel’s lack of faith or their
lack of memory, reinforcing the kerygmatic purpose of the psalm. For the psalmist,
memory is a catalyst for faithfulness, and a periodic history lesson is the perfect stimulant
for memory.
Context
A complete reconstruction of the context of the psalm is difficult, but there are clues to a
historical context. Generally speaking, the psalmist believes this historical recital can
help “successive generations” learn to avoid repeating the mistakes of their ancestors (vv.
4–8). On at least four occasions the author directs the Israelites to tell their heritage to
their children. He also encourages them to commit the story to memory and keep
YHWH’s commandments (vv. 4–6).
More specifically, there are some clues for uncovering the context in the
references to characters (Ephraim, David, Joseph, Judah), places (Shiloh, Mount Zion,
and Jerusalem), and events (Exodus, plagues, wilderness, the abandonment of Shiloh and
rejection of Ephraim). The tribe of Ephraim is a major character in this historical
recapitulation (v. 9), primarily because an inclusio is formed by the introduction of
Ephraim in v. 9 and the conclusion that highlights Ephraim’s rejection in v. 67: “The
Ephraimites, armed with the bow, turned back on the day of battle (v. 9); He rejected the
tent of Joseph, he did not choose the tribe of Ephraim” (v. 67). “Ephraim” commonly
designates the Northern Kingdom in the OT prophetic literature meaning it could be used
the same way here. However, since the psalmist presents David as the solution to Israel’s
complicated history, it is difficult to imagine how David would be the cure to the
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rebellious Northern Kingdom considering he died before the kingdom divided. This
means it is impossible to be dogmatic in interpreting “Ephraim.” Generally speaking, it is
possible to argue that Ps 78 was written for a post-Davidic Israel, to explain not only how
David came to be king but also why. The psalmist claimed he was retelling history in a
parable.78 The context suggests that the psalmist’s speech-act is a parable/riddle in itself
(“I will speak in a parable/I will utter dark sayings,” v. 2). It seems that the present
generation can only avoid repeating the mistakes of the past generation by understanding
its own history; but that history needs interpreting.79 Therefore, the psalmist retells
Israel’s history as a parabolic story to promote faithfulness. One wonders whether the
average Israelite would have concluded that David was YHWH’s solution for the
community’s infidelity, especially considering how the historical recital consistently
notes how many times YHWH punished Israel for their insurrection (vv. 21–31, 59–62,
67). Thus, the author has unveiled a lesson from Israel’s history that otherwise might go
unnoticed if not revealed. YHWH’s solution at the end of the parabolic story is to appoint
David as King.
While the exact date of the composition of this psalm is difficult to determine, we
can conclude that Ps 78 was written to communicate what the reality of God means for
the post-Davidic monarchal period.80 Ross wisely advises all analysts: “Whatever the

78. Is the riddle the psalmist’s method for retelling Israel’s history; or is the riddle a conclusion from the
history of Israel?
79. Tate believes the mystery is the “paradox of Israel’s inability to trust God’s great acts of deliverance,
despite the long continued and repeated nature of those acts. The story of YHWH’s relationship with Israel
is truly full of riddles” (Psalms, 281). On the other hand, Campbell believes the psalmist’s interpretation of
David’s election is the riddle (“Contribution,” 60–61).
80. Since history is recorded after an event, the psalm must have been written sometime after David’s
ascension to the throne. Considering the time necessary to interpret history, it seems appropriate to assume
a considerable amount of time had passed between David’s kingship and this psalm. It is plausible that the
captivity, mentioned in v. 61, had changed the circumstances, perhaps to a point that God’s people were
having trouble navigating or understanding their present circumstances, in particular the epistemic crisis of
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occasion for the composition, its message would have been relevant to the people at any
time, especially the people of Judah who had been given the trust of the sanctuary.”81 He
adds, “It [historical retelling] does in hymnic form what the historical narratives did in
greater detail—report the great wonders of YHWH and warn the people not to forget
those works.”82 McCann adds,
Indeed the primary purpose of the historical recitals seems to be the
creation of a community, that, despite its own failures and faithlessness,
lives in hope (v. 7) as a result of the faithfulness and forgiveness of God
(v. 38). In fact, this may be the solution to the psalmist’s riddle (v. 2),
which by inference can be stated as follows: “How can the recollection of
a history of failure lead to a future hope?'83
Form
As mentioned earlier, this psalm is often classified as a historical psalm because it
recounts portions of Israel’s history. However, that designation can be misleading if it
does not include some aspect of function. This is because the term “historical psalm”
usually refers to the content of historical events in the psalm. Thus, the term fails to
consider the function of the events described. In a general sense, the historical
the exile (whether Shiloh or Assyria). A metanarrative approach might also help clarify the earlier
mentioned debate concerning 78:67–72. The ambiguous reference “tent of Joseph” and “Ephraim” can
refer to either the Northern Kingdom or the earlier sanctuary location. However, if the psalmist is attacking
the Northern Kingdom, why mention a whole history of all Israel’s sins and not a specific list of Northern
Kingdom sins? In addition, two tribes and two locations are contrasted (vv. 67–68). The Jerusalem
sanctuary seems to stand out in the psalmist’s description because it was built “like the heavens and like the
earth.” Yet, if the psalmist is primarily referring to sanctuary locations, why the specific reference to David
being God’s servant (vv. 70–72)? Perhaps the psalm was a theological answer to an epistemic crisis created
by an exile, whether Shiloh or Assyria. We also see two traditions being merged, perhaps for the first time,
depending on the date. If this is the case, then the psalmist may be interpreting Israelite history in order to
introduce a new tradition into the already existing Israelite metanarrative.
81. Ross, Psalms, 650.
82. Ibid. A simple recital of Israel’s history likely would not conclude in David’s election as the psalmist
does in Ps 78; perhaps this is why the psalmist declares he is uttering a riddle. The rhetorical flow of the
structure the emphasis on David suggests that God’s choice of David appears to be the mystery that the
average reader would not solve.
83. McCann, Psalms, 992. Walter Brueggemann proposes a similar yet more nuanced purpose of this
historical psalm. For Brueggemann, the retelling of God’s past actions perpetuates an “abiding
astonishment” in which every generation of Israel is invited to participate in the drama of fidelity to
YHWH, which is asserted as the most elemental and reliable fact in Israel’s life (Abiding, 21).
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recapitulation is kerygmatic—an appeal to the past as a warning to the present audience
(78:1). Therefore, the function of the psalm must be included in the discussion of its
form.
The psalmist accepts the early history of Israelite metanarrative (e.g., patriarchs,
exodus, conquest), but reshapes it in order that it might still apply to his audience. In
some ways, the psalmist is also reshaping Israelite history by re-forming it. He has taken
narrative history and retold it in poetic form; therefore, part of the definition of reshaping
should include this attention to the form. There are several potential reasons for the reforming. Transferring the content from a narratival form to a poetic form naturally
requires some abbreviation of the material. However, just enough content was maintained
for it to continue to be recognized as history.
To illustrate these points about form, compare the historical references in vv. 11–
22 with their OT referents.84 The psalmist accuses Israel of neglecting to meditate on
YHWH’s love for them (v. 11) and not trusting in YHWH’s abilities (v. 22). The history
found between these two accusations (vv. 12–21) is used as evidence to support the two
indictments. The author perceived that his context needs a reminder about positively
responding to YHWH. Thus, he reshaped history to remind his audience that their
ancestors did not meditate enough on their relationship with YHWH and responded
negatively. Therefore, the history recorded in vv. 12–21 has been reshaped into
incriminating evidence against ancient Israel’s sins and vv. 11 and 22 are the indictments
that occur at the beginning and end of this section. The kerygmatic implication for the
present generation of Israelites is to be aware of their ancestor’s mistakes.
84. Psalm 78:13 condenses Exod 14 into one line; v. 14 with Exod 13:21–22; vv. 15–16 with Exod
15:22–27, 17:6; vv. 17–20 with Exod 16 and/or Num 1; vv. 19–20 with Exod 16–17; v. 21 with Num 11:1–
3.
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Along with Childs’s four criteria, the rhetorical analysis also gives some unique
insight into what the psalmist is doing. He appeals to past tradition, with special
rhetorical emphasis on Israel’s rebelliousness versus YHWH’s grace. The conclusion of
the historical retelling specifically points to God’s rejection of Ephraim, which was both
judgment and grace at the same time. Ephraim’s rejection satisfied YHWH’s justice but
also paved the way for his grace. YHWH could renew the vision he had for his people
with David. These particular events recalled in the psalm are consistent with other
content in the HB. One might object that the content is not consistent because no other
psalm or historical retelling explicitly claims YHWH rejected Ephraim and chose David.
However, the way we have defined content points beyond Ephraim and David to the God
of Ephraim and David. YHWH’s rejection of Ephraim and choice of David are
interpreted by the psalmist as a sign of YHWH’s grace.85 The function of this psalm’s
content is to produce obedience and fidelity in the successive generations of Israelite
(78:1–8). The context of the psalm is the successive generations of Israelites; and each
successive generation creates a new and different context. Therefore, the psalmist writes
in a way that allows a continuum in content, flexible enough to allow the content about
the reality YHWH to navigate the changing contexts. In a way, kerygma continues to be
the function, even though differing contexts may demand a change in the form of the
content. In the case of Ps 78, the cultural, tribal, and cultic circumstances of Israel had
changed (and would continue to change); but the psalmist would not leave his audience
oblivious to the significance of the change. The tradition of Israel has not changed, “but

85. This fits the many other presentations of the reality of YHWH in the canon. The rhetorical trajectory
implies this interpretation as the earlier outline demonstrated.
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new insights into its meaning or application for a new generation has arisen.”86 The
psalmist reshaped earlier tradition to fit a new function (history to kerygma), context (new
generation), and form (narrative to poetry). Furthermore, kerygma intends to recommunicate content to make application and the psalmist assumes that Israel’s
relationship with YHWH still matters and continues to be relevant. This means that the
psalmist is re-contextualizing Israel’s past to meet the needs of present Israel. It also
means that the YHWH-Israel relationship will continue but will be experienced in a new
way. If Israelites are to continue to embrace their tradition, they will have to accept
YHWH’s newly chosen city and king.

86. John Walton and D. Brent Sandy, The Lost World of Scripture (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2014),
31.
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CHAPTER THREE: PSALM 105
Structure
Psalm 105 can be outlined into three parts: a doxological introduction (vv. 1–6), a register
of God’s deeds (vv. 7–44), and a conclusion (v. 45). The psalm has a two-fold
movement: simple hymn with an invitation to praise (vv. 1–6) and reasons for the praise
(vv. 7–45).
Richard Clifford believes there are three sections in the psalm: 105:1–6 is an
introductory call to praise; 105:7–11 declares YHWH as Lord of all creation and the one
who remembers his promise of land; and 105:12–45 contains four majors events in the
history of Israel connected to land.1 Clifford also observes the location changes in the
historical recapitulation: vv. 12–15—patriarchs in the land of Canaan, vv. 16–22—Joseph
in the land of Egypt, vv. 23–38—Israel in the land of Egypt, vv. 39–45—Israel led out of
the land into the desert.
There are also several other stylistic literary features in the psalm that signal the
psalmist’s intent. For instance, in the main body of the psalm, Abraham is not only one of
the main characters but he also a literary marker (vv. 7–11; 42–44) because YHWH’s
promise to Abraham forms an inclusio that introduces and concludes the land theme in
the psalm. Some reference to “land” occurs no less than thirteen times in the psalm.2 The
repetition of the words wø;dVbAo (“servant” vv. 6, 17, 25, 26, 42) and wy∂ryIjV;b (“chosen one” vv.
6, 15, 26, 43) suggest they are a secondary theme. The final occurrence of “servant” and
“chosen ones” in vv. 42–43 echoes the first occurrence in 105:6 (which also supports the
aforementioned chiastic structure).
1. Richard Clifford “Style and Purpose in Psalm 105,” Bib 60 (1979): 420–27.
2. X®rRa is used in 105:7, 11, 16, 23, 27, 30, 32, 35, 36, and 44. Even though the word is not used in v. 12,
the pronoun ;hD;b points to “land” as its antecedent. Another word MDl…wb◊…g is used in 105:31, 33.
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There is another literary pattern in 105:17–28. Clifford notes that the initial verbs
salah…salah…samo tie the two episodes together.3 For instance, the pattern occurs in
vv. 17, 20–21 (he sent, he sent, he placed) and is found in vv. 26–27, 28 (he sent, they
placed, he sent). These repetitions suggest that the historical events were carefully
selected and that the author skillfully designed the details of their report. Within this
cleverly designed structure, Clifford also observes a major chiasm in 105:25–29, one that
overlaps with the key words already mentioned.4
A

A

He changed (JKApDh) their heart to hate his people, to plot against his servants
B
He sent (jAlDv) Moses his servant, Aaron whom he chose
C
They placed (…wmDc) among them the words of their signs, and
portents in the land of Ham
B
He sent (jAlDv) darkness and it turned dark, and they rebelled against his
words
He changed (JKApDh) their waters to blood, he killed their fish
Another literary pattern emerges in vv. 31–36 and continues the previously

mentioned emphasis on YHWH’s sovereignty. There is a word play between YHWH’s
sending of pestilence—“there came” aøbÎ¥yÅw rAmDa (v. 31—insects, v. 34—locusts) and “he
smote” JKA¥yÅw (v. 33—vegetation, v. 36—firstborn) which indicates YHWH’s treatment of
Israel versus his treatment of Egypt. Interestingly, YHWH’s provision for Israel is
expressed differently, depending on Israel’s location. Both Egypt and the desert were
harsh locations for Israel; but in Egypt, Israel’s hardship was because of the oppressive
nature of the Egyptians, which YHWH provided for Israel by sending plagues. In the
desert, Israel’s struggle was because of the barren geographical conditions; so YHWH
here provided for Israel.5 The next section (vv. 24–41) concentrates on the movement

3. Clifford, “Style,” 425.
4. Ibid.
5. For this see Anthony Ceresko, who believes 105:23 (“Thus Israel entered Egypt and Jacob sojourned
in the land of Ham,”) is a crucial hinge text because it summarizes the narrative to that point and sets the
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from Egypt to Canaan where the Exodus events display YHWH’s protection of Israel.
Thus, Ceresko’s outline follows the general chronological development within a two-fold
movement centered on the geographical location.
Another literary feature can be found in 105:42–44. The psalmist cleverly
connects the themes of “servant,” “promise,” and “land” together. Clifford notes that
these verses also reformulate the pattern in vv. 37–38 so that the exodus from Egypt and
the exodus from the desert are seen as the result of the patriarchal promise of the land.6
Note the following parallels: MEayIxwø¥yAw in v. 37 is picked up in v. 43, aIxwø¥yÅw (“he brought out”).
“Joy” (NwøcDc) of v. 43 echoes v. 38 “Egypt rejoiced” (MˆyårVxIm jAmDc). Finally, the “wealth of the
nations” in v. 44 may allude to the “silver and gold” of Egypt in v. 37.
Now, it is also possible to outline 105:24–45 by verb structure. Almost every
verse begins with a third person singular verb (“he made,” “he changed,” “he sent,” etc).
Ceresko finds an ABBA chiastic structure in the series (vv. 24, 30; 25, 29; 26, 28) with v.
27 as the centerpiece that breaks the third person singular pattern with a third person
plural verb “they worked.” It establishes a link with the seven-verse unit at the end of the
first half of the psalm (vv. 16–22) to show YHWH’s total control of Egypt’s attack.7
Hermann Gunkel once stated that Ps 105 is “certainly no great work of art.”8 To
the contrary, this psalm is indeed a work of art with subtle literary intricacies, a clearly
defined theme, and an important theological perspective. I will follow a combination of
Clifford and Ceresko’s outline, noting key themes, repetitions, and movement in order to
scene for the next sequence. Anthony Ceresko, “A Poetic Analysis of Ps 105, with Attention to Its Use of
Irony,” Bib 64 (1983): 20–46.
6. Clifford, “Style,” 426.
7. Ibid., 424–25.
8. Hermann Gunkel, Die Psalmen (HKAT 2:20; Gottingen 1926), 458, quoted by Mitchell Dahood in
Psalms III (AB 17; Garden City, 1970), 51. However, Clifford responds, “an overly form-critical approach
emphasizing what the psalm has in common with other psalms on Israel’s history, has led scholars to
neglect the rhetorical particulars of the poem” (“Style,” 420).
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discover the rhetoric of the hymn, the author’s intent, and why he retold the history of
Israel.
Rhetorical Analysis of Psalm 105
Introduction (105:1–6)
Psalm 105:1–6 begins with a call to praise. “Call on his name” could suggest making the
name of YHWH the basis for one’s pleas. As Leslie Allen reminds us, this call is not a
plea for lament but a worshipful praise as in Ps 116:13, 17.9 While v. 1 focuses on the
content of the praise, v. 2 focuses on how it is to be proclaimed—through singing. The
introduction begins with a series of imperatives: “give thanks,” “call,” “make known,”
“sing,” “tell,” “glory,” “seek,” and “remember.” Each command calls upon readers to
invest themselves in understanding and communicating the great acts God has performed.
Psalm 105:6 gives clues as to the possible audience of the psalm with a three-fold
parallelism: “the offspring of Abraham,” “sons of Jacob,” and “his chosen ones.” John
Goldingay adds, “They [readers] are to keep in mind not only the acts of v. 5 but also
their own identity. They are Abraham’s offspring; so what YHWH did with Abraham and
his family (vv. 7–22) is relevant to them.”10 As previously mentioned, two key words
emerge in v. 6: “servant” and “chosen ones” which refer to Abraham and the children of
Israel, respectively. Thus, the statement appeals to Israel’s story, which for the psalmist
begins with Abraham. Even though generations have passed and the circumstances are
different, the psalmist assumes that the story of Abraham has relevance for his listeners.

9. Leslie Allen, Psalms 101—150 (WBC 21; Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2002), 57.
10. John Goldingay, Psalms (BOTC 3; Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 206.
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YHWH’s Deeds in Different Lands (105:6–44)
Psalm 105:7 points the praises of the community to the national deity: “he is YHWH our
God; his decisions are in all the earth.” The psalmist would have his readers know
that …wnyEhølTa is not merely a local deity worshipped by a particular people in one place.11 He
is Israel’s God, to be sure; but he is also the sovereign God X®rDaDh_lDkV;b. (“over all the
earth”). Two words, rDb∂;d and wøtyîrV;b—are paralleled in v. 8 which equate “word” with
“covenant” (“He is mindful forever of his covenant, that is, the word he commanded…”).
Another interesting phrase concludes the verse: rwø;d PRlRaVl which is most likely an allusion
to the final clause of the credo in Exod 34:6–7. It would appear that the psalmist, in
agreement with Exod 34, interprets “forever” synonymously with “a thousand
generations.” Therefore, YHWH’s “word” is sure and in no danger of being
compromised.
But which “covenant/word” does the psalmist refer to? After all, YHWH made
covenants with Noah, Abraham, Moses, and David. The psalmist specifically references
“the covenant he made with Abraham, the oath he swore to Isaac; [the covenant] which
he confirmed to Jacob as a statute, to Israel as an everlasting covenant” (Ps 105:9–10).
There were several promises that YHWH made to Abraham (which continued on to Isaac
and Jacob). He promised a nation, land, name, and a blessing to all nations (Gen 12:1–3).
But the psalmist has in mind one particular promise (v. 11): to you I will give the land of
Canaan as your portion for an inheritance.12 Indeed, very similar statements are made in
Gen 13:15 and 15:18, suggesting that the psalmist has combined those statements in Ps
105:11. Interestingly, the psalmist uses the second person singular ÔKVl (“to you”) in the
11. Ibid.
12. The presence of the qal infinitive rOmaEl at the beginning of the sentence suggests this is a quote.
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first part of the sentence but a second person plural MRkVtAlSjÅn (“your possession”) in the
latter part. This suggests that the promise was to Abraham with continued application to
all of the psalmist’s readers. Psalm 105:7–11 parallel vv. 42–44, forming an inclusio with
Abraham and land as the main themes. In this way, vv. 7–11 function as something of a
poetic thesis statement of the psalm.
Israel in the Land of Canaan (105:12–22)
Psalm 105:12–15 focuses on Abraham and his descendants as nomads in Canaan. It is
important to note that vv. 12–15 are part of a larger section that tracks the movement in
Canaan that eventually ends in Egypt (v. 23). As Goldingay observes, vv. 12–15 are the
first instance of a recurring pattern: things were bad for Israel (vv. 12–13), but YHWH
acted to protect or deliver (vv. 14–15).13 Psalm 105:14–15 (“He allowed no one to
oppress them; he rebuked kings on their account, saying, ‘Do not touch my anointed
ones; do my prophets no harm’”) is a statement of YHWH’s protection over Israel when
they were vulnerable (“When they were few in number, of little account, and strangers in
it, wandering from nation to nation, from one kingdom to another people” vv. 12–13).
The phrase “few in number” is found in multiple Pentateuchal references. First, Jacob
describes himself as few in number when comparing himself to the other people in the
land (Gen 34:20). Second, Moses warned Israel in Deut 4:27 and 7:7 if they [Israel]
turned from YHWH they would be scattered among the nations and only a “few in
number” would survive. Third, “little” and “aliens” echo the very early days of the nation
in Gen 15:13. Goldingay concludes, “The language [of vv. 12–13] encourages people to

13. Goldingay, Psalms, 208.
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make the link between their ancestors’ experience and their own and thus to reckon that
they can be protected and delivered.”14
Historically, it is difficult to identify all of the descriptions and events recalled in
vv. 12–15. For instance, McCann believes that v. 14 may allude to the stories recorded in
Gen 12 and 20 when two foreign kings threatened the safety of Sarah. Likewise,
Goldingay believes the psalmist had the king of Gerar in mind (Gen 21:15).15 However,
the only evidence is that these events “sound” like the Genesis accounts. The psalmist’s
designation of the people as “anointed ones” adds to the perplexity. Perhaps the psalmist
is drawing heavily from the Genesis narrative and is mixing the theme of priests (Gen
12:7–8) with the theme of kingship (Gen 14) and applying those ideas to the leaders of
the ancestral people (to whom God had laid claim and kept under his protection).
Goldingay adds that the descriptions, rebuking and oppression (v. 14), would aptly
describe Israel’s experience in the exile (Deut 28:29, 33; Jer 50:33). The people who
were first described as little and few were nonetheless anointed and protected by their
God. “So the psalm reminds people of when things worked in the right way, as perhaps
they could again…”16 While we know that the psalmist is emphasizing YHWH’s care for
his people, we do not know the exact identity and occasion of his reference; such identity
is best left as a general summation of past days.
Several literary and thematic observations can be made about this section. For
instance, Ceresko interprets Ps 105:18 as a merism—where two seemingly opposing
body parts, the binding of Joseph’s feet and neck, suggest he is completely
14. Ibid. These verses would have significance for a post-exilic community who, although living in their
own land, did not possess the land and would most likely have felt “few in number,” “little,” and even as
“aliens.”
15. Goldingay, Psalms, 209.
16. Ibid.
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immobilized.17 A similar merism occurs in v. 14 (“He allowed no one to oppress them; he
rebuked kings on their account”) suggesting an intentional rhetorical wordplay by the
author.
Ceresko observes several other literary features in this section. First, there is a
chiasmus with “ruler” (vv. 20–21) and “neck” (vv. 18, 22). It begins with wáøvVpÅn “his neck”
(v. 18); lEvOm “ruler” (vv. 20, 21); wøvVpÅnV;b “his pleasure” (v. 22). Second, a;b is repeated in vv.
18 and 19, suggesting that Joseph’s binding lasted for a divinely determined time. Third,
there appears to be a wordplay between wønÎy◊nIq (“his possessions” v. 21) and wyDnéq◊z (“his
elders” v. 22) showing Joseph’s authority. Finally, tårVmIa and ww∂rDb√;d_tRa form a parallel in vv.
19 and 28 contrasting God’s use of Pharaoh to protect Joseph (v. 19) versus God’s use of
the plagues against the Egyptians (v. 28). These features suggest that the psalmist has
gone to great literary lengths to make his rhetoric tightly structured and aurally dramatic.
Each one of these clever literary features accentuates YHWH’s underlying power over
Israel’s oppressors and his providential hand in the life of Joseph.
Ceresko also draws attention to the psalmist’s use of irony in the life of Joseph.18
The first example is found in the double meaning of “servant” in vv. 6, 25, 26, 42, and 43
contra its use in v. 17 where Joseph was sold as a “slave” to a human master only to end
up being a “servant” of God (along with Abraham v. 42 and Moses v. 26). The second
example is found in a double meaning of vpn. Joseph was sold into slavery in which “his
neck” passed through irons (v. 18). However, the same word is used in a different sense
in v. 22, this time meaning “his pleasure.” In one scene, Joseph is a bound slave; but with
YHWH’s help, he became lord of Pharaoh’s house and ruler of his possessions,
17. Ceresko, “Poetic,” 32–33.
18. Ibid., 33–36.
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instructing Pharaoh’s officials from a position of pleasure/privilege. The final instance
connects two separate wordplays between vv. 18 and 37. In the first occurrence, there is a
verbal parallel between Joseph’s neck “going into” (hDaD;b) an iron collar versus the
Israelites “being brought out” [of Egypt] (MEayIxwø¥yAw) with silver and gold. In the second,
Joseph entered Egypt (in an iron collar) and Israel left (with silver and gold). In each of
these clever literary word arrangements, Joseph’s rise from slave to master is a
microcosm of what YHWH has done for his people as a whole. Moreover, the psalmist
seems to be implying that YHWH will continue to do the same for his people. What
looked like a tragedy was instead a comedy because YHWH is committed to his people.
While these literary details may appear to be minutiae, each contributes to the
psalmist’s much larger theological outlook. Each of the literary features, themes, and
interpretive nuances is tied to the overall larger theme of “land.” The reference to the
“land” (v. 16) links this section to the previous one. In this case, the land of Canaan
experienced a terrible famine and God sent one of his own ahead of his people to ensure
they would have food during the famine. What looked like a terrible travesty in the
misfortunes of Joseph turned out to be God’s provision.19
Israel in the Land of Egypt (105:23–38)
A clear transition occurs in v. 23 when the narrative shifts Israel’s location from Canaan
to Egypt. The psalmist uses the Joseph story to draw a contrast between deficiency and
provision. Clifford observes that there are three main actors in this section: God, the
king/Egyptians, and Joseph (who is gifted with the divine word of promise v. 19), and
19. Perhaps this is some support for a post-exilic date. J. Clinton McCann, Psalms (NIB; Abingdon:
Nashville, 1996), 1105 adds that the Joseph story might have provided an encouraging example to the
exilic and post-exilic community. In addition, the idea of selling and slavery might also have significance
to the post-exilic community; and the psalmist may very well be intentional in communicating these ideas
to a post-exilic community who feel as slaves without their land.
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they remain in the story until Moses and Aaron replace Joseph in vv. 23–28.20
Commentators disagree on the proper placement of v. 23 because it can be classified with
either vv. 16–22 or vv. 24–38. However, the chiastic repetition of the Jacob/Israel
parallelism, along with the change in land location (“Ham” vs. “Canaan” in v. 11),
suggests it is a hinge verse concluding vv. 16–22 while introducing vv. 24–38.
The psalmist continues his historical retelling with a concise rehearsal of the
exodus story with two intricate literary features. First, the word Egypt, along with aøbÎ¥yÅw (v.
23), and MEayIxwø¥yAw and MDtaExV;b (vv. 37–38), form an inclusio in vv. 23 and 38.21 This synopsis
of the Exodus narrative contains the Egyptian oppression (v. 25), the mission of Moses
and Aaron (v. 26), and the plagues (vv. 28–36).22 The narrative then closes with a concise
account of the escape from Egypt (vv. 37–38).
Second, Clifford observes two major literary structures that help direct the rhetorical
flow of this section.23 The first feature is the chiastic arrangement in vv. 25–29:
He changed (JKApDh) their heart to hate his people; to plot against his servants
He sent (jAlDv) Moses his servant; Aaron whom he chose
They placed (…wmDc) among them the words of their signs; and
portents in the land of Ham
He sent (jAlDv) darkness and it turned dark; and they rebelled against his
words
He changed (JKApDh) their waters to blood; he killed their fish

20. Clifford, “Style,” 424–25.
21. Ceresko, “Poetic,” 37.
22. This list is missing two of the ten plagues.
23. Clifford, “Style,” 425.
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The second literary feature occurs in vv. 31–40:
He spoke and there came (aøbÎ¥yÅw) insects; lice in all their land
He made their rain hail; flashing fire in their land
He smote (JKA¥yÅw) their vines and their fig trees; he shattered the trees
of their land
He spoke and there came (aøbÎ¥yÅw) locusts; grasshoppers without number
They/he ate all the herbage of their land; they ate the produce of the soil
He smote (JKA¥yÅw) all the firstborn of their land; the first fruits of their
vigor
They asked and there came (aEbÎ¥yÅw) quail; and satisfied them with food from heaven
(v. 40)
A significant amount of academic attention has focused on the number of plagues
listed in this psalm. The reason is simple. Besides the plague narrative in the Exodus
account, Pss 78 and 105 are the only other plague lists in the OT. However, Ps 105 differs
from the others in the number and order of plagues.24 There are two ways to deal with the
differences in this plague list. The first is to assume that Ps 105 is different because there
was a different source or tradition.25
The other explanation for the discrepancy is that the psalmist rearranged the
plagues for theological emphasis.26 Samuel Loewenstamm comments, “The inevitable
conclusion is that the author was not concerned with a faithful reproduction of his

24. The account lists darkness as the first plague and omits two of the ten plagues (fifth and sixth
plagues.
25. Many theories and explanations have been given. See Archie Lee, “Genesis 1 and the Plagues
Tradition in Psalm CV,” VT 3 (1990): 257–63, who notes that many scholars consider the tradition behind
Ps 78 to be an older J or E source while Ps 105 is based on the P tradition. He believes that the fifth and
sixth plagues are omitted because present discrepancies in the final form of the text. See also B. Margulis,
“The Plagues Tradition in Ps 105,” Bib 50 (1969): 491–96. There are some observable connections between
the Exodus account and Ps 105. There are three words for “land” (X®r`Ra, l…wb◊…g, and hDm∂dSa) and each of the three
is found in both accounts, suggesting some knowledge of the Pentateuchal tradition. In addition, the words
l…wb◊…g, and hDm∂dSa are only found in the exodus section of the psalm. See Richard Nysse, “Retelling the
Exodus,” WW 33:2 (2013): 157–65, who points out, “Indeed if there is any remnant of truth to the theories
of multiple prior ‘authors’ such as J, E, D, or P, then even the canonical text of Exodus is already a retelling
of prior narrations.” The quest to locate the original source leaves us with nothing but speculation and
makes no contribution to the rhetoric of the psalm.
26. I take this view because it coincides with the canonical approach of this study.
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‘source’”27 But scholars do not agree on theological explanations. For instance, Lee
believes the psalmist alters the plague list to mimic the structure of Gen 1 in order to
portray God’s power on heaven and earth.28 However, there are no direct references,
allusions, or imagery to connect Ps 105 to Gen 1.
W. Dennis Tucker Jr. believes the list can better be understood in light of the
theme of “land.”29 He writes, “as the psalm progresses through its historical recital of key
events within the history of ancient Israel, the emphasis on land remains steadily just
beneath the surface.” In fact, Tucker’s observations provide perhaps the best explanation
for the omission of the fifth and sixth plagues. Psalm 105 lists the plagues in this order:
darkness (9th according to Exodus), water to blood (1st), frogs (2nd), flies (4th), gnats (3rd),
thunder, hail, and fire (7th), locusts (8th), and the death of the firstborn.30 The Hebrew
word X®rRa occurs almost as a formulaic conclusion in eight of the ten plagues in the
Exodus account.31 Tucker reasons that the emphasis on land in the psalm, coupled with
the concluding formula that mentions “land,” explains the omission of the fifth and sixth
plagues. His point is supported by the absence of X®rRa in the fifth (Exod 9:6) and the sixth

27. Samuel Loewenstamm, “The Number of Plagues in Psalm 105,” Bib 52 (1971): 34–38.
28. This would explain why darkness is the first plague mentioned by the psalmist. He then parallels the
days of the creation week as he sees them in the psalm. For instance, the first day of creation saw the
creation of light (which explains why the psalmist listed darkness first). Then God separated the waters and
populated them on days 2 and 5, paralleling the second plague in v. 29 (waters to blood and fish dying).
Finally, days 3 and 6 and the dividing of the land, creation of living creatures on the land, and the first
humans parallels the frogs, flies, and gnats in vv. 30–31 and the destruction of the vegetation and first born
(vv. 32–36). Archie Lee, “Genesis 1,” 257. See also T. Booij, “The Role of Darkness in Psalm CV 28,” VT
39 (1989): 209–14, who argues that darkness is being personified by the psalmist. He conducts a linguistic
analysis of 105:28.
29. W. Dennis Tucker, “Revisiting the Plagues in Psalm CV,” VT 55:3 (2005): 401–11.
30. Tucker notes that the death of the firstborn is the only plague appearing in Pss 78, 105, 135, and 136,
suggesting that is was the governing image of the plague narratives in general (“Revisiting,” 406).
31. Exodus 10:22; 7:20–21; 8:6; 8:24; 8:17; 9:23 10:14–15 (all numbers from Eng. texts. The MT
numbering is different). Even the death of the firstborn contains the phrase “in the land” (contra Ps 78:51
which locates the plague “in Egypt”).

68
(Exod 9:10) plagues in the Exodus account: “Although the fifth and sixth plagues were
no doubt horrific, for the psalmist, they were not about the ‘land’ of Egypt.”32
Clifford, Lee, and Tucker all have a similar theological understanding of why the
psalmist placed darkness at the head of his list; but Tucker’s explanation for the omission
of the fifth and sixth plagues best fits the rhetoric of the text, because of the multiple
textual links to the “land.” “By placing the ninth plague first, the psalmist does more than
simply assert that the land of Egypt fell under the displeasure of YHWH. The plagues
that are subsequently listed in Ps 105:29–35 vividly illustrate the devastation wrought on
the land that stands under the displeasure of YHWH.”33
The psalmist has rearranged the plague list to fit his theological emphasis, going
to great lengths to provide clues and clever wordplays to keep the reader from missing his
emphasis on the land theme. So theologically, he reminds his readers that the land of
Egypt was a place of destruction and death because it was a land inhabited by disobedient
people. Tucker is right in commenting that the psalmist’s recounting of the plagues
presents the land of Egypt as a foil to the land of Israel.34 This foil might also explain the
concluding verse: “keep his statutes and observe his laws” (104:45). Those who refuse to
keep God’s statutes and laws either forfeit their land or no longer enjoy the comfort of
their land.
This section closes with exodus language. The parallelism in vv. 37–38 describes
how the Israelites left Egypt: “He [YHWH] brought them out with silver and gold, and
there was no one among their tribes who stumbled: Egypt was glad when they departed,
for dread of them had fallen upon it.” MEayIxwø¥yAw and MDtaExV;b are typical exodus expressions
32. Tucker, “Revisiting,” 407.
33. Ibid., 409.
34. Ibid., 410.
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(Exod 12:35, 41, 51) from the same root, axy. These words most likely form a wordplay
with lEvwø;k and lApÎn35 (when YHWH “brought out Israel” none of them “fell” as opposed to
Egypt’s joy when “they departed” because dread “had fallen” on them).36
Israel in the Wilderness Land (105:39–41)
The second sequence in the move from Egypt to Canaan focuses on the desert (vv. 39–
41). Ceresko notes a number of “reversals” which forge links to the previous sections.
For example, vEa (“fire”), which lights the night for Israel (v. 39), contrasts the same use
of the word in v. 32, where it is translated “lightning.” The “water” which came from the
rock (v. 41) parallels the “waters” in Egypt (v. 29). Another reversal occurs in vv. 16 and
40 between the famine (“every stalk of grain he broke” MRjRl) in Canaan, which led Israel
to migrate to Egypt, and the abundance of MRjRl that God gave Israel while in the
wilderness. The final historical sequence recounts the wilderness wandering: “He spread
a cloud for a covering, and fire to give light by night. They asked, and he brought quails,
and gave them food from heaven in abundance. He opened the rock, and water gushed
out; it flowed through the desert like a river” (v. 41).
Ceresko observes several contrasts between this section and the previous one.37
First, vEa which lights the night for Israel in v. 39 contrasts the destructive vEa of the plague
in v. 32. Second, the MˆyDm from the rock in the desert keeps Israel alive in v. 41 as opposed
to the waters in Egypt that turn to blood and bring death (v. 29). Clifford believes the
psalmist has purposefully rearranged the plague accounts to be a counterpart to the

35. See Leslie Allen, who observes that the Exodus account says nothing about lEvwø;k (105:37) but Isa
63:13 does: “Who led them through the depths? Like a horse in the desert, they did not stumble […wlEvD;kˆy aøl].”
Psalms 101—150 (WBC 21; Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2002), 60.
36. The expression about “dread falling on them [Egyptians]” is also found in the Song of Moses that
was sung after the Red Sea crossing (Exod 15).
37. Ceresko, “Poetic,” 37–38.
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wilderness account.38 For instance, he notes that the first divine act in Egypt is darkness,
while the first divine act in the wilderness is lighting the night.
Another rhetorical feature exists in v. 40 (which contrasts v. 16). In v. 16,
[YHWH] “summoned a famine upon the land, every stalk of grain (MRjRl) he broke.” Now
observe v. 40, “They asked and he brought them quails, with wheat (MRjRl) from heaven he
satisfied them.” The two verses highlight another divine reversal between Israel’s
position in the land of Canaan prior to the Exodus and Israel’s position in the desert land
following the Exodus. The psalmist also locates the origin of the food. The bread from
the land (X®rDaDh) could not sustain the people in v. 16, but the bread from heaven (MˆyAmDv v.
40) was abundant nourishment.
There is one final example of the psalmist’s use of irony. Several things evolved
in the wandering. In addition to a change in location (Canaan to Egypt to the wilderness),
there is a change in the number of wanderers. The narrative begins with “few in number”
(v. 12) and concludes with their number being “too numerous for its adversaries” (v. 24).
When Israel was numerous, the Egyptian hearts began to turn and hate God’s people (v.
25). Ceresko observes that “the smaller and more vulnerable they are, the more directly
God intervenes on their behalf. However, when they are more numerous, and
theoretically better able to care for themselves, their real dependence on God’s care
comes to light.”39
The inclusio that began in vv. 8–11 comes to a close in vv. 42–45, as signaled by
the repetition of rkz (“remember” vv. 8, 42), rbd (“word” vv. 8, 42), Mhrba (“Abraham”
vv. 9, 42), qj (“statute” vv. 10, 45), Ntn (“give” vv. 11, 44), and Xra (“land” vv. 11, 44).
38. Clifford, “Style,” 426.
39. Ceresko, “Poetic,” 31.
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Clifford adds, “These verses (vv. 42–44) also reformulate vv. 37–38, the exodus from
Egypt, so that the exodus (divinely sustained) and existence in the desert are seen as the
result of the patriarchal promise of the land.”40
The “official” conclusion in v. 45 indicates the purpose of the psalm: to conjure
obedience and praise to YHWH. Indeed, the entire psalm highlights YHWH’s faithful
guidance of Israel; it is thus fitting that the psalm would close with a plea for Israel to
direct their devotion to YHWH. McCann adds that v. 45 also prepares the reader to hear
Ps 106, which will document Israel’s failure to respond to the great acts mentioned in Ps
105.41
The Kerygma of Psalm 105
Content
Once again there are two particular ways this psalm has revealed YHWH. First, YHWH’s
attributes are referenced in vv. 3–4 (his holy name and his strength). Second, YHWH’s
deeds make up the majority of the content with general statements about his works (vv. 1,
2, 5) and specific instances in the historical recital (vv. 14, 17, 24, 25, 26, 28–29, 31–34,
36–37, 39–44). The historical recital points to YHWH’s deeds with the implication that
his attributes drive his actions. The historical recital is even arranged around two ideas:
YHWH’s caretaking and location (“land”).
The rhetorical analysis reveals multiple literary features and reshaped history that
all point to a major theme—land. The evidence for the land theme is abundant. First, as
earlier mentioned, land is repeated over a dozen times throughout the psalm. Second, of
all the promises to Abraham, only land is singled out. Third, the historical retelling

40. Clifford, “Style,” 426.
41. McCann, Psalms, 1105.
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follows Israel’s movement from Canaan (vv. 11–16), to Egypt (vv. 17–38), to wilderness
(vv. 39–44). The fortune of Israel changed with each location because YHWH was with
his people in whatever land they resided. Finally, several characters highlight the location
changes; but Joseph appears to have a unique role because he is the only character to
experience a change in fortunes as he changes locations. The focus on Joseph surprises
Walter Brueggemann, who observes that the Joseph narrative is seldom prominent in the
OT tradition.42 The psalmist parallels the Joseph story with the land theme. God was with
Joseph even though Joseph was in a foreign land, and his rise to prominence ushered the
way for the nation to survive the brutal famine. When Joseph died and Israel faced
oppression, Israel experienced a similar rise from tragedy to prominence. Joseph was a
precursor to the nation’s experience, and his rise from tragedy to triumph is understood
by the psalmist as an act of YHWH’s providential guidance that in effect implies, “This is
what happens when I am with my people (as they are faithful) in a land.”
In addition to the “land” theme, there are two others motifs centered around the
words servant and chosen ones. Throughout the psalm, YHWH uses different servants
(Abraham vv. 6, 42; Joseph v. 17; Moses v. 26) to guide his chosen ones. Together, these
three ideas work together to evidence YHWH’s provision. YHWH cared for Israel no
matter what “land” they lived in; and certain “servants” and “chosen ones” were his
instrument for guiding Israel in these different locations.

42. Walter Brueggemann and William Bellinger Jr., Psalms (CBC; New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2014), 453.
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Function-Context
The content of this psalm presents enough clues to suggest a specific kerygmatic function
for a specific audience.43 At this point, the function and context overlap to the point that
the context enlightens the function and the function enlightens the context. Therefore, I
have chosen to categorize the two elements together for this psalm. From a theological
perspective, the loss of the land was a major concern for the Israelite community during
and after the Babylonian exile. God originally called his people through their ancestor
Abraham; and one of the major promises he made was to give his people land. This land
would be sacred space where God and Israel could commune together, thus making the
land a major pillar in their theology and identity. The loss of that land threatened their
theology, identity, and relationship with YHWH. Even though some post-exilic Jews
were content to remain in foreign lands, many of the exiles returned to Jerusalem to
rebuild the temple and reestablish their identity. It follows that Israel should look back to
a parallel time when land possession was not realized. And the time of Abraham was a
perfect parallel, which explains this psalm’s emphasis of land and Abraham (v. 11).
There are clues within this psalm that point to a specific context. With so many
land references, it is noticeable that Israel's entrance into the land is barely mentioned.44
If the entire psalm is meant to praise YHWH for giving them Canaan, it is odd that there
are no more examples of Israel’s living in Canaan.45 However, every “land” reference,
except v. 44, refers to a period when Israel did not possess the land they inhabited. In this
case, the rhetoric points the interpreter to a historical situation that might identify this
43. It is commonly recognized that Pss 105—106 form a pair. Psalm 105 gives a positive account of
Israel’s relationship with YHWH while Ps 106 gives a negative account.
44. Psalm 105:44 appears to be a reference to Canaan but it is during the conquest period, prior to Israel
securing of Canaan.
45. Technically, Israel did not fully possess the land during the conquest either.
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period—in this case the Babylonian exile.46 Ceresko adds, “Such a preoccupation with
the land and emphasis on the promise of the land to Israel has prompted scholars to
suggest that the psalm stems from a period when Israel was not in possession of the
land—the period of the Babylonian exile.”47 Indeed, the rhetoric of the psalm leaves no
other convincing conclusion. The foreign lands (pre-Exodus Canaan, Egypt, and the
wilderness), which became temporary dwellings for Israel, are close parallels to the
situation the exilic community experienced. It seems the psalmist is suggesting that the
exiled Israelites could take comfort in knowing they were in good company. Their
46. The scholarly consensus follows Gunkel’s lead in dating Ps 105 late (Die Psalmen, 458). Scholars
such as Mowinckel, Eissfeldt, and Kraus focus most of their attention on the style, genre, and purpose of
the psalm, but in their analysis there are hints that they believe the psalm is a late work. Mowinckel makes
the case that the psalm may have developed into a “hymnal legend” or sacred history in the form of a hymn
(The Psalms in Israel’s Worship 2, 76). Eissfeldt and Krause both see the psalm as a form of cultic praise,
something in their minds, which was developed over a long period of time in order to be used for
doxological reasons. Kuhlewein agrees that this psalm was intended for grounding doxology. God’s great
actions for Israel are the source of Israel’s praise. Clifford, commenting on Kuhlewein, says, “Its lateness is
shown by the fact that a leisurely review of sacred history has replaced the report of a single saving event.”
Kuhlewein, Geschicthe in den Psalmen (Calwer Theologischte Monographien A/2; Stuttgart, 1973), 71–81.
Each of these scholars, basing their arguments from source criticism and literary analysis, implicitly
suggests that this psalm could not have originated until after the exile. McCann argues that Ps 105’s
placement in Book IV of the Psalter is evidence of at least an exilic if not post-exilic date (Psalms, 1104). It
is fair to say that most of the scholarly world would support the notion that Book IV is a response to the
theological crisis of the exile seen in Book III. McCann goes so far to say that the intent of Psalm 105—106
is to address the crisis of exile. He tempers his statement by adding, “This does not necessarily mean that
Ps 105 was written in the exile or post-exilic era, but in addition to its connection with Ps 106, several
features of Ps 105 would support such a conclusion.” Additionally, an intertextual comparison with 1
Chronicles might shed some light on the date. Psalm 105:1–11 and 1 Chr 16:8–18 are identical. The
Chronicler credits the doxology to Asaph during the time when David brought the ark to Jerusalem.
McCann believes that the Chronicler is reflecting the concerns and practices of his own era more than those
of the earlier period or is anachronistically reading them back into David’s era, which might indicate a
post-exilic date. However, the more likely explanation is that the introductory praise may have been known
in an earlier time and used prior to Ps 105. The psalmist then borrowed a known doxology to begin his
psalm. It is very difficult to date the final form of this psalm earlier than the exile. The emphasis on the land
is very strong rhetorical evidence that the psalmist is living in a time when the land had been lost. For
instance, the retelling of the exodus in 105:43 is similar to Isaiah’s description of the return from exile (Isa
55:12 “For you shall go out in joy, and be led back in peace; the mountains and the hills before you shall
burst into song, and all the trees of the field shall clap their hands” NRSV). Isaiah saw the return as a new
exodus. The historical recital is a creative retelling of Israel’s history with YHWH’s promise of land as the
center of the selected history. These observations make it difficult to date the psalm prior to the exile.
47. Ceresko, “Poetic,” 45. Clifford, Psalms, McCann, Psalms, Goldingay, Psalms, and Brueggemann,
Psalms, also agree with a post-exilic date. In my research, there appears to be a consensus this psalm was
addressed to a people in exile. For one, its placement in the Psalter suggests a latter date. Most scholars
point to the internal evidence and “land” theme as evidence the psalm was composed during or after the
exile.
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ancient ancestors had been in similar, if not worse, situations, and things worked out well
for them thanks to YHWH’s guiding hand. Brueggemann adds, “There is no doubt that
the promise of the land to Israel through the eternal covenant with YHWH functions as
an enormous assurance to a jeopardized people and a source of identity and hope during
that jeopardy.”48
With this in mind, we can work from the context to determine function. The exile
certainly provides a credible explanation as to why the psalmist might have written this
text. However, the forward direction of the rhetoric means that we cannot find the
function solely behind the text. The psalmist is not writing to an exiled people simply to
tell them they are living as foreigners in their land but to encourage them that keeping
YHWH’s wyDtOrwøt◊w wy∂;qUj still matters. The implication is that there is something better on the
horizon and Israel can find a present hope by looking to its past. It is this hope and
assurance that is the catalyst for praise.
Form
This psalm is a hymn, in particular a hymn that contains excerpts of Israelite history. The
poetic nature of the hymn can account for the reshaping and abbreviation of the historical
material. The function and context also have a close association with the form. For
instance, the abbreviated historical excerpts function as evidence of YHWH’s provision
for Israel throughout their history together. Israel moved from Canaan to Egypt to the
Wilderness and back to Canaan, each time as the inferior resident but each time as the
people of YHWH who secured their protection and provision. Even in a post-exilic
Canaan, YHWH’s continued to care for his people.

48. Brueggemann, Psalms, 454.
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The psalmist retells Israelite history with particular emphasis on occasions when
Israel did not possess land [content]. Yet, each time YHWH was with them. Even in a
post-exilic Canaan, the psalmist wanted his audience to know that YHWH would be with
them and would bring better days [function-context]. The introduction makes clear that
the psalmist sought to create hope and assurance in the community that would lead them
to praise. So the psalmist created a hymn with abbreviated historical accounts designed to
elicit praise and obedience (v. 45) from the community [form].
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CHAPTER FOUR: PSALM 106
Structure
Psalm 106 has its own detailed arrangement.1 Various scholars see different structures in
it. Neil Richardson notes that the most recent commentators divide the psalm into three
parts: 1–5/6; 6/7–46; and 47–48.2 Part one and three are the introduction and conclusion3
with nine strophes forming the body: vv. 6–12; 13–15; 16–18; 19–23; 24–27; 28–31; 32–
33; 34–39; 40–46.4 Richard Clifford proposes a similar structure: intro (vv. 1–6) and
conclusion (v. 47) with the main body arranged in seven episodes (vv. 7–12; 13–15; 16–
18; 19–23; 24–31; 32–33; 34–46).5 In addition, he notes that each episode begins with a

1. Psalms 105 and 106 have a unique relationship because they form a two-part historical recapitulation,
leading Charles Briggs to believe they were originally one psalm. Charles Briggs, Psalms (ICC 2;
Bloomsbury, T&T Clark, 2000), 342. John Goldingay in Psalms (BOTC; Grand Rapids: Baker Academic,
2008), 223, notes that Zimmerli calls them “twin psalms.” Psalm 105 retells the history of Israel,
emphasizing YHWH’s great acts towards Israel no matter which “land” they lived in. On the other hand, Ps
106 views YHWH and Israel’s relationship more anthropocentrically with attention focusing on Israel’s
consistent pattern of unfaithfulness. Psalm 106 contains an alternating pattern contrasting Israel (vv. 6–7,
12–39, 47) with YHWH (vv. 8–11, 40–46). In addition, the reference to Moses in Pss 90 and 106 may
support a Mosaic frame for Book IV. Psalm 106:12 mentions the song that Moses and the Israelites sang
(Exod 15) while vv. 23 and 33 refer to Moses. Anthony Ceresko in “Endings and Beginnings: Alphabetic
Thinking and the Shaping of Psalms 106 and 150,” CBQ (2006): 32–46, remarks, “This coincidence of the
reference to Moses and the alphabetic clusters may further point to structural markers in the shaping of the
Psalter itself.” Psalm 106 has a unique place in the Psalter because it is considered the close of Book IV.
Gerald Wilson in The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter (DS/SBL 76; Chico: Scholars, 1985) and “The Use of
Royal Psalms at the Seams of the Hebrew Psalter,” JSOT 35 (1986): 85–94, was the first to argue that the
Psalter was not a random compilation of psalms but a carefully arranged singular message composed of
five books. Bullock believes Pss 105 and 106 were an appropriate reappraisal of the covenant at a time
when Israel’s hope had failed because “Book 4 shifts attention from the failed Davidic covenant and
monarchy to the Mosaic covenant and the kingship of YHWH, whose work through Moses had been
directed to the end that Israel might keep his law.” In addition, the word Hallelujah links Pss 106 and 107,
suggesting a double seam that binds Books 4 and 5. C. Hassell Bullock in in Encountering The Book of
Psalms (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001), 70, says, “Psalm 106 is a historical psalm that provides an archetype
of spiritual guidance in the Mosaic era and forms a segue to a new theme in Book V.”
2. Neil Richardson, “Psalm 106: YHWH’s Succoring Love Saves from the Death of a Broken Covenant,”
in Love and Death in the Ancient Near East: Essays in Honor of Marvin H. Pope (ed. John H. Marks and
Robert M. Good; Guilford: Four Quarters, 1987), 191–203.
3. Richardson, like many others, believes v. 48 was not part of the original psalm but added as a
conclusion to Book IV. Richard Clifford agrees; cf. Beginning 38. 1 Chronicles 16:35–36 is the same as Ps
106:47–48. This suggests that either v. 48 was original to Ps 106 or the Psalter had its shape by the time of
the Chronicler. For more information pertaining to Ps 106 and 1 Chr 16, see Ralph Klein, “Psalms in
Chronicles,” CTM 32:4 (2005): 264–75.
4. Ibid., 191.
5. Richard Clifford, Psalms 73—150 (AOTC; Nashville: Abingdon, 2003), 156–60.
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place-name: Red Sea (vv. 7, 9), desert (v. 14), camp (v. 16), Horeb (v. 19), Peor (v. 28),
Meribah (v. 32), and Canaan (v. 38).6 Ceresko sees a completely different structure at
work, one not based on events or places, but on “alphabetic thinking.”7 Ceresko and
Clifford both believe vv. 7–12 form the first episode. However, Clifford bases his
conclusion on the historical content, while Ceresko follows his alphabetic theory.8
Form critical analysis has impacted most structural studies of Ps 106, leading
many to outline according to the different forms in the psalm.9 However, it is difficult to
designate the primary form of this psalm. The various commentaries disagree as to the
psalm’s proper form critical category.10 This is because some form categories are not
explicitly revealed in the text itself but are the judgment of the interpreter. Even though
the form can have an impact on the function of the psalm, it can be difficult to determine
which form should take precedence, especially considering that some psalms can fit

6. Ibid. 156–57.
7. Anthony Ceresko, “Endings,” 41.
8. He notes that v. 7 begins with an aleph-bet sequence, which leads to the second word beginning with b
and continues until t ends the verse. These clusters of letter from beginning (a b) to end (r v t) round out
the Heb. alphabet at the beginning and end of the first episode (vv. 7–12). This analytical approach leads
Ceresko to see v. 13 as a transition verse, reversing the positive assessment of v. 12. Therefore, v. 14 begins
the next section, again beginning with a b cluster seen in the repetition of the root word hwa that continues
until v. 23, where four of the final letters appear tyIjVvAhEm wøtDmSj byIvDhVl wyDnDpVl X®rRÚpA;b. Psalm 106:24 begins another
section with a cluster of four a’s and the section continues until v. 23. In accordance with Clifford and
Richardson, Ceresko sees v. 34 as the beginning of the next section but Ceresko believes it continues until
v. 47, contra the other two who conclude the section at v. 39. Ceresko admits that there is such an overlap
in the richness of the psalm that several strophes, episodes, and emphases are so intricately woven into the
text it is impossible to be dogmatic. He confesses that the alphabetic sequences may not be deliberate but if
they are, then he argues, “We have more concrete evidence beyond subjective judgments about ‘content’
that may prove helpful in reaching some agreement on structure or set of structures in Psalm 103” (ibid).
9. For instance, vv. 1–2 could be a song of praise, v. 3 is a beatitude, vv. 4–5, 47 are a prayer, and the rest
is a communal confession of sin.
10. J. Clinton McCann in Psalms (NIB 4; Nashville: Abingdon, 1996), 1110, notes, “It is variously
viewed as a song of praise, a communal lament, a liturgy of penitence, and a sermon, as well as the more
frequent designation as a historical psalms.” Richard Clifford and Leopold Sabourin classify it as a lament;
see Clifford, Psalms, 156, and Leopold Sabourin, Psalms: Their Origin and Meaning (New York: Alba
House, 1974), 315. J. W. Rogerson and J. W. McKay do not believe it is a lament, in Psalms 101—150
(CBC; Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1977), 735. Erhard Gerstenberger calls it a “Communal
Confession and Hymnic Instruction” in Psalms, Part 2, and Lamentations (FOTL 15; Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2001), 244.
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multiple form categories.
The carefully crafted historical retelling in Ps 106 follows the trajectory of the
traditional Israelite story but it does so in the form of a confession. The psalm does not
use clever literary details and wordplays like Pss 78 and 105, but there is an observable
structure accompanying the historical events. There is an introduction (vv. 1–5) and a
conclusion (vv. 47–48), while the main portion of the psalm narrates a progression from
Israel’s sin to salvation (vv. 6–12 and again in 43–46).11 There are five units that list
Israel’s sin and subsequent punishment: vv. 13–15; 16–18; 24–27; 32–33; 34–42.
Another pattern emerges in two locations. The psalmist indicts Israel for sins but the
expected punishment is averted and YHWH forgives follows each of these sins instead
(vv. 19–23 and 28–31).
Rhetorical Analysis of Ps 106
Introduction (vv. 1–6)
The first six verses introduce the psalm with no less than five different forms—an
imperative to praise (v. 1), a rhetorical question (v. 2), a makarism (v. 3), and a petition
(vv. 4–5)—that lead into the powerful confession in v. 6. The opening imperative, “Give
thanks to YHWH for he is good, and his chesed endures” is reminiscent of the credo in
Exod 34:6–7.12 As the psalmist reveals, Israel descended into a pattern of rebellion; but

11. Pierre Auffret believes vv. 24–26 function as the emphatic center of the main body (vv. 6–46)
because of its middle location and explanation of YHWH’s providence. But Allen questions whether the
average reader would draw this conclusion and argues for a simpler structure with vv. 1–12 and 43–47 as
the inclusio. Leslie Allen Psalms 101—150 (WBC 21; Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2002) critiques Auffret
(68–69). He believes there are three main blocks: vv. 13–23; 24–31; and 43–46 that progress from hope
from punishment for sins to punishment averted. While his observations are certainly interesting and
plausible, his structure virtually ignores vv. 32–42, simply noting that they are prefixed to the final block
but offering no explanation of their function.
12. Psalm 106:1, vv. 47–48 compares to Pss 105:1–15 and 96 compares to 1 Chr 16. Variations of this
introduction also occur in Pss 107, 118, and 136. Rolf Jacobson notes that the hiphil imperative translated
“give thanks” carries the idea of “making known,” as in Ps 32:6 and Prov 28:13. Rolf Jacobson, Beth
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despite their obstinacy, God refused to abandon his people. Thus, this praise is of utmost
importance because Israel’s only hope and assurance is YHWH’s chesed. The question in
Ps 106:2—“Who can utter the mighty deeds of YHWH, or declare his praise?”—
perplexes Goldingay because the Psalms frequently recount YHWH’s mighty acts.13
However, the question appears to have the effect of indicting Israel for failing to commit
YHWH’s acts to memory.14 Part of the nature of Israelite faith included both
remembering the special relationship that Israel enjoyed with YHWH and communicating
that tradition to successive generations (Deut 6:5ff). It was assumed that Israel’s
continual meditation on their relationship with YHWH would promote faithfulness;
whereas any commemorative disruption could threaten the community. In fact, the rest of
the psalm will accuse Israel of awful crimes that resulted from their spiritual amnesia.15
The petition in vv. 4–5 is comprised of two imperatives: yˆnérVkÎz (“remember me”)
and yˆnédVqDÚp (“help me”), each followed by a temporal clause that anticipates a coming
deliverance: “when you show favor” and “when you deliver.”16 The petition presupposes

LaNeel Tanner, and Nancy deClaissé-Walford, The Book of Psalms (NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2014), 801.
13. Goldingay, Psalms, 224. Linguistically, Mitchell Dahood in Psalms III, 101—150 (AB 17; Garden
City: Doubleday, 1984), 67, notes that this is the Psalter’s only occurrence of the verb lE;lAm◊y (“utter”). He
notes that the verb may be an Aramaism or Phoenicianism. This leaves us with two ways to interpret v. 2.
The emphasis of the question can be placed on content of the memory—who can utter “all” the mighty
deeds of YHWH?—or the question is sardonic in tone to indict the short memory of the Israelites.
14. Psalm 106:3 suggests with the makarism (yérVvAa) that praises those who are committed to practicing
justice and righteousness. See also Isa 56:1.
15. Goldingay says, “The faithlessness that the psalm will concern itself with is one affecting people’s
relationship with YHWH more than their operating in the community” (Psalms, 225). McCann believes
that no one can adequately answer the question posed in v. 2 meaning the only thing the people can do is
try to conform to YHWH’s will, justice, and righteousness (Psalms, 1110).
16. There are several clues in Ps 106 that point to a post-exilic date. First, the psalm mentions the exile
after a lengthy history from Egypt up until the Babylonian exile. When we allow time for interpretation of
those historical events in written form, it points to at least an exilic time. Second, the text closes with a
petition for YHWH to deliver them, suggesting the audience is in exile. Third, the psalms placement as the
conclusion to Book IV also points to an exilic or post-exilic date. As McCann observes, “Book IV
confronts and responds to the theological crisis of exile that is present in Book III.” (Psalms, 1110).
Bullock commenting on Ps 106’s placement in Book IV says, “when the editor of Book 4 puts this psalm in
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that YHWH’s people are in trouble and need deliverance; and the psalmist makes a
petition that worshippers are also invited to make their own.17 The tricola in v. 5 is the
heart of the request, listing the psalmist’s expectations for YHWH to bring prosperity,
gladness, and glory to his own life and that of the nation as well. Notice that each direct
object ends with a second person singular suffix—“your chosen ones,” “your nation,” and
“you possession.” This may have been intended as a rhyming device using the suffix, ka
(ÔKy®ryIjV;b, ÔKRywø…g, ÔKRtDlSjÅn).
Each of the first five verses adds a different dimension to the rhetorical movement
of the unit, acknowledging YHWH as sovereign God and anticipating the glorious
blessings that only he can restore. The five verses also create a perfect lead-in to the
confession that will comprise the majority of the psalm. Psalm 106:6 is a powerful
confession of Israel’s past and present sin—“both we and our ancestors have sinned; we
have committed iniquity, have done wickedly.” From this point forward, the psalm
follows a consistent pattern of sin and the punishments incurred for those sins.
Interestingly, the psalmist does not separate himself from his ancient ancestors or blame
them as if he had no part in their infidelity; rather, he includes himself in his nation’s
embarrassing legacy of infidelity.
Body (vv. 6–46)
The first part of the confession claims that YHWH’s people, while in Egypt, did not
consider his wonderful deeds and in particular did not remember the abundance of his
chesed. Richardson, leaning on Karen Sakenfeld’s work, believes that this instance of
chesed should be interpreted as the whole of God’s delivering power—thus his
the exilic setting, it is a powerful confession on the lips of the nation that languishes in the depths of despair
brought on by the while in Babylon” (Encountering, 70).
17. Goldingay, Psalms, 225.
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translation “they did not remember your many deliverances.”18 The indictment, “they did
not remember,” suggests more than a simple consideration of deeds; it is a reflective
action drawing the correct implications for their witness to these wonders.19 The
presentation coincides with Exod 14 and 15, where the people questioned God’s guidance
after they saw Pharaoh’s army in pursuit as they crossed the Sea (14:10–12), and when
they complained about the lack of water (15:22f).20 The psalmist then recalls the parting
of the Sea in Ps 106:8–12. YHWH delivered Israel, despite their behavior, because his
reputation was at stake (v. 8 cf. Exod 14:18).21 Psalm 106:9 uses cosmic language and
personification in describing how YHWH parted the Sea: rD;b√dI;mA;k twømOhV;tA;b MEkyIlwø¥yÅw b∂rTj‰¥yìÅw P…ws_MÅyV;b
rAo◊gˆ¥yÅw (“he rebuked the Sea of Reeds and it became dry; he led them through the deep as
through a desert”).22 The Hebrew word, twømOhV;t is a cosmic word (cf. Ps 104:6; Isa 63:13)
which some scholars believe links the creation with the exodus.23 The psalmist also uses
several Exodus references such as “saved from the hand of the foe” (Exod 6:6; 14:13, 30;
15:2, 6, 9, 13), the water covering the enemies (Exod 15:10), Israel’s trust in YHWH
(Exod 14:31; cf. Ps 105:28), and Israel’s singing (Exod 15:11).
Readers might begin thinking that things are not so dire, since the psalmist

18. Richardson, “Psalm 106,” 193. Karen D. Sakenfeld, The Meaning of Hesed in the Hebrew Bible: A
New Inquiry (HSM 17; Missoula: Scholars, 1978): 234–37.
19. Ibid.
20. The Heb. P…ws_MÅy is translated “Reed Sea.” In other OT passages, it refers to one of the northern arms of
the Red Sea, the Gulf of Aqaba or Suez (Goldingay, Psalms, 227).
21. The psalmist also includes one of the key motifs in the exodus story: YHWH’s glory being manifest
in the deliverance of Israel.
22. Allen is quick to point out that “blasting” and “drying up” are not Exodus formulations but are
ancient mythic cosmology in historicized form (Psalms, 71). Richardson, “Psalm 106,” 104, says “The
Historical event of liberation was enlarged by incorporating into it elements of the creation myth where
God defeated thwm in the creation of light (Gen 1:2–3). In Isa 51:9–11 we also find the joining of mythic
and historical material where “the battle of YHWH (Baal) against Yamm is recalled to add a cosmic
dimension to the Second Exodus announced by the prophet.” See also Paul D. Hanson, The Dawn of
Apocalyptic (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975), 49.
23. For more, see Frank Moore Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1997), 134–35.
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mentions that Israel believed YHWH’s words. However, the content shifts dramatically
from a positive to a negative response in Ps 106:13. Three verses after the Song of the
Sea, in the Exodus account, Israel began to complain about a lack of water (Exod 15:24).
The psalmist appears to have some knowledge of this sudden complaining by his use of
wyDcSoAm …wjVkDv …wrShIm (“they soon forgot his works” v. 13). However, his historical retelling
departs from the Exodus account by not including the incident at Marah. He opts not to
follow a strict chronology, instead blending bits of the Exodus and Numbers stories in Ps
106:13–15 to describe Israel’s overall attitude. For instance, 106:14a recalls Num 11:4–
34 while v. 14b alludes to Israel’s complaining at Rephidim (Exod 17:1–7). Psalm
106:15b also presents an interpretive dilemma because the MT literally reads, MDvVpÅnV;b Nwøz∂r
jA;lAv◊yÅw. While the Hebrew is quite flexible and can mean anything from “he sent leanness
into their souls” to “he cast out leanness from their throat,” the LXX translates it,
e˙xape÷steilen plhsmonh\n ei˙ß ta»ß yuca»ß aujtw◊n (“he sent satisfaction to their
souls).24 Many modern versions, such as the NRSV and NIV, connect the incident to
Num 11:33–34 and translate it “he sent a wasting disease among them.”25 The negative
tone of Ps 106:13ff. certainly anticipates a negative response to their testing, but the
ambiguity of v. 15b makes it difficult to conclude whether YHWH’s response was
positive or negative. The rhetoric of the text itself would argue for YHWH’s supplying
them with food; because 106:15a reveals that he [YHWH] gave them what they asked,
24. See Melvyn Gray, “Psalm 106,15B: Did the children of Israel get what they asked for?” JSOT 7
(1993): 125–33.
25. This difficult textual problem poses a challenge to Allen’s previously mentioned structure because he
believes there is a pattern of sin and punishment. If v. 15b means YHWH cast out leanness from their
[Israel’s] throat, then the psalmist is idiomatically suggesting that YHWH provided Israel with all the
sustenance they needed and was not punishing them but providing for their needs. However, linguistically,
the b prefix does not usually mean “from” as in “he cast out leanness from their throat,” although Dahood
tries to argue that it can (Psalms, 71). Dennis Pardee argues that b indicates a position within the confines
of something; therefore YHWH “cast out leanness which was in their throat from their throat.” See Dennis
Pardee, “The Preposition in Ugaritic,” UF 8 (1976): 215–322.
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and it is highly unlikely that they asked for a plague.26 However, the uncertainty of
YHWH’s response makes it difficult to tell if the emphasis of this verse is on Israel’s sin
and punishment or Israel’s sin and YHWH’s forgiveness. If YHWH did in fact punish the
people, it was well deserved, and thus the psalmist has one more indictment for Israel.
But if YHWH relented and gave them what they wanted, the psalmist is differentiating
between YHWH’s willingness to forgive against Israel’s unwillingness to trust. While it
is difficult to be conclusive on YHWH’s response, the psalmist clearly presents Israel’s
attitude negatively.
Next, the psalmist recounts the rebellion recorded in Num 16:1–35, when an
Israelite group attempted a coupe d’état against Moses and Aaron (Ps 106:16–18).
Surprisingly, Korah, the main instigator, is omitted from the psalmist’s recital, which
could indicate that he had a different source/tradition or that Korah was not important for
his point. After Korah and company challenged Moses and Aaron’s leadership, Moses
decided to settle the matter by having the parties offer incense to test who was “holy one”
(Num 16:6–7, 16–19).27 YHWH told Moses and Aaron to isolate the households of
Korah, Dathan, and Abiram from the people, and the ground opened up and swallowed
them before fire devoured the other 250 men who offered incense (16:32–35). The
pattern Allen suggests does continue here: this unit lists the sin (Korah’s rebellion) and
the subsequent punishment (death).
A concise recital of the golden calf incident occurs in Ps 106:19–23 (Exod 32—
34) with a simple indictment: “They made a calf at Horeb and worshipped a cast image.28

26. While Num 11:31–32 mentions a plague, it also says that YHWH gave them food.
27. The psalmist declares that Moses and Aaron were the “holy one” in v. 16.
28. Allen argues for some Deuteronomistic influence in this account since Horeb is Deuteronomy’s name
for Sinai (Psalms, 71). Goldingay agrees, adding, “Horeb is more characteristic of Deuteronomy; other
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The Exodus story explains that the Israelites—believing Moses was dead because he had
been on Sinai for over a month—pleaded with Aaron to make an image to replace Moses
as YHWH’s representative (32:1–4).29 The psalmist interprets this request in Ps 106:20
as, bRcEo lEkOa rwOv tyInVbAtV;b M∂dwøbV;k_tRa …wryImÎ¥yÅw (“they exchanged their glory for the image of an ox
that eats grass”).30 Their great sin was trying to represent YHWH with an image crafted
by humans—in this case, a young bull crafted from gold (Exod 32:4). However, the word
“exchanged” also interprets the abominable action of Israel, implying they did more than
crafting an image of YHWH—they traded YHWH for an inferior alternative. The
psalmist explains the reason for their action (Ps 106:21–22): “They forgot God, their
savior, who had done great things in Egypt, wondrous works in the land of Ham, and
awesome deeds by the Sea.” Allen summarizes this section:
The themes of YHWH’s wonders in Egypt and election that clustered
round the confession at the heart of the first strophe (vv. 5, 7) now
reappear at the center of the second, but in reverse order (vv. 22–23). The
sin against YHWH is seen to be all the more heinous in that it was a
deliberate loss of memory, a willful rejection of salvation history and of
the meaning it ought to have had. The people behaved as if they had never
been chosen—Moses was the only exception and through this narrow door
of intercession Israel’s survival had to pass. The covenant mediator threw
himself into the breach, like a courageous soldier defending a gap in the
defenses of a beleaguered city and so they were reprieved.31
Allen’s observation, that there is a sin/punishment pattern, is broken in vv. 19–23.
Israel’s sinful actions are described in vv. 19–20 and interpreted in vv. 21–22; but instead

parts of the psalm presuppose Deuteronomy’s way of putting things” and its theology stressing obedience
and the cost of failing to respond to YHWH (Psalms, 230).
29. See Stephen L. Herring, Divine Substitution: Humanity as the Manifestation of Deity in the Hebrew
Bible and the Ancient Near East (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2013).
30. The MT reads, M∂dwøbV;k (“their glory”) while most English translations interpret it as “his glory.” Allen
notes that early scribes viewed “their glory” with uneasiness, and so it was traditionally listed as one of the
scribal corrections (Psalms, 71–72). Perhaps the idea could be “their glorious one.” Allen adds that
Eissfeldt related the term to the ark in 1 Sam 4 and considered the golden calf a threat to the ark as a divine
symbol. The term is also used as a metonym for YHWH in Jer 2:11.
31. Allen, Psalms, 72.
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of divine punishment, the psalmist reminds his readers of YHWH’s satisfaction with
Moses’s intercession (v. 23). The psalmist, in addition to reminding Israel of YHWH’s
forgotten deeds, would also not have his audience forget YHWH’s forgiveness.
Two more episodes of infidelity occur in vv. 24–27 and 28–31. The psalmist
condenses the overall attitude of the original wilderness generation into vv. 24–27 with
an allusion from Num 12.32 His description of Israel h∂;dVmRj X®rRaV;b …wsSaVmˆ¥yAw (“they despised the
pleasant land”) mirrors YHWH’s assessment in 14:31—“the land you have despised.”33
In addition, the psalmist interprets Israel’s faith with a wordplay: in Ps 106:12, while the
Exodus was fresh on their minds, Israel wy∂rDb√dIb …wnyImSaÅ¥yÅw (“they trusted his words”); but as
time passed they wørDb√dIl …wnyImTaRh_aøl (“they did not trust his words” v. 24). Psalm 106:25
alludes to Deut 1:27 and suggests the people gathered in the tents to whisper their doubts
about conquering Canaan. The whispering turned from doubt to hDwh◊y lwøqV;b …w#oVmDv aøl “They
did not obey the voice of YHWH”). In this phrase, John Willis observes a literary
phenomenon called an ABA’B’ pattern (Ps 106:24–25):
Lines A and A’ state the external sinful act of Israelites in failing to try to
take the land of Canaan in the days of Moses when the ten spies returned
with an evil report about the superior size and number of inhabitants of the
land. Then lines B and B’ declare the inward sinful attitude, which
motivated them to behave in this way. The effect of the alternating pattern
is to demonstrate the direct connection between sinful attitude and a sinful
act.34
The psalmist’s presentation differs from Num 14:28 because he uses
anthropomorphic language to describe YHWH’s response: He “raised up his hand”—as
in taking an oath—and swore that they would die in the wilderness. The psalmist
32. Psalm 106:24 is comparable to Num 14:11; Ps 106:25, to Num 14:22 and Deut 1:27.
33. Jeremiah 3:19 and Zech 7:14 also describe the land as “a delightful land.”
34. John Willis, “Alternating (ABA'B') Parallelism in the Old Testament Psalms and Prophetic
Literature,” in Directions in Biblical Hebrew Poetry (ed. E.R. Follis; Sheffield: JSOT, 1987), 49–76.
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confidently believes that Israel deserved its punishment, and in 106:27 he conjures up the
covenant curses from Lev 26:33 and Deut 28:64–65 (cf. Ezek 20:23). One cannot help
but wonder if the post-exilic readers who found themselves in the same situation as their
wilderness ancestors understood the realization of these curses.
Once again the Israelites disregarded their covenant loyalties to YHWH by
participating in a Canaanite ritual (Num 25:1–13).35 There is some ambiguity between Ps
106:28 and Num 25 because 25:2 says that the Israelites ate “sacrifices to their gods,”
while Ps 106:28 says they ate “sacrifices to the dead.” A couple of explanations are
possible. First, the psalmist could be disparaging the pagan gods as being dead in the
sense of lifeless.36 Second, McCann declares that there is evidence that Canaanite gods
were associated with funeral observances, citing what Rabbinic Judaism called the
marzeach feast (alluded to in Jer 16:6–9 and Amos 6:4–7).37 Goldingay also takes this
position and sees no need to choose between two possible meanings of “sacrifices for the
dead.”38 Sparing his readers the details, the psalmist simply mentions that some kind of
plague broke out as a result of the actions of the Israelite’s until, like the previous section,
someone “stood up” (this time Phinehas Ps 106:23) to intercede and avert the punishment
from killing the entire nation.39 In Numbers, Phinehas stepped forward and killed an

35. Many scholars note that there were funeral feasts accompanying ANE funeral processions. There
were sacrifices to the dead; and Richardson notes the necrolatry was accompanied by ritual sexual
intercourse (“Psalm 106,” 198). See George Mendenhall, The Tenth Generation (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins, 1973), 11. He writes, “If necrolatry consists of offerings by the living of those things which cause
the dead to be made happy, then the sequence of sacrifice, food and drink, and ritual intercourse would
represent the gamut of those things necessary to put the restless spirits at ease.”
36. Allen, Psalms, 72.
37. McCann, Psalms, 1111. McCann’s assertion may be weakened because it is anachronistic.
38. Goldingay, Psalms, 233.
39. Goldingay has a detailed discussion about the piel verb lE;lAp◊yÅw having a more intense nuance than
“intervening.” He factors Jerome’s translation to “execute judgment” into his commentary and suggests
that Phinehas took an action that appealed to YHWH as the king who makes juridical decisions. YHWH
had already made such a decision by sending the plague, and Phinehas’s action coincided with YHWH’s
(Psalms, 233).
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Israelite who was marrying a Midianite (who was apparently appealing to a Canaanite
fertility ritual in order to bring fertility to his family; see Num 25:6). The psalmist wants
his readers to know that their ancestors’ sin deserved the utmost punishment; but
Phinehas’s intervention brought YHWH’s grace. The concluding verse (Ps 106:31)
appears to blend the thought of Num 25:13 with a direct allusion to Gen 15:6. By
mentioning that a living memorial to Phinehas continued among the people from that day
on, the psalmist contrasts Phinehas’s covenant fidelity with Israel’s infidelity.
Psalm 106:32–46 follows the same basic structure and thought as the previous
sections; but it introduces a new theme related to the occupation of the land. The psalmist
lists a series of events, not chronological sequences, with the first account interpreting the
Israelite rebellion at Kadesh (Num 20:1–13). In Num 20, Israel sojourned to Kadesh; and
when they could not find water, they questioned Moses’s and Aaron’s leadership. In
another similar instance, YHWH told Moses to strike a rock for water, but here Moses is
told to speak to the rock. In his anger, he spoke rash words and was not allowed to enter
Canaan. The psalmist is somewhat ambiguous in his retelling because several of his
statements have no direct object. However, considering that YHWH is not specifically
mentioned between Ps 106:26, 34, it seems that Moses is the main subject and the
psalmist is accusing Israel of provoking Moses at the waters of Meribah and making him
[Moses] bitter (v. 32). Moses is also the subject in v. 33: wyDtDpVcI;b aEÚfAb◊yÅw wøj…wr_tRa …wrVmIh_yI;k (“for
they made his spirit rebel and he spoke words rashly”).40 If the psalmist is accusing Israel
of causing Moses to stumble, then this provides a most interesting contrast with the
Phinehas story. There, Phinehas leaves an enduring legacy of being righteous, while

40. It is uncertain whether the root of the hiphil verb …wrVmIh is hrm or rrm. The LXX and Jerome translated it
“bitter,” which seems to be the most common rendering in the Eng. translations.
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Moses’s legacy is tainted by his rash anger. Goldingay goes so far to claim the psalmist is
portraying Moses as a true intercessor because his inability to enter the land suggests that
he paid the price for the nation.41 Once again, Phinehas and Moses represent YHWH’s
grace, both acting on behalf of the nation.
The next account describes the conquest period and Israel’s failure to secure
Canaan. The psalmist indicts Israel for MyI;mAo`Dh_tRa …wdyImVvIh_aáøl (“they did not destroy the
people”) because intermingling with the nations was forbidden (Deut 18:9; Ezra 9:2).42
YHWH warned that a cultural assimilation would lead to a theological assimilation that
would jeopardize Israel’s call to holiness. Leslie Allen cites Piere Auffret’s observations
on a chiastic structure interwoven into Ps 106:34–40 which emphasizes a formal
indictment against theological assimilation:43
YHWH (v. 34)
Their deeds (v. 35)
Idols (v. 36)
They sacrificed (v. 37)
Their sons and daughters (v. 37)
Blood (v. 38)
Blood (v. 38)
Their sons and daughters (v. 38)
They sacrificed (v. 38)
Idols (v. 38)
Their deeds (v. 39)
YHWH (v. 40)
The literary structure of this chapter is intricate but nevertheless quite clear,
suggesting that vv. 34–40 was meant to be a progressive indictment where Israel’s failure
to secure the land led to a progressive decline. The chiastic structure and Deuteronomic
41. Goldingay, Psalms, 234.
42. Goldingay provides a technicality, arguing that YHWH never told Israel to destroy the peoples. For
instance, in Deut 7:2, ME…nDjVt aøl◊w tyîrV;b MRhDl tOrVkIt_aøl MDtOa MyîrSjA;t MérSjAh MDtyI;kIh◊w. He sees the psalmist as interpreting the
command as destroying the nations (Psalms, 235). However, the commands to smite and dedicate to haram
suggest just such a destruction.
43. Allen, Psalms, 68, citing Pierre Auffret “Afin que nous rendions grace a ton nom:’ Etude structurelle
du Psaume 106,” SEL 11 (1994): 75–96.
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language highlight the abysmal depths to which Israel had descended. For instance, Deut
18:9 cautions Israel against “learning” (dAmVlIt_aøl) from the people in the land and
specifically warns against child sacrifice (Deut 18:10). The psalmist accuses Israel of
MRhyEcSo`Am …wdVmVlˆ¥yAw (“they learned to do as they did”), which in fact, led them to sacrifice their
children (Ps 106:37–38). Together, the chiastic structure and Deuteronomistic language
emphasize the seriousness of Israel’s assimilation. The parallelism in vv. 37 and 38
equates “idols of Canaan” with “demons,” suggesting Israel failed to destroy this pagan
system. It thus became véqwøm (“a snare”) to them, which for the psalmist was the worst of
Israel’s sins. All the previous rebellions and infidelity could not match the extreme of
child sacrifice and the pouring out of innocent blood—blood that polluted the entire land
and the people.44 As we have seen, each story ends with a sinful action. In this case, the
psalmist characterizes the covenant infidelity in sexual terms: MRhyElVlAoAmV;b …wn◊zˆ¥yÅw MRhyEcSoAmVb …waVmVfˆ¥yÅw
(“They became unclean in their acts and prostituted themselves in their doings”).
Naturally, such abysmal behavior cannot go unpunished; and, as we might expect,
YHWH’s anger burned and wøtDlSjÅn_tRa bEoDt◊yÅw (“he abhorred his possession”). Recall that
earlier the psalmist petitioned YHWH to remember him when he showed favor to his
people so that he might “praise his possession” (v. 5). Now we see why the psalmist
petitioned this: Israel’s infidelity had led YHWH to “abhor his possession” (v. 40).
YHWH’s punishment matched the extremity of the crime and he “gave them into the
hand of the nations.” The idiomatic expression details the nation’s long journey from
captivity to rescue to ruling the nations. However, the situation reversed when Israel
returned to captivity. Psalm 106:43 sounds similar to the consistent pattern of
44. Shedding innocent blood (Jer 19:4–5) and profaning the land (Jer 3) also occur quite frequently in
Jeremiah.
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deliverance, rebellion, and disaster repeated throughout Judges, Kings, and Chronicles. It
also marks the third use of …wrVmÅy (“they rebelled”) in the chapter (vv. 7, 33). Perhaps there
is some symbolism in this occurrence. The first use of the word begins Israel’s journey of
rebellion at the Red Sea (v. 7). Next, Moses responds to the people’s rebellion by
rebelling against YHWH’s command and thus forfeiting his own place in the land (v. 33).
Now, the psalmist concludes Israel’s unfaithful tenure, which resulted in a similar fate as
Moses in forfeiting Canaan, the land of promise.
The psalmist does not end the psalm in a completely negative tone. The waw
consecutive a√rÅ¥yÅw is dramatically captured by the NRSV to introduce a glimmer of hope:
“nevertheless he saw their distress when he heard their cry.”45 A similar statement occurs
multiple times in the Judges’ account when YHWH intervened to deliver Israel. In true
fashion, YHWH wø;dVsAj bOrV;k MEjÎ…nˆ¥yÅw wøtyîrV;b MRhDl rO;k◊zˆ¥yÅw (“he remembered for their sake, his covenant
and he relented [because of] his abundant chesed”). The psalmist has consistently
indicted Israel for “forgetting YHWH” but highlights how YHWH continues to
“remember his covenant” (v. 45). God’s character is chesed and Israel’s only hope rested
in that character. YHWH has not delivered the people this time but he has MRhyEbwøv_lD;k y´nVpIl
MyImSjårVl MDtwøa NE;tˆ¥yÅw (“he caused them to be pitied by all their captors”). The full extent of their
captor’s compassion cannot be known; but references like this imply an exilic or even
post-exilic date. The psalmist keeps the description general, simply suggesting Israel is
still in captivity but the captors are benevolent (cf. 2 Chr 30:9).
The conclusion shares similarities with Ps 105:1–11, which referenced part of the
prayer found in 1 Chr 16:7–36. Likewise, Ps 106:47–48 references the conclusion of the

45. See Exod 2:23–25
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same prayer (1 Chr 16:35–36).46 Interestingly, the doxology in v. 48 is likewise found in
1 Chr 16:36, which might suggest that the divisions of the Psalter were already in place
by the time of the Chronicler.
The psalmist uses the first person plurals …wnEoyIvwøh (“save us”) and …wnExV;båq◊w (“gather
us”) in his plea and promise for the community to confess YHWH’s holy name and laud
his praise. The plea forms an inclusio with the opening call to praise (vv. 1–2). Notice
how the plea assumes that Israel has learned its lesson and is now serious about its call
(Ps 106:5). Allen agrees adding,
The community awaits upon YHWH, all too aware of their own sinfulness
and its wages, but pleading for a renewal and fulfillment of God’s saving
work on their behalf, in line with v. 4, as once their ancestors had been
saved and brought out of Egypt (vv. 8, 10).47
Brueggemann’s words form a fitting conclusion to this point: “The final statement moves
against the grain of the preceding argument . . . the recital, is not aimed at a conclusion,
but at a fresh starting point in which new decisions are made.”48
The Kerygma of Ps 106
Content
The psalmist reveals YHWH in two ways. First, YHWH’s chesed is praised vv. 1 and 45.
Second, the psalmist recounts YHWH through his deeds—for instance his wonders (vv.

46. There appear to be three possible explanations for the similarities between Pss 105—106 and 1 Chr
16. First, David composed the portion found in Ps 105:1–11 in its entirety and it was later included in the
Psalter. Second, David composed vv. 1–11 but a later editor added vv. 12–45 as a faithful
commentary/extension of David's original work. Third, Ps 105 is entirely the work of an anonymous
composer who wrote in the “flavor of David.”
47. Allen, Psalms, 74.
48. Brueggemann, Abiding, 23–24. There is some debate whether v. 48 was part of the original psalm or
the doxology of the editor of Book IV. Allen observes that the opening line has elements of a hymnic call
to praise (Pss 18:47; 124:6; 144:1) while the amen of the second part is based on the congregational
response to being led in worship (Allen, Psalms, 74). The conclusion looks forward to a future hope and a
renewed covenant with YHWH, making it the fitting conclusion not only to this psalm but also Book IV.
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2, 7), and how he saved (vv. 8, 9–11 in particular: the Sea of Reeds). There is also a
reciprocal presentation of YHWH’s provision for Israel and his judgment on Israel (vv.
21–22, 43). YHWH’s good works are set off in stark contrast to Israel’s rebellion (sinned,
v. 6; Israel did not consider, did not remember, rebelled v. 7). The bulk of the historical
retelling is a confession of Israel’s rebellion against YHWH’s good deeds (Egypt, vv. 7–
13; Korah’s rebellion, v. 17; golden calf, v. 19; complaining, v. 25; Baal of Peor, v. 28;
Phinehas, v. 30; Meribah, v. 32; idolatry, v. 36; child sacrifice, v. 37). The historical
retelling reveals the tumultuous relationship YHWH had with Israel; a relationship
strained to the point that YHWH eventually gave them over to their enemies (vv. 41, 46).
The following rhetorical trajectory plots Israel’s descent. Clearly, the psalmist believes
Israel’s distress is their own fault, which is why he petitions Israel to confess their sin and
praise YHWH:
Introduction: 106:1–5
Main body: 106:6–46
106:6–12: Israel sinned, did not remember—Yet, YHWH delivered them
from Egypt
106:13–15: Israel forgot, tested, craved in the wilderness—YHWH gave
leanness of/from throat
106:16–18: Israel became jealous—Dathan and Abiram faction was
swallowed and their company/wicked burned up
106:19–23: Israel made, worshipped, exchanged, forgot—YHWH would
destroy but Moses interceded
106:24–27: Israel despised, grumbled, did not obey—Yahweh raised his
hand, swore, and dispersed
106:28–31: Israel attached themselves, ate, provoked—YHWH plagued
but Phinehas interceded
106:32–33: Israel angered, made bitter—Moses rebelled/becomes bitter,
spoke rashly
106:34–39: Israel did not destroy, mingled, served, became a snare,
sacrificed, became polluted, prostituted—YHWH angered, abhorred,
gave, delivered, regarded, heard, remembered, showed chesed, caused
them to be pitied
Formal Petition: 106:47
Conclusion: 106:48
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The main body of this psalm contains eight sections that indict the Israelite
community. The intensity of the sins also progresses from beginning to end. What begins
as a general “they did not remember,” ends with a series of unpardonable sins that led
YHWH to exile his people. However, throughout the community’s tumultuous history,
YHWH’s mercy intervened to continue the relationship. This does not mean YHWH
completely overlooked all of Israel’s sins, but it does mean he did not completely
abandon his relationship to them. The rhetorical presentation is dramatic and indicting. It
is indicting because of the specific historical instances of rebellion, which the psalmist
interprets as the result of their forgetting. The psalmist cleverly elevates the drama of his
presentation by continually comparing Israel with YHWH: Israel continually forgets
which ultimately leads to exile. Perhaps the sharpest contrast is drawn in v. 45 where
YHWH remembers his covenant, which only leads to his chesed.
Function
The psalmist expresses no less than three purposes. First, he commands the community to
“praise YHWH, O give thanks to YHWH” (v. 1). Second, he pleads for YHWH’s
deliverance on a personal level (v. 4) and for the community (v. 47). Finally, he confesses
the sins and iniquity of his people (v. 6). In addition to the direct purpose statements, the
psalmist’s intent can also be observed by how he presents his history. He informs by
reshaping Israelite history as a confession of Israel’s sin. The presentation of Israel’s
infidelity gradually progresses from “not remembering YHWH’s deeds,” to general
grumblings, to the abominable idolatrous practice of child sacrifice. Each of these three
purposes and the rhetoric of the historical recital points to a kerygmatic function.
Kerygma is proclamation intended to inform and motivate a response. The psalmist aims
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to motivate Israel to respond to their sin by reciting a list of their failures. First, he calls
for Israel to praise YHWH and give thanks; his motivational method is to contrast Israel’s
digressive decline with YHWH’s consistent fidelity (vv. 43, 45). At times, YHWH
punishes his people; but at other times he holds back either because of his chesed or
because of human intercession (vv. 3, 30). Eventually, the trajectory leads to Israel’s
exile, which the author is petitioning for deliverance, with the hope that YHWH will once
again extend his chesed.
Psalm 106 bears a few resemblances to the historical presentations in the books of
Kings and Chronicles. Both Kings and Chronicles tell the history of Israel from the time
of David until the Babylonian exile; but each has a different theological perspective.
Kings, in line with the first definition of kerygma, appears to imply that YHWH was
justified in punishing his people with exile by informing the community of the decline of
the Northern and Southern monarchies. Chronicles has hints of motivational response as
it makes strong appeals to YHWH’s promise to the Davidic monarchy, suggesting that
following YHWH still matters despite the exile. This psalm contains both of those
theological purposes. Clearly, Israel sinned; and the psalmist seems comfortable with the
notion that YHWH is justified in allowing the exile. However, his plea for deliverance
also assumes that YHWH will one day deliver his people; thus Israel should still seek to
praise and glory his name. Generally speaking, “he [psalmist] is able to recreate a cultic
representation of the past to fit contemporary needs, to be the vehicle of both deep
repentance and prayerful hope.”49

49. Allen, Psalms, 66.
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Context
There are several internal and intertextual clues that point to general context.50 First, the
psalmist’s appeal for deliverance suggests that Israel is in exile (vv. 4, 47). Second, the
appeals come at the end of a historical presentation, which points to Babylonian exile.
The specific reference to child sacrifice in v. 37 allows us to calculate a possible time.
Several OT passages allude to child sacrifice, in particular the Israelites’ succumbing to
the Ammonite god, Molech. Most notably, King Manasseh (2 Kgs 21:6) and King Ahaz
(2 Chr 28:1–4) offered their children as sacrifices to Molech. In fact, Jeremiah even cites
child sacrifice as the breaking point that drove YHWH to hand Jerusalem over to
Babylon (Jer 32:30–36). These clues point to either an exilic or post-exilic audience.
Finally, Ps 106 closes Book IV of the Psalter, which by scholarly opinion is a post-exilic
section lamenting the nation’s disparagement. Brueggemann argues that Ps 106 recites
the negative actions of Israel in order to mount a petition.51 His observations apply not
only to the psalm but also Book IV. He writes, “The ground of the petition for rescue is
that disobedient Israel has no recourse but to rely on YHWH’s gracious fidelity.” Gerald
Wilson proposes a theological shift between Books IV and V of the Psalter, arguing that
as the likelihood of a Davidic king rising to the throne diminished, attention shifted away

50. Even though our analysis is limited to the individual psalms, a note about the editorial arrangement
seems appropriate. A second dimension to the function should consider the special relationship between Pss
105 and 106. Psalm 105 is a post-exilic hymn that appeals to YHWH’s past promises to secure the
community’s future hope. Unlike Ps 105, 106 does not mention any specific promise, such as land, (only
his covenant v. 45), but it does appeal to YHWH’s consistent deeds that manifested his chesed. When these
two psalms are put together, they also function as a stark contrast. A historical recital of YHWH’s greatness
is highlighted in Ps 105, while Israel’s history of infidelity is the primary emphasis of 106. There might
also be an intertextual connection between these two psalms. Psalm 105:1–11 coincides with 1 Chr 16:7–22
while Ps 106:47 coincides with 1 Chr 16:35.
51. Brueggemann, Abiding, 18.
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from the Davidic monarchy to YHWH as Israel’s true king.52
Although this psalm begins with an individual plea for YHWH’s favor (vv. 4–5),
the majority of this psalm is a communal petition. Beginning in v. 6, the psalmist changes
to the first person plural pronoun (“we”) and continues the historical retelling with the
plurals “our” and “they.” These pronouns show that the psalmist connects the present
Israelite community with their ancestors. This sets a disappointing trajectory that began
in Egypt and continues to the present community who appeal for YHWH to “save us, O
YHWH our God, and gather us from among the nations” (v. 47). This trajectory, from
Egypt to the present captivity, suggests the community is in exile.
There is something to say for the rhetorical power of contrast. By contrasting
YHWH with Israel, the psalmist elevates YHWH to the highest of positions, one which
an audience could not fully appreciate without comparison to the lowly infidelity of
Israel. Perhaps Books IV and V follow a similar rhetorical function as Pss 105 and 106.
Once again, a comparison of the two shows a stark contrast of themes. Ps 105 repeats the
theme “We were in trouble but YHWH rescued us.” The theme of Ps 106 is “We failed
YHWH, he punished us but he also rescued us.”53
Form
There are several possible form classifications for this psalm. First, it is a poetic hymn,
which explains the need to abbreviate history into smaller excerpts. Second, the psalm
contains history that has been reshaped as an indictment to motivate the community to
confession, repentance, and praise. The psalm can also be classified as confessional. The
52. Wilson, Editing, 216–17. Wilson’s thesis makes sense considering the lack of Davidic reference in
post-exilic psalms (such as Pss 105 and 106). Wilson’s theory is supported by the fact that Ps 106 closes
Book IV with a negative assessment of Israel. It also provides the perfect setup for the praise and
anticipated restoration in Book V.
53. Goldingay, Psalms, 222.
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confession beginning in v. 6 is the primary form of the psalm. The content includes nine
strophes, each recounting a particular historical event in the history of Israel; but the
history is an indictment of Israel’s sin designed to motivate Israel to repentance and
praise in order to plea for YHWH’s deliverance.
When all four elements are combined, the psalm contrasts YHWH with Israel
(content) by indicting Israel with a recollection of their infidelity (form) with the hope of
motivating the exilic/post-exilic community (context) to repentance and praise (function).
As the hymn concludes, the psalmist anticipates YHWH will again deliver Israel as he
had in the past. In fact, this may be the reason the historical recital began with the
Exodus: YHWH has a history of delivering his people, even in the face of their obstinacy.
Perhaps he will again.
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CHAPTER FIVE: PSALM 135
Structure
Scholars have approached the structural analysis of this psalm in different ways. Some
have focused all literary analysis on the form of the psalm and have concluded that it is
an imperatival hymn.1 Others attempt to construct a sitz im leben and conclude this was a
hymn used in some kind of worship or ritual setting. For instance, Weiser maintains it
was a hymn sung in the Feast of Tabernacles festivities,2 while Krause believes it was
composed for the Passover.3
Others have approached the psalm from a different literary perspective, which has
yielded a broad array of structures. Leslie Allen’s work has been important because he
has studied, refined, and condensed the works of Kissane, Shildenberger, and Krause into
a neat chiastic structure4:
A

A

(vv. 1–4)
B
(vv. 5–7)
C
(vv. 8–14)
B
(vv. 15–18)
(vv. 19–21)

Each of these scholars (Baumann, Kissane, Krause, and even Crusemann) recognizes an
introduction (vv. 1–3) and conclusion (vv. 19–21), but they each differ on how many
bicola and strophes appear in the body of the psalm. Allen observes several additional
literary features at work in the psalm. For instance, the psalm is framed with repetitions
of the divine name and tyb in vv. 2, 19, 20, and “Israel” in vv. 4 and 19. He also notes that
1. Frank Crusemann, Studien zur Formgeschichte Hymnus und Danklied in Israel (Neukirchener Verl,
1969), 125–29, cited by Leslie Allen, Psalms 101—150 (WBC 21; Nashville: Nelson, 2002), 287. An
imperatival hymn is a psalm that commands certain actions from the audience.
2. Artur Weiser, Psalms (trans. by Herbert Hartwell; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1962), 790.
3. Hans-Joachim Kraus, Psalms 60—150 (CC; Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1993), 492.
4. Leslie Allen, Psalms (WBC 21; Nashville: Nelson, 2002), 287–90.
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vv. 5–7 and 15–18 each have eight cola along with parallel occurrences of the words hco
and Aj…wr.5 Allen observes another feature that adds to the complexity of the psalm: “The
heterogeneity of the psalm manifests itself in a manner other than the form critical. Much
of the psalm has a suspiciously familiar ring: attentive readers find themselves assailed
by a conglomeration of snatches of other parts of the OT.”6 These features lead scholars
such as Eberhard Baumann and Klaus Seybold to believe the psalm received several later
additions.7 While Allen notes that the psalm could have possibly been redacted, he adds,
“If so, it was done so skillfully that the psalm was actually improved in structure and
impact.”8
Walter Brueggemann follows the same basic structure adduced by Allen and
outlines the psalm in five rhetorical units chiastically arranged:9
vv. 1–4

summons to praise and acclamation of YHWH
vv. 5–12
celebration of YHWH as creator redeemer
vv. 13–14
affirmation of YHWH’s name
vv. 15–18
dismissal of the idols and their makers
vv. 19–21
summons to bless YHWH
This survey reveals a general consensus regarding the structural outline of this chapter. I
have chosen to follow Brueggemann’s general outline because his rhetorical emphasis
lines up well with the approach of this study.

5. Allen, Psalms, 289. He notes that vv. 5–7 have two tricola in the eight cola while vv. 15–18 have four
bicola in the eight tricola.
6. Ibid., 287.
7. Eberhard Baumann believed vv. 11, 15–18, and 21 were redacted while Klaus Seybold thought vv. 14–
21 were redacted (Psalms, 289). Eberhard Baumann, “Struktur-Untersuchungen im Psalter 2,” ZAW 62
(1949–50): 115–52. Klaus Seybold, Die Psalmen (HAT 1:15; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1996).
8. Ibid.
9. Walter Brueggemann, Psalms (CBC; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 563.
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Rhetorical Analysis of Ps 135
Introduction (vv. 1–4)
The first four verses form an introduction to the psalm. From the beginning, thematic
clues emerge. First, the imperative …wlVlAh (“praise”) is repeated three times in v. 1 and once
in v. 3, suggesting the psalm encourages praise. The three occurrences of MEv (“name”)
occur in vv. 1, 3, and 13, each praising the character and reputation of YHWH. Perhaps
there is also a hint of apologia in this psalm because YHWH is consistently juxtaposed
against other “gods” (vv. 5, 15–18). The audience is the Israelite community (“servants of
YHWH,” and to those “who stand in the house of YHWH, in the courts of the house of
our God” in v. 2). The psalm also shares words with 113:1 (“Praise YHWH ... praise O
servants of YHWH ... praise the name of YHWH”) and 134:1–2 (“who stand...in the
house of YHWH”). Goldingay believes Pss 134 and 135 could be applied to either the
congregation as a whole or specifically to the ministers and choirs.10 Naturally, these
praise expressions imply some kind of temple structure, possibly suggesting the temple is
standing (either pre-exile or post-exile).11 While the psalm could have been composed
before the Babylonian exile, it is also possible that it was an earlier traditional liturgy
being repeated at a later time.12 The psalmist continues with three purpose clauses, each

10. John Goldingay, Psalms 90—150, (BOTC 3; Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 578.
11. Interestingly, Goldingay notes that the expression “our God” recurs in Ezra 8:17–33 and Neh 10:32–
39, pointing perhaps to a post-exilic date (ibid., 579).
12. The expression may also be metaphorical. There are several clues in this psalm that suggest a postexilic date. Weiser is one of the few to disagree with a post-exilic date (Psalms, 789). First, Book V is
traditionally seen as a collection of later, either exilic or post-exilic psalms. Second, there are several
intertextual allusions to other OT passages For instance, v. 4 (Deut 7:6; 14:2; Exod 19:5); v. 5 (Exod
18:11); v. 7 (Jer 10:13; 51:16); and v. 14 (Deut 32:36a). Even more convincing is the allusions to other
psalms. For instance, Pss 135—136 recall Pss 111—118 which precede the Ascent collection beginning in
119. The opening and concluding “hallelu-yah” also occurs in Pss 111:1; 112:1; 113:1, 9; 115:18; 116:19;
117:2. Richard Clifford in Psalms 73–150 (Nashville: Abingdon, 2003), 264, believes the editors of the
Psalter may have conceived Pss 111—118 and 135—136 as a frame to the Psalms of Ascent. There is an
observable similarity between Pss 135 and 115 (135:6 = 115:3; 135:15–18 = 115:4–8; 135:19–20 = 115:9–
11). Did Ps 135 use Ps 115? Did Ps 115 use Ps 135? Was there a common tradition or source for both?
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introduced by yI;k: hDwh◊y bwøf_yI;k, (“for YHWH is good”) MIoÎn yI;k, (“for he is gracious”) and
wøtD;l¨gVsIl lEa∂rVcˆy ;hDy wøl rAjD;b bOqSoÅy_yI;k (“for Jacob he has chosen to himself, Israel as his
possession”). The first two reasons for praise rest in YHWH’s covenant commitment to
Israel. The expression wøtD;l¨gVsIl (“his possession”) looks back to Exod 19:5, Deut 7:6 and
14:2 and is identified synonymously with “Jacob.” Brueggemann notes that the term
refers to the personal, intimate treasure of a monarch who has much wealth but cherished
his special object.13 So the psalm begins with a call to praise in Ps 135:1, an identification
of the audience (v. 2), and several reasons for praising YHWH (YHWH is good, his name
is pleasant, and he has chosen Jacob/Israel has his possession in vv. 3–4). The psalmist
cleverly begins the psalm with YHWH’s goodness as a trajectory that continues
throughout the rest of the psalm (vv. 1–3 anticipates v. 4 and vv. 1–4 anticipate vv. 13–
14).
Main Body (vv. 5–18)
Even though v. 5 begins with yI;k, the rhetoric differs so much from v. 4 that it seems best
to understand it as a new unit. Psalm 135:5 echoes Jethro’s confession in Exod 18:11:
“Now I know that the LORD is greater than all gods, because he delivered the people
from the Egyptians, when they dealt arrogantly with them.” One should remember that
Jethro was not an Israelite; but his witness of the exodus events left a deep impression
that he could neither ignore nor forget. The psalmist universalizes Jethro’s praise to exalt
YHWH even “above all gods.” Throughout this psalm, the psalmist assumes a

Since Ps 135 contains so many other OT passages, it appears to be the later text. Thirdly, Walter Zorn
argues that the use of the Hebrew relative pronoun (Rv) as a prefix in vv. 2, 8, and 10 suggests a post-exilic
date in addition to the use of psalms that seem to be post-exilic themselves, suggest a later date. See Walter
Zorn Psalms (Joplin: College Press, 2004), 456–57. Finally, v. 14 may allude to the exile: “For YHWH will
vindicate his people and have compassion on his servants.”
13. Brueggemann, Psalms, 564.
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polytheistic worldview common in the ancient near East. This is seen not only in v. 5 as
he praises YHWH as sovereign over all other gods; it also occurs in vv. 15-18. In fact,
YHWH is sovereign over creation because he “does whatever he pleases, in heaven and
on earth, in the seas and all deeps” (v. 6). The psalmist also claims that YHWH controls
the clouds, storms, lightning, rain, and wind.14 Perhaps there are two deconstructions at
work here. First, Goldingay—deconstructing polytheism—believes that even though
Israel is the sole focus of YHWH’s efforts, the idea is that YHWH is good for other
peoples as well because he is over all creation.15 Second, the psalm’s attention to the
weather, in particular the elements that accompany a thunderstorm, may be a polemic
against Baal, the Canaanite lord of storms.16 In this way, there is a subtle affirmation of
an exclusive claim that there is only one God, YHWH (v. 5). Additionally, the verb hDcDo
(“to do/make”) introduced in v. 6 is repeated again in vv. 7, 15, and 18. The repetition
creates a major contrast between YHWH who “does/makes” things, contra idols that are
“made.”
Even though the subject switches to the exodus, vv. 8–9 are still part of the earlier
rhetorical unit (which began in v. 5). In fact, the events will change several times in this
section, but YHWH is the subject of all these great acts. As we have seen in the other
historical psalms, the exodus event was a major part of the Israelite metanarrative
because it was understood as the national birth story.17 This psalm abbreviates the exodus
episode to the death of the firstborn and a general mention of the signs and wonders

14. It is possible that the description of YHWH’s ability to control the wind in v. 7 is a hint of the
exodus. The cloud, thunder, and lightning could echo the Sinai descriptions (see Exod 14:21–22; 15:4, 8,
10; Ps 29).
15. Goldingay, Psalms, 580.
16. J. Clinton McCann, Psalms (NIB 4; Nashville: Abingdon, 1996), 1220. Cf. Ps 29.
17. See Peter Enns, The Bible Tells Me So (New York: Harper Collins, 2014), 116.
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against Pharaoh and his servants (v. 8). Interestingly, the psalmist notes that the death of
the firstborn included both humans and animals.18 In addition, Pharaoh and “his servants”
are the objects of God’s power in v. 9. The word “servant” appears to be another thread
running through the psalm, where Pharaoh’s servants (v. 9) stand in contrast to God’s
servants (vv. 1 and 14).
Another repetition occurs with the verb hD;kIhRv (“struck down”), linking vv. 8–9
with vv. 10–12. YHWH “struck down” the Egyptian firstborn (v. 8) before “striking
down” the nations in v. 10. The psalmist has a unique interpretation of the following
events. He credits YHWH with slaying Sihon, Og, and the other kingdoms.19 Perhaps the
hiphil verb, can be translated he “caused [the kings and kingdoms] to be slayed.” In other
words, YHWH ordered but may not have literally carried out the slaying himself. The
names Sihon and Og have a unique place in the HB. First, these verses are an abbreviated
account of Num 21:21–35 where the Israelites, after their escape from Egypt, came to the
country east of the Jordan, near Heshbon. There Sihon, king of the Amorites, refused to
let them pass through his country. Likewise his neighbor, Og, king of Bashan, engaged
the Israelites in battle as they traveled to Canaan. Numbers 21 and Deut 3 record the
details of the skirmish with a specific description of Bashan’s sixty walled cities and
many un-walled towns. In addition, Amos 2:9 describes Og as being the height of a cedar
and strong as an oak. Perhaps the size and formidability of these two kings gave them an
infamy that punctuated their defeat and resulted with their being “commemorated in

18. Pharaoh commanded that Israel’s infant males be thrown into the Nile and here YHWH brings death
to Egypt’s firstborn, man and animal alike.
19. YHWH is not specifically mentioned. The perfect verbs have no direct subject other than the general
third person singular. The initial reference to YHWH is found back in v. 5. This is another clue that vv. 5–
12 are a unit. YHWH introduces the sequence in v. 5. Then the string of third person singular verbs builds
and continues the unit from v. 5.
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liturgical material (cf. Ps 136:19–20 and Neh 9:22).”20 Following Sihon and Og’s defeat,
YHWH gave Israel the land as hDlSjÅn (“possession”). The repetition of hDlSjÅn, along with the
changed pronouns in v. 12, mirrors Israel’s relationship with YHWH (“and gave their
land as a heritage, a heritage to his people Israel”). Israel was YHWH’s possession and
now “their land” became a “possession for his people Israel.”21 God’s defeat of these two
kings opened to the door for Israel to receive Canaan.
Psalm 135:13–14 begin a new unit that forms the climax of the psalm’s
movement at the center of the chiasm. These verses offer a perpetual praise of YHWH’s
mv (“name”) and rkz (“remember”). Brueggemann offers his own interpretation of rkz:
“YHWH has established such wonders that they will always be remembered and
celebrated.”22 Psalm 135:14 introduces the reason for praise with yk: “for YHWH will
judge his people and have compassion on his servants.” Divine justice in the OT,
especially in the Psalms, often means defending Israel from oppression, which seems to
be the case here considering the parallel between “judge/vindicate” and “compassion.”23
Once again God’s people are referred to as his “servants” (v. 4) who receive
“vindication” and “compassion” in contrast to Pharaoh’s servants, who receive “signs and
wonders” as punishment. The psalmist also echoes Deut 32:36 (“YHWH will vindicate
his people and have compassion on his servants”) to solidify the praise YHWH deserves
for vindicating and pitying his servants.
The similarities between Ps 135:15–18 and 115:4–8 lead some scholars to assume
a redactor has inserted 115:4–8 into this psalm. As it stands, vv. 15–18 contribute to the
20. J. R. Bartlett, “Sihon and Og, Kings of the Amorites,” VT 20 (1970): 257–277. Bartlett cites Weiser,
who believes that Sihon and Og were part of a common tradition preserved in the oral cultic tradition (ibid).
21. Goldingay, Psalms, 582.
22. Brueggemann, Psalms, 565.
23. Allen, Psalms, 291. Cf. Pss 69:37; 102:29; 136:22.
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rhetorical flow of the psalm by painting a stark contrast between YHWH and helpless
idols. The unit is framed between the word hco: idols are the hEcSoAm (“made/creation”) of
human hands (v. 15) ... those who MRhyEcOo (“make them”) and all those who trust them (v.
18). The contrast is deepened with several other clever descriptions. For instance, v. 7
plays on two words from the expression Aj…wr_aExwøm hDcDo. YHWH “makes” the “wind” come
out from his storehouses, contra the idols that are “made” (v. 15) and have no
“wind/breath” (v. 17).24 Brueggemann aptly summarizes the psalmist’s point, “The idols
are not powers but products.”25 Allen goes so far as to suggest this is a satire on alien
religions, saying, “These Jewish in-jokes about the powerlessness of cultic images serve
to contrast the made with the divine maker.”26 But it is v. 18 that points to the psalmist’s
primary theological issue—trust. McCann writes, “Those who trust their lives to nothing
will experience nothingness, whereas those who entrust their lives to YHWH will
participate in God’s enduring future.”27 Even if this portion of the psalm has been
redacted from another source, the intricate contrast that it creates contributes to the
rhetorical movement of the psalm.
Conclusion (vv. 19–21)
The final section (vv. 19–21) concludes the psalm by once again calling for YHWH’s
praise. Once YHWH’s superiority is explained, there is nothing left to do but praise him.
But rather than using the term for “praise,” the psalmist instead uses …wkßrD;b (“bless”) four
times, which once again is similar to Ps 115 (vv. 12–13). The series of blessings in vv.
19–20 form a chiasm:
24. The same Aj…wr in v. 7 created heaven and earth (Gen 1:2; Ps 135:6–7) and also parted the Sea in Exod
14:21 (cf. 135:8–9).
25. Brueggemann, Psalms, 566.
26. Allen, Psalms, 291.
27. McCann, Psalms, 1220.
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Israel
Priests of Aaron
Priests of Levi
You that fear YHWH
The different designations may signify different groups of participants. These
specific groups are singled out because they were responsible for leading the corporate
worship, even in post-exilic times. Or perhaps they are used figuratively. According to
the books of Ezekiel and Chronicles and Numbers, the temple personnel were all
members of the tribe of Levi.28 Even though the entire tribe of Levi was sanctioned for
priestly service, only those who could show direct descent from Aaron—and Zadok,
according to Ezekiel—could occupy a higher position within the cultic service (Ezek
44:10–16; Neh 7:63–65). Nehemiah reestablished the Levites in the Jerusalem temple
during his term as governor (Neh 13:10–13), but the Levites performed the more
“menial” chores while the Aaronid priests were the ruling elite of the temple.29
The final blessing contains two phrases that warrant discussion: “Blessed be
YHWH from Zion” and “he who resides in Jerusalem.” A similar expression occurs in
134:3. This raises some questions about a post-exilic date. Do these phrases suggest an
earlier date, since YHWH is said to reside in Jerusalem? If the psalm is post-exilic, does
this mean the people believed YHWH’s presence had returned to the temple? The
expressions confused Kraus, who admitted he was tempted to emend them.30 The
expression is difficult to explain but it may not have the literal significance we might be
inclined to read into it. Another possible interpretation is that the emphasis is not on
YHWH’s location but on the worshipers who are from Zion. In fact, Brueggemann
28. Nancy deClaissé-Walford, Rolf Jacobson, and Beth LaNeel Tanner, Psalms (NICOT; Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2014), 946. Cf. Num 3:6, 9.
29. Ibid.
30. Hans-Joachim Kraus, Psalms 60—150 (Augsburg: Fortress, 1993), 491.
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recommends interpreting it along these lines: “The Jerusalem angle is quite subdued in
this psalm, except that Jerusalem becomes a place where all hopes and fears of Israel are
gathered around the creator.”31 The psalm closes with a simple acclamation: ;h`Dy_…wlVl`Ah
(“Hallelu-yah”).
The Kerygma of Ps 135
The function of this psalm is challenging, as Crusemann notes, because of the diversity of
elements comprising the psalm.32 Much of the past scholarship focused on the form of the
psalm and possible historical occasions to explain its function.33 Allen believes this psalm
is an “unashamedly recycling” of older materials to create a new composition of praise.34
Once again, this is where the rhetorical emphasis and forward movement approach point
to a purpose for the historical recital.
Content
YHWH’s name/reputation is the main focus of the psalm. The clever rhetorical structure
brings this to light as the introduction’s summons to praise is further enhanced by five
divine attributes (name—vv. 1, 13; good—v. 3; gracious, great, exalted—v. 5) and a
series of deeds demonstrating YHWH’s reputation (vv. 5–12). The affirmation of his
character is the central part of the psalm (vv. 13–14); rhetorically, it is heightened when
the powerless idols are presented as his foil (vv. 15–18). Within this cleverly arranged
praise hymn there is a selective retelling of the traditional Israelite history: exodus (vv. 8–
9), wandering (vv. 10–11), and conquest (v. 12).

31. Brueggemann, Psalms, 566.
32. Crusemann, Studien zur Formgeschichte 125–29, cited by Allen, Psalms, 287.
33. Weiser, Kraus, and Anderson attempt a sitz im leben and conclude this was a hymn used in some kind
of worship or ritual setting. For instance, Weiser maintains it was a hymn sung in the Feast of Tabernacles
festivities (Psalms, 790).
34. Allen, Psalms, 292.
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Function
Several rhetorical features signal the psalm’s purpose. For instance, the five imperatives
to praise YHWH (vv. 1, 3), to praise his name (v. 2), and sing to his name (v. 3) suggest
the psalmist was written as a praise hymn. There are also three clauses in the introduction
that give purpose for praising YHWH: for YHWH is good; for he is gracious, for YHWH
has chosen Jacob for himself, Israel as his own possession (vv. 3–4).35
The psalmist recites a portion of Israelite history to demonstrate that YHWH can
do as he wishes (v. 6). So this particular recital lists deeds that prove YHWH is great,
above all gods, and can do as he pleases (vv. 5–6). And notice how YHWH’s record
eclipses the idols in vv. 15–18. The historical recital and the idol list both enhance the
psalmist’s call to praise by elevating YHWH to his proper place. One additional
observation from v. 14 is worth mentioning. The historical recital might also function as a
message of hope, for the post-exilic community. The message would affirm that YHWH
once redeemed Israel from Egypt and has the power to do so again.
Nancy deClaissé-Walford explains how the history would have functioned for a
post-exilic community:
In times of transition, in those times when we wonder what our next step
in faith should be, it often is helpful to look back over our past. What
words have sustained us in the past? What are the foundations of our
faith” The singers of Ps 135 employed familiar words and ideas to express
their faith in God. They felt no need to devise new images and phrases.
For, indeed, sometimes only the old, tried, and true has any real
meaning.36

35. The three divine attributes could be classified as content but since they are subordinate to the purpose
clause, I have chosen to classify them under function.
36. DeClaissé-Walford, Psalms, 947.
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Context
Two verses point to a general Israelite audience. Psalm 135:2 implies a Jewish audience
by the familiar temple terminology (“house of YHWH, the courts of the house of our
God”). Psalm 135:19–21 specifically identify Israelite names (Israel, Aaron, Levi, Zion,
and Jerusalem). Some aspects of the theology in the psalm may also provide clues to a
particular context. Three pillars of OT theology are found in this psalm: YHWH, Israel,
and the land. Notice that each of these three occurs with three specific allusions to the
land in vv. 2 (courts and the house of God), 12, and 21 (specific reference to Jerusalem).
Jerusalem was the sacred center where all three theological elements met and is still the
seat of Israelite theology. At this point, it is important to define post-exilic. By postexilic, we mean the period of time immediately after Cyrus’ decree that allowed Jews to
return to Jerusalem. This leaves three possibilities for dating. Perhaps v. 21 implies a preexilic date, but only if “he who dwells in Jerusalem” is assumed to be a pre-exilic
reference.37 However, the psalmist’s confidence that YHWH will vindicate his people in
v. 14 challenges that notion, suggesting that the people are either in exile or have returned
from exile. At this point, it is difficult to decide if v. 14 or v. 21 takes precedence. There
is another interpretive option for v. 21. There are several clues in Ps 105 that suggest a
post-exilic date even though the main theme of the psalm is the land. Perhaps v. 21 is not
literal, but a figurative representation (perhaps metonymy) suggesting a confident postexilic hope that YHWH has a special connection to the land, even if Jerusalem or the
Temple has not been rebuilt. It would refer to those who are back in the “land” with a

37. YHWH’s presence left the temple and departed East according to Ezek 10. Even though the temple
was rebuilt in the days of Ezra and Nehemiah, no second temple text records YHWH’s return to the temple.
A pre-exilic interpretation would require a literal interpretation of “he who dwells in Jerusalem” and
assume that this statement would not accurately reflect the second temple.
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restored, if diminished, Jerusalem/temple and who are looking for a full
vindication/restoration by YHWH. If this is the case, then this psalm has one of the
boldest appeals of the six selected passages to YHWH because the psalmist speaks as if
deliverance and restoration had already happened.38 Or it could be literal, referring to the
rebuilt Temple in the days of Ezra and Nehemiah. Finally, Ps 135’s placement in the
Psalter may be a clue for date. The scholarly consensus follows Gerald Wilson’s theory
of the Psalter’s arrangement, meaning that Books IV—V are a response to the exile.39 If
this consensus is true, and it seems to be, then the Temple reference most likely refers to
the rebuilt Temple in the days of Ezra and Nehemiah. DeClaissé-Walford explains the
post-exilic context:
The psalms of Book Five tell the story of the post-exilic community’s
quest for and celebration of identity and survival in a world vastly
different from the world of their ancestors of faith. The people were back
in their own land, the temple was rebuilt, and worship had resumed. But
they were not an independent nation with king and court. They were
vassals to first the Persian, then the Greeks, and then the Romans.40
Form
There are several forms in this psalm. Overall, the psalm is a hymn, in particular a hymn
designed to encourage praise to YHWH (vv. 1–3; 19–21). The psalm also contains
historical excerpts that function as evidence for YHWH’s exaltation. To heighten
YHWH’s worthiness, the hymn also contains a polemic against idols (vv. 13–18).

38. There is a need for further study on the parallel use of Jacob-Israel in post-exilic literature. It appears
the two were commonly used in parallelism after the exile (e.g., Pss 105:3; 135:4; 147:19; Isa 14:1; 41:4;
43:28; 44:1; 44:5, 21; Jer 30:10; 46:27; Hos 12:2, 12; Mic 2:12; 3:1, 8). Interestingly, Ps 135:4 contains the
Jacob-Israel parallel, which may offer a literary clue for a date.
39. DeClaissé-Walford, Psalms, 946–47.
40. Ibid.
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Together, the different forms serve to prompt the Israelite community to praise YHWH
for his goodness and his great deeds.
The rhetorical and theological implications from the emphasis on YHWH’s name
suggest the psalmist believes that YHWH must continue his relationship with Israel. Rolf
Rendtorff makes similar comments concerning Ezekiel when he writes, “There is almost
an echo of something like divine self-criticism, or more precisely, his insight that he
cannot punish Israel without causing damage to himself and his name by association. If
God wants to stay God, then he must remain God for Israel.”41 Rendtorff’s argument is
similar to Moses’s rebuttal to YHWH in Exod 32—34. YHWH has “chosen Jacob for
himself, Israel as his own possession” (v. 4) and the historical retelling establishes the
extent YHWH has gone in the past to secure Israel. So a crucial part of his reputation is
bound up in Israel’s continued existence. While Israel’s responsibility is to trust YHWH
(v. 18) and praise his name (vv. 19–21), the psalm seems to also place some
responsibility on YHWH to ensure Israel’s survival.
One of the primary functions of this psalm is to create and sustain hope in
YHWH. Israel had good reason to hope in YHWH. He is sovereign, he has chosen Israel,
he has exerted power in delivering his people, and his competition is helpless. If we
assume a post-exilic date, this was the theological focus that a post-exilic Israel needed.
Since YHWH had delivered them in the past, and since YHWH is the only God who even
exists, the psalmist evokes his praise and longs for deliverance (v. 14).

41. Rolf Rendtorff, The Canonical Hebrew Bible: A Theology of the Old Testament (Leiden: Deo, 2005),
255.
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CHAPTER SIX: PSALM 136
Structure
Psalm 136 begins with a reason for praise (vv. 1–3) and concludes with a call to praise (v.
26). In between, the psalm progressively surveys—in the form of a historical recital—
YHWH’s actions on behalf of Israel, the purpose being to elicit praise (vv. 4–25). There
are two ways to outline the structure.1 First, the psalm can be outlined according to the
historical events listed: creation (vv. 5–9), exodus (vv. 10–15), wilderness/conquest (vv.
16–22), and deliverance (vv. 23–25). Some scholars, such as Hans-Joachim Kraus, focus
on the historical material and conclude that the psalm was used in one of Israel’s cultic
settings.2 Pierre Auffret outlines the psalm historically, subdividing the historical sections
into smaller units. For instance, he believes vv. 4–6 and 7–9 divide the creation into
themes of heaven and earth and day and night.3 Further, he subdivides vv. 10–22 into vv.
10–15 (then further vv. 10–12, 13–15), 16, and 17–22 (further to 17–20, 21–22).
Other scholars outline the psalm based on literary features and poetic analysis.
From a form critical perspective, the repeated refrain wø;dVsAj MDlwøoVl yI;k (“for his chesed
endures forever”) suggests a psalm which was most likely sung in an assembly where the
refrain was a congregational response to a choral director. The psalmist also uses a
literary technique called enjambment, where a thought, in incomplete syntax, from one
line of poetry continues one into other colas. As J. P. Fokkelman says, “Psalm 136 holds

1. Like Pss 105 and 106, Ps 136 forms a pair with 135. They share vocabulary and a similar view of the
Israelite metanarrative. “Give thanks to YHWH” (vv. 1–3, 26) opens and closes the psalm, which is also
true of Ps 118 (vv. 1, 29). Together Pss 111—118 and 135—36 frame the Songs of Ascents, suggesting a
co-textual relationship.
2. Hans-Joachim Kraus in Psalms 60—150 (CC; Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1993), 497, believed it was
used for the Passover.
3. Pierre Auffret, “Note Sur La Structure Litteraire Du Psaume CXXXVI,” VT 27 (1977), 1–12, trans.
and cited by Allen, Psalms, 295. Auffret’s analysis brings further insight because he observed that vv. 23–
26 reverse the historical material: first history (vv. 23–24), then nature (v. 25), and finally praise (v. 26).
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the record as regards to the use of enjambment” which he believes is a crucial factor in
the flow of the song.4
John McKay and J. W. Rogerson arrange the psalm into a topical chiasm that
moves from the universality of God to the particular historical events and back to his
universal reign.5 The literary analysis has evolved over the years. For instance, J. A.
Montgomery divided the psalm into five strophes of irregular length consisting of three,
six, seven, six, and four lines.6 Alonso Schokel examined the main section (vv. 10–22)
where he observed two series of dative participles and dependent finite verbs. The first
four were cosmic deeds recounting creation (vv. 4–9) while the second four were
historical deeds in the life of Israel (vv. 10–22).7 Allen proposes the most elaborate
outlines:8
First strophe (vv. 1–3)
O give thanks to YHWH, for he is good
O give thanks to the God of gods
O give thanks to the Lord of lords
Second strophe (vv. 4–9) has six lines that subdivide into 1/2/3 lines
v. 4 begins with hcOol
vv. 5–6 great wonder in creating heavens and earth
vv. 7–9 great wonder in creating celestials
Third strophe (vv. 10–16) has seven lines that subdivide into 3/3/1 lines
The first two units cluster around larcˆy and kwt (vv. 11, 14) as object of YHWH’s
action(s)
Fourth strophe (vv. 17–22) with six lines either 4/2 or 2/2/29
Ends with wø;dVbAo (v. 22) which might parallel wø;mAo (v. 16)
4. J. P. Fokkelman Major Poems of the Hebrew Bible (trans. C. E. Smit; Assen: Koninklijke, 2003),
3:311
5. John McKay and J. W. Rogerson, Psalms 101—150 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1977),
148.
6. J. A. Montgomery, “Stanza Formation in Hebrew Poetry,” JBL 64 (1945): 379–84.
7. Alonso Schokel, “Psalmus 136,” VB 45 (1967): 129–138 cited by Allen, Psalms, 295.
8. Allen, Psalms, 296. These verses chiastically reverse the order as Auffret noted.
9. There might be better evidence for a 2/2/2 because vv. 17–18 (kings), vv. 19–20 (king), and vv. 21–22
(inheritance) repeat terms.
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Fifth strophe (vv. 23–26) with four lines subdivided into 2/1/1
Perhaps the most interesting literary analysis comes from Jacob Bazak who
observes certain patterns in the poetry and has arranged them geometrically into
triangles.10 He believes the psalm is made up of four parts (vv. 1–9; 10–18; 19–22; 23–
26) where each part contains a series of small subunits that Bazak represents with
triangles. So, for instance, part one (vv. 1–9) is represented by a large triangle in which
three smaller triangles represent subunits of the larger part. His analysis has been
condensed into this figure:

One consistent observation from this survey is that each literary analysis reaches a similar
conclusion that the psalm is composed of an introduction and conclusion (vv. 1–3 and 26)
and a main body that can be divided into four units (vv. 4–9; 10–16; 17–22; 23–25). This
analysis will follow that general structural flow.

10. Jacob Bazak, “The Geometric-Figurative Structure of Psalm CXXXVI,” VT 35:2 (1985): 129–38.
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Rhetorical Analysis of Ps 136
Introduction (vv. 1–3)
Jewish tradition tells us that this psalm was known as the “Great Hallel.”11 The reason for
the title is the noticeable refrain that is repeated in each verse: wø;dVsAj MDlwøoVl yI;k. It occurs no
less than twenty six times in the psalm, leading scholars to assume that this refrain the
congregations response to a leader.12 It is important to make a few observations about the
refrain. First, the refrain is not unique to this psalm. It occurs in other psalms, such as
106:1. Second, the refrain follows each assertion, meaning each theological assertion is
interpreted an example of “his [YHWH’s] steadfast love.” Third, the term dsj carries the
idea of covenant loyalty.13 Nelson Glueck’s analysis of chesed influenced linguists to
translate the term as “loyalty” in the sense of a mutual obligation between covenant
partners.14 Glueck’s premise contrasted previous translations that rendered chesed as
“mercy.” The translation “mercy” most likely goes all the way back to the LXX, whose
translators used e¶leoß for chesed.15 Harold Kamsler has been a vocal critic of translating
chesed as “mercy,” arguing that mercy overshadows the aspect of covenant mutuality in
the term. Kamsler’s noted that it is highly unlikely that the psalmist intended to interpret
the slaying of kings as an example of his mercy (vv. 17–18). Most likely Kamsler would
not argue that the term can never mean “mercy,” but that mercy is an extension of

11. Israel Slotki, “The Stichometry and text of the Great Hallel,” JTS 29 (1928): 255–68.
12. J. Clinton McCann, Psalms (NIB 4; Nashville: Abingdon, 1996), 1223, adds that this cannot be
proven with any certainty but more than any other psalms demonstrates the possibility of responsorial
liturgical use.
13. Walter Brueggemann, Psalms (CBC; New York: Cambridge Press, 2014), 569; Richard Clifford,
Psalms 73—t150 (Nashville: Abingdon, 2003), 269.
14 Nelson Glueck, Hesed in the Bible (Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press, 1967), 55.
15. Harold Kamsler,“Hesed: Mercy or Loyalty,” JBQ 27:3 (1999): 183–85.
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YHWH’s covenant loyalty. This also appears to be the reason John Goldingay translates
the refrain, “because his commitment is forever.”16
We must look beyond lexical definitions alone and allow the context to also
contribute in understanding the term. In addition to a lexical definition of the word, the
context of the psalm also suggests the word refers to YHWH’s faithful commitment to
Israel. The psalmist’s use of the term in the context suggests that the concept must also be
defined in the events experienced by the community because they were demonstrations of
YHWH’s loyalty. The psalmist declares that YHWH divided seas, shook Pharaoh, killed
kings, cared for Israel, and gave them land all because of his commitment to them.
Finally, the yk (“for”) conjunction that precedes each refrain functions as an explanation
for the first cola. The series of praises functions much like a “running commentary,” that
interprets God’s work in creation and in Israel’s history.17 So the refrain is the crucial
element not only to the rhetorical flow of the psalm but also to its theology.
The first three verses introduce the psalm with a series of commands: “Give
thanks to YHWH.” The three verses exalt YHWH as God of gods and Lord of lords. The
exaltation echoes Pss 134 and 135 but with a different verb dwøh. Goldingay is quick to
note that the verb is better translated “confess” or “acknowledge” than “giving thanks”
since the focus is on giving a testimony to what YHWH has done and thereby drawing
attention to who he is.18 The opening confession declares YHWH is good because his

16. John Goldingay, Psalms (BCOTWP 3; Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 593.
17. J. F. J van Rensburg, “History and Poetry: A Study of Psalm 136,” in Exodus 1—15: Text and
Context. Proceedings of the 29th Annual Congress of the Old Testament Society of South Africa. (ed. J. J.
Burden et al.; Pretoria: University of South Africa, 1987), 91–112.
18. John Goldingay, Psalms 90—150 (BOTC 3; Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 590.
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steadfast love endures forever. The next two verses complement the confession by
highlighting YHWH’s superiority to any other god(s).19
Main Body (vv. 4–25)
The body of the psalm can be divided into three distinct parts. The first part praises
YHWH alone for his creation work in ordering and arranging life (vv. 4–9). Psalm 136:4
transitions the discussion from the introduction to an inventory of specific deeds YHWH
has done for Israel. The verse declares that YHWH alone has done great wonders, and
everything that follows harks back to the twølOd◊…g twøaDlVpˆn (“great wonders”) he has done. Ps
136:4–9 use interesting words and expressions to recount creation. First, creation is the
result of divine hDn…wbVtI;b (“his understanding”). Similar ideas are stated in Prov 3:19–20, Jer
10:12 and 51:15; but the most fascinating text is Prov 8:22–31 where wisdom is
personified as a co-agent of creation. The psalm suggests that creation has “an
intentionality that is well beyond the exercise of raw power.”20 Unlike the other historical
psalms, this psalm adds creation to YHWH’s “wonders.” Second, the word åoqOrVl,
normally translated “spread out,” conjures the image of a blacksmith shaping metal with
a hammer. This idea is not foreign to the OT. In fact, Isa 42:5 and 44:24 both describe the
earth as “beaten out” into an image. Third, the image of the sun, moon, and stars is
similar to the establishment of the cosmic luminaries in Gen 1:16–18. While Gen 1 does
give specific names to the luminaries, the psalmist names them as “sun” and “moon” and
declares that these celestial bodies “rule” over day and night (vv. 7–8). The first recital’s
inclusion of these creation elements is unique among the other recitals, but it serves to
praise YHWH for his complete control of the cosmos. Finally, vv. 4a, 5a, 6a, and 7a,

19. Psalm 136:3 may allude to Deut 10:17.
20. Brueggemann, Psalms, 570.
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begin with a participial form of a verb that could be loosely translated, “The one who
does such and such.”21As J. Clinton McCann notes, “The affirmation is a crucial one, for
it suggests that Israel’s specific story is part of God’s wondrous and comprehensive
purpose for the entire cosmos. But it is YHWH’s chesed that lies behind the origin of the
world.”22
The psalm continues with YHWH’s impressive resume in the second part of the
main body (vv. 10–22). Overall, this section follows the Pentateuchal narrative. Like the
Pentateuchal story, the psalm moves to YHWH’s interests towards Israel. However,
unlike the Pentateuchal story, it omits both the patriarchal, stories skipping straight to the
exodus and Sinai, and focusing instead on the deliverance at the Sea and the wilderness
and conquest.
Psalm 136:10 begins with the hiphil participial verb form hE;kAmVl (“who smote”)
signaling a new strophe. Other participial verb forms reappear in vv. 10, 13, 16, and 17
either suggesting a new unit or a new historical tradition. The entire unit (vv. 10–16) is a
general description of the exodus event. These verses also recount the major characters of
the exodus: YHWH, Egypt, and Israel. All of the plagues are synthesized and represented
with a single reference to the final plague—death of the firstborn. The effect of the
firstborn dying was so strong it became a metonymy for the entire Egyptian plague
experience. The psalmist’s description of the exodus also contains anthropomorphic
language such as v. 12, “With a strong hand and an outstretched arm.” But the description
of the parting of the Sea is completely unique. Psalm 136:13 describes the parting as rEzOgVl

21. Clifford, Psalms, 269. In fact, this particular form introduces each section (vv. 10, 13, 16, 17) until a
syntax change in v. 21 introduces the last event. From that point on, the past tense verb shows that v. 23
begins the conclusion.
22. McCann, Psalms, 1224.
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(“cut”) making it the only time this verb is used to describe the event at the Sea. Allen
believes that this psalm may allude to ANE creation myths that describe the
dismemberment of Tiamat, the sea monster.23 The Exodus account uses similar cosmic
language; and placing the creation account and exodus back-to-back suggests a cosmic
symbolism: creation is the birth of the cosmos (of which Israel is a part), while the
exodus is the birth of national Israel.24 The figurative language continues with the
splitting of the Sea, where YHWH caused Israel to pass through. Psalm 136:15 echoes
Exod 14:27 with the garish description of YHWH rEoˆn◊w (“shook”) Pharaoh and his army
into the Sea. The figurative imagery complements the previous anthropomorphic
description (v. 12) of YHWH’s strong arm splitting the Sea in two—as if his hand were
an axe. Then he ushered Israel to the other side. The metaphors create the picture of the
Egyptians crawling on YHWH’s hand, but he shakes them off into the Sea.
The next participial verb (textual marker) occurs in v. 16. The psalmist is not
aiming to give a detailed account of each event but is listing some of YHWH’s wonders
without a long pause between events. Interestingly, Allen adds that Schokel thought the
change from “Israel” (vv. 11, 14) to “his people” (v. 16) to be significant and reflected
the constituting of the covenant people in the wilderness.25 The wilderness sojourn is
condensed into this single verse and reflects the Deuteronomistic theme that YHWH
“caused them to go” (Deut 8:2, 15; 29:5).26 There is a possible pun on the words JKyIlwømVl
(“who caused them to go out” from the hiphil participal Klm) in v. 16 and MyIkDlVm (“kings”
from the noun Klm) in Ps 136:17. Perhaps it is some indication of YHWH’s kingship since
23. Allen, Psalms, 298.
24. Peter Enns, The Bible Tells Me So (New York: Harper Collins, 2014), 124–26.
25. Allen, Psalms, 298.
26. Interestingly, the LXX adds an extra line, tw◊ˆ e˙xagago/nti u¢dwr e˙k pe÷traß aÓkroto/mou which
may be an allusion to Deut 8:15: “the bringer of water from the rock.”
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he “led his people through the wilderness,” which included dealing with aggressive kings.
In addition, the kings are described as “great,” which may connect to the same word that
describes the “wonders” in v. 4. However, the psalmist would have us know there was
only one truly powerful king—YHWH.
The participial verb in v. 17 begins the next unit (vv. 17–22). Theses verses
summarize the journey to Canaan. Once again, Sihon and Og reappear as examples of
major obstacles. But notice that the psalmist bypasses any credit to Joshua or Israel and
gives sole credit of their defeat to YHWH. The conjunctive waw attached to the regular
past tense verb NAtÎn◊w (v. 21) signals that the resume of deeds is coming to a conclusion. The
resume concludes with YHWH giving Israel their land as hDlSjÅnVl (“a possession”). There
may be some theological connection between v. 6, where YHWH “shaped the land” (X®rDaDh
oåqOrVl), and v. 21, where now he gives Israel that “land” (MDx√rAa NAtÎn◊w). Like 135:12, the
psalmist repeats “possession” in v. 22, emphasizing that “their land” became Israel’s
land. Goldingay believes the rhetoric is designed to say something new about Israel, not
in conventional terms like “his people” (135:12), but as “his servant.”27 In fact, Deut
4:21, 38 speak of YHWH giving these lands to Israel as a “possession,” though the
precise formulation here (hDlSjÅnVl) corresponds most closely to Josh 11:23.28 But the title
can also carry a sense of honor in that Israel is servant to the God of gods and the Lord of
lords, and YHWH has given Canaan as a gift to his servant.
Another syntactical change occurs in 136:23, ushering in the final section (vv. 23–
25). After recounting the wonders of creation (vv. 4–9) and YHWH’s deliverances of
Israel (vv. 10–22), the psalmist reflectively concludes the historical retelling. The normal
27. Goldingay, Psalms, 595.
28. Ibid.
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Hebrew word order of verb before subject is replaced with a prepositional phrase before
the verb. A change such as this usually signals some emphasis. In this case, the psalm
transitions from a retelling of past events to the current state. The phrase …wnElVpIvV;bRv (“in our
low estate”) emphatically begins the sentence and most likely suggests the current state
of the people, either in Babylonian exile or in Jerusalem during the days of Ezra and
Nehemiah.29 The syntactical change has signaled that the historical retelling is over and
some type of reflection now takes place.
The time reference in vv. 23–24 is open to debate, depending on how much time
has passed from the conquest reference in v. 22 to the statement in v. 23. Krause thought
v. 23 referred to the Judges period since the description happens after the giving of
Canaan.30 Some believe it referred to the period of David.31 Others, such as Goldingay,
interpret the time reference as the whole range of history from conquest to the psalm’s
present.32 Goldingay appears to believe that the time reference is ambiguous enough to
apply to more than one situation. Israel was brought low in the Judges period, and several
other times, most notably the Babylonia exile and the years thereafter. The psalmist
declares that YHWH …wnyérD…xIm …wnéq√rVpˆ¥yÅw (“rescued us from our foes”), which parallels the rescue
from Egypt in v. 16. The words in vv. 23–24 conjure Exodus memories: YHWH
“remembered” Israel in their Egyptian plight (Exod 2:24) and “rescued” them from
29. Most scholars date Ps 136 to post-exilic times for several reasons. First, its location in the Psalter
suggests a latter date since Books IV—V appear to be arranged as a response to the crisis of exile. Second,
there are textual clues that point to a post-exilic date. Allen notes the relative particle v in v. 23 along with
the latter verbal forms ronw in v. 15 and the Aramaic sense of qrp in v. 24 all point to a later date (Allen,
Psalms, 295). Third, the psalmist uses the past tense YHWH “remembered” and “rescued” Israel, which
suggests a post-exilic date. Finally, Kraus notes that the psalm’s use of Pentateuchal traditions and older
cultic material suggests a post-exilic date (Psalms, 498–99). Once again, dating the psalms is difficult,
given the fact that the composition of the psalm itself and the date it was collected and/or arranged into the
Psalter may be separate by quite some time.
30. Kraus, Psalms, 499.
31. Allen, Psalms, 298–99.
32. Goldingay, Psalms, 595–96.
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Egypt. Now the psalmist claims he has done the same for “us.” Allen observes, “The
exodus is reviewed now as God’s act of faithful deliverance, not merely of a generation
dead and gone but of ‘us.’”33 Perhaps this suggests that the exile is over, or the psalmist
believes YHWH will rescue them soon. The word …wnéq√rVpˆ¥yÅw translated “rescued” also means
“to tear” or “take away” and could refer to the end of the exile, maybe the time of Ezra or
Nehemiah.
Goldingay believes vv. 23–25 can be related to four experiences.34 First, he
argues that it summarizes YHWH’s involvement with Israel as described through vv. 10–
22, which began with YHWH being “mindful” of Israel in its affliction (Exod 2:24; 6:5).
This affliction is then reconfigured as humiliation or being brought low at the foes hand,
while YHWH’s deliverance is reconfigured as tearing the people away from these foes.
Second, it also summarizes YHWH’s involvement with Israel after giving them the land
and into the period of the “judges.” Israel was “brought low” by several foes; but
YHWH, being mindful of it, tore them away from their foes. Third, the confession
summarizes the exilic period when Israel was “brought low” by Babylonians (Lam 1:5,
7). YHWH had threatened exile for breaking covenant but also promised to revive those
brought low (Isa 57:15). YHWH was mindful of the covenant (Lev 26:42, 45) and tore
them away from their foes. Finally, it summarizes Judah’s experience after exile. In their
low state, foes assailed them (Ezra 4:1; Neh 4:11); but YHWH was mindful of them.
Conclusion (v. 25)
The psalm closes with an unexpected statement in v. 25. Not all of YHWH’s attention is
for Israel. The psalmist universally declares that YHWH “gives food to all flesh” (cf. Pss

33. Allen, Psalms, 298.
34. Goldingay, Psalms, 595–96.
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104:27, 28; 145:15). He is praised for his specific wonders in the life of Israel but also for
all peoples.
The final verse returns the readers to praising God. The phrase MˆyDmDÚvAh lEaVl (“God of
the heavens”) is used in post-exilic times where Allen notes that la was a common divine
title in the Persian Empire, and its adoption by Jews was an attempt to use a cultural
equivalent that would interpret their faith for non-Jews.35 The final verse brings the psalm
full circle. The psalmist began in v. 1 by commanding his audience to confess YHWH.
He continued with a list of reasons YHWH deserves praise before closing with one final
command to praise in v. 26.
The Kerygma of Ps 136
Content-Function
Since the content and function as so closely related in this psalm, I have chosen to
categorize them together. This psalm makes an assertion about YHWH in every verse.
This feature makes it unique for analyzing the content and function. The first four verses
make propositional claims about YHWH’s character: he is good (v. 1), he is God of gods
(v. 2), and Lord of lords (v. 3), and he alone does great wonders (v. 4). The main thrust of
this psalm is for Israel to praise YHWH for his goodness and chesed. The psalmist recites
selected portions of Israelite history as a resume of YHWH’s wondrous deeds. The
psalmist recounts, in brief statements, the creation (vv. 4–9), exodus (vv. 10–15), and the
wilderness (vv. 16–22), not only to exemplar YHWH’s actions but to mark those actions
as examples of YHWH’s chesed.
The recital undergoes a subtle reshaping with its focus on the creation of the
cosmos where YHWH “shaped the land” (v. 6) before eventually “giving the land” to
35. Allen, Psalms, 299.
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Israel (v. 21). All negative Israelite behavior is omitted because the attention is fully on
YHWH as the Creator and Sustainer of Israelite existence. In effect, the point is that
YHWH, who brought creation and Israel into existence, continues to be with Israel in the
psalmist’s present time, even remembering “us” in our low estate and taking “us” away
from our enemies (vv. 23–24). So this psalmist uses selected portions of Israelite history
to substantiate YHWH’s chesed. After listing the mighty acts and eliciting praise for
each, the psalm proceeds to show how YHWH’s past actions affect the present
community (vv. 23–25).36 History reveals that YHWH is worthy of Israel’s praise, and
the psalmist hopes his recital will elicit it.
Context
We do not know the exact date or circumstances of the psalm, so we are left looking for
internal and external clues for a context. As it stands, the psalm points to YHWH’s past
deeds to elicit praise in the present. The “low estate” mentioned by the psalmist is
difficult to identify. As mentioned before, Allen’s linguistic observations of later verbal
forms in vv. 15, 23, 24, and the Aramaic use of qrp in v. 24, point to a latter date.37 It is
difficult to prove date from past tense verbs because of the flexibility of Hebrew verbs.
For instance, it is easy to identify YHWH as the subject of the verbs “remembered” and
“rescued” in vv. 23–24; but it is difficult to identify the “low estate” and “foes.” The
description would certainly fit the Babylonian exile. However, as we move to the second
level, the psalm’s location in the Psalter suggests the editor(s) has a certain intention.
Considering the traditional dating of Books IV and V, it appears the editor(s) believed vv.
23–25 would apply to a post-exilic community. Theologically, these psalms contribute to

36. Clifford, Psalms, 272.
37. Allen, Psalms, 295.
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Gerald Wilson’s thesis that the latter books of the Psalter turn Israel’s attention—away
from the Davidic monarchy—to YHWH’s universal kingship by extoling YHWH’s
sovereign guidance over Israel (Ps 135) and reminding Israel of YHWH’s faithful
character (Ps 136). Both chapters use Israel’s history as a track record of YHWH’s
goodness in past actions, which also suggests a faithful record such as his is good reason
to hope YHWH will continue the same on into the future.
Form
We do not know exactly what function this psalm played in the Psalter in the sense of
specific celebrations, feasts, or Temple worship. However, the repetitive refrain would
demonstrate, more than any other psalm, the likelihood of responsorial liturgical use.38
The psalmist creatively retells Israel’s history in a rhythmic bi-cola with the first cola
recounting an excerpt from Israelite history followed by the refrain “for his chesed
endures forever.” While history is a major form in the psalm, it is subordinate to the
hymnic form because history is reshaped to function as the reason for praise and
thanksgiving.
Therefore, Ps 136 uses a rhythmic history (form) to remind post-exilic Israel of
YHWH’s greatness (content) and to motivate praise and thanksgiving (function). The
psalm, paired with 135, forms a fitting conclusion to the Songs of Ascent. These Songs
build and articulate God’s claim upon the world.39 The praise hymn uses history to justify
YHWH’s worthiness to be praised and motivate Israel to “give thanks to YHWH” (vv. 1,
2, 26).

38. McCann, Psalms, 1223.
39. Ibid.
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CHAPTER SEVEN: NEHEMIAH 9
Structure
Analyzing Neh 9 is different from the previous passages because the overall genre of
Nehemiah is historiographical. This requires a brief explanation of the context. After
Babylon fell to Persia in 539 BCE, King Cyrus of Persia allowed a group of Jewish
emissaries to return to their homeland to rebuild their temple and establish a vassal
government. The books of Ezra and Nehemiah detail the return of Jews to Jerusalem and
the subsequent restoration that took place as a result. Ezra is called both a priest and a
scribe (Torah scholar).1 Nehemiah was a Jewish patriot whose life is recorded in the book
that bears his name. He was a cupbearer to the king, giving him immediate access to the
king as an advisor. When he learned from his brother, Hanani, that the people in Judah
were in trouble and that the water was broken, he requested that the king allow him to
return to his native land to rebuild the walls. He was given permission to go along with a
military escort. When he arrived and organized the project, foreign aggressors frustrated
the building project. He was eventually appointed governor and held that position for
twelve years (5:14). So the first six chapters recount Nehemiah’s return and the
rebuilding of the wall. 7:1–72 records the officers appointed over Jerusalem, a genealogy
of the community, and a list of who returned. The third section (7:72b–10:39) narrates the
reforms of Ezra, his famous reading of the Torah and festal celebrations. The rest of the
book contains various genealogies, the dedication of the wall, and administrative
decisions (11:1—13:31).
This study’s selected passage falls in the middle of the third section (7:72b—
10:39). The events unfold as follows: Ezra read the Torah before the people (7:72b–
1. His genealogy is found in Ezra 7:1–6, connecting him to the priesthood of Aaron.
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8:12); the festival of Tabernacles was celebrated in 8:13–18; there was a day of fasting
(9:1–5) in which Ezra prayed (9:6–37); finally, the covenant was confirmed (10:1–39).
This is a crucial section in Nehemiah because it contains the covenant renewal ceremony,
which is the climax of the two books.2 Within the parameters of this covenant ceremony
is a prayer which most English translations credit to Ezra.3
From a form critical perspective, the form and content of the historical
recapitulation in 9:6–37 put it in a special category. Is it a psalm? Is it a prayer? Is it
poetry? Technically the passage is a prayer, but it is not the usual petition one would
expect. Ralph Klein notes that neither the NRSV nor the NIV understands the prayer as
poetry, though it is printed as poetry in the BHS.4 The parallelism and flow suggest that it
is poetic. The structure of 9:6–37 can be outlined form critically as follows: introductory
praise (v. 6), historical retelling (vv. 6–31), petition (v. 32), confession (v. 33–34), and
lament (vv. 35–37).
One caveat is in order here regarding the decision to include Neh 9 in this study
that has, so far, focused on historical retellings in psalms. There is value in comparing
Neh 9 with the other historical retellings. Not only does the prayer in Neh 9 compare in
content and form to the other historical recitals; it also exhibits characteristics of certain
confessions (Jer 32:17–25; Ezra 9:6–15; Neh 1:5–11; Dan 9:4–19). There are two major
parts of the prayer: the historical retelling (vv. 6–31) takes on the form of a historical
psalm while the concluding petition (vv. 32–37) has the form of a penitential confession.
Its similarity to the other passages can be observed when compared to Pss 78, 106, and
2. Michael W. Duggan, The Covenant Renewal in Ezra—Nehemiah (Neh 7:72b—10:40): An Exegetical,
Literary, and Theological Study (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2001), 1.
3. There is some ambiguity as to who prayed this prayer. The MT clearly says the Levites prayed, while
the LXX attributes the prayer to Ezra.
4. Ralph W. Klein, Ezra & Nehemiah (NIB 3; Nashville: Abingdon, 1999), 809.
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135. For instance, the prayer opens with “heaven of heavens, with all their host, the earth
and all that is on it, the seas and all that is in them. To all of them you give life, and the
host of heaven … ” (9:6). A similar beginning occurs in Ps 135, a psalm that shares many
features with this prayer. Psalms 78, 106, and Neh 9 also emphasize divine retribution.
However, as Michael Duggan notes, the Levites’ prayer portrays retribution as occurring
only in the era following the settlement in the land.5
I have chosen to structure the prayer according to the historical events listed:
Abraham (vv. 6–8), exodus (vv. 9–11), wilderness (vv. 12–23), and life in the land (vv.
24–31). The prayer lacks the clever literary wordplays that we have observed in other
passages. There is a thematic thread that begins with the Abrahamic land promise. The
word Nma also forms a theme in the prayer because it is used again and again to contrast
God’s “faithfulness” with Israel’s infidelity. Some, such as Frederick Holmgren, have
attempted to locate more intricate literary details such as a chiastic structure from 9:6–
10:1.6 However, our study will focus on both the events in the historical recital and the
land theme.
Rhetorical Analysis of Neh 9:6–37
Nehemiah 9:6 opens with praise to YHWH: “You are YHWH, you alone; you have made
heaven, the heaven of heavens, with all their host, the earth and all that is on it, the seas
and all this is in them. To all of them you give life, and the host of heaven worships you.”
The MT omits any reference to who prayed the prayer. However, many English
5. Duggan, Renewal, 227.
6. Frederick Holmgren, in “Faithful Abraham and the ’amana Covenant Nehemiah 9,6–10,1,” ZAW 104
(1992): 249–54, breaks the chiastic elements into smaller units and connects key words. While he certainly
points out similarities in words, his chiastic arrangement seems forced and not easily observed from the text
alone. His arrangement does not follow the syntactical order of the verses but operates solely on the parallel
use of the same words. One positive aspect of this article is that he does highlights to continued use of the
word Nma.
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translations follow the LXX (kai« ei•pen Esdraß) and credit the prayer to Ezra.7 The
phrase V;tAa ÔK®;dAbVl (“you alone”) is also found throughout Deuteronomy, reflecting the
Deuteronomist’s monotheistic claims (Deut 4:35, 6:4). The praise contains a lengthy
superlative “Heaven of heavens, with all their host, the earth and all that is on it, the seas
and all that is in them. To all of them you give life, and the host of heaven … ”8 The
prayer claims YHWH has created the cosmos (similar to Pss 95:5, 104, and 136:5–9), and
is worthy of praise.9 The appeal to the entire cosmos is a fitting introduction to recognize
YHWH not only as Israel’s God but the sovereign God of all creation. The opening praise
establishes a backdrop that will be developed throughout the rest of the prayer: the host
of heaven worships God while his people disobey him.
Nehemiah 9:7–8 briefly recounts a portion of the Abraham narrative (Gen 12:1–3;
15:6–21; 17:5). Observing what has been included and excluded might offer insight into
understanding how this reference is used in the prayer. The story of Abraham includes
over a dozen chapters of Genesis, yet his life is abbreviated into only two verses in this
prayer. First, the term D;t√rAjD;b (“you chose”) supports the idea of Abraham being elected by
God for a specific purpose. Nowhere else does the MT speak of God “choosing”
Abraham.10 Second, the hiphil perfect verb wøtaExwøh◊w (“brought him out”) suggests

7. I will refrain from crediting the prayer to Ezra and from here on simply acknowledge this passage as
“the prayer.”
8. A similar beginning occurs in Ps 136, a psalm that shares many features with this prayer.
9. Klein notes that the Hebrew cosmos presupposed a tri-partite structure of heaven, earth, and sea (Ps
69:34 and 91:11); see Klein 809. Usually, the “host of heaven” refers either to the cosmic forces
personified as YHWH’s army (Josh 5:14–15; Isa 13:4) or to the divine council gathered around YHWH (1
Kgs 22:19–23). However, the context suggests it is everyone incorporated in the divine realm, for they all
worship YHWH. E. T. Mullen Jr., “Hosts, Host of Heaven,” in Dictionary of Demons and Deities in the
Bible (eds. Karel Van Der Toorn, Bob Becking, and Pieter W. Van Der Horst; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1999), 3:301–4
10. Duggan notes that the closest use of this verb with Abraham is Isa 41:8 where Jacob is the subject but
he is referenced as the “offspring of Abraham” (Renewal, 203). He adds that this statement identified the
audience of exiles as the true Israel, the offspring of Abraham, and as such, was a declaration that the
covenant with Abraham was particularly vital to defining the authentic Israel in exilic controversies.
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Abraham’s deliverance from Ur is a precursor to a later and greater exodus.11 Third, the
prayer cites YHWH’s covenant with Abraham.12 YHWH promised several things to
Abraham: a great name, a blessing to the world, a child, and land for his descendants
(Gen 12:1–3). In a way, one could argue the covenant with Abraham was really a series
of covenants with Abraham; but it is always referred to in the singular tense. This prayer
draws special attention to the land covenant, which is acknowledged as having been
fulfilled (Neh 9:8). Included in the land covenant reference is a list of nations that is
found nine other times in the OT (Gen 15:19–20; Exod 3:8, 17; 33:2; 34:11; Deut 7:1;
Judg 3:5; Ezra 9:1). This particular aspect of the prayer has obviously been shaped; but to
what end? Considering that they were living in the same land as Abraham, the Abrahamic
land covenant would be most fitting for a post-exilic Israel; and just like Abraham,
foreigners controlled the land. This most likely explains why the prayer only references
the land part of the Abrahamic covenant. The Hebrew text adds a dimension that English
translations do not. For instance, 9:8 ends with the pronoun hD;tDa (lit. “for righteous are
you”) pointing all the attention to YHWH’s faithfulness to his covenant.13 The prayer
begins with the Abraham narrative in order to set the stage for the rhetoric of the prayer.
Land and God’s faithfulness will be at the center of this prayer, while Israel’s
disobedience will be the counterpart to these themes.
A new unit begins in v. 9 with a recital of the Exodus event. Nehemiah 9:11a
combines the narrative of Exod 14:16, 21–22 with the poetry of 15:19. F. Charles
11. BDB (accessed through Accordance software) cites the exodus as an example of the hiphil use of axy.
Theologically, one could argue that several events in the life of Abraham have a correlation to Israel’s later
exodus. For instance, both Abraham and the nation went to Egypt for preservation during famine and both
returned. Both also spent time in the Negev following their departure from Egypt.
12. James Kugel believes the phrase “you found his heart to be faithful” is significant to this discussion.
He believes the prayer implies that God had begun testing Abraham even before the covenant of Gen 15.
See, The Bible As It Was (London: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1997), 166.
13. The pronoun “you” also occurs at the end of vv. 6 and 31.
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Fensham observes that the exodus is a common theme in the poetical descriptions of
Israel’s history (Pss 78:12ff; 105:23ff; 106:7ff; 135:8ff; 136:10ff) because it was the
definitive redemptive event of the OT.14 Each of the psalms mentions, in its own way,
how YHWH defeated the Egyptians and Pharaoh at the Red Sea. But only Ps 106:8 can
compare with Neh 9:10 in explaining that YHWH’s name played a part in the event.
God’s action, on behalf of his people, created a “name” or “reputation” that apparently
still remained even to the time of this prayer.15 Susan Gillingham observes that references
to the exodus typically serve to affirm to the various audiences that they were still God’s
elect, by assuring them that they were the true inheritors of an ancient faith.16
Nehemiah 9:13–14 focuses on two important sections of the Sinai narrative.17 The
first—“you came down on Mount Sinai and spoke with them from heaven”—may at least
in part, be alluding to the Decalogue (Exod 19; 31:13–17). However, it contains many
other terms such as MyIbwøf tOwVxIm…w Myî;qUj tRmTa twørwøt◊w MyîrDv◊y MyIfDÚpVvIm (“right judgments and true laws,
good statutes and commandments”). These terms occur frequently in Deuteronomy and
collectively represent a list of legal terms to describe God’s instruction. The list of terms
encompasses the whole picture of God’s direction for his people and the list is only found
here, Neh 10:29, 2 Kgs 17:37 and 2 Chr 19:10. It is interesting that the prayer also
includes the sabbath observance as part of the holy instruction. But Duggan notes that the
14. F. Charles Fensham, The Books of Ezra and Nehemiah (NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983),
229. For a great discussion of the exodus see Susan Gillingham, “The Exodus Tradition and Israelite
Psalmody,” SCT 52.1 (1999): 19–46.
15. Rahab knew of YHWH’s reputation: “For we have heard how the LORD dried up the water of the
Red Sea1 before you when you came out of Egypt . . .” (Josh 2:10). Likewise, Moses appeals to YHWH’s
reputation to persuade him not to destroy Israel after making the golden calf (Exod 32).
16. Gillingham, “Exodus Tradition,” 26.
17. Kugel believes that Neh 9:13 clears up earlier confusion about the location of God at the Sinai event
(The Bible, 373–74). Exodus 19:20 says God went down to the mountain and called Moses from the
mountain (cf. 19:3). Yet, later, God says, “I have talked to you from heaven” (20:21) and “out of heaven he
cause you to hear his voice” (Deut 4:36). So where was God really? Nehemiah sums up the paradox in
9:13.
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phrase, ÔKVv√d∂q tA;bAv_tRa◊w (“and your holy sabbath”) is closer to Exod 16:23 than to the
Sabbath commandment in the Decalogue (20:8). One explanation for this may be the
prayer had Exod 16 as a source. Notice that the Sabbath reference in 16:23 appears in the
same context as the manna instructions. Perhaps it is more than coincidence that manna is
the topic in Neh 9:15. The prayer also designates Moses as ÔK®;dVbAo (“your servant”).
Perhaps these ideas all merge to suggest some kind of preeminent “rest”—something
special to the author since the post-exilic nation has not had true rest since the captivity.
It is possible to outline this section in a broader category than simply 9:13–14.
The specific content of 9:13–14 is the Sinai covenant, but the material in 9:13–21 is a
synthesis of the entire wilderness wandering (of which Sinai was a part). Like most
thanksgiving psalms, 9:15 highlights God’s care for Israel when he provided their most
basic necessities in the harshest of locations. Once again, God’s fidelity is contrasted with
Israel, who is described as ÔKyRtOwVxIm_lRa …woVmDv aøl◊w MDÚp√rDo_tRa …wvVqÅ¥yÅw …wdyIzEh (“they acted
presumptuously and stiffened their necks and did not obey your commandments”).18 In
addition, the prayer further indicts the nation (v. 17a): MDy√rImV;b MDtüdVbAoVl b…wvDl vaÿør_…wnV;tˆ¥yÅw
MDÚpr√ Do_tRa …wvVqÅ¥yÅw MRhD;mIo DtyIcDo rRvSa ÔKyRtOaVlVpˆn …wrVkÎz_aøl◊w AoOmVvIl …wnSaDm◊yÅw (“they refused to obey, and were not
mindful of the wonders that you performed among them; but they stiffened their necks
and determined to return to their slavery [in Egypt]”).19 Some have also interpreted the
phrase “and they gave a head” to mean they appointed a leader, citing Num 14:4.
However, the expression can also be idiomatic meaning “they set their minds to it”
(NRSV). The latter seems to be the best translation for a couple of reasons. First, it fits
18. The Israelites acting insolently reflects the Deuteronomic description of their rebellion at Kadesh
(Deut 1:43); see Duggan, Renewal, 210.
19. Several translations interpret the Heb. text of 9:17 differently. The NRSV emends the text, adding “in
Egypt” as the location for Israel’s desired return. The NIV, on the other hand, translates “in their rebellion”
literally and leaves out any mention of Egypt.
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the context better. The string of verbs: “they refused to obey, they were not mindful, they
stiffened their necks,” points to a stubborn resolve. Translating the final phrase, “they set
their minds to return to slavery” continues this description of the community better than
“and they appointed a leader.” Second, there is no specific allusion to Num 14:4 or any
other attempted coup in this verse to support interpreting this verse to align with Num 14.
The last phrase of Neh 9:17b draws one of the sharpest contrasts between YHWH
and Israel. The prayer echoes Exod 34:6, one of the most theologically important texts in
the OT.20 Exod 34:6 underscores the exclusive relationship of YHWH with his people
Israel but most importantly it provides the reason why God continues this relationship
despite Israel’s infidelity.21
The prayer continues to add indictments to Israel’s record. As if being stiffnecked and unfaithful were not enough, the prayer adds the golden calf incident in Neh
9:18–19a (cf. Exod 32). It is interesting that the prayer directly quotes the people’s

20. This verse is the most quoted and/or alluded to passage in the entire OT. Scholars often refer to Exod
34:6–7 as “the credo.”
21. Exodus 34:6–7 undergoes an observable shaping throughout its OT usage. Exodus 34 and Num 14
reveal that the perpetuity of the relationship relied on YHWH’s mercy and love. Exodus 34:6 in the
prophets Joel and Jonah shows a more open relationship between not only YHWH and Israel but also
YHWH and the nations. Jonah 4, in particular, shows that God’s merciful attributes are available to the
other nations. The three Exod 34:6 references in the Psalter all point to YHWH’s merciful rule over all
nations. The credo appears at a significant shift in the book of Joel. The credo in Jonah 4 gives the reason
for Jonah’s obstinate behavior. In each of the Psalms, the credo is the substance of praise for YHWH. One
could also argue that in each of these seven occurrences, the credo also serves as a purpose statement. In
both Torah cases, the credo gives the reason for God’s judgment reprieve. In Joel 2, the credo is the reason
why Israel should return to YHWH. In Jonah 4, the credo explains the reason for Jonah’s odd behavior.
Similarly, the credo is the reason for the psalmist’s hope in Ps 86:15. Both Pss 103 and 145 use the credo as
the reason for YHWH’s universal rule. Notice how the post-exilic credo references omit the last clause
(34:7). Could this mean that post-exilic authors understood v. 7 as being fulfilled in the exile? Its omission
in Neh 9:17 may support this thesis as well. However, one could argue that the author does not need Exod
34:7 to make his point.
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announcement, “This is your God who brought you out of Egypt.”22 While Israel twølOd◊…g
twøxDa‰n …wcSoÅ¥yÅw (“committed great blasphemies”), God did not forsake them.23
Nehemiah 9:19b–21 provides another example of God’s care for Israel. There is
an observable pattern in this section (God’s faithfulness/love—Israel’s unfaithfulness—
God’s faithfulness/love). Nehemiah 9:19–21 is the bookend to Israel’s unfaithfulness
with the golden calf. YHWH responded with providential guidance, mirroring 9:12–15.
Once again the prayer refers to the pillar of cloud and fire, God’s good spirit, and the
manna and water.24 It is also worth noting that 9:20 alludes to the spirit being distributed
among the seventy elders. In both instances, God’s giving is highlighted (i.e., giving of
spirit and manna) over against Israel’s undeserved-ness.
The next section can also be outlined two ways. First, 9:22–25 could be
specifically outlined as the conquest of Canaan. Second, 9:22–31 could be generally
outlined as life in the land. The promise of land is mentioned in v. 8; but the command to
take possession of the land follows the traditional historical timeline, which in the prayer
does not occur until 9:15. Interestingly, there is no mention of Joshua, military operations
or provisions. The prayer gives all the credit to YHWH’s promises and his ability to
sustain.

22. There are slight differences between the two accounts. For instance Exod 32:4 has the plural form of
“these” (hR;lEa) while Nehemiah has the singular “this” (hRz). There are also minor differences in the spelling
and form of some words but nothing that drastically affects the rendering of the text.
23. In the Exodus account, the golden calf precedes the credo, but the prayer does not seem to be
concerned with following a strict chronology. However, the first clause of v. 19 could be a summary of the
credo account that followed the golden calf incident.
24. Fensham notes that some scholars believe the phrase “good spirit” is a latter Persian influence but
there is evidence of the idea of “good spirit” and “evil spirit” long before the Persians had any influence on
the Jews (Ezra, 231).
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The victories over Sihon and Og are also mentioned in this historical recital (Num
21:21–35; Deut 1:4; 2:16–11).25 Fensham notes that these two kings were popular in the
poetic descriptions of Israelite history (Num 21; Deut 29) because they represent two
great obstacles that Israel overcame in their wilderness journey.26 Once the Promised
Land was conquered, the people of Israel became like the land—fertile (Gen 15:5; 22:17;
26:4; Deut 1:10–11). Nehemiah 9:25 accentuates God’s goodness to his people: Israel
“possessed houses filled with all sorts of goods, hewn cisterns, vineyards, olive orchards,
and fruit trees in abundance; so they ate, and were filled and became fat, and delighted
themselves in your great goodness.”
Once again, the literary pattern reemerges in 9:26–31: YHWH’s fidelity is
followed by Israel’s infidelity. The indictments of 9:26 are staggering:
tølwød◊…g twøxDa‰n …wcSoÅ¥yÅw ÔKyRlEa MDbyIvShAl MDb wdyIoEh_rRvSa …wg∂rDh ÔKyRayIb◊n_tRa◊w MÎ…wÅg
yérSjAa ÔKVtá∂rwø;t_tRa …wkIlVvÅ¥yÅw JKD;b …wd√rVmˆ¥yAw …wrVmÅ¥yÅw (Nevertheless they were disobedient and
rebelled against you and cast your law behind their backs and killed your
prophets, who had warned them in order to turn them back to you, and
they committed great blasphemies).
The prayer pictures Israel committing the most terrible of sins. Yet, at the same time
there is no specific indication of how these sins were committed, and appears that the
reason for this list is not to pinpoint a specific situation, but to justify God in handing the
nation over to enemies. The word MyIoyIvwøm (“saviors”) is used in the last phrase of 9:27 and
could possibly point to the time of the judges. On the other hand, it is difficult to identify
which prophets were killed in this period. Perhaps v. 26 is a general indictment and vv.
27–28 are not meant to be a specific examples of killing the prophets but simply an
example of Israelite rebellion.
25. The same events are recorded in similar Psalm accounts (135:11; 136:19–20).
26. Fensham, Ezra, 232.
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Nehemiah 9:29–31 returns to the cycle of rebellion. Once again, “They acted
presumptuously, did not obey your commandments, sinned against God’s ordinances,
turned a stubborn shoulder, stiffened their neck, and would not obey” (v. 29). The
description sounds like it could refer to the monarchial period, because prophets were
sent at this time and eventually the people “were handed over to peoples of the lands.”
YHWH is credited with giving Israel opportunity to right its course when he sent his
spirit through the prophets; yet in their ultimate stubbornness, he had no choice but to
hand Israel over to exile. But in spite of exile, YHWH did not completely abandon his
people (v. 31). Once again this contrasts YHWH’s faithfulness with Israel’s
unfaithfulness.
Nehemiah 9:32 marks a key transition in the prayer. “And now” signals the end of
the historical recapitulation and a shift to the present. There is also an intentional shift to
plural pronouns (“our God,” “come upon us,” “our kings,” “our officials,” “our priests,”
“our prophets,” “our ancestors”) which functions to include the speaker(s) among the
guilty. The locus of this petition comes in v. 33, “for you have dealt faithfully but we
have acted wickedly.” Nehemiah 9:34 contains a second list of groups who make up the
population of Israel. The first list (v. 32) referred to everyone who had experienced
hardship. However, the second list (v. 34) refers to all responsible for MRhD;b DtOdyIoAh
rRvSa ÔKyRtOw√dEoVl…w ÔKyRtOwVxIm_lRa …wbyIvVqIh aøl◊w ÔKRt∂rwø;t …wcDo aøl (“[who] have not kept your law or heeded the
commandments and the warnings that you gave them”). Noticeably the prophets are
excluded from this list that indicts kings, officials, and ancestors because the prophets,
like the Torah, were ignored.
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Behind the prayer is the assumption that there is a tension between YHWH’s
mercy and justice. On one hand, God cannot simply forgive sins without punishment; and
yet on the other hand, he loves and desires to forgive his people for sins. So here we have
Israel in their land, the land that God promised, the fertile land, which made the nation
fertile in more ways than one. And even when God exercised his judgment through
Babylonian captivity, he still kept his promise in that he has not completely taken the
land from Israel. In fact, v. 36 acknowledges that the people live in the land, which is still
abundant. However, they are not living free in the land, nor are they able to enjoy all of
its fruitfulness. Rather, they are slaves, and the fruit of their labor is taxed and enjoyed by
other kings (v. 37). This was not YHWH’s intention for Israel. But nonetheless it is the
result of Israel’s sin. YHWH is still keeping his promise because Israel still lives in the
land; but his judgment has also been exercised by not allowing them to enjoy all the
privileges of the land that they were meant to experience.
The Kerygma of Neh 9:6–37
Analysis of books such as Nehemiah can take place on two levels. First, one can
investigate the intent of the one who spoke this prayer. Second, one can analyze the intent
of the author who recorded this prayer. To some extent these two levels will overlap
because they share the same material. Yet, in another way, the author(s) recorded this
prayer for a different audience (the reader), one with whom the person praying did not
interact. Since our synchronic method has focused on the primary level of each passage,
our concern will only be the prayer itself with specific focus on its use of history.
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Content
The content begins with YHWH’s land covenant with Abraham (v. 7). Abraham is
presented as the pinnacle of Israelite faithfulness. Notice the sequence of actions in v. 8:
Abraham is found faithful and then YHWH makes a covenant with him. Richard Bautch
argues that the verse appears to lay emphasis on the first action, Abraham’s faithfulness,
with the making of the covenant a clear corollary.”27 The historical retelling continues by
comparing YHWH’s consistent faithfulness to Israel’s consistent unfaithfulness.
Holmgren captures the essence of the rhetoric: “Abraham’s faithfulness was the basis of
God’s covenant with him which included the promise of land. If the returning exiles are
to recover full Abraham’s land, then there must be a return to Abraham—faithfulness—a
sincere return to Abraham’s God.”28
From there, the prayer continues with YHWH’s provision for Israel during the
exodus events (vv. 9–11). The second person singular emphasizes YHWH’s care and
protection: “you saw the distress of our ancestors in Egypt” (v. 9), “you performed signs
and wonders against Pharaoh” (v. 10), and “you divided the Sea” (v. 11). The second
person singulars continue in the wilderness events: “you led them by day with a pillar of
cloud and by night with a pillar of fire” (v. 12), “you came down also upon Mount Sinai”
(v. 13), “you have made known your holy Sabbath . . . and gave them commandments,
statutes, and a law” (v. 14), you gave them bread . . . and you told them to go in to
possess the land . . .” (v. 15). Nehemiah 9:16 introduces the third person plural to contrast
Israel with YHWH: “they acted presumptuously, stiffened their neck, and did not obey . .
.” (v. 16), “they refused to obey . . .” (v. 17). Once again the second person singular

27. Richard Bautch, “An Appraisal of Abraham’s Role in Postexilic Covenants,” CBQ 71 (2009): 42–63.
28. Holmgren, “Faithful Abraham,” 253.
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returns in v. 17: “you are a God ready to forgive, gracious, merciful, slow to anger, and
you did not forsake them” (Exod 34:6). Notice how the prayer recounted Israelite history
from Abraham to the Conquest before contrasting Israel with YHWH. After YHWH is
praised in v. 17, the prayer once again retells Israelite history, citing several events as
examples of Israel’s rebelliousness (golden calf v. 18) versus YHWH’s provision (“great
mercies” v. 19; “good spirit” v. 2; sustenance in wilderness v. 21; possession of
kingdoms and people v. 22; multiple descendants v. 23; subduing land inhabitants v. 24;
and conquest v. 25). Israel’s response was disobedience and rebellion (v. 26) and
persecution of the prophets (v. 30), leaving YHWH no choice but to give his people over
to exile (vv. 27–29). However, YHWH never completely abandoned his people; and it is
this fact that Israel can find hope (v. 31).
The prayer reminds hearers of God’s direct participation in their history. On one
hand, Neh 9 is redemptive history in the sense that the prayer demonstrates YHWH’s
intervention in Israelite history. The fact that the nation still exists is owed completely to
God’s sovereignty and faithful character. This explains the series of creedal statements
(9:6a; 7a; 8d; 17c–d; 31b; 32a–b) and the liturgical formula in 9:33. Therefore, YHWH’s
sovereignty is the thread that not only maintains Israel’s existence; it is also the
theological theme that holds together the message of Ezra—Nehemiah.29
On the other hand, YHWH’s sovereignty is held in tension with Israel’s
unfaithfulness. YHWH’s judgment for Israel’s obstinacy was loss of control of Canaan.
29. However, in the Ezra—Nehemiah narrative, YHWH works more indirectly through the agency of
foreign leaders and through some form of personal persuasion (Ezra 1:5; 6:14; 7:6; Neh 1:8). The Persian
officials, the exile, the land, and the torah all play major roles in this narrative. The Persian officials are
God’s instruments for accomplishing his will with Israel. The exile was God’s just dealing with his people.
By the time of Nehemiah, the people are no longer defined by exile: they are defined by their commitment
to torah and the fact that they still live in the land. Exile, torah, and land are theological topics within this
narrative, but they all point to God’s sovereignty in Israelite history.
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In a way, the prayer functions as a theodicy for YHWH, laying the fault to Israel’s
rebelliousness. However, YHWH is a forgiving God and is ultimately greater than
Israel’s sin. In the grand scheme of Israelite history, YHWH’s power and character
overshadow Israel’s failure, the evidence for which is the fact that the people still exist in
the land. This is the major theological vision of not only the prayer but also Ezra—
Nehemiah as a whole.
Function
As seen in the content, the person(s) praying connected certain events in Israelite history
with the purpose of encouraging the nation as a whole to repent and break the vicious
cycle of sin and rebellion. The historical retelling played a crucial role in the rhetorical
flow of his confession and intercession by producing a lengthy indictment of Israel. The
hope is that the indictment will produce lasting repentance and renewal for the
community.
The prayer looks back to the past in order to spur change in the present. There is a
deliberate shift in the prayer as seen in the phrase “and now” (hD;tAo◊w v. 32), signaling that
the historical recital has application for the present community. The prayer specifically
recalls YHWH’s fidelity in keeping “covenant” and chesed (v. 32), which is most likely
the Abrahamic covenant. The prayer pits Israel as the foil to YHWH, because the
community has not kept their end of the covenant. The historical retelling recalls the
covenant with Abraham and the infidelity of Israel in an attempt to assure the exiles that
they will fare better in the future than they have in the recent past.30 So the prayer retells
Israelite history with the intent of producing confession, penitence, and obedience in the

30. Ronald Hendel, Remembering Abraham: Culture, Memory, and History in the Hebrew Bible
(Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 32.

142
community. Those may appear to be negative characteristics but are really expressions of
faith and hope. The implication of confessing and repenting is that there is something
better that can be experienced.
Context-Form
Of the six passages in this study, Neh 9 is the easiest to date. The date is obviously postexilic; and the greater narrative of Ezra—Nehemiah reveals that the post-exilic
community is seeking to reestablish itself and renew covenant living. From a broader
contextual view, Mark Boda makes a similar observation about the books of Ezra and
Nehemiah when he says, “the purpose of these compositions was to bring an end to the
devastating effects of the fall of the state: an end to captivity, oppression or the sorry
condition of Palestine.”31 In a similar vein, both books draw attention to the importance
of torah in the life of God’s people. On several occasions, the prayer mentions Israel’s
“casting torah behind their backs.” The author also highlights torah within a larger scope
of a covenant rededication where the reading of the torah was one of the central events.
This leads Duggan to believe that this prayer is the pinnacle of the book of Nehemiah
because it portrays the ultimate context for interpreting Ezra—Nehemiah story.32 Without
Israel’s past history, it is virtually impossible to understand the situation of the returning
exiles. All of the past history converges at the covenant renewal ceremony. As Duggan
notes, “The recollection of the past in terms of the sin and rebellion cycles excludes all

31. Mark Boda, “Praying the Tradition” The Origin and Use of Tradition in Neh 9,” TynBul 48:1 (1979):
179–82.
32. Duggan, Renewal, 230.
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doubt that the people will survive and affords them hope that they will enter into a time
of deliverance.”33
Form criticism uncovered a pattern in Neh 9:6–37 that is found in two distinct
genres of OT texts. The first half of the prayer mirrors several historical psalms (Pss 78,
105, 106, 135, and 136). Once these psalms were compared, it became apparent that Neh
9 is a penitential type of historical psalm. History is recounted to contrast God’s greatness
against the people’s ingratitude. Penitential confessions are also found in Jer 32:17–25;
Ezra 9:6–15; Neh 1:5–11; Dan 9:4–19.
One of the unique features of this passage, and reason I have chosen to combine
context and form in this section, is that we know the occasion for the historical retelling.
The context suggests that this prayer was a crucial part of the covenant renewal
ceremony. Prayers, speeches, and in fact, all of the selected historical retellings, were
designed for an oral culture.34 The fact this history was prayed aloud is the strongest
evidence that it was intended for an aural society. For a modern reader, it is easy to
assume that this prayer was written down, which is the reason we have its existence now.
However, it is difficult to prove that there was a scribe taking down this prayer as it was
said. Even if a scribe was there to record the prayer, notice that oral elements are still
preserved in the prayer.35 Such oral features embedded in written texts include repetition
(“in your great mercies...you did not forsake” vv. 18, 31), use of formulas and formula
patterns (“You are YHWH” vv. 6–7), and intertextual allusions (v. 18 with Exod 32).
33. Ibid. Ezra—Nehemiah only point to a great salvation event yet to come. Konrad Schmid concludes,
“But this eschatological saving action of God depends on penance, awareness of sin, and repentance on the
part of the people of God (Ezra 9; Neh 9), or even—theologically more radical—on an eschatological
reshaping of the human.” Konrad Schmid, The Old Testament: A Literary History (trans by Linda M.
Maloney; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2012), 146.
34. See John Walton and Brent Sandy, The Lost World of Scripture (Downers Grove: IVP, 2013); and
Susan Niditch, Oral World and Written Word (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1996).
35. It is possible to interpret Neh 9:38 to suggest the prayer was recorded in written form.
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There is also a stylized contrast between the pronouns “you” and “they” throughout the
prayer that set YHWH (“you” vv. 6–14; 19–24; 28–31) against Israel (“they” vv. 15–18;
25–31). The prayer’s embedded oral features are contextual clues that help us understand
the cultic occasion of the prayer and the social constructs of those present at the covenant
renewal ceremony. The covenant renewal ceremony was an important occasion for the
post-exilic community, since it was an attempt on their part to demonstrate they had
learned their lesson from breaking covenant with YHWH. The prayer itself was relevant
for the community in both its confessional content and its presentation—oral. Nehemiah
9 is unique because the prayer’s occasion offers insight into the author’s selected form. It
is natural that a covenant renewal ceremonial prayer would confess the community’s
shortcomings—by retelling history to highlight those failures—in a poetic form that
would have been common and convenient for an oral society. The abbreviated historical
excerpts offered just enough information for listeners to identify the events. The author
added a highly stylized contrast in his presentation by contrasting YHWH’s deeds with
Israel’s with the pronouns “you” and “they.” The events are described poetically by
reshaping the historical excerpts into either synonymous or antithetical parallelism. Often
the sections where YHWH or Israel is the subject are synonymously paralleled with
descriptions of YHWH’s good deeds or Israel’s rebellious deeds. The passages that
transition from YHWH (“you”) to Israel (“they”) are antithetically parallel.
Together, the unique connection between the context and form help us see that the
purpose of the prayer is kerygmatic: to inform the community (through historical
recapitulation), and to motivate it to respond with penitence and obedience. Boda adds,
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“The purpose was to bring an end to the devastating effects of the fall of the state: an end
to captivity, oppression or the sorry condition of Palestine.”36
The overarching theme of Ezra—Nehemiah should also be factored into this study
because, unlike the individually collected psalms, it is has a known context. The exile has
not defeated the nation nor has it nullified God’s promises. Even though Nehemiah does
not conclude with a realized utopia or a complete restoration of land, monarchy, or
temple, there is the assurance that YHWH continues to be Israel’s God because he cannot
let his history end with what looks like a defeat.37 Duggan summarizes it aptly,
The book’s final episodes (13:4–31) illustrate a variety of failures to keep
the covenant commitment (cf. 10:29–40) and thereby confirm the
necessity of history’s continuing to unfold under the aegis of God’s justice
and mercy as depicted in the Levite’s prayer.38
What is the theology of the prayer in the book of Nehemiah, and how does this
prayer contribute to that theology? The prayer is a crucial part of the covenant renewal
ceremony and the theology of Ezra—Nehemiah because functions on two different
levels. A rhetorical analysis reveals that the prayer has a past and present element. The
past indicted Israel for unfaithfulness to YHWH in spite of his great acts in their history
(vv. 6–31). Fensham summarizes, “Only on account of God’s patience and grace did he
refuse to abandon them. What happened to them was due to their own ingratitude.”39 The
present section of the prayer then exposes its purpose (vv. 32–37). Israel’s repeated
failures were compared to God’s great mercy in hopes of motivating the people to
commit to covenant loyalty at their covenant renewal ceremony.
Boda notes,
36. Boda, “Praying,” 179.
37. In fact the book closes in a way very similar to the prayer (13:4–31; cf. 9:32–37).
38. Boda, “Praying,” 230.
39. Fensham, Ezra, 228.
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This prayer reveals a community which was embracing its documents as
Scripture, treating at least the Pentateuch as an authoritative whole and
synthesizing its parts through careful exegesis. In this way, we see a
community praying to that tradition as Scripture.40
From this account, we know that there was some established Israelite tradition; to
what extent we do not know. What we do know is that it appears to have been known
amongst the Israelite people. And it is this tradition to which the prayer appeals. As that
tradition is selected and interpreted, one theme emerges: in each recounted event, YHWH
has been faithful to his commitment and risen to the occasion even when his people have
not. The prayer suggests that covenant loyalty matters and YHWH will continue to be
their God in spite of their present situation. Yet, it is implied that remembering YHWH’s
faithfulness, as well as Israel’s unfaithfulness, has the ability to produce faith, confession,
repentance, and hope that YHWH expects the community to live by.

40. Boda, “Praying,” 182.
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CONCLUSION
In the hopes of offering a unique contribution to biblical scholarship, this study has
approached six poetic historical retellings of Israel’s metanarrative from a different
perspective than previous studies. The difference does not rest in any particular
exegetical method but in the assumptions made with regard to these historical retellings.
Most scholars assume that this literature has a purpose or meaning but they differ on how
to find that meaning. For some, such as Gunkel, the meaning of poetic literature, like the
psalms, was in a past context. Uncovering that context meant implementing a method
designed to reconstruct a possible historical event or occasion that brought forth the text.
For others, like Westermann, the meaning was in the particular form. Therefore, a proper
method should probe the genre that might have produced the text. However, in this study
I have assumed that the sacred Israelite historical tradition, in the six passages, has a
functional purpose.1
Where some methods and approaches search for meaning either behind, in, or in
front of the text, our study has, at times, given attention to all three locations.2 Therefore,
my inquiry must begin in the text itself since it is our only access to the tradition. While
form critical studies have defined behind the text as reconstructing a sitz im leben, my
approach looks behind the text in the sense of reconstructing the author’s assumptions
that were at work in crafting his history recital. At the same time, it has been assumed
that the author’s intentions for the text were also deictic, pointing beyond the text—
forward. The deictic goal presupposes that each author believed there was an ideal state

1. Technically, Walter Brueggemann attempted this in Abiding Astonishment. However, his study
differed significantly from this one in that he bypassed the meaning for the original audience to offer
meaning for the twentieth century audience.
2 I borrowed these three categories from Paul Ricouer.
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of faithfulness that the community could attain. This ideal state is the locus of meaning or
perhaps better described as the telos of the text. Since each author commands some kind
of community response, whether praise or penitence, it is natural to presume that the
community had not arrived at that ideal state. If we implement these three points of view,
and work backwards from the telos to the author’s assumptions, it seems each author had
at some point asked, “How can I persuade or motivate the community to an ideal state of
faithfulness?” At some stage, each author chose a communicative method for that
kerygmatic purpose. We have uncovered this scenario at work in Pss 78, 105, 106, 135,
136, and Neh 9.
Using a synchronic analysis of Pss 78, 105, 106, 135, 136, and Neh 9, I observed
a similar content, function, context, and form that substantiate our thesis that these
passages have the overall same kerygmatic purpose. Like many other OT passages, these
passages contain references to Israel’s historical tradition. But unlike other OT passages,
these passages use history, in poetic form, to promote community faithfulness. Since the
overall purpose of these passages, as well as Scripture, is to reveal the will of God to
successive generations, it follows that any communicated content has a function, context,
and form. When these four categories are applied to all six passages at once, the results
are as follows:
Content
The passages recount many of the same historical events. In particular, the selected
history tends to center on YHWH’s deeds, especially those that evidenced YHWH’s care
for Israel. For instance, the similarities can be observed when the passages are
represented in a chart:
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Ps 78
Exodus
Canaan
Wilderness

Ps 105
Patriarchs
Exodus
Canaan
Wilderness

Ps 106
Exodus
Canaan
Wilderness

Ps 135
Exodus
Canaan

Ps 136
Creation
Exodus
Canaan
Wilderness

Neh 9
Creation
Patriarchs
Exodus
Canaan
Wilderness

There is another major element in the content of the six passages. The passages
are quite distinct, and those distinctions can be observed when compared to other OT
historical passages. For instance, 2 Kgs 17:7–18 records an abbreviated history of Israel
from the fall of Samaria and the events leading up to the fall. Beginning with a general
statement about Israel’s deliverance from Egypt, the author describes Israel’s descent into
idolatry, which began after the institution of the monarchy. The entire historical recital
accounts for a much shorter period of Israelite history than the six selected passages of
this study. While there are several differences among the six selected recitals, the major
difference is the form and function of the historical recitals. For instance, each of the six
selected passages contains some form of command that accompanies the historical recital.
Psalm 78 begins with the command, “Listen, O my people, to my teaching;
incline you ears to the words of my mouth” (v. 1). The historical recital then proceeds
with a story of YHWH’s tumultuous relationship with pre-Davidic Israel. Two major
differences stand out. First, unlike Ps 78, 2 Kgs 17 is not in poetic form. Second, 2 Kgs
17 lacks any kerygmatic commands that Ps 78 and the other passages have. For instance,
Ps 78 commands the listeners not only to “listen” (v. 1) but also implies that listeners
should “teach the next generation,” “tell their children,” and “not be like their fathers”
(vv. 5–8). 2 Kings 17 does not appear to have an explicit kerygmatic function because
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there are no commands or implied suggestions for how the community should respond. 2
Kings 17 simply describes why YHWH “removed them [Israel] out of his sight” (v. 18).3
The other five passages also contain commands or implied suggestions with the
historical recitals. Psalm 105 begins with a series of praise commands: “give thanks,”
“call,” “make known,” “sing,” “tell,” “glory,” “let your hearts,” “seek,” and “remember”
(vv. 1–5). The history retold comprises the “deeds” that the community is to “make
known” (v. 1) and the “wonderful deeds” (vv. 2, 4) that they are to “tell” (v. 2) and
“remember” (v. 4). The historical recital then follows and is reshaped around the “land”
theme to demonstrate that YHWH was with Israel in each “land” they lived. The psalm
then closes with “Praise YHWH” (v. 45). In addition the final verse contains a purpose
clause—“that they might keep his statutes and observe his laws”—which may also
function to remind the community of their continual need to obey YHWH.
Psalm 106 begins with two commands to “praise,” “give thanks,” to YHWH and a
personal petition for YHWH “to remember” the psalmist (vv. 1–4). The psalmist follows
with a historical recital that indicts Israel with a list of failures. The recital concludes with
a communal appeal for YHWH’s deliverance that the psalmist believes will produce
praise and glory (v. 47). The call for praise is matched by a call for deliverance; and the
subsequent retelling includes a list of Israel’s failures to obey YHWH—which led to
exile—and explain the need for YHWH’s deliverance. It appears the psalmist assumes
that repentance matters and that it might persuade YHWH to act.
Psalm 135 begins with five praise-oriented commands: “praise YHWH,” “praise
the name of YHWH,” “give praise,” “praise YHWH,” “sing to his name” (vv. 1–4). The
final two commands also contain explanatory clauses: “praise YHWH for YHWH is
3. The author then gives a short synopsis of Judah’s infidelity in vv. 19–23.
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good;” “sing to his name, for it is pleasant;” “for YHWH has chosen Jacob for his
himself, Israel as his own possession” (vv. 3–4). Historical recital then follows in the
form of a list of testimonies of YHWH’s provision for Israel. The historical recital of
YHWH’s benevolence gives assurance for the psalmist as he is confident “YHWH will
vindicate his people and have compassion on his servants” (v. 14). The psalmist then
closes with no less than six commands for the community to praise YHWH (vv. 19–21),
and the historical recital affirms that YHWH deserves to be praised. The historical
retelling serves the commands by functioning as a series of testimonials of YHWH’s
provision.
Psalm 136 begins with three commands for the community to “give thanks to
YHWH” (vv. 1–3). The repetitive refrain “for his chesed endures forever” provides the
reason for Israel’s thanksgiving. The psalmist then recites excepts of history when
YHWH acted on behalf of Israel and each excerpt is interpreted as an example of
YHWH’s chesed. The psalm closes with a final appeal to “give thanks to the God of
heaven” (v. 26). The historical recital is a list of times when YHWH demonstrated his
chesed and thus function as a stimulus for the community’s praise.
Nehemiah 9:6–37 does not begin with a command, as the other passages do, but
begins as a profession of YHWH’s greatness and a confession of the community’s
failures. The historical recital recounts tumultuous relationship between YHWH and
Israel. YHWH consistently cared for Israel, but the community consistently responded
poorly. After the history is recited, the prayer contains the imperatival petition to YHWH
“do not treat lightly all the hardship that has come upon us, upon our kings, our officials,
our priests, our prophets, our ancestors, and all your people, since the time of the kings of
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Assyria until today” (v. 32). In other words, the speaker admits that Israel has sinned and
been punished accordingly; but there is an appeal for YHWH not to allow the punishment
to continue much longer. The prayer in Neh 9 functions to highlight the community’s
need for penitence. The speaker also assumes that the community’s punishment of exile
was an act of graciousness because YHWH “did not completely abandon his people and
make an end of them” (v. 31).
Each retelling contains a command and each historical recital functions as
evidence to support the command. This calls for two observations: First, the historical
recital cannot be properly understood outside of its context, meaning that the historical
recital can only be interpreted in light of the author’s command. Therefore, the rhetorical
structure—of which the historical recital is a part—is crucial to interpretation. Second,
Israel’s history is retold for a purpose and that purpose is kerygmatic.
Function
John Walton distinguishes between purpose and function, which proves useful in
differentiating between the details of each passage and the overall purpose of the
passages.4 He argues that purpose can describe the overall point, while smaller outsets of
the purpose can be described as functions. Walton’s distinction is helpful in defining the
function history plays in these poetic passages. As a whole, the six passages retell
Israelite history for the same kerygmatic purpose: to encourage faithfulness by the
community. However, each author had a more specific definition of what faithfulness
looked like for his particular community. This is what I mean by function. When these
passages are grouped together, it becomes apparent that history functions as a powerful
4 John Walton, Covenant (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 15. Walton argues that there is an
overarching purpose to the concept of covenant while there may be many different functions of the
covenant. For Walton, purpose is the primary category, while he defines functions as sub-purposes.
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motivator for community faithfulness. This means the author has determined the
appropriate kerygmatic response for his respective community. The broad kerygmatic
purpose is the faithfulness of the Israelite community. However, each author offered a
more specific expression of faithfulness by encouraging either penitence or praise. For
instance, Pss 105, 135, and 136 call the community to praise YHWH, while, Ps 106 and
Neh 9 call the community to penitence. A special note is needed for Ps 78. Psalm 78 does
not command penitence as clearly as Ps 106 or Neh 9, but there are implicit suggestions
that the community should not repeat the behaviors of past ancestors (78:5–8). Psalm 78
appears to have had an additional function, much like the Chronicler, to justify YHWH’s
selection of David. To summarize: the overall kerygmatic purpose for retelling history in
these passages is to encourage community faithfulness to YHWH. Yet, the specific
function of each text is to implement a particular kind of faithfulness—either penitence or
praise. Each author assumes history can provide persuasive evidence to motivate the
desired response. Childs describes a similar phenomenon in Isa 1:27–28, where he
believes that an editor added vv. 27–28 to vv. 21–26 because Israel had discovered a
different dimension to vv. 21–26.5 Childs says, “It was not that the Isaianic text had to be
adjusted to fit the social realities of a later time, but exactly the reverse. From the
coercion of the biblical text Israel learned how to correctly understand the new post-exilic
situation.”6 When Childs’s description is applied to this study, it means that sacred
historical tradition is assumed to have continual relevant application to other generations
of the community. History itself is not the telos of the presentation. Rather history is

5. Brevard Childs, Isaiah (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001), 14–15.
6. Ibid. Childs uses the term “coercion” to suggest that the text has continual relevance.
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deictic—pointing beyond itself—to YHWH and what it means to be in relationship with
him.
A kerygmatic approach to the study of historical retellings reveals that the
Israelite historical tradition was not only known and accepted by the community, but that
the tradition was living and continually relevant for the community. History is for
reflection and offers guidance for other contexts. This suggests that history can only be
interpreted in retrospect; thus, it is impossible for a community to engage in adequate
interpretation and reflection of the present. Reflection and sound interpretation require
time and information processing, which are two things not immediately accessible in the
present. The six selected passages appear to occur in times when the community is in
transition—whether the new Davidic reign or the period following the Babylonian
exile—and all appear to occur after an exile. If this observation is true, then one might
even lump these two together into a broader category and argue that each passage is a
reflective period following exile. For instance, Ps 78 represents the end of the capture of
the ark of the covenant (1 Sam 4—2 Sam 6), while the other five are reflections on the
Babylonian exile.7 The Israelite tradition is an established history for the community and
provides an adequate foundation to compare the present community’s situation. From that
historical tradition, each author builds a base from which to motivate community
faithfulness. In this way, history serves as both the content for the kerygma and the
method for the kerygma.

7. John Walton offers a convincing proposal that a major theological transition occurs at the end of the
Judges period. In this transition, Israel is not absent from the land; the ark of the covenant is an “act of selfimposed exile” by YHWH. Immediately upon the reinstallation of the ark in Jerusalem (2 Sam 6), the exile
ends and the Davidic phase of the covenant is put into place (Covenant, 51).
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Context
It is extremely difficult to assign a specific date to these passages because there are so
many unknown historical components. This leaves us to piece together possible contexts
based on internal clues and things implicit in statements. We can make general
assumptions about the context of these passages based on their form, content, and
function. Each of these passages suggests an oral culture. The oral features such as
repetition, chiasm, inclusio, formula patterns, and intertextual allusions suggest this
psalm was composed for an oral culture. These clues are a “first step to understanding
what the historian sees as relevant to the portrait of the past that he is attempting to
create, and how the inclusion of such material in his work tries to mediate between that
vision of the past and the present reality in which he finds himself.”8
There are several internal clues in each of the passages that shed some light on the
context. For instance, Ps 78 contains mentions a “captivity” (v. 61) and the rejection of
the tribe of Ephraim/tent of Joseph (v. 59). Psalm 78:61 appears to describe the
Philistines’ capture of the ark of the covenant during the days of Eli’s sons (1 Sam 4). As
earlier referenced, Walton believes the capture of the ark was an exile of the presence of
YHWH from the time of Samuel (1 Sam 4) until the time when David brings the ark to
Jerusalem (2 Sam 6).9
Perhaps the most elusive element of this psalm is a full understanding of the use
of the name “Ephraim.” Ephraim is used as a metonymy; but its designation is quite
confusing because it is used to describe pre-Davidic Israel. This makes little sense

8. John Marincola, “Genre, Convention, and Innovations in Greco-Roman Historiography,” in Limits of
Historiography (ed. C. S. Kraus: Leiden: Brill, 1999), 281–324; here 308–09.
9. John Walton, Covenant, 65.
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historically because later prophets use the name to refer to the Northern Kingdom.10 For
example, the prophet Hosea often uses “Ephraim” and “Judah” in parallel to represent the
Northern Kingdom and the Southern Kingdom respectively.11 Thus, this metaphorical
usage represents the prophetic language from the divided kingdom until the post-exilic
period—or the post-Davidic era. Does this post-Davidic language for a pre-Davidic
period shed light on a possible date? Normally “Ephraim” designates the Northern
Kingdom, which would only be true for Ps 78 if the psalm were a post-722 BCE polemic
against the Northern kingdom. And if this is the case, then Ps 78 could be a response to
fall of Samaria and the subsequent exile of the Northern Kingdom. This would mean that
the psalm is a justification of YHWH’s selection of David, Judah, and Jerusalem. Perhaps
“Ephraim” does refers to pre-Davidic Israel; but it is confusing why the psalmist would
use the term—typically used by the prophets for the Northern Kingdom—to designate to
this period. The lack of specific statements means we must remain open to different
dating possibilities.
One major clue suggests a possible context for Ps 105. The implicit land theme—
particularly the examples of Israel’s living in a land they did not posses—could suggest
that the psalm was aimed at a post-exilic community, who once again found themselves
in a land they did not possess. Anthony Ceresko summarizes the scholarly consensus
when he says, “Such a preoccupation with the land and emphasis on the promise of the
land to Israel has prompted scholars to suggest that the psalm stems from a period after
the Babylonian exile.”12

10. Isaiah 9:9; 11:13; Jer 31:9, 18, 20; Hos 4:17; 5:3–14; 12:1, 8, 14; Zech 9:13.
11. Hosea 5:5, 9–10, 13–14; 12:1–2.
12. Anthony Ceresko, “A Poetic Analysis of Psalm 105,” Bib (1983): 20–46. Clifford, Psalms; McCann,
Psalms, Goldingay, Psalms; and Brueggemann, Psalms, also agree with a post-exilic date. In my research,
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There are several clues that could suggest Ps 106 was written after the Babylonian
exile. The psalm opens with the psalmist pleading for YHWH to “remember me when
you show favor to your people; help me when you deliver them” (v. 4). The historical
recital also describes what sounds like the Babylonian exile when he says that YHWH
“gave them [his people] to the hand of the nations” and when YHWH allowed “their
[Israel’s] enemies to oppress them” (vv. 40–41). The recital concludes with the psalmist’s
plea, “save us, O YHWH our God, and gather us from among the nations” (v. 47). It is
true that this could refer to the exile itself; but considering that the psalmist has had time
to reflect on the community’s history, a post-exilic seems most likely.13
Psalm 135 contains a statement of hope that YHWH “will vindicate his people
and have compassion on his servants” (v. 14). The polemic about idols (vv. 15–18) could
also be a retrospection on idolatry. Idolatry was one of the reasons for exile, and such a
polemic might suggest the community had learned its lesson from the exile
Psalm 136 also contains a reference that could suggest a date. The psalmist
remembers how YHWH “remembered us in our low estate . . . and rescued us from our
foes” (vv. 23–24). This profession could be a reference to the end of the Babylonian
exile.
Finally, the context of the prayer in Neh 9 is strong evidence for a post-exilic
date. The entire narrative records the post-exilic restoration of the nation, led by Ezra and
Nehemiah. Nehemiah 9 is the only passage whose date can be firmly fixed. The psalm
passages can only be theoretically dated based on implicit clues within their texts.
there appears to be a consensus this psalm was addressed to a people in exile. Its placement in the Psalter
suggests a later date.
13. Even after the exile, YHWH never completely restored Israel to its former glory. Therefore, it is
possible to interpret v. 43 as Cyrus’s decree and the release of the exiles as an example of one of the
temporary deliverances.
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However, the theoretical nature of the audiences does not diminish the thesis of this
study, because our aim has elevated the function of the passages over their date. The one
firm assertion that we can make is that the passages were addressed to the Israelite
community with the purpose of encouraging faithfulness and continued devotion to
YHWH. Such a function is true for every generation of God’s people. Even though we
can only guess at possible dates for some of these passages, the overall purpose of
retelling Israelite history transcends all generations.
The goal has simply been to list possible dates for these psalms. The lack of
specific statements complicates the dating discussion. In the end, our main thesis does not
rise or fall on dating these passages to a specific year. The major emphasis is on the
function of these psalms. Therefore, the only firm conclusions we can make about
context is that these passages were intended for successive generations of the Israelite
community.
Form
The form of these passages makes them unique among other historical retellings of the
OT. Essentially, this category refers to the genre and literary conventions the authors
used to forward their intentions. Even though these passages are a unique blend of poetry
and history, we assumed that their form cannot be separated from their function. Each
author creatively retold history for his respective community, sometimes reshaping
history to emphasize a particular need of the community.
What form-related features make these particular historical passages unique?
These passages are distinct from other historical passages, such as Deut 1—4, Josh 2—3,
Judg 1—2, 1 Sam 12, 1 Kgs 17, and Dan 9, in what history was selected and how it was
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recited. For one thing, the six selected passages contain a much broader swath of
historical material than Deut 1—4, Josh 2—3, Judg 1—2, 1 Sam 12, 1 Kgs 17, and Dan
9. This suggests a later date because the events cover quite a long period of time and the
recitals exhibit evidence of reflection on those events. The lengthy historical range of the
events explains the need to abbreviate the recitals to contain just enough information to
identify the historical events and just enough space to add the rhetorical elements that
highlight YHWH’s deeds or contrast them with Israel’s. It is reasonable to conclude that
these retellings were designed for an aural society. Whether they were originally songs,
poems, or prayers, the abbreviated history in its rhetorical style and parallelism were
intended to function as “sound bites.” Yet, the rhetorical arrangement of those sound
bites point to a kerygmatic purpose. In addition to historical narrative and poetry, these
passages also contain specific commands. In fact, these commands reveal the author’s
overall kerygmatic purpose—the faithfulness of the community. In this way, the form
served the author’s function in that history was the instrument for the author’s kerygmatic
purpose. This means the form is a crucial part of understanding these passages. The
unique blend of poetry and history was a powerful instrument in the hand of the author.
The author had a specific kerygmatic goal—usually expressed in a command—and
history was used to support the command.
Implications from the Historical Recitals
What are the implications from this kerygmatic use of history? First, it means that
it is impossible to speak of these particular historical retellings without understanding
their deictic nature. By deictic, we mean that historical recital points beyond itself; but to
what does it point? These passages point to a subject—YHWH—and an object—the
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believing community. Brevard Childs believed all Scripture pointed beyond itself to the
reality of YHWH.14 The majority of the material in these six passages supports his
conclusion because it centers on YHWH’s deeds, particularly those directed toward
caring for Israel. The original events, recorded in these passages (exodus, conquest, etc.),
are “divine revelation,” and latter generations, such as the audiences of the six passages,
were dependent on the earlier witnesses to get beyond the witnesses to the reality itself.
Yet this could not be accomplished without the work of the tradents.15 These authors
continued the work of earlier tradents by proclaiming Israel’s history, with emphasis on
YHWH as the subject.
The historical recitals also point beyond the events to their implications for the
community of believers. These six proclamations produced little to no new revelation;
but the application and reshaping of the history did produce a new perspective for the
community. Thus, “the traditions of Israel were not held to be static deposits of
information but rather vehicles of guidance and instruction in the ways of its god.”16 This
also means that when the historical tradition was passed on to a new generation, this
history became creative, “so that its impact on its addressees becomes part of the overall
message.”17 Christopher Seitz describes how a divine word intended to accomplish God’s
purposes can impact both the generation it was originally addressed to and the later

14. Brevard Childs, Theology, 80. Childs uses terms such as substance, res (“matter”), content, and
subject matter as synonyms for this reality of God.
15 John Walton, in The Lost World of Scripture (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2013) defines a tradent as
an “anonymous individual behind the production of what might be called literary works. Tradents were
those who were involved in the perpetuation of traditions” (26–27, 35).
16. Philip Sumpter, “The Nature of Scripture According to Brevard S. Childs,” HIPHIL Novum 2 (2015):
1–23.
17. Sumpter, “Nature,” 4.
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generations, “creating of itself new scope and range of meaning.”18 The community’s
confessional life often dialogued with tradition. The constant dialogue strove both to
understand the will of YHWH presented in its authoritative tradition and to interpret
these traditions afresh from new contexts and after greater comprehension of the divine
reality. This means that the historical tradition served the community by functioning as
the kerygma to promote faithfulness; but in addition, the tradition also served as the
canon itself—rule of faith—for the proper theological content. Thus, it is impossible to
speak of these six passages without separating them from their function. In this way,
function overshadowed the other categories of content, context, and form. The
kerygmatic function was the driving force of retelling history in poetic form.
A second implication about the kerygmatic use of history is that YHWH’s
relationship with his people, as recorded in Scripture, is continually relevant for the
community. From these texts, we witness this relevance on a conceptual and a practical
level. On the conceptual level, the assumption is that the community’s own historical
tradition, the Word of God, whether written or oral, offers continual application and
insight for successive generations. There is a constant need for the community to
remember its relationship with YHWH, to maintain it, and one method for doing so was
historical recital.
Not only is this relevance assumed, but these passages are also practical examples
of how the community re-contextualized its historical tradition to makes its’ meaning
relevant. Behind the text, each passage suggests that the author recognized a need in the
community that needed addressing. In the text, each author adapted the historical

18. Christopher Seitz, Word Without End: The Old Testament as Abiding Theological Witness (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 44–45; 12.

162
tradition to apply to the present community. In adapting the tradition, the author did not
change or rewrite the historical events. Nowhere do the authors suggest an event, such as
the exodus, did not occur; nor do they alter what was said to have happened. We must
remember that, at this stage, the author did not think of himself as tampering with the
sacred tradition. Even though the tradition itself does not change, new insights into its
meaning or application for new generations have arisen. Or perhaps emphasis now falls
on a different part of the tradition. For instance, Ps 105 interprets the wilderness period as
a time when YHWH provided for Israel (105:40–41). The same event is recounted in Ps
106, but here the author interprets the same period as a time of Israel’s rebelliousness
(106:13–33). Both accounts are faithful recitals of what happened, but each author has
chosen to emphasize a particular point. Psalm 78 emphasizes pre-Davidic Israel’s
stubborn refusal to obey YHWH. This led YHWH to reject Ephraim/tent of
Joseph/Shiloh and elect David/Judah/Jerusalem instead (v. 67–68). Therefore, history
shows that YHWH was justified in selecting David. History is used in Ps 105 to
demonstrate how the community could take its past tradition and use it to promote
contemporary faithfulness. The community should give thanks to YHWH because he has
a record of caring for his people, no matter in what land they resided. Psalm 106 uses
history to confess the community’s long record of shortcomings in hopes that YHWH
would deliver them from the nations (106:47). History suggests that YHWH is worthy of
praise, for his works are evidence of his power and provision, unlike powerless idols.
Psalm 136 is praise for YHWH’s deeds that are interpreted as examples of his chesed.
Finally, Neh 9 records the heart of the post-exilic community’s covenant renewal, where
history indicts the Israelite’s history of rebelliousness. The prayer aims to stimulate the
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community to renew its faithfulness to their covenant with YHWH while also functioning
to appeal to YHWH to remember his covenant and deliver its blessings again to the postexilic community. If each of these passages is a response to exile—whether in Shiloh,
Assyria, or Babylonia—then it is likely that these recitals are responding to an epistemic
crisis.19 Since Scripture is our only access to this long-standing relationship, this means
that Scripture is a continually relevant witness to God and the community’s relationship
to him.
The final observation has hermeneutical implications for the present community.
The process of moving God’s Word to God’s world is challenging, but we are not left
without witnesses. If the historical recitals are relevant texts about YHWH, and for the
community, then their value and guidance extend beyond the ancient audience to the
present community. During an epistemic crisis, it is especially difficult to navigate the
present course due to the uncertainty of what lay ahead. Yet, for these authors, one thing
was certain—they believed the certainty of events in their historical tradition, and they
believed that those events could offer some guidance for the present community’s
covenant relationship. Even though these passages are not original witnesses to YHWH’s
great events, such as the exodus or conquest, they are indirect witnesses to YHWH’s
deeds and his relationship with Israel.
Hermeneutically, they connected the past to the present by identifying parallels in
the two community’s situations, meaning they are also witnesses to how the past tradition
was re-contextualized for a new generation. This not only assumes that the author was in
a relationship with the community but also that, as a competent interpreter of the tradition
and the community, he was able to connect these two contexts together. If the author
19. I believe it is reasonable to conclude each is a response to exile.
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believed the community needed praise, he found reasons to praise YHWH (Pss 105, 135,
136). Psalm 105 praises YHWH for being with his people, even if they were in foreign or
unsecured lands (v. 13). This suggests that present community might be living in a
foreign land or unsecured Canaan following the Babylonian exile. If this assumption is
true, then the connection between the past and present for the psalmist was the unsecured
land. Sometimes the author assumes the community needs to repent, so he retells history
and highlights the community’s history of rebellion (Pss 78, 106, Neh 9). Nehemiah 9
highlights Israel’s history of rebelling against God and petitions God to consider their
present state as adequate punishment for their rebellion (9:32).
Yet, these texts also provide examples of how the present community can
understand the historical tradition and even re-contextualize it for newer and everchanging contexts. In this way, these historical retellings continue to speak on two
different levels. On one level, they show that the sacred historical tradition is living and
active and continually relevant for believers in the past. On another level, as we have
demonstrated, they provide examples for how the twenty-first century community can
continue to make sacred tradition relevant for the present. The practical outworking of
this is that we have a canonical tradition re-contextualized for the past community as well
as a canonical example of how past tradition might be re-contextualized for the present
community. This final implication affirms that God has not left his people without a
witness or a word; in fact:
He established a testimony in Jacob and appointed a law in Israel, which
he commanded our fathers to teach to their children, that the next
generation might know them, and the children yet unborn, and arise and
tell the to their children, so that they should set their hope in God and not
forget the works of God, but keep his commandments. (Ps 78:5–7)
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