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Psalm 82 is arguably one of the most bizarre passaigthe Hebrew Bible. Here God is
depicted as taking His stand among other so-céjjeds” and executing judgment upon them
because they have not dispensed justRiscomfort with the notion that the psalm mentions
other gods has driven many to interpret “gods"ezitis angels who sinned (cf. Gen 6) or as
human leaders who have practiced injustice, wthers have seen the Psalm as an
establishment of monotheism. In the past | hadexddbat the Psalm deals with the problem of
evil. Lower gods, who had been appointed by Yahteelthe explicit purpose of eliminating
the problem of evil--were responsible. If only atpm of the divine council were on trial, then
a potentially repeatable scenario occurs which migtthe eyes of the ancient Israelite, get
Yahweh off the hook.However, at this time | will propose a modificatizhich retains a
concern for the problem of evil and the plightloé t/ulnerable, but with a different twist.

PSALM 82

nox? w1 A song accompanied musicafipf* Asaph.

aRaih God
23 is taking his stard
R Ny in the assembly of EI,
o°777X 292 in the midst of [the] gods
ubalizyl he executes judgment.

1 As Patrick D. Miller has said (“When the Gods Mdedalm 82 and the Issue of Justickurnal for
Preachers9 [1986]: 2), "Psalm 82 is one of the most ovemlythological texts in Scripture. . . .”

2 This is a revision of an unpublished (and unpresBressay from 1991.

3 So 0. Kaisetntroduction to the Old TestamefMinneapolis: Augsburg, 1977), 352. S. Mowincgehe
Psalms in Israel’'s WorshifNew York, Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1962], 2@88tes that the titlslizmor
“indicates singing to a stringed instrument, oyplg a stringed instrument accompanied by singing ecitative
text. Mizmorthen indicates a (religious) song accompanieditayged instrument(s).”

4 The ambiguous Hebrewof the superscription is being rendered by theigutus Englistof. The®
probably is intended to imply authorship, althoitghaccuracy is dubious. Note that A. Weisen€ Psalms
[Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1962], Sef)dlatesox> as ‘to Asaph.”

5 au1is translated ais presiding, presideBy J. Morgenstern (“The Mythological Backgroundrsfalm 82,”
HUCA 14 [1939]: 71); and M. DahoodP¢alms II, 51-10Q0AB 17; Garden City: Doubleday & Company, Inc,
1968], 269).

60r,God According to M. Tsevat (“God and the Gods inéxably, an Interpretation of Psalm 82,”
HUCA 40-41 [1969]: 126), on the basis of F. M. Crosgh¢ Council of Yahweh in Second IsaiaBNES12
[1953]: 274) 7% n7v is a frozen form which should be translatedii@me assemblyL. Handy (“Sounds, Words and
Meanings in Psalm 82,JSOT47 [1990]: 51) translates the phrasgtesassembly of Elvhile most translate it as
the assemblgr council of God
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“How long
will you judge
in an unjust mannér,
and to the wicked
show partiality?

Selalf

Vindicate by delivering
[the]!? helpless and [the] fatherless,
[for the] unfortunate and [the] poor
do justicet!

Deliver
[the] helpless and [the] needy,
from the power of [the] wicked
rescue [them].

They do not know,
nor do they understarid;
since they walk about in darkness,
all the foundations of the earth wobbte.

| myself* had® said,
‘You are gods, and
all of you are sons of Elyor?

“While »w is a noun, it is being used adverbially.
8 Selahis ambiguous at best (cf. Kaisérroduction 352).

9 W. Holladay A Concise Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Oldafaent{Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1971], 380)help, BDB (1047D 3b2)vindicate by delivering from the hand of
10 The following classes/collectives, while indefenin the Hebrew, are better expressed in English as
definite.

I weiser The Psalms556) translates 7z as “acquit”.
12 The form could be a Qal or a Hiphil, but the Higkiunlikely.
13 This line describes the result of the darknessftddnowledge, hencsincein the previous line.

14 The opinion of GKC (8§135a) is that “the separatenpun appears to be placed before the verb more on
rhythmical grounds, i.e. in order to give the statat a fuller sound than that of the bare verbahf(cf. the similar

use of the infinitive absolute, § 113 0).” In atleords, they do not consider emphasis to be the tlowever, it
appears more likely that it serves to reinfome(nevertheless).

15 This appears to be the sense in lighpef(nevertheless).

16 Or, the Most High



1OR 7 nevertheless
7NN TR like human¥’ you will die, and
980 0w TR like officials'® you will fall.”

R I 8 “Arise, O God!

(@b akuebl judge the earth!
5N 7R 22 for you indeed take possession
KaR by vl of? all the nations.”

THE HEBREW TEXT

The text of Psalm 82 is considered by most to aniexcellent state of
preservatiorf! The main emendation which has been proposed by charing the last
century is the substitution af> (Yahweh) for the first o) (God) in v.1 and the one which
occurs in v. & This suggestion is not based on textual witnesseéson the theory that
was replaced byriox during the editing of the Elohistic PsaltérHowever, it is possible
thatooox is original. L. Handy has analyzed the psalm weag which points out extensive
use of “repetition and words of multiple meaningatluding the various uses of7ox.2* If
so,0°7x could have been chosen for stylistic reasonsanincase, the reconstruction
adopted in this essay will allowox to stand while accepting that the proposahof has
some merit.

A second common emendation, proposed by Jungliddaiowed by Kraus (and
suggested iBHS is the substitution of7 (oppressed) fort (helplessf> Dahood, noting
that the Masada text supports the MT’s userdhelpless), questions the validity of this

17 This singular collective is best expressed byRhglish plural.

18 E. Mullen (The Divine Council in Canaanite and Early Hebrewetature[Chico: Scholars Press, 1980],
243) takes v (officials) asow (Shining Ones).

19 ASV, “thou shalt inherit”;RSV “to thee belong”NASB ‘it is thou who dost possessURSV “belong to
you”. BDB (635 C 1c): “take possession, inhetftgland]”; Holladay 232: “own” (Wh). It appears that the idea is
more than mere ownership, i.e. it involves takimgrahat which was in the jurisdiction of trdohim Further, it is
possible that the imperfect should be translated e a future instead of a habitual.

205 denoting the object &f (cf. GKC §119q).

21 S0 H.-W. JiinglingDer Tod der Gotte(Stuttgart: Verlag Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1968); H. Kraus
Psalmen II(BKAT 15B; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener VerlageB Erziehungsvereins, 1961), 569; and Tsevat,
“God and the Gods,” 126.

22B. buhm,Die Psalmer(Tiibingen: Verlag Von J. C. B. Mohr [Paul Siebedg22), 317-318; A.
Gonzolaz, “Le Psaume LXXXIIL,¥T 13 (1963): 293; H. Gunkeusgewahlte Psalmgi&ottingen: Dandenhoed &
Ruprecht, 1911), 154; Junglinger Tod der Gotter71; A. Kirkpatrick,The Book of Psalm&ambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 1939), 496; Kr&salmen 1) 569; Mullen,The Divine Councjl229; Tsevat, “God
and the Gods,” 125-6.

23 A similar possibility (that | have not yet seemposed) is to substituteby for o°75% on the basis of v. 6.
If correct (although unlikely), the oft-noted Canda influence might be greater than supposed.e it Eissfeldt
(“El and Yahweh,"JSS1 [1956]: 28) contends that the Bible never makésstinction between ‘El and ‘Elyon.

24 Handy, “Sounds,” 51-66.



suggestiorf®

The LXX (Greek Psalm 81 = Hebrew Psalm 82) is adeo interlinear-type
translation which duplicates the actual structdréne Hebrew (including the relative
positioning of nouns and verbs). The apparenstadion principle for this psalm was to be
as literal as possible, rather than trying to useetidioms. Collectives are made definite,
as well azarthin v. 5. The major difference is that in v. 3 tBeeek has “orphan and poor”
while the MT has “poor and orphan.” Other differes appear to be based on a
misunderstanding of the tense of the Hebrew (dvap In sum, there are no significant
differences between the Greek and the MT, andetkteof the MT is well preserved since
the time of the LXX.

11QP$ lacks Psalm 82/ but one fragment from Masada has been publishéchwh
shows vv. 1-48 There does not appear to be any significant iffee with the MT, but it
is interesting to note that the passage is laidroatmanner similar tBHS (unlike the
Psalms in 11QPs Both the LXX and the Masada text serve to comthe antiquity of the
form of the MT?°

This essay accepts the consensus that the tesabhB2 has been well preserved. |
am proposing two minor emendations to the texty onk of which changes the consonantal
text. First, | am repointingy7 (they did not know) in v. 5 as the Qal imperfexqt (they do
not know) on the basis of the symmetry and sensleegpassage (cfa>, an imperfect).
The Greek, which translatesr as an aoristlifey did not knojvdoes not count against this
emendation, for it also erroneously translates-- which is clearly an imperfect in the
Hebrew-- with an aoristSecondthe indefiniterax (earth) in v. 5 is being changed to the
definiteyaxrs (the earth [cf. v. 8]). The Greek may reflecteamlier Hebrew definite,
although it often makes definite what is indefinitehe Hebrew. Whether or not this
emendation is accepted is not crucial to the utaedsng or sense of the text.

ISSUES OF INTERPRETATION

“Scarcely any psalm seems to have troubled integpgenore or to have
experienced a wider range of interpretation andeerdisturbing uncertainty and lack
of finality therein than Psalm 82.” (J. Morgensdétn

The interpretation of the psalm has hinged on ovie\w of the identity of the oy,
which, when used with plural verbs is most commardpslatedyods The question is
whether the psalm refers to literal gods or ifwweed is an expression denoting humans in one

25 Jiingling,Der Tod der Gotter71; KrausPsalmen 1) 569.

26 Dahood Psalms 1] 269.

27 See J. Sanderghe Psalms Scroll of Qumran Cave (DUD IV; Oxford: Clarendon, 1965).

281EJ 15 (1965): PI. 19, Fig. A.

29 According to R. Tournay (“Les Psaumes complexes. Psaumes 7 et 82: structure et attaches
litteraires,”Revue Bibliqué6 [1949]: 52)p nox is rendered “judges” by the Targum and “angelsSymiac. This is
probably more significant for the history of integgation than for textual criticism.



capacity or another. During the nineteenth centumg the early twentieth century it was
common to see thenox as human rulers, usually foreign kifgsnd the poor as Israelit&s.
However, if the human rulers are Israelite ruldigy are seen as “the judges and authorities
of Israel.’3

During the last century there has been a leanwgr the non-human interpretation,
identifying thea’r>x either as lesser gods/the gods of the pagan sétionangels?
although voices calling for a human interpretatiésome kind are not entirely lackiiy.If
theon>x are seen as deities, the tendency is to see thgagan deitie¥, usually those
assigned to other nations by Yahweh (as seen ih£&8; 32:8)® These deities are
sentenced to death, with the result that Yahwehealakes care of the earth, dispensing
justice.

Morgenstern interprets thenox as thesons of Godi.e. the “angels®’ who fell in
Gen 6:1-4. His view is that vv. 2-4, in which tiederents are human judg®ds a
secondary passage, being a Sadducean-style regiatefithe wording which had
originally spoken of the fallen angéfs.The offense of the’r»x, then, was not the

30 Morgenstern, “Mythological Background,” 29.

31 Morgenstern (“Mythological Background,” 30) givagist of predecessors who interpost>x to mean
foreign kings: “Duhm..., Gesenius, De Wette, Ewalizig, Kosters, Olshausen, Baethgen, Briggs,auddssin,
Staerk, Kittel, Kénig, Buttenwieser and others.tcarding to G. WrightThe Old Testament against its
Environmen{Chicago: Henry Regnery Company, 1955], 31-32)hiBunterpreted them as Hasmonean kings, and
Buttenwieser considered them to be deified kinghefHellenistic age.

32 C. Briggs The Book of Psalms Vol [ICC 12; 1907], 215) states that “The rulers of tiagions, among
whom Israel was scattered as a poor, weak, aridtaffipeople, are gods and sons of the Most Highair capacity
as governors. They are rebuked by God for th@istite, and threatened with overthrow. The Pprabably
exilic.” A. Anderson The Book of Psaln{dNCB; London: Marshall, Morgan, and Scott, 19742), as well as the
author, regards the position of Duhm and Briggs,that they are “wicked rulers of other nationsctare holding
Israel in subjection” to be highly unlikely.

33 Kirkpatrick, The Book of Psalmd96. Rejecting the idea of foreign rulers, hetar(495), “The
authorities of the nation are callgdds(vv. 1,6) as being the representatives of Godis of the Most Higfv. 6) as
exercising a power delegated by the supreme Réitbieovorld. The judgment they give is God’s.” Wwiver,
Weiser The Psalms560) notes that “the comparison in v. 7 refubeswidespread interpretation of the deities as
human judges.”

34 Dahood Psalms 1) 268; Handy, “Sounds,” 57; Wright (see below).

35 Morgenstern; W. EichrodT,heology of the Old Testamd@tvols.; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1967),
2:199.

36 Since in H. Niehr’s view (“Goetter oder Menschegine falsche Alternative: Bemerkungen zu Ps 82,”
ZAW99 [1987]: 94-98) the actions of human leaderscate the acts of the gods, he considers the diffation
between human and gods in Psalm 82 to be a “fiksmative”.

37 Mowinckel’s view Psalms in Worships4), which looks somewhat like a cross betweerfaheign
rulers approach and the ANE gods interpretatiothas “such psalms as Pss. 75 and 82 announceihieg of
Yahweh to judge the pagan world and its unrightemds, under whose oppression Israel is now sigguitag
suffering. They are promises in answer to the gnsagf the congregation for the re-establishmemsratel: no doubt
they had a permanent place in the festal cult ofesghat later times.”

38 Cf. Wright, The Old Testamen85; Tournayl.es Psaume$3;et. al.

39 Morgenstern, “Mythological Background,” 116.

40pid., 35.



distortion of justice (as it appears in the curnarsion of the psalm), but carnal knowledge
with human women? For this they receive a sentence similar to dfidihe humans-- a limit
on lifespan (i.e. in their case they lose immatyali Thus the gods are condemned, but not
for the charges in vv. 2-4. His association ofggealm with books like 1 Enoch leads him to
date it after Gen 6, and the present version dBampucean timées. Individual points of
Morgenstern’s analysis have been influential ingtugly of the psalm, but his overall
conclusions have not.

Wright,** following Gunkel and Wellhausen, offers a view efhtakes the term
o nox in its literal sensegods

“This Psalm pictures a courtroom scene in which Gachead of the assembly,
has indicted some beings caltetbhimfor violating the law (v. 2). He commands
them to give justice to the poor and oppressed3wv). Then, in an aside (v. 5), he
exclaims over the impossibility of their keeping tommand. There follows the
sentence of death (vv. 6-7). The final verse ésgbet’s assertion of God’s
supremacy over all the peoples of the eaftth.”

Dahood’s view is similar to Wright's, interpretitige 0°7%% as pagan gods:

“[The psalm is] a prophetic liturgy of the Lordisggment on pagan gods. The
poem consists of three parts. The first secti@s.(¥-4) is a depiction, or rather a
vision, of the heavenly tribunal where God pasedgment on the pagan deities (vs.
1), and a summation (vss. 2-4) of the charges aohathey are convicted. The
second part (vss. 5-7) contains the psalmist’sid@tgainst the heathen gods whose
moral obtuseness is responsible for the cosmicdizss and will be responsible for
their loss of immortality and ejection from heaveto the nether world. In the final
verse the psalmist prays for the restoration ofensial justice under the sole rule of
Yahweh."®

The genre of the psalm (at least vv. 1-7) is ugualdderstood to be a vision report
which is prophetic in its natufé specifically a vision of Yahweh in the Divine caiin
Yahweh, who had appointed the gods to manage thieedh justice, judges them for their
injustice and incompetence and sentences thematbfeThe prophet responds to the

4 bid., 71, 124.

42 bid., 115.

43 For a concise critique of Morgenstern, see R. @&ghan, “A Note on the Canaanite Background of
Psalm 82,"CBQ15 (1953): 311-314.

44 Wright (The Old Testamen80-41) gives one of the more thorough treatmefhBsalm 82.

4 bid., 31.

46 Dahood Psalms 1] 268.

47 M. Buss, “The Psalms of Asaph and KoralBL 82 (1963): 383, 384, 389; Gonzolaz, “Le Psaume
LXXXII,” 309; Kraus, Psalmen 1) 570-573; Tsevat, “God and the Gods,” 131; Weitke, Psalms558; Tate,



verdict in v. 8, proclaiming (or pronouncing) Yahwi&ownership of the earth. In overtly
mythological terms Yahweh’s supremacy is never golesd, but his sole rule over the
world occursafter the demotion/executiaf the other god® As Tsevat has said, the
psalm “centers on a vision of the divine countig visionary responds to the judgment
made in that council, and the judgment and resptmusher herald the end of paganisfh.”
Comparisons are usually made with other Old Testaip@ssages which concern the Divine
council (e.g. Job 1; 1 Kings 22 [Micaiah ben ImidBh 6; and Gen P}. The psalm is
“reminiscent of the description in Isaiah 40-53Hé nothingness of the idols.>2”

Psalm 82 is also frequently compared to Ugariterditure, especially th€rta
epic>® According to Mullen, “A remarkable address by ¥iasson of Kirta, notes one
reason for illness and death--the failure to dispguastice:

You do not judge the case of the widow,

Nor do you judge the case of the wretched.
You do not drive out the oppressor of the poor!
You do not feed the orphan before you,

Nor the widow behind you?

For Cross, the psalm exemplifies the roots of lgemprophecy itself which are found in
“the judgments of ‘El. Behind the revelation oétiord of Yahweh (that is, the divine
decision or judgment) lies a basic picture of tleeiail of Yahweh, the Israelite
counterpart of the council of ‘EP® This approach not without dissenters. Gonzdiates
that the similarities with Ugaritic literature aseperficial®® Buss, who describes it as a
“ludgment psalm”, states that “There is no cleaalNgastern parallel” to this type of
psalm?®’

Kirkpatrick noted long ago that there is no indigatof the date of the psalthand a
consensus has not yet been reached. KRPddahood® Ackerman®® and Cros¥ consider it

Psalms 332.

48 p. D. Miller, “Cosmology and World Order in thedOfestament: The Divine Council as Cosmic-
Political Symbol,"Hor 9 (1987): 69

49 C. Gordon (“History of Religion in Psalm 8Bjblical and Near Eastern Studi¢sd. G. Tuttle; 1978]:
130), “El ( = Elohim) becomes the one God whertadirest of the pantheon are eliminated.”

0 Tsevat, “God and the Gods,” 134.

5! Tsevat (Ibid., 134-5) argues that there is nati@iahip between Ps 58 and Ps 82, contra “freqjirks.”

52p. D. Miller, When the Gods Me8t cf. Gonzolaz, “Le Psaume LXXXII,” 309.

53 Cf. Gordon, “History of Religion,” 129-131.

54 Mullen, The Divine Councjl235. Mullen (lbid., 226-244) presents one ofiti@re thorough treatments
on Ps 82:1-7; v. 8 is alluded to and considereggira, but little is said about it.

55 E. M. CrossCanaanite Myth and Hebrew Epj€ambridge: Harvard University Press, 1973), 186.

%6 Gonzolaz, “Le Psaume LXXXII,” 309.

57 Buss, “Psalms of Asaph,” 389.

58 Kirkpatrick, The Book of Psalm#95-6.

%9 Kraus,Psalmen 1) 570.

60 Dahood Psalms 1] 269.



“possibly quite old.” Wright places it “betweeretBeventh and fourth centuriés.”

Brigge* and Mulled® propose the exile/sixth century, while Gonzétgdaces it roughly
contemporaneous with Second Isaiah. Morgen$teomsiders the “original” version from
ca. 500 BCE. A. Anderson states that “it may Wwellcomparatively late, dating from a time
when the idea of heavenly intermediaries was reasignvell known.®® Duhm considered

it “a pharasaic battle song [from Hasmonean timgs].

STRUCTURE

The textual layout and translation are intendecttiect the syntactical/logical
structure of this highly structured psalm. Thédwing patterns are exhibited:

1. A chiastic ABBA structure occurs 4 times (v\2,B8,4), employing a verb-noun(s)-
noun(s)-verb pattern.
A
B
B
A

2. AAAB occurs once (v 5). A similar idea is presal three times, with B
representing the result of AAA.
A
A
A

61 According to DahoodPsalms 1] 269 (J. Ackerman’s dissertation was unavailablae).

62 Cross,CMHE, 44.

63 Wright, The Old Testameng7.

64 Briggs, The Book of Psalmg15.

85 Mullen,The Divine Councjl229.

66 Gonzolaz, “Le Psaume LXXXII,” 309.

57 Morgenstern, “Mythological Background,” 119-12%(ithe non-revised edition of the psalm).

68 AndersonBook of Psalms593. See also Hossfeld and Zengsalms AHermeneia 17b; Minneapolis:
Fortress, 2005), 332.

9 Duhm,Die Psalmen318.



3. ABBABB occurs once (vv. 6-7) (or, to put it ahet way, there is a dual ABB
sequence). Each BB sequence presents a roughlyakni statement, with the second
ABB sequence being antithetical to the first.

A
B
B
A
B
B

4. The psalm closes with AABC (v 8). The AA sequeerontains instructions, while
BC is descriptive.
A
A

C

With the exception of the transition from v. 1 (wiiis the only descriptive portion of the
psalm) to v. 2, each change of structure occuaschatange of addressee. In fact, the four
structures reflect four different speeches. VeBsdsare clearly addressed to thebx
(plural), v. 5 isnot addressed to thenx (plural), vv. 6-7 are addressed to thebx (plural),
and v. 8 is addressed to Gadbx singular)’®

COMMENTARY

Verse 1

Verse 1 introduces the speeches which follow in2v8. The setting is established:
the Divine council (for which there are other ex#aspn the Old Testament, e.g. 1 Kings
22; Job 1-2; Zech 3; Isa 6). The place of authority is taken by GadtiPx) in the Council
of ‘El (2x) in order to judge the gods f>x).”> The issue is not a lawsuit for breach of
contract (as in Mic 6), but that of a superior dadiag an accounting for the improper
conduct of subordinates. The situation is moréagaas to a cabinet meeting than to the
setting of a court of law; the%x (gods) are being fired.

0 For another analysis of the structure, see PiingRsalm 82: Once Again, Gods or Mer&ib 76
(1995): 223-225.

" In Kraus’ opinion Psalmen 1) 571)Yahwehwas originally designated I, nota»nx; the latter was
reserved for the gods. CrosaHE, 71-72) uses Psalm 82 as support for his conteittiat Yahweh is an epithet
for Canaanite ‘El, especially as “the head of tlr& council.” Yahweh standing in the council of ‘BlYahweh
as ‘El standing in the council of ‘El (44). Mulleiflje Divine Councjl230), on the other hand, contends Hsaty
is part of a frozen literary formula meanidiyine council but “if ‘el is to be taken as a divine name inv. 1, itis
obvious that it is employed as an epithet of Yahameth not as the designation of a god of superitk.ta

2 As many others have noted, for the>x to be humans in any capacity makes vv. 6-7 utigisle



10

One question is whether the assembly of 'El shbeldonsidered synonymous with
the accused gods, or if those gods are preseheiDivine council which itself is a larger
body. It is my contention that the psalm describesfiring of gods, butot an elimination
of the entire Divine coungithe council encompasses more than the accusedmork),
although those who remaimaybe beings which are lower than te>x (angels?).

Verses 2-4

Verses 2-4, the first speech, is addressed todtie. gThe speech is comprised of
two parts. Part one(v. 2) is an accusation which describes the imgrapnduct of the
gods, primarily showing partiality toward the wickeln part twothe gods are told to carry
out the proper administration of justice in belwdlthe weak and oppressed (which has been
neglected), actions which are diametrically oppdsettie gods’ conduct. In other words,
they are to show partiality against the wicked ambehalf of the unfortunaté.

Verse 5

Verse 5 is the second speech, containing an ei@iuatt the god¥ and showing the
results of their activitie® It has been described as an aside of' &mdan exclamation by
the psalmist/ While | accept the consensus concerning the lzasitent of the verse, |
would like to propose a different rhetorical diieatof the speech: God, after addressing the
gods directly, turnso the councikt large and away from the accused. In this a3dd@od
describego the councithe corruption and incompetence of the gods aadesbults: because
the gods have not chosen to operate in the knoeletigod the very foundations of the
earth wobble; the cosmic order is falling apartshse of their negleét.

(where they are described in divine terms and dedhtat the level of humans); they cannot be humfcials, for
they are demoted to that level.

3 Gonzolaz (“Le Psaume LXXXII,” 303) mentions thaetUgaritic figure Danel is charged to protect the
needy (cf. Mullen’s exposition dfirta).

4 According to WeiserThe Psalms560), v. 5 contains within it “a rejection of tpelytheistic
background” of the Psalm.

S For a different interpretation, see F. Anders&h(rt Note on Psalm 82:53ib 50 [1969]: 393). F.
Andersen states that v. 5 refers to the gods lingemned to Sheol, not the “collapse of socieiyuh
injustice.... The wordwnn, ‘darkness’, in Ps 88,19 is probably another nfon&heol. So, possibly, vn in Ps
82,5....vr 7o is parallel taown. It refers to the netherworld as the abode oftémd, not just as the substructure
of the earth... v does not refer to the shaking of the foundatidrith@world. The idea is incongruous in the
context; for the interpretation is forced that nmkedescribe the collapse of society through imges The verb
appropriately describes the dazed condition ofléeed, staggering around in the foundations of énth &

76 Weiser The Psalms559-560) treats v. 5 as an aside: “God passgsléhvastating judgment on the gods,
as if he had turned away from them whilst making rder to answer the religious question of thk community.”

" Tsevat (“God and the Gods,” 128-9) “The speakew[i5] may possibly be the psalmist.... But itisch
more likely that it is still God Who is speakinggdndering the situation.

"8 S0 also Handy (“Sounds,” 57), “The gods have e@ahaos and not order. This is the very oppaosite
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Verses 6-7

The third speech (vv. 6-7) is addressed to thessttuMost see the speech to be
God’s verdict which reverses an earlier decisiood@vho had earlier declared the gods
divine, demotes them to the status of humans aed&xutes them.

A different view is thatnx o°7%% *nanx *1x should be translatdchad thought you
were godsThis has given rise to two interpretations, bsitih a similar emphasis:
disappointment directed at the gods by either gadnpist or by God. Dahood holds the first
position:

“Here the speaker is the psalmist. Budde’s bnitlidiscovery ... [is] thatmarti,
introducing one clause, followed kaken, introducing a second clause, must be
translated, ‘I had thought ... but,’ .... The psiat had been under the impression
that the pagan deities were of some importancendatrealizes that they are
nothing, because they are quite incapable of defgritie poor and rescuing the
downtrodden.™

According to Morgenstern, who holds the latter posj

“l had thought that ye were gods’... voices mastaipically the surprise and
painful shock which Yahweh had experienced wherstiameful conduct of these
divine beings had become known to Hiff.”

Mullen also translates the phrasd &ad thoughtbut with a different nuance than Dahood
and Morgenstern: the failure of the gods to cautytbeir divinely appointed task, i.e.,
justice,demonstrateshat they are not divine at &H.

While | had thoughts linguistically possible, there are also diffices. Dahood’s
contention that the speaker in v. 6 is the psalisidifficult to supporf? Morgenstern’s
translation and interpretation stretches the pamak presupposes disappointment over the
fall of the angels (cf. Gen 6). The flaw in Mullersuggestion (which also applies to the
others) is that it makes vv. 6-7 descriptive rathan the declaration of a verdict. All three
views fail to recognize the declarative natureaf&-7 and appear to soften the tone of the
psalm in a way which lessens its impact.

It seems more likely that God is contrasting twoisiens. The earlier decisioygu
are gods(v 6), has been replaced with a new decision (yal) shall die as humans Hdto
whom, incidentally, they were supposed to grantgmtion). Verses 6-7, rather than
expressing surprise or disappointment, are budnupe disgust which was displayed in v.

what a divine hierarchy is supposed to insure. ddsenos risks collapsing into total ruin.”
® Dahood Psalms 1] 270.
80 Morgenstern, “Mythological Background,” 116.
81 Mullen, The Divine Counc;jl229, 237-238.
82 Tsevat (“God and the Gods,” 129) argues strong&jrest the theory of the psalmist’s aside.
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5. Wright argues that Psalm 82 is a reversal aft32:8-9, where God assigned nations to
then %x 12 (sons of God). Here “God has withdrawn his consiois and condemned the
gods to death®

The expressioand fallis taken by some to mean that the gods fall “the
Underworld.®> However, to fallike officialsdoes not seem to impigto the underworld
it is more likely that it is a statement of death,infalling in battle

Verse 8

Verse 8, the fourth and final speech, is unqueabfnaddressed to God. The
speaker (or speakers) enthusiasti€aNyice their approval of God’s decision, statintdpes
(a) that the earth actually (or now) belongs to Gwwdb) that God will take possession of
the earth. (Cross suggests that the nuano® ¢érise] isattack)®” This general view is
accepted by most (including the author), whateleir interpretation of vv. 1-7 may be.

However, it is in this verse that | will also makg most radical departure from the
consensus. While there may be disagreement akdther the speaker should be regarded
as the prophet/psalmist or the community, the visiggenerally considered to be hun¥én.
would like to propose a different voidiat of the Divine councilThe sceneis setinv. 1
with God taking a stand in the Divine council. vin 2-4 God addresses the godsi{x,
who are not identical with the council). In v. Bdturns to the council and speaks to them
about corruption and incompetence of the accusgiai@ing the seriousness of their
offenses. In vv. 6-7 the decision is rendered bg:Ghen’nx are to be demoted to the level
of humanity and suffer the same fate, a decisiorhvalso removes their stewardship over
the world. Finally, in v. 8 theouncilresponds positively to God’s decision, affirmihgit
God will (or does) take possession of the earthdlwhad been in the possession of the
oK) .89

The chief way this affects interpretation is tha entire psalm has the Divine
council as its setting.

83 Gordon (“History of Religion,” 130) notes to Ugdaziand Babylonian parallels of gods dying.

84 Wright, The Old Testamen85, 40.

85 Dahood Psalms 1) 270; and MullenThe Divine Councjl243), who takesTxs to mean “like Adam”
and therefore a “reference to the primal revolheffirst man against God, an excellent parallgiven to the
heavenly revolt leading to the gods’ being cast the Underworld.” By interpretingptv (officials) asow
(Shining Ones) he states that like Adam and thaeiiOnes “they shall ‘fall,’ i.e., be cast from &len into the
Underworld” (cf. F. Andersen).

86 The form of the imperatives is emphatic.

87 Cross,CMHE 95 n19.

88 Tsevat (“God and the Gods,” 131): “...an addragsoetic form by [hu]man[ity] to God...”; Weise€Flfe
Psalms 560): the “Amen” of humanity, i.e. the speakethis Psalmist (and the community); Brigdi¢ Book of
Psalms 216): the verse was added “to make the Ps. saitabpublic worship...”; Kirkpatrick The Bok of Psalms
494): a prayer; Kraug6almen 1) 573): a community response. Marvin TeRsdims 51-10Q0WBC 20; Dallas,
Tex.: Word Books, 1990], 334) is the only one Ifduvho considers the voice to be that of the digssembly
(which postdates my original analysis).
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The proposal may have effects on other aspectegitalm. If my analysis is
correct, then it is necessary to posit a placeartahe in which a psalm of this character
could have arisen. Its lack of a general polergairest foreign gods distances it from
Second Isaiah. My inclination is to see it as piteeand quite possibly from one of the
outlying shrines (during Manasseh'’s reign?). Hlso possible (although | think unlikely)
that the psalm is actually Canaanite in its orfijiim any case it seems to be heavily
influenced by Canaanite ideas.

THE PURPOSE OF THE PSALM

Most studie$' see the main purpose related to the demotion/érecof the
(foreign/Canaanite) gods: Yahweh takes sole digordrol, ergo something resembling
monotheism is born (or asserted). As Tsevat hdstb& psalm “centers on a vision of the
divine council, the visionary responds to the juégitmmade in that council, and the
judgment and response together herald the endgaingsm.®2 Those who hold that the
“gods” are actually human leaders would say thattiain purpose is to encourage these
leaders to operate with justice.

The problem with the first view is that it inadetgls deals with the reason justice is
central to the Psalm. The problem with the lattemuis that it does not account for the
polytheistic references in the Psalm.

| would like to offer a proposal which takes thesissing elements into account. The
Psalmist usethe problem of evil to steer the originagyncretistic audience away from non-
Yahwistic religious ideas. In other words, the mapis to argue that Yahwism is superior
because of its emphasis on helping the vulneraldeciety, at which other religions fail.
Clearly Ps 82 argues that Yahweh values and prantbéedispensation of justice for the
vulnerable, and that the deities of other religidoshot. In this case it would seem that an
audience which was not solidly or exclusively tiedrahwism already valued the defense of
the vulnerable. Thus the psalmist’s polemic anceapio values of justice could have been
designed to get this audience to sever its tids thiése other deities and turn to the one true
God. The author, then, does not address the pligsibat other deities existed in the past,
but rather tries to get the audience to move fodwéth Yahweh, for the other deities
inadequately dispensed justice and have subseyumgh removed from their positions of
stewardship over portions of humanity.

Now one might object that there are non-YahwistiEAtexts which show a concern
for the vulnerable, and thus Ps 82 would not bettlee of a polemic against other
religions?® However, our author might have had no knowledgsueh texts, or, if known,

89|f Cross’ idea concerningyp is correct, then v. 8 could be the council encgimgGod to go out and
attack.

91t is also possible (although I think unlikelygatithe psalm is actually Canaanite in its origmany case
it seems to be heavily influenced by Canaanitesdéao, then perhaps the singutarx replacedx, notm:.

91 Aside from the view that theen>x are humans.

92 Tsevat, “God and the Gods,” 134.
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might have assessed these religions as not liyrtg their claims. Further, it is quite
possible that the experience of the author an@tldégnce was not one which saw justice
emanating from non-Yahwistic religiof§If this be the case, then Melvin’s statement that
“social injustice was only a ‘trumped up’ chargfeivould not stick.

In fact, it is quite possible that this Psalm corftem a time when non-Yahwistic
religious ideas were oppressive influences in lgeasociety. One can imagine the
psalmist’'s argument working in the days of Manassgten non-Yahwistic religious
influences were associated with tremendous injesticociety. In that case, the author and
the audience could easily have seen a devotioth&r deities (e.g. Baal, Molech) as
supporting tremendous injustice which caused ting feeindations of the earth to wobble.
The psalmist’s rationale, then, for monotheismtlerdemotion of the gods to human status
[or even their execution)) is that Yahweh alonenpotes and delivers true justice.

If my view is correct, then the genre would notgoephetic, but more on the order of
wisdom literature. Psalm 82 asks the same queatidhe book of Job (in its earlier and
later forms) and answers in a manner similar tqtiese portions of Job: beings who occupy
a position between humans and the Supreme Beingspensibl&®

The Psalmist uses unconventional means to bothebthe problem of evil on other
religions and reiterate the confession, “Or whaigjination is there that has statutes and
judgments as righteous as this whole law which katting before you today?" (Deut 4:8).
The solution, then, is to get rid of the other idsitso that justice--Yahwistic justice--can
prevail.

In conclusion, the purpose of Ps 82 appears tobedpologetic and evangelisticln
a fashion similar to Paul at Athens (cf. Acts 1§ Psalmist does not try to refute whether
other gods exist. Rather, he contextualizes hisagesand appeals to the audience’s sense of
justice in order to pursuade them to willingly aban those gods.

9 For a survey of ANE texts on the topic, see Dawlvin, “The Poor, the Orphan, and the Gods: Psalm
82 as Deuteronomic Propaganda,” (paper presentéd annual meeting of the Southwestern RegioheoBBL,
March, 2009), 2-8.

% n any case, there is no reason to expect thaheient Israelite writer would give other religiombat we
might view as an “objective” treatment.

% Melvin, “Psalm 82,” 9.

9%As A. Anderson The Book of Psalm&92) put it, “The essence of the Psalmist’s pobis the question

why the weak and the defenceless [sic] are cortindaprived of justice; this is explained as dadtte

mismanagement of the subordinate divine beingshvewve been entrusted with jurisdiction over

[hu]mankind.” Weiser The Psalms557) offers a similar suggestion.

97 Contra Prinsloo (“Psalm 82,” 228), who sees thampss a message of comfort for believers.
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