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The Wisdom Psalms
Wisdom psalms are identified as such because of their similarity to the genre of wisdom literature found in Proverbs, Job, Song of Songs and Ecclesiastes. This similarity includes similarity in literary devices as well as similarity in content. 

Wisdom literature tends to contrast the life choices made by those who reject God (e.g. the foolish or the wicked) with those who embrace God's rule (the wise or righteous). God curses those who reject him, while he blesses those who obey. The goal of the psalmist is to argue for the superiority of God and his ways.
Examples of wisdom Psalms: 1, 10, 12, 15, 19, 32, 34, 36, 37, 49, 50, 52, 53, 73, 78, 82, 91, 92, 94, 111, 112, 119, 127, 128, 139. 

PRINCIPLES FOR ALL WISDOM LITERATURE

The importance of getting wisdom


· Wisdom has to do with living life consistent with God's covenants.  

· Wisdom literature is very focused on the 'here and now' - the completeness and beauty of a life lived under the covenant obligations, in dependence upon God.  


The “fear of the LORD”


· Scripture makes clear that the fear of the LORD is the appropriate response to trust in the Lord (Gen.22:12; 42:18; Job 1:1, 8-9; 2:3; Ex.1:15-21; 14:31; 20:20; Lev.19:14, 32; 25:17; Deut.4:10).  

· The fear of the LORD has to be learned (Deut.4:10; 14:23; 17:19; 31:12-13; Ps.34:11)  

· To fear of the LORD is to:  

· Turn from evil (Ec.3:11, 14; 5:7; 8:12; 12:13; Ps.34:11,14; Job 1:1,8; 2:3; 28:28) even to hate evil (Prov.3:7; 16:16).  

· Obey through trust in God's promises (Gen.22).  

· To hear, learn and respond to God's word (Deut.4:10; 8:6; Ps.19:7-14; 112:1; 119:33-38, 57-64).  

· To love, cleave to, serve and praise God (Deut.10:12-13; 13:5; 10:20; 13:4-5; Ps.22:22-23; 34:7,9; 25:12,14; 33:18)  

· The outcome of having fear of the LORD is to:  

· Gain wisdom (Prov.1:7, 29; 2:5; 8:13; 9:1015:33) from the God who created in wisdom (Prov.3:19-20; 8:22-31).  

· Gain God's favor (Prov. 10:27; 22:4; 14:26; 19:23; Ps. 33:18; 103:13; 147:11)  

· Gain life (Prov.13:14; 14:27; 19:23; Ecc.12:13 kol ha adam = “the wholeness of man”). 

THEMATIC/RHYTHMIC PARALLEL TO PROVERBS

Many of the wisdom psalms sound like something right out of Proverbs. For example, Psalm 37:6 reads, “Better the little that the righteous have than the wealth of many wicked.” Compare this with Proverbs 16:8, which reads, “Better a little with righteousness than much gain with injustice.” There are numerous other sayings that are quite common in Proverbs that we find in fair proportion also in the Psalter. For example, Psalm 62:11-12 reads, “One thing God has spoken, two things have I heard: that you, O God, are strong, and that you, O Lord, are loving.” Compare this with Proverbs 6:16, “There are six things the LORD hates, seven that are detestable to Him.” Robert Alter calls this kind of literary device as “the intensifying character of biblical parallelism.” The Bible would never read, “There are six things the Lord hates, half are an abomination to the Lord,” as this would be too static and without movement, but you will find something like, “One thing God has spoken, two things have I heard: that you, O Lord, are strong, and that you, O Lord, are loving.”
BLESSED (‘ASHRE) SAYINGS

Another similarity between the wisdom psalms and the proverbs are the “blessed sayings.” So in Psalm 32:1, 2, 12, we read, “Blessed is the he…Blessed is the man…Blessed is the nation…” So also in Proverbs 8:32, 34, we read, “Blessed are those…Blessed is the man…”


ALPHABETIC ACROSTIC
Yet another characteristic of wisdom psalms is alphabetic acrostics, where the writer used the letters of the Hebrew alphabet as the initial letters for a sequence of verses. 
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J.A. Motyer describes this feature as “a poetic way of saying that a total coverage of the subject was being offered.” In Psalm 111 and 112, each letter begins a line. In Psalm 25, 34, and 145, each letter begins a half-verse. In Psalm 37 and Proverbs 31:10-31 and Lamentations 1, 2 and 4, each letter begins whole verses. In Lamentations 3 each letter begins three verses. And Psalm 119 has the most elaborate demonstration of acrostic, where, in each section of eight verses, the same opening letter is used, and the twenty-to sections of the psalm move through the Hebrew alphabet, letter after letter. Here is an example from Proverbs 31:10-31:
	י  אֵשֶׁת-חַיִל, מִי יִמְצָא;    וְרָחֹק מִפְּנִינִים מִכְרָהּ. 
	10 A woman of valour who can find? for her price is far above rubies.

	יא  בָּטַח בָּהּ, לֵב בַּעְלָהּ;    וְשָׁלָל, לֹא יֶחְסָר. 
	11 The heart of her husband doth safely trust in her, and he hath no lack of gain.

	יב  גְּמָלַתְהוּ טוֹב וְלֹא-רָע--    כֹּל, יְמֵי חַיֶּיהָ. 
	12 She doeth him good and not evil all the days of her life.

	יג  דָּרְשָׁה, צֶמֶר וּפִשְׁתִּים;    וַתַּעַשׂ, בְּחֵפֶץ כַּפֶּיהָ. 
	13 She seeketh wool and flax, and worketh willingly with her hands.

	יד  הָיְתָה, כָּאֳנִיּוֹת סוֹחֵר;    מִמֶּרְחָק, תָּבִיא לַחְמָהּ. 
	14 She is like the merchant-ships; she bringeth her food from afar.

	טו  וַתָּקָם, בְּעוֹד לַיְלָה--וַתִּתֵּן טֶרֶף לְבֵיתָהּ;    וְחֹק, לְנַעֲרֹתֶיהָ. 
	15 She riseth also while it is yet night, and giveth food to her household, and a portion to her maidens.

	טז  זָמְמָה שָׂדֶה, וַתִּקָּחֵהוּ;    מִפְּרִי כַפֶּיהָ, נטע (נָטְעָה) כָּרֶם. 
	16 She considereth a field, and buyeth it; with the fruit of her hands she planteth a vineyard.

	יז  חָגְרָה בְעוֹז מָתְנֶיהָ;    וַתְּאַמֵּץ, זְרוֹעֹתֶיהָ. 
	17 She girdeth her loins with strength, and maketh strong her arms.

	יח  טָעֲמָה, כִּי-טוֹב סַחְרָהּ;    לֹא-יִכְבֶּה בליל (בַלַּיְלָה) נֵרָהּ. 
	18 She perceiveth that her merchandise is good; her lamp goeth not out by night.

	יט  יָדֶיהָ, שִׁלְּחָה בַכִּישׁוֹר;    וְכַפֶּיהָ, תָּמְכוּ פָלֶךְ. 
	19 She layeth her hands to the distaff, and her hands hold the spindle.

	כ  כַּפָּהּ, פָּרְשָׂה לֶעָנִי;    וְיָדֶיהָ, שִׁלְּחָה לָאֶבְיוֹן. 
	20 She stretcheth out her hand to the poor; yea, she reacheth forth her hands to the needy.

	כא  לֹא-תִירָא לְבֵיתָהּ מִשָּׁלֶג:    כִּי כָל-בֵּיתָהּ, לָבֻשׁ שָׁנִים. 
	21 She is not afraid of the snow for her household; for all her household are clothed with scarlet.

	כב  מַרְבַדִּים עָשְׂתָה-לָּהּ;    שֵׁשׁ וְאַרְגָּמָן לְבוּשָׁהּ. 
	22 She maketh for herself coverlets; her clothing is fine linen and purple.

	כג  נוֹדָע בַּשְּׁעָרִים בַּעְלָהּ;    בְּשִׁבְתּוֹ, עִם-זִקְנֵי-אָרֶץ. 
	23 Her husband is known in the gates, when he sitteth among the elders of the land.

	כד  סָדִין עָשְׂתָה, וַתִּמְכֹּר;    וַחֲגוֹר, נָתְנָה לַכְּנַעֲנִי. 
	24 She maketh linen garments and selleth them; and delivereth girdles unto the merchant.

	כה  עֹז-וְהָדָר לְבוּשָׁהּ;    וַתִּשְׂחַק, לְיוֹם אַחֲרוֹן. 
	25 Strength and dignity are her clothing; and she laugheth at the time to come.

	כו  פִּיהָ, פָּתְחָה בְחָכְמָה;    וְתוֹרַת חֶסֶד, עַל-לְשׁוֹנָהּ. 
	26 She openeth her mouth with wisdom; and the law of kindness is on her tongue.

	כז  צוֹפִיָּה, הילכות (הֲלִיכוֹת) בֵּיתָהּ;    וְלֶחֶם עַצְלוּת, לֹא תֹאכֵל. 
	27 She looketh well to the ways of her household, and eateth not the bread of idleness.

	כח  קָמוּ בָנֶיהָ, וַיְאַשְּׁרוּהָ;    בַּעְלָהּ, וַיְהַלְלָהּ. 
	28 Her children rise up, and call her blessed; her husband also, and he praiseth her:

	כט  רַבּוֹת בָּנוֹת, עָשׂוּ חָיִל;    וְאַתְּ, עָלִית עַל-כֻּלָּנָה. 
	29 'Many daughters have done valiantly, but thou excellest them all.'

	ל  שֶׁקֶר הַחֵן, וְהֶבֶל הַיֹּפִי:    אִשָּׁה יִרְאַת-יְהוָה, הִיא תִתְהַלָּל. 
	30 Grace is deceitful, and beauty is vain; but a woman that feareth the LORD, she shall be praised.

	לא  תְּנוּ-לָהּ, מִפְּרִי יָדֶיהָ;    וִיהַלְלוּהָ בַשְּׁעָרִים מַעֲשֶׂיהָ.  {ש} 
	31 Give her of the fruit of her hands; and let her works praise her in the gates. {P} 


DIDACTIC
The second major characteristic of the wisdom psalms is their didactic intent. They are intended to teach something. Psalm 34 says, “Come, my sons, listen to me. I will teach you the fear of the Lord.” It sounds exactly like Proverbs, especially in the first seven chapters of Proverbs.
WISDOM THEMES

The third major characteristic of the wisdom psalms is that they contain main wisdom themes and motifs. Psalm 49 is an example of this: “Hear this, all you peoples; listen, all who live in this world, both low and high, rich and poor alike: My mouth will speak words of wisdom; the utterance from my heart will give understanding. I will turn my ear to a proverb; with the harp I will expound my riddle.” Wisdom, understanding, proverb, riddle—this sounds like wisdom literature.
“POPULAR THEOLOGY”
One of the interesting things in Psalms and the wisdom books is we have men speaking to

God—the cry of their souls speaking to God. This is distinct from the prophetic corpus or the law, where the direction of speech is from the Lord to man. Does that mean that this is somehow less inspired? It was man speaking to God, and as such is something we can learn from. We can use those words in our own prayers. But it is also God speaking to us. There are significant psalms of instruction, the Torah psalms, in several places in the Psalter. These include Psalms 1, 19, and 119. McCann asserts that the editors of the Psalter wanted readers to grasp the analogy between the Torah, the books of Moses, and the Psalter—thus, perhaps, the division into five books. The Psalter is to be read and heard as instruction to the faithful. It is man’s word to God in our distress from our circumstances in our laments and in our hymns, but it is also God’s instruction to us and something from which we can learn. In Psalms we do not have abstract, propositional theology, per se. This is not a systematic theology textbook. There is no philosophical theology in Psalms. However, that is not to say that the Psalms are not intentional and theological in import. They constitute what Peter Craigie calls, “popular theology,” in the best sense. This is the theology of people, the real life theology that comes out of their lives. He calls this “the theology of a profound knowledge of God, which emerges out of a life lived in relationship to God.” Craigie goes on to say that “The framework for all dimensions of that relationship with God is provided by the covenant.” Covenant is that bond between God and His people. Just as a marriage covenant, God enters into covenant with His people. 

CENTRAL MESSAGE (LESSON) OF THE PSALTER

Attempts to summarize the theology of the Psalms will by definition somewhat detract from their immediacy and their emotive impact. It is like trying to say, “Well, if you have never heard Handel’s Messiah, let me summarize its content for you.” That does not work too well. To try to summarize the theology of the Psalter, given its character, will seem very lame.

Psalm 19 begins this way: “the heavens proclaim the glory of God. The skies proclaim the work of His hands. Day after day, they pour forth speech. Night after night, they display knowledge.” If I then summarize, “God is revealed in the creation, especially in the heavenly bodies,” that is not the same. 

Nevertheless, what might be the central, theological, and core belief of the Psalter? At the very heart of the Psalter is simply that God is truly God. That sounds like a tautology, but I think sometimes we do not live as if God is truly God. The psalmist in his extremity—when he is being persecuted, when his attackers surround him—rather than attacking back, because he believes God is truly God, he goes to God. It is like he is saying, “You see what they are doing. Will You save me? Will You deal with them?” This is because he believes God is truly God. God is the supreme king. All of life is under His control and is to be lived out in complete obedience to Him. His Lordship extends to the life and circumstances of the psalmist, but also to the destinies of kings and nations, even to the whole of creation. For the psalmist, God is really God. 

If we could really let God be God in our lives, it would make a tremendous difference. What is there to worry about? If God, who is truly God, is for us, then what are we worried about? What can we truly be worried about if we believe that? This does not mean that we do not have times of trial and emotional times when we really want to pour out our hearts to God. But these circumstances do not crush us or send us into wrong reactions when we are believing God. 

McCann says, “The theological heart of the Psalter is essentially the same as Jesus’ fundamental proclamation, “The Lord reigns.” The central affirmation is “God is king, the Lord reigns.” The first and greatest commandment, which is found in not only the Gospels but first in Deuteronomy 6:4, is this: “Hear O Israel, the LORD your God is one God and you shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind, and with all your strength.” The Hebrew text only has three of those things, but I think Jesus does a little exegesis, because the Hebrew word for heart means the mind and the heart. It does not mean simply the heart as the seat of emotions, nor simply the head in terms of the seat of the intellect. It is the core of one’s being. It involves the mind as well as the emotions. What is the first and greatest commandment? Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength. And if God is truly God, then that is the only response. What else would we do?
WISDOM LITERATURE ANALYZED

Psalm 37 (General Wisdom Psalm)

Situation of the psalmist


· Written by David  

· How to succeed against evil without resorting to evil. 

Structure of the psalm

· The structure is less obvious than some psalms; it appears to be a collection of proverbs organized around the problem of evil and God's retributive justice.  

· It is organized as an alphabetic acrostic of 22 strophes.   

· It begins (vv. 1-6) and ends (vv.34-40) with the encouragement to hope in Yahweh's deliverance.  

· The middle section reminds us of God's eventual retributive justice (vv.7-11 & 27-33) and the contrast between the wicked and righteous (vv.12-26). 

How to succeed amongst ungodly people

· The ungodly can knock us for a loop (Ps.73)   

· They do pretty well for themselves (v.1,7,16,35)  

· They scheme against the weak (v.14)  

· They try to destroy the godly (v.12,14,32)  

· Don't: 

· Envy (v.1, 16) b/c they will pass (v.2)  

· Fret (v.1,8)  

· Be persistently angry (v.8)  

· Do:  

· Place yourself in God's hands (v.3,5,7,23,28,33,34)  

· Delight yourself in God (v.4)  

· Do good where you are (v.3,21,27)  

· Absorb yourself in God's truth and let it guide your words & deeds (vv.30-31) 

Psalm 19 (Torah Psalm)
Situation of the psalmist 


· Written by David  

· Three motifs: creation, wisdom and prayer for forgiveness/acceptance comprise this psalm 

Structure of the psalm

· vv. 1-6 Praise for Creation - the name El predominates   

· vv.7-11 Praise for the Law - the name YHWH predominates  

· vv.12-14 Prayerful Contemplation 

God's transforming revelation

· Through El's (God) creation - without words  

· The expanse of space continually tells how awesome, powerful, skillful and wise God is.  

· The ongoing circuit of the sun speaks volumes - joy, determination & impact  

· Through YHWH's (LORD) Torah - with words that are perfect, certain, right, pure, priceless & sweet.  

· It restores the inner man  

· It makes wise (Ps.119:130; Prov.21:11)  

· It brings joy (inner peace & tranquillity are manifest as joy)  

· It gives insight  

· It evokes fear  

· It evokes awareness of the truth of God's judgments  

· Meditation upon the revelation of God  

· It warns me when I stray  

· It leads me to great reward  

· It shows me hidden errors  

· It drives me toward dependence  

· Forgive me  

· Guide me 
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