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Abstract:



This study argues that the juxtaposition of Psalms 111–112 offers wisdom for life. Psalm 111, in stressing God’s mighty deeds of redemption for his people, focuses on the “big story” for the whole people; Psalm 112, in stressing “wisdom,” encourages each member of God’s people in a day-to-day walk, a “little story,” that contributes to the big story of the whole people.
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1. Introduction


To the larger consideration of how, if at all, Biblical wisdom literature provides resources for living in the contemporary world, I will focus on a small portion of the Psalms, namely Psalms 111–112 [1]. I write as a Christian, with an interest in how careful academic study might inform Christian practice.



These two psalms are of quite different types. Psalm 111 celebrates the great works that the Lord has done: “he sent redemption to his people” (111:9). Psalm 112 celebrates the blessedness of the person “who fears the Lord” (112:1): “it is well with” such a person (112:5). Psalm 111 looks at the “big picture,” the deeds that the Lord has done for his “people,” that is, for the corporate entity. Psalm 112 attends primarily to the “smaller picture,” the conduct and effects of particular persons within the people.



At the same time the two psalms undoubtedly belong together, as many have noticed [2]. Both begin with Hallelujah, and both follow the same acrostic pattern, with 22 lines, each beginning with the successive Hebrew letters. The acrostic pattern that Psalms 111–112 have in common separates them from Psalm 113, which likewise opens with Hallelujah. And the particular acrostic pattern sets these apart from the other acrostics in the Psalter [3]. Psalm 111 ends by mentioning “the fear of the Lord,” while Psalm 112 begins with “the man who fears the Lord”—a tail-to-head linkage. Further, in Psalm 111 it is the Lord whose “righteousness endures forever” (111:3), who is “gracious and merciful” (111:4, echoing Exod. 34:6), and whose works are “justice” (111:7), while in Psalm 112 it is the godly person whose “righteousness endures forever” (112:3, 9) and who is “gracious and merciful” (112:4), and who conducts his affairs with “justice” (112:5). The implication of this, that the person who fears the Lord and attends to his commandments has the Lord’s own moral traits reflected in his character, will figure in to our perception of how the two psalms work together.




2. Preliminary Points


In order to carry out this study in a reasonable space, I will mention a handful of points that I wish to take as given, but which are potentially controversial; I will give references to places that offer adequate argument. To begin with, I take the primary function of the Psalter, at least in its post-exilic form, to be that of a songbook for (regular) corporate worship [4]. That is, I acknowledge that many have pursued special liturgical occasions as the origins for some of the Psalms, and that there have always been those who argue that the book is more oriented toward private prayer than public song. More recently, many have come to view the Psalter as a book, with development of themes (“canonical readings”); here the assumed manner of consumption is reading from cover to cover [5]. Whereas I do not here deny that each of these is worthy of discussion, I nevertheless simply recognize that the evidence, at least in the post-exilic era, is that it functioned as a songbook [6,7,8].



My second point taken as given is that the wisdom in the book of Proverbs is “covenantal” and “Yahwistic” (again, at least in the final form and in the post-exilic era; this covenantal orientation is unmistakable in the Deuterocanonical books of Wisdom and Ben Sira). Many have taken the origins of “wisdom literature” as indifferent to, or even skeptical toward, “the distinctive elements of Israelite cult, history, and theology” [9,10], although this view is now less prevalent than it once was. A number of features in the canonical form of Proverbs tell against this, as has been argued elsewhere [11,12,13]; the book is after all, organized around “the fear of Yahweh” (1:7).



At the same time, the main focus of Proverbs is the everyday. Derek Kidner observed, “the institutions [of the covenant] are assumed, even if they are not stressed”; and then he goes on to insist ([14], pp. 34, 35),


We should do Proverbs a poor service if we contrived to vest it in a priestly ephod or a prophet’s mantle, for it is a book which seldom takes you to church.







Rather, as Kidner also notes ([14], p. 13),


There are details of character small enough to escape the mesh of the law and the broadsides of the prophets, and yet decisive in personal dealings. Proverbs moves in this realm, asking what a person is like to live with, or to employ; how he manages his affairs, his time and himself.







A third point concerns the designations of individual psalms as “wisdom psalms.” It has been common in Psalms studies to refer to the various “forms” we find in the Psalter. It would help if we were to acknowledge that this categorization is extrinsic, and after the fact; nevertheless, the classification, based on our perception of their content and functions, is helpful, so long as we keep it as a heuristic guideline rather than a strict rule [15,16,17]. By this approach, we can accept a psalm that performs more than one function (e.g., Psalm 56 combines both lament and thanksgiving).



The category of “wisdom psalms” presents a challenge, since there is no agreement on what constitute criteria by which we may call them that [18,19,20]. But with the heuristic approach I prefer, we can recognize that a number of psalms incorporate subject matter that is common in the wisdom books such as Proverbs (e.g., Ps. 34:11–14); and some psalms are wholly given over to such subject matter (e.g., Psalms 127–128).



The significance of these points lies in the fact that a “wisdom theme,” by appearing in the Psalms, has become part of the liturgical life of Israel, a song sung in public worship [21,22] The rhetorical function of these liturgical songs is to shape what C. S. Lewis famously called the “chest”—that is, “emotions organized by trained habit into stable sentiments.” [23] Of course, those sentiments may be noble or base, depending on who does the shaping and for what cause; and this is why the “inspiration” of the psalms has mattered so greatly to the people of God. We may call this system of likes and dislikes the affective side of the worldview (one’s basic stance toward God, the world and life, held in what the Bible calls the heart); we can further recognize how crucial it is, if the people of God are to exhibit in their lives the beauty of God’s will. As Lewis also noted [24,25,26]


The proper use [of rhetoric that shapes the emotions] is lawful and necessary because, as Aristotle points out, intellect of itself “moves nothing”: the transition from thinking to doing, in nearly all men at nearly all moments, needs to be assisted by appropriate states of feeling.







Now, Proverbs uses its own rhetorical devices, and the wisdom sections of the Psalms presuppose familiarity with them. For example, as Knut Heim has argued, Proverbs employs co-referentiality for its key terms; that is, such terms as righteous, upright, wise describe the same people, namely exemplary faithful members of God’s people, from different angles; while the same applies to fool and wicked for noticeably unfaithful members of the people [27,28]. Secondly, the characterizations are highly idealized, or “caricatures”—that is, they are portraits of people with features exaggerated for easy identification. This serves the purpose of inculcating values, again by way of likes and dislikes. The positive figures are attractive, and worthy of emulation; to be a member of their company is appealing. On the other hand, the negative figures are ugly and absurd, and the faithful can recognize any of their negative traits within themselves and flee them. Finally, Proverbs inculcates a strongly communitarian set of likes—that is, the persons it commends are constructive members of the community, valuing and serving its physical and spiritual well-being. This is not surprising, given Proverbs’ covenantal orientation, but it is often overlooked in the literature in favour of more individualistic, and even self-serving, readings [29].




3. How Psalms 111–112 Function


Now we can begin to show how these rhetorical factors explain how Psalms 111–112 were intended to work together in shaping God’s people [30,31,32].



3.1. Psalm 111


Psalm 111 is commonly called a hymn of praise, that is, a song whose primary aim is to call and enable the worshippers to admire God’s great attributes and deeds [33]. Many have noted the “wisdom” element (especially v. 10, “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom; all those who practice it have a good understanding”; compare Prov. 1:7; 9:10; 15:33; Sir. 1:14). Nevertheless, the dominant theme of the psalm is the mighty deeds that Yahweh has done for the sake of “his people.”



In 111:1, the call goes out to the whole congregation: “praise [plural imperative] Yah!” It then moves to the intention that I—each member of the congregation, or perhaps a worship leader who sings this to the whole body—will give thanks “in the company of the upright, in the congregation” (in the worshipping assembly). The “works of the Lord” (v. 2) would be his deeds in creation (e.g., 8:3, 6; 104:24), and especially in redeeming his people (e.g., 145:9; Exod. 34:10; Deut. 3:24; 11:7; Dan. 9:14); they are to be “studied” or carefully pondered. These works include providing for “those who fear him” (v. 5; presumably, within Israel), giving the Promised Land to Israel (v. 6), and instructing his people with his “covenant” and “precepts” (vv. 5, 7–8). The sum appears in v. 9, “he sent redemption to his people; he has commanded his covenant forever”—with the concluding sentiment, “holy and awesome is his name!”



This recitation provides the context in which v. 10 makes sense: “the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” The Lord is the one who has done all these wondrous deeds for the sake of his people that the psalm has just recounted; to fear the Lord is the proper response to God’s covenant (Deut. 6:2), one of reverent submission and loyalty. The content of the psalm should prevent anyone from feeling that such “fear” is craven; rather, the psalm presents this fear as a privilege, and a response of gratitude.



Further, “wisdom” here is hokmâ: a crucial notion of this term is that of “skill” (the nuance in Exod. 28:3), particularly skill in choosing the right path for the desired result [34]. Since the covenantal framework defines what is proper in both the path and the result, we may call this “covenantal wisdom”: skill in the art of godly living. The “beginning” of this skill is the reverential response to Yahweh.




3.2. Psalm 112


Psalm 112 starts right where 111 had left off, celebrating the “blessedness” [35] of the “man who fears the Lord.” [36]. This person “greatly delights in [the Lord’s] commandments” (which are similar to his “precepts,” 111:7). In context these are worthy of delight, because they come from the God whose name and works are so awe-inspiring (111:9); but also because this delight motivates such an admirable person as this psalm depicts. Psalm 111 had connected the members of the community to the community’s past—they descend from the eyewitnesses of the great works. Psalm 112 now connects the members to the people’s present and future: they care for the poor, whether by generous loans (interest free; compare Deut. 23:19–20) or by outright gifts (112:5, 9); they also expect that their own descendants (“offspring,” 112:2; Hebrew zera‘, “seed, offspring,” evoking Gen. 17:7) will be valued members of the people’s future.



We may be inclined to read the description of the “prosperity” of such people as endorsing a mercenary approach to piety on their part. However, it would be better to read it in the light of the whole of Proverbs’ instruction on wealth and poverty. For example, in Proverbs, the term wise can be co-referential with diligent; and, other things being equal, in an agricultural setting such as that of ancient Israel, the diligent family will prosper (Prov. 10:1–5) [37]. Some of the “other things” that must be “equal” in Israel include the overall faithfulness of the community—the absence of which will call forth judgment (e.g., Deut. 11:13–17). We may therefore infer that one goal of the idealized “man who fears the Lord” here is the faithfulness of the whole people. Proverbs further has plenty of its own safeguards against a purely mercenary spirit (e.g., 11:4; 16:8) [38].




3.3. The Two Psalms Interact


Now we come back to the striking resonance between Psalms 111–112: in Psalm 111 it is the Lord whose “righteousness endures forever” (111:3), who is “gracious and merciful” (111:4, echoing Exod. 34:6), and whose works are “justice” (111:7), while in Psalm 112 it is the godly person whose “righteousness endures forever” (112:3, 9) and who is “gracious and merciful” (112:4), and who conducts his affairs with “justice” (112:5). Some would place this under the category imitatio Dei, that is, the faithful person imitates God [39,40]. Certainly this line of explanation fits with Jewish and Christian admonitions to imitate God’s character [41]; but there seems to be something further than this involved. Here, the likeness to God seems to be the result of conscientious attention to, and delight in, the divine commandments, as suggested in Hosea 4:1–2 (where the absence of “faithfulness and steadfast love,” also evoking Exod. 34:6, is due to the lack of “knowledge of God” and the accompanying sins that violate the community). This would correlate with the New Testament idea of humans’ transformation, or renewal, toward the image of God (Col. 3:10; 2 Cor. 3:18), as the goal of God’s work in the world [42].



How do these two psalms together foster an admiration for this kind of person — an admiration that should lead to ever-increasing embrace? Psalm 111, as I said, focuses on the Big Picture of God’s acts of redemption for the sake of the covenant people as a corporate entity. Thus it celebrates “the works of the Lord” (111:2), “the power of his works” (v. 6), and “the works of his hands” (v. 7)—in context, these are the works he has done because “he remembers his covenant forever” (v. 5), which covenant formed the corporate entity, the people of God. Indeed, as v. 9 proclaims,


He sent redemption to his people;






He has commanded his covenant forever.







“Redemption” (pedût, a near synonym to ge’ullâ) [43], is applied to the corporate entity “his people” (‘ammô), as is the covenant. This Big Picture also forms a Big Story, a Grand Narrative or worldview story that should clarify the calling of the ancient Israelite; it recounts the gracious dealings of God in making the world, calling and protecting a people, and fostering the conditions under which its life may flourish (the common referent of “redemption” in the Old Testament).



And yet this corporate notion does not leave the particular persons out: instead it gives them a context in which to live their little stories. The close of this hymn of praise makes that clear (111:10):


The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom;






All those who practice it have a good understanding.






His praise endures forever!







“The fear of the Lord” is a personal response to his covenant revelation, and as the next psalm shows, works itself out in daily life in each member’s Smaller Picture, or Little Story: particularly by delight in divine commandments (112:1), a character of righteousness, grace, and mercy (112:3–4), dealings with fellow covenant members that are just and generous (112:5, 9). This kind of person experiences the blessing of God, such as “offspring” (112:2), “wealth and riches” (112:3), light in the darkness (112:4), security (112:6–7), triumph over his adversaries (112:8–9)—in other words, he finds in his own life the blessedness of the covenant. He makes a contribution to the community—the same community that is at the centre of the Big Story—and thus the community flourishes; and he and his family flourish as well [44,45].





4. Christian Appropriation


How might a Christian bring these things to bear on daily life in the 21st century? When Christians recite the Apostles’ or Nicene Creed, they confess that the events of Jesus’ arrival, death, and resurrection, together with the spread of the Church, continue the great works of God, ushering in a new stage of the Big Story—a stage in which, now that Jesus has begun his Davidic rule, the Gentiles are receiving God’s light after many years of preparation (as in Matt. 28:18–20; Rom. 1:1–6). Indeed the songs in the opening of Luke’s Gospel tie the arrival of Jesus to this unfolding Big Story of God’s great works (Luke 1:46–55; 68–79; 2:29–32) [46]. So Christians can appropriate the words of these psalms, adapting them of course to this new phase of the story.



At the same time, we must confess that the shape of the Big Story is not readily discernible by ordinary mortals; instead we know that story by faith, by our confidence in the divinely-appointed interpreters [47]. I take as examples a pair of well-known Christians who have explored this point. C. S. Lewis pointed out [48],


There is, to be sure, one glaringly obvious ground for denying that any moral purpose at all is operative in the universe: namely, the actual course of events in all its wasteful cruelty and apparent indifference, or hostility, to life.







Indeed, according to J. I. Packer’s reading of Ecclesiastes, that is precisely the premise of that book: “that this world’s course is enigmatic, that much of what happens is quite inexplicable to us, and that most occurrences ‘under the sun’ bear no outward sign of a rational, moral God ordering them at all.”[49,50] The world’s course baffles us; knowledge of how individual events in our own Little Stories fit into the Big Story is not ordinarily available to us mortals. Such knowledge, however, is not what makes for “wisdom” in the Biblical sense. As Packer further notes ([49], p. 97),


For what is this wisdom that He gives? As we have seen, it is not a sharing in all His knowledge, but a disposition to confess that He is wise, and to cleave to Him and live for Him in the light of His word through thick and thin.







The kind of orientation that Psalm 112 sings about, enables the members of God’s people to take their parts in the unfolding story, and play them well, leaving to God the task of ensuring that everything works together.
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