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Introduction

Christians who have used the Psalter in public worship and
for personal devotions have been seriously disturbed by the
presence of imprecatory language in some of the psalms. The
number of imprecations is significant, and these have led some
scholars to refer to certain psalms as “imprecatory psalms.” How-
ever, since no literary type of psalm appears in the Psalter that could
be called “imprecatory,”” it is better to say that there are im-
precatory passages in some of the psalms.

Another clarification needing to be made is that these impreca-
tions are not primarily curses, but prayers—entreating God to
punish the enemies of the psalmist in a particular way.2 It is true
that at times we find what could be called a formula ofcursing3 (e.g.
“may the enemy be destroyed”), but it is used as part of a prayer
addressed to God.

Nevertheless, for the Christian, this in no way eliminates the
apparent distastefulness of this aspect of the Psalter. A few ex-
amples from the psalms will illustrate the point:

Ps 35:4* “May those who seek my life

be disgraced and put to shame;
May those who plot my ruin

be turned back in dismay.”

54:5(7)**  “Let evil recoil on those who slander me;
in your faithfulness destroy them.”

40
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55:15(16) “Let death take my enemies by surprise;
let them go down alive to the grave ...”

59:13 “Consume them in wrath,
consume them till they are no more.”

109:9 “May his children be fatherless
and his wife a widow.
10 May his children be wandering beggars;
May they be driven from their ruined homes.
15 May their sins always remain before the Lord,
that he may cut off the memory of them from
the earth.”
137:8 “O Daughter of Babylon, doomed to destruction,

happy is he who repays you

for what you have done to us—

he who seizes your infants

and dashes them against the rocks.”

The thoughts expressed and the language used seem to suggest
an incompatibility with the message and spirit of Jesus’ Sermon on
the Mount. Was the psalmist inspired by God when he wrote down
those passages? Did God reveal to him that “the righteous will be
glad when they are avenged, when they bathe their feet in the blood
of the wicked?” (58:10)

Imprecations and Inspiration

Proposed Solutions. The issue of the inspiration of such
passages has been raised by others;4 and different, complimentary,
and contradictory answers have been given. Those who deny any
inspiration to the imprecations suggest they are the expression of
the vindictive spirit of the psalmis1;.5 Others argue that the
petitioner, although committed to God, was yet “estranged from
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God’s spirit,” and expressed thoughts that were unworthy and
sub-Christian.® Still others have suggested that inspiration wasg
operative in the recording of the imprecation but not in its content.’

The concept of progressive revelation is used by some to clarify
the perceived unsurmountable differences between imprecatory
prayers and the NT. It is stated that “the inspiration of these hopes
and prayers indicates that a progress in the revelation was wantin g
to attain the degree of ethical standards divinely willed for man.”
This proggress reached its zenith in Christ, making obsolete such
prayers.

Dispensationalist interpreters believe that the Psalter belongs
to the dispensation of law. Consequently, they consider the ethical
concepts expressed in the imprecatory passages incompatible with
the new dispensation of grace.” The implication is that what was
right in the OT is no longer right for the believer in Christ,*!

Some who believe in the inspiration of the psalmist have tried
to downplay the imprecatory force of the prayers, arguing that the
petitioner used poetical exaggeration in the expression of his
thcuughts.l Others contend that the enemies are impersonal forces,
spiritual ones,13 or national enemies of the theocratic kingdom of
God. ! This, supposedly, justifies the use of imprecatory language.
A common view is that the imprecations are prophetic descriptions
of what will happen to the ungodly at the eschaton,

A number of scholars find the imprecatory passages meaning-
ful in terms of their theological content and pedagogical function.
Theologically, the key element, some say, is the vindication of God’s
Justice™ revealed in the vindication of the oppressed. They teach
us about Israel’s understanding of justice and God’s reaction to
sin; 1 according to others, we learn about the human tendency to
resentment, and also about the need to oppose evil.'® Ethically, it
is argued, it is right to make such prayers because there is a hatred
to evil based on love. This hatred is compatible with divine inspira-
tion because “it does not violate the law of love.”

Inspiration of the Psalter. The Scriptures themselves tes-
tify on behalf of the inspiration of the Psalter. David, who wrote
many psalms, affirmed that the Lord spoke through him in the
composition of his songs. He says:
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The oracle of David son of Jesse, the oracle of the man exalted
by the Most High, the man anointed by the God of Jacob,
Israel’s singer of songs:

The Spirit of the Lord spoke through me
his word was in my tongue
The God of Israel spoke,
the Rock of Israel said to me . . . (2 Sam 23:1-3).

There is no valid reason to deny that revelation and inspiration
were also operative in the composition of his other psalms. We will
show that even in the psalms in which there is no explicit reference
to revelatory acts, the author bases the composition of the inspired
song on a previous act of divine revelation.

It is significant that in some of the psalms where we find
imprecatory language we also find divine oracles in which the
psalmist quotes God’s speech (e.g. Pss 12:3-5; 68:1-2, 22-23).
Revelation and inspiration must be operative in both cases. In
addition, the NT quotes from some of the so-called imprecatory
psalms in order to strengthen the divine authority of the argument
being developed (Rom 3:13 [Pss 5:9; 140:3]); and also to uncover
the prophetic nature of a particular passage (Rom 15:3 [Ps 69:9];
Rom 11:9-10 [Ps 69:22-23]).%° .

The problem we confront, therefore, is not whether the im-
precations were inspired, but why the biblical writer felt free to use
this type of language to express God’s thoughts.

The Language of the Imprecations

At this point we will turn to the text of several psalms a}nd
explore the origin and purpose of the language psed in the im-
precatory passages. The most radical imprecations have been
selected because they illustrate clearly the purpose and the source
of the language used in these kinds of passages.

1. Psalms 5:10 (11)

Declare them guilty ['@sam], O God!
Let their intrigues be their down fall.
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Banish [nddah] them for their many sins [pesa ‘],
for they have rebelled [marah] against you.

This psalm is designated as an Individual Lament in which a
falsely accused person is described as seeking protection from the
Lord against his enemies. Perhaps, it may be better to call it a psalm
of innocence or a psalm of confidence.?? The setting is a legal one
in the court of the Lord. 2

The verb ‘asam = “to declare guilty,” or “to punish” expresses
in legal language a negative verdict against the enemy. This petition
is based on the fact that the worshiper knows, according to Psalms
34:21-22, that “the foes of the righteous will be condemned [’agam]”
and that “no one who takes refuge in him will be condemned
[‘asam].”

The second request is that the enemies may “fall by their own
schemes,”?* which is “a picture of misfortune in general.”?® The
wicked person is often described in the OT, and especially in the
Psalms and Proverbs, as brought down by his own wickedness (e.g.
Prov 11:5; 28:14, 18; Ps 35:8; 141:10).

The third request is for banishment (nd@dah = “to scatter,
disperse”). It implies the removal of the person from his or her place
of security and self-confidence. The dispersion of the Israelites is
one of the covenant curses announced by the Lord against His
rebellious people (Deut 30:1). It is a punishment for sin.

The reason for the imprecations is provided: the petitioner’s
enemies have committed many sins (pesa‘ = “rebellion, crime”), and
they are obstinate (mardh) against the Lord. These two terms
indicate that the sin of the enemies was premeditated, intentional,
an act of rebellion against God. Iffes'a‘ denotes open “rebellion,”
marah “denotes callous defiance.”%°

We should notice that this prayer is based on the manner God
said He would deal with the wicked. The psalmist knows that God
condemns those who rebel against Him, upsetting the religious and
social order established by Him. Secondly, the petitioner is fully
acquainted with the concept of divine retribution. It is through
God’s intervention that the evil plans of the wicked fall back on
them. Thirdly, the psalmist is motivated by the fact that God’s
honor is adversely affected by the defiance of the wicked.
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Therefore, we should not read into the Jassage a spirit of
personal vengeance on the part of the psalmist.”’ Furthermore, the
language used here points to a legal setting in which the enemies
are described as violators of the covenant and deserving the
covenant curses.

2. Psalm 28:4

Repay [nithan] them for their deeds

and for their evil work;

Repay them for what their hands have done
and bring back [§26] upon them what they deserve
[g€maul].

This psalm places the imprecatory element between a lament
(vss. 1-3) and a thanksgiving (vss. 5-9). Ap%JSarently the psalmist was
falsely accused of a crime by his enemies.”” The imprecation seems
to be used in part to disassociate the singer from the wicked.

The thought expressed in the imprecation, using synonymous
parallelism, 1s based on the lex falionis. The wicked should be paid
(nathan + I¢ = “give to/repay;” e.g. Jer 17:10) according to their
crimes. The idea of retribution is clearly expressed by the combina-
tion of the verb $2b = “to return” and the noun gémal =
“reward.”2? The OT testifies again and again that God is in charge
of the retribution of the enemies of His people and that He repays
them according to their works (e.g. Isa 3:11; 59:18; Jer 17:10;
51:56). This is part of God’s self-disclosure to Israel and lies at the
very foundation of covenant justice and order.

The imprecation is, therefore, based on the psalmist’s
knowledge of God as He revealed Himself to him and to Israel. The
background of the imprecation is the covenant relationship with its
legal system of justice which assures proper punishment for each
crime. The imprecation is motivated by the disrespect for God
manifested in the conduct of the wicked (vs. 5). It is important to
notice that in the thanksgiving the psalmist praises God because
He heard his cry for help (vs. 6). God heard and answered this prayer
which included an imprecatory element.

3. Psalm 35:4-9 (cf. Pss 40:14; 70:2)

May those who seek my life
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be disgraced [kalam] and put to shame;

May those who plot my ruin
be turned back [sdg] in dismay [haphdr].

May they be like chaff [mds] before the wind,
with the angel of the Lord driving them
away [dahdh];

May their path be dark and slippery [haldq]
with the angel of the Lord pursuing [ridaph] them.

Since they hid their net for me without cause
and without cause dug a pit for me,

May ruin [$6°Gh] overtake them by surprise—
May the net they hid entangle them,
May they fall into the pit for their ruin.

Then my soul will rejoice in the Lord
and delight in his salvation.

This psalm is the prayer of a person who is being persecuted
by his enemies without any reason. The language suggests that the
author was involved “in alegal case and a war with his ‘enemies’.”
This may very well be a royal psalm.”" The main terms used in the
imprecation are taken from the context of war and military defeat.

The verb kalam = “be disgraced” is used in military contexts
to designate the humiliating shame of having to flee from battle in
defeat (e.g. 2 Sam 19:3). The OT indicates that it is the Lord who
disgraces and puts to shame the enemies of His people in the
battlefield (e.g. Ps 44:10-11; Isa 41:11; 45:16-17). God as a warrior
fights for them.

This experience of defeat is referred to in the parallel line as a
turning back (séig = “draw back”). This is another military term.
God had promised His people that He will do that to their enemies
(e.g. Isa 42:17; Jer 38:22; 46:5) and the psalmist was aware of that
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promise (cf. 129:5). The enemy was to turn back and “be ashamed”
(haphar). The primary emphasis of this verb is on suffering “the
consequences of one’s own ac:ti(:ms,”?'2 cf. Jer 15:9.

The image of chaff blown away is well known in the Bible and
is used to indicate absence of strength and firmness (e.g. Ps 1:4). It
is also used in military contexts to describe the defeat inflicted by
God on His enemies (Isa 17:13; 29:5).

The verb “to be slippery” (haldg = “to be smooth” from which
the noun in the psalm is derived) is not a military term but the
concept is used here to describe soldiers trying to escape from a
persecuting army while running on slippery ground. In other
words, the defeated army will not escape. According to Psalms 73:18
God places the wicked on slippery ground causing their ruin (cf. Jer
23:12).

God’s instrument in defeating the enemies is “the angel of the
Lord.” He drives them away (d@hah = “to push down;” cfJer 23:12;
Prov 14:32), and pursues them (rddaph = “to persecute”). The
salvation history recorded in the OT provides examples of the
military involvement of the angel of the Lord on behalf of Israel
(e.g. 2 Kgs 19:35). The enemies will be persecuted because they
persecuted the psalmist (vs. 3). This is, once more, the principle of
divine retribution, which is further developed in vss. 7-8.

The psalmist wishes the enemies would fall in the traps they
prepared for him and that ruin (§6°ah = “devastation”) will over-
take them. This is exactly what God decreed over Babylon, the
enemy of His people (Isa 47:11), and what overtakes the wicked,
according to Proverbs 3:25. This term is also used to describe the
result of a military defeat (e.g. Isa 10:3). The petitioner knows that
God’s justice is revealed when the nations fall into “the pit they
have dug” and when “their feet are caught in the net they have
hidden” (Ps 9:15-16).

The example of lex falionis in these verses “does not vindicate
vendettas and revenge but states a law of reality: we become in our
heart and facial features as well as in the events of life what we
think and do. Violence breeds violence. Liars are caught in the web
of their own lies.”*

Through the imprecations the psalmist is really asking for a
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revelation of God’s salvific power. Then his “soul will rejoice in the
Lord and delight in his salvation” (vs. 9).

We have noticed that the language used by the author is taken
from the wars of the Lord. His prayer is based on the firm theolog-
ical conviction that God is a warrior who fights for His people. He
is asking the Lord to reveal Himself again as a divine warrior. The
concept of retribution (lex talionis) is used to provide a legal basis
for God’s punitive intervention. The worshiper is not asking God
to inflict an arbitrary punishment on his enemies but one commen-
surate with the crime. The psalmist considers God’s intervention
to be a revelation of His justice that will restore justice on the land
and in society.

4. Psalm 58:6-8, 10 (7-9, 11)

6  Break [hdras] the teeth in their mouths, O God;

tear out [nathas], O Lord, the fangs of the lions!
7 Let them vanish like water that flows away;

when they draw the bow, let their

arrows be blunted.

8  Like a slug melting away [ma’as] as it moves along,

like a stillborn child, may they not see the sun.

10 The righteous will be glad [§amak] when they are

avenged [ndagdm]
when they bathe their feet in the blood of the wicked.

This psalm is a community lament which condemns, in an
almost prophetic style, the corruption of the leaders of the people.s4
The language used is colorful, loaded with impressive images. The
imprecations ask God to intervene and put an end to the corruption
of the rulers.

The enemies are compared to poisonous snakes (vs. 4). The
first imprecation addresses that simile and asks God to neutralize
the mortal threat of the serpent by breaking its teeth. The verb “to
break” (hdras = “to destroy, tear down”) is used by God in the OT
to describe the effects of His judgment on His enemies (e.g. Exo
15:7; Jer 50:15),35 defeating them permanently (cf. Ps 28:5).

The parallel imprecation applies the image of a lion to the
enemy. God is asked “to tear out” (nathas = “break up”) its jaw
bones. This verb is also used in the psalms to describe God’s
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judgment on the wicked (e.g. Ps 52:5 (7); cf. Jer 4:26). At times the
enemies are compared to lions (Ps 35:17; Jer 2:15). The simile seems
to have been a common one (cf. Job 4:10). God had promised to
destroy the lions (enemies of His people) and the psalmist is asking
Him to do it.

Verses 7-8 contain several different figures to describe what
the author wishes for his enemies.* They are compared to the
disappearance of the water in a wadi. The verb mé’as = “vanish”
is probably a variation of mdsas (“dissolve, melt, become weak”)
which is also used in the OT to describe the effects of God’s presence
or power on His enemies (e.g. Josh 5:1). People who hear about
God’s coming judgment become weak like water (Ezek 21:7 [12]).
As the heat evaporates the water in the wadi, the wicked vanishes
before the Lord. The Hebrew text in vss. 7b and 8 is not clear,
making it difficult to understand the other figures. All we can say
is that the psalmist seems to be asking God to put an end to the
wicked.” “Since the wicked are obstinate in their wickedness, they
must be rendered powerless or destroyed.”

Verse 10 is not an imprecation but it could be interpreted as
revealing the real feelings of the petitioner. It describes the ex-
perience of the righteous when their enemies are destroyed. A
literal translation of v 10a would be, “the righteous will be glad
when/because he sees vengeance.” The righteous in the OT ex-
perience joy, gladness (§dmah) when God delivers them from their
enemies (e.g. 1 Sam 2:1; 19:5). God is the source of that joy (Ps
30:12; 2 Chr 20:27); in fact He promises it to them (Isa 65:13; Zech
10:7). The psalmist very often exhorts the worshipers to rejoice in
the Lord, that is to say, in the salvation He has brought (e.g. 32:11;
64:10; 97:12; 104:34).

The term “vengeance” (n@gam) is used here to indicate that
the wicked received what they legally deserved for their crimes. It
would be right to translate n@gam here as “just recompense.”39 The
joy of the psalmist is based on his commitment to justice, not on a
revengeful spirit.

More difficult to interpret is vs. 10b: “When they bathe their
feet in the blood of the wicked.” Obviously, this image is taken from
the field of military conflict and defeat. It is important to notice that
the wicked were not killed by the psalmist but by the Lord. He is
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an ahserver, while God gives them their just reward. The phrase
‘hinthe thelr fuel in the blood” is being used here metaphorically to
o prenn tho fdoen of total and absolute victory over the enemy. The
pnlmint fosls froo to use this terminology not just because it
probably wan o common allusion in warfare, but because God
Iimpoll has used the concept to describe His total victory over the
unomion of His people.

Wo road in Psalms 68:22-23 (23-24):

‘I'he Lord says, “I will bring them [the enemies] from Bashan
[ will bring them from the depths of the sea,

that you may plunge your feet in the blood of your foes,
While the tongues of your dogs have their share.”

The last part of the verse is evidently a reference to Jezebel’s
violent death (2 Kings 9:35-37). It is important to observe that this
passage contains an oracle from the Lord given to the psalmist. The
purpose of the imagery is to assure His people that He will defeat
their enemies once and for all.™” God does perform blood revenge
on the enemies who oppress the righteous. Through the im-
precatory language the psalmist is looking forward to the fulfill-
ment of divine promises.

The psalmist is not really cursing the wicked but asking God
to exercise His saving and judiciary power by giving them what they
deserve. The language is taken primarily from the context of war
and is used metaphorically to describe the triumph of the Lord over
the wicked. We find, once more, legal terminology used to convey
the idea that the punishment corresponds to the magnitude of the
crime. The motivating factor is not the satisfaction of personal
hatred but the revelation and recognition of God’s justice: “Then
men will say, ‘surely the righteous still are rewarded, surely there
is a God who judges the earth’” (vs. 11). “There can be no thought
here of a wish for revenge and retribution.”*

5. Psalm 109:6-20

6  Appoint an evil man to oppose him;

let an accuser stand at his right hand.

7 When he is tried, let him be found guilty,

and may his prayers condemn him,

8  May his days be few;

May another take his place of leadership.
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9  May his children be fatherless

and his wife a widow.
10 May his children be wandering beggars;

May they be driven from their ruined homes.
11 May a creditor seize all he has;

May strangers plunder the fruits of his labor.

12 May no one extend kindness [hesed] to him
or take pity on his fatherless children.
13 May his descendants be cut off [karat]
their names blotted out from the next generation.
14 May the iniquity of his fathers be
remembered [zakar] before the Lord;
May the sin of his mother never be blotted out.
15 May their sins always remain before the Lord
that he may cut off the memory of them from the
earth.
16  For he never thought [2zdkar] of doing a kindness [hesed],
but hounded to death the poor
and the needy and the brokenhearted.
17 He loved to pronounce a curse—
May it come on him;
He found no pleasure in blessing—
may it be far from him.
18 He wore cursing as his garment,;
it entered into his body like water,
into his bones like oil.
19 May it be like a cloak wrapped about him,
Like a belt tied forever around him.
20 May this be the Lord’s payment to my accusers,
to those who speak evil of me.

The imprecatory section is long and occupies a central place in
the psalm. This has led some torefer to it as an imprecatory psalm.
But, since there are other elements present in the psalm, it is better
to classify it as “an individual complfalin’c.”4 The petitioner had
been unjustly accused by those to whom he was kind (vss. 2-5). In
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response he goes before the Lord seeking justice from Him. The
background is a legal one.

The court setting is clearly indicated in the first imprecation
(vs. 6). In court the petitioner wants the enemy to be without
anybody to defend him (cf. Zech 3:1). In essence, he is asking that
the enemy be found guilty and that his lack of religiosity be un-
masked. The petition is based on the broad legal and theological
concept that the Lord will not allow the righteous to be condemned
in His court (Ps 37:33).

Once the person is declared guilty, his life should be shortened.
The psalmist knows that the wicked live only “half of their days”
(65:23; cf. 37:35-39). Because the wickedness of the evildoer was
proven in court, he should be removed from hlS office (p®quddih),
that is to say, from his position of authorlty This may have been
a common practice in legal procedures. The petitioner also asks that
the children of the enemy “be fatherless and his wife a widow” (vs.
9). This phrase is used in the OT to describe a divine punishment
over certam individuals (e.g. Exod 22:24 [28]; Isa 9:16-17; Lam
5:3).46 Left without the protection of the father, the children are to
become homeless and their inheritance taken by creditors (vss.
10-11). However, the covenant law was very much interested in the
protection of orphans and widows (e.g. Exod 22:22 [21]; Deut 24:17;
27:19; Isa 10:2; cf. Deut 10:18). God Himself was interested in the
rights of the orphan (e.g. Ps 10:14, 18). Yet the psalmist is asking
God to show total disregard for the family of his enemy, to treat
them as if they were no longer part of the covenant community.

For the author, the descendants of the wicked are no longer
part of the covenant family and therefore no one should show them
kindness (hesed) or pity (hanan), vs. 12. This is terminology as-
sociated with the covenant relationship (cf. Jos 2:12, 14; Ps 143:12).
There were times when God commanded His servants not to show
any mercy to their enemies (Deut 7:2, 16). At other times God
Himself is described as not willing to show mercy to the enemies of
His people (e.g. Isa 27:11; cf. Ps 59:5; Isa 26:10-11).

The idea of removal from the covenant community is overtly
expressed by the use of the extirpation formula: “May his descen-
dants be cut off [kdrat].” God had stated in the Pentateuch that
those who sin defiantly were to be cut off from among His people
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(e.g. Num 15:30-31; cf Exod 12:15; 30:33; 31:14). The Psalter also
says that the “offspring of the wicked will be cut off” (37:28, 38);
that their names will be blotted out for ever (9:5). This was precisely
what God said would happen to those who would say, “I will be safe
even though I persist in going my own way” (Deut 29:19-20). Such
individuals would be blotted out of the book of life and would not
be listed among the righteous (Ps 69:28).

In verse 14 the psalmist seems to have in mind Deuteronomy
29:16-20. He prays that God will remember always the sin of the
father and never blot out the sin of the mother (vs. 14). The verb

“to remember” (zdkar) expresses a punitive Judglnent when as-
sociated with terms for sin (here we have ‘dwén = 1n1qu1ty”) 11

x0od does not remember the sin of a person, that means that
forgiveness was granted (Jer 31:34; Isa 43:25; 64:9 [8]). But if He
remembers them there is a punitive action (Hos 7:1-2; ¢f Ps 25:6-7;
79:8-9).

In verse 15 the psalmist asks God to cut off the memory of the
wicked from the earth. Blottmg out the memory of someone “refers
to death and annihilation.”*® This is exactly what the Lord said
would happen to the wicked (Ps 9:6). God was going to do this
particularly to the Amalekites (Exod 17:15; Deut 25:19).

The author proceeds in vss. 16-18 to provide reasons to justify
the imprecatory language. The first thing we are told is that the
wicked “never thought [zdkar] about kindness [hesed].” The verb
zakar was used in vs. 14 and the noun in vs. 15; the term kindness
was used in vs, 12. The imprecatory language is based on the law of
retribution (lex talionis): he did not show kindness to any one, no
one should show kindness to him; he never thought about kindness,
God will never stop thinking about his sin. This evildoer broke the
covenant relationship, and he is expected to receive the covenant
curses.

A person shows kindness (hesed) by respecting and protecting
the widow and the orphan, those who were needy and poor (e.g.
Deut 24:12-14; Zech 7:9-10).% Accordmg to Exodus 22:22-24 the
punishment for those who violated the right of a widow or an
orphan was that their “wives would [become] widows” and their
“children fatherless.” This seems to be a reference to the lex
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talionis. The imprecation in vs. 9 is based on this covenant violation
and is not an expression of the cruelty of the psalmist.

The imprecations listed in vs. 17 are also based on the lex
talionis: The enemy cursed and never blessed the poor, therefore,
the curse should fall on him and blessing should be “far from him.”
The concept of cursing the one who curses and blessing those who
bless others is found very early in the Bible as a promise from God
to Abraham (Gen 12:2-3). The psalmist prays that his enemy may
receive exactly what he deserves, based on the way he has acted.
This particular enemy was beyond redemption51 and was to be
removed from the covenant community.

The psalmist’s enemy was characterized by a cursing disposi-
tion and attitude (vss. 18-19).%2 “Cursing was his outer fabric. .
Cursing also became his inner fiber. He drank curses like water, and
imprecations healed and soothed his frame like 0il.”®® The psalmist
describes his enemy here as a person trapped in his own curses,
becoming himself a cursed person (cf. 2 Kgs 22:19; Jer 24:9). Ac-
cursed persons were cut off [kdrat] from the land by the Lord (Ps
37:22). This explains why the petitioner requested that the enemy
be cut off from the land. These imprecations, the psalmist says,
should be the reward or punishment of his enemy (vs. 20).

The imprecations in this psalm should not be interpreted as
expressing a spirit of hatred, revenge, and cruelty on the part of the
psalmist. He is asking God to punish his enemies, but to do it with
Jjustice, basing the judgment on their behavior and attitudes.

. The law of retribution provides the legal backbone for these
imprecations. The legal language used is taken from the covenant
law, and the imprecatory request is based on the penalty stipulated
for its violation. The fundamental motivation of the psalmist is an
intense thirst for divine justice and for the reestablishment of the
social, religious and psychological order created by God’s covenant
which the defiant enemy has dared to upset.

6. Psalm 137:7-9

7 Remember [zdkar], O Lord, what the Edomites did on the

day Jerusalem fell. “Tear it down,” they cried, “Tear it
down to its foundation!”
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8 O Daughter of Babylon, doomed to destruction, happy
[’asré] is he who repays [$illam] you for what you have
done to us—

9 He who seizes your infants [‘6/d!] and dashes [nippes] them
against the rocks.

This psalm has some characterlstlcs of an individual lament>*
but is probably a song of Zion (vs. 3).%° The author is reminiscing
his painful experience in exile and the intense pain of knowing that
Zion was in ruins. This leads him to express several strong impreca-
tions against the enemies of Zion. For the Edomites he asks God to
“remember” (zdkar) how they encouraged the Babylonian armies
in their work of destruction (vs. 7). The implication is that God at
some point will punish the Edomites.

The strongest wish is against Bab6vlon The psalmist knows
that Babylon will be destroyed (vs. 8).”” The imprecation is some-
what veiled because the petitioner is simply declaring happy Casré)
the person “who executes God’s judgment against the enemies of
His chosen people.”57 The punishment is described by him as
“repaying” Babylon for what it did to Zion. The verb used expresses
the idea of a retributive judgment (sillam = “reward, repay”). The
lex talionis is being invoked in a context of war.

The next image—dashing children against the rocks—is taken
from the battlefield and sounds very cruel. It is a common one used
to express the idea of military defeat (e.g. 2 Kgs 8:12; Isa 13:18; Hos
10:14). It says more about the insensitivity and cruelty of ancient
wars than about the true feelings of the psalmist. Nevertheless, the
question to be addressed is to what extent was this inspired writer
expressing God’s message or thought through that language.

It is significant that the psalmist is using in these verses
concepts and terminology found in the prophetic speeches of
Jeremiah and Isaiah against Babylon. This is particularly true in
the case of Jeremiah 51. The concept of divine retribution runs
throughout that chapter using the same terminology found in the
psalm. Notice the linguistic connections:
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137:8=9 Jer 51
bath-babel "daughter of Babylon" 33 bath-babel
hasg®dodah "the destroyer" 48 hassdéddim (pl) cf 53,
Sillam "to repay" 6 Sillam
gemil "reward" 6 g€madl (cf vs. 56)
niphés "to smash" 20-22 niphés
selaf "rock" 25 selaf

We even find in Jeremiah 51:35 the Lord quoting an impreca-
tion from the people: “May the violence done to our flesh be upon
Babylon, ...” And the Lord answers them: “I will defend your cause
and avenge you” (vs. 36). Almost every noun and verb used in
Psalms 137:8 is found in Jeremiah 51. The psalmist seemed to have
been well acquainted with Jeremiah’s oracles against Babylon and
used that special revelation to phrase, under divine inspiration, his
imprecation.

However, Jeremiah does not describe the defeat of Babylon as
the dashing of children against the rocks. He comes very close to
that language when he writes “I shatter [nippés] young man and
maiden” (vs. 22). There are linguistic differences, but the concept
seems to be the same.

But it is Isaiah who provides the best parallel to Psalm 137:9.
In one of the oracles against Babylon the Lord says, “Their infants
[‘6lal = “child”] will be dashed to pieces [ratas = “smash to pieces”]
before their eyes” (13:16). The term for “child” use in Isaiah is the
same found in the psalm. The verb is a synonym of nippés =
“smash,” used in the psalm. The psalmist was using a concept and
terminology used by God to describe the collapse of Babylon. God’s
instrument in that task of judgment, not identified in the psalm but
in Jeremiah (51:28), is proclaimed happy because he is doingjustice
by executing the punitive judgment of God on His enemies.

Itis clear that the author of Psalm 137 was not venting a spirit
of personal vindictiveness and using the cruelest language he could
come up with to express his hatred against Babylon. He was simply

56
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expressing thoughts which God had already expressed; he was
appropriating divine revelation forecasting the ultimate destruc-
tion of Babylon. There is no spirit of a hatred that knows no limits
to the damage to be inflicted on an enemy. On the contrary, since
this punitive judgment is based on the concept of retribution, it is
considered to be a righteous one.

Summary

Our study of the language in the imprecatory passages has
brought to light several significant theological elements. These
enable our western mind-set to better understand them.

First, it is evident that the imprecations are based on a pre-
vious act of divine revelation that provided the theological concepts
and the language employed by the inspired psalmist. Some of the
language comes from the covenant curses or from the stated punish-
ment for specific sins mentioned in the biblical legislation. In other
cases concepts and phraseology seem to be taken from or point to
some divine punitive activity within history against sinners (e.g.
destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah and the rebellion of Korah).

In many cases the language is legal and expresses—using
different images or similes—the biblical concept of divine retribu-
tion. This retribution expresses itself not only in the court of law
but also in the battlefield, where God defeats the enemies of His
people. The psalmist uses concepts and language from both con-
texts.

This language of war is used in the OT not only to describe
how God dealt with the wicked in the past but also to indicate how
He will deal with them in the future. Hence, this language is used
by the prophets also.%®

It is, therefore, proper to conclude that the imprecation pas-
sages contain aspects of the biblical concept of God. In fact, they
convey in a very peculiar way a revelation of God’s saving and
punitive power which is also well attested in the rest of God’s
special revelation to Israel.

Second, the psalmist is not primarily interested in his own
honor but in the honor of the Lord. A victory of the wicked over the
psalmist would be a victory of wickedness over righteousness,
casting a shadow on God’s justice. It is God, then, who should
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intervene to vindicate His own name and to reveal that He is a
righteous God. The imprecations ask God to act once more, as He
acted in the past or as He promised He would act, to vindicate His
Jjustice and His righteous servant.

Third, the imprecations are pronounced against two types of
wicked persons: (1) Those who are redeemable; and (2) those who
are beyond redemption and should be cut off from among God’s
people and from the land. For the first group, the imprecation, if
granted by God, may have a positive function and may lead the
person to a real knowledge of the Lord. For the second group, the
imprecation, if granted, will result in their extermination. In either
case God’s justice will be revealed, and both groups will come to
recognize, in one way or anotherbthat the Most High is Lord over
His people and the whole earth.

Finally, we notice that very often the principle of retribution,
the lex talionis, provides a legal background for the punishment
requested by the petitioner. This is very important, because
through it the justice of divine vengeance is indicated. The judg-
ment is not arbitrary or unnecessarily cruel, but is based on the
principle of a punishment that meets the magnitude of the crime.
God judges individuals and nations on the basis of their deeds, and
that is what the psalmist is requesting through his imprecatory

language.

Hate and Imprecations

The idea of hatred toward the wicked is associated with im-
precatory language in Psalm 139:21-22. It is necessary to explore
the biblical meaning of this attitude. The Hebrew verb sané’ is not
the exact equivalent of the English “to hate.” The Hebrew term
expresses such ideas as “disregard,” “despise,” “dislike,” “love less”
as well as malicious hatred. The OT knows about hatred as an

“innermost d1s€osn:ion of hostility and enmity” and condemns it
(Lev 19:17-18).”" The challenge is to “love your neighbor as your-
self” (19:18). This attitude of love was also to be extended to the
alien (Deut 10:19).

In the psalms the verb “to hate” is used by the psalmist to
disassociate himself from the wicked and their evil ways. When he
states, “I hate the assembly of the evildoers” he is confessing his
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loyalty to the Lord; he is refusing “to sit with the wicked,” that is
to say, he will not identify himself with them in any way (Ps 26:5).
A similar confession of fidelity to the Lord is contained in Psalm
31:6-7 “I abhor [ane, hate] those who cling to worthless idols; I
trust in the Lord.” This is indeed a very peculiar way of stating that
he is not an idolater. At times the psalmist states that he hates the
deeds of faithless persons (101:3), which probably means that he
does not support them in what they are doing.

The hatred of the righteous psalmist is not indiscriminate or
blind, not is it based on an oversensitive ego. His hatred is directed
against those who hate God, because God’s enemies are also his own
enemies (139:21-22). Not to hate them is to be one of them, to
identify with their deeds and enmity toward God. Therefore, this
hatred is not an emotion of the unregenerate heart but “a pas-
sionate disowning in faith of the evil or the evil person whom God
Himself has rejected.”

Perhaps the most important thing about this kind of hatred in
the Psalter is that it is not a natural reaction of the human heart.
Rather it is based upon and motivated by love for God: “Let those
who love the Lord hate evil” (97:10). This type of hate is demanded,
required by the Lord. Without love for God it is not possible for the
human heart to hate evil (Ps 45:17). This hatred is developed
through a study of God’s revelation in His Torah. The psalmist says,
“I gain understanding from your precepts; therefore I hate every
wrong path (119:104). Because one loves the law one is able tg hate
double-minded persons (119:113) and falsehood (vs, 163). This kind
of hatred is natural only for the righteous person.62

What we have just described does not seem to be significantly
different from what we find in the NT. When Jesus said, “You have
heard that it was said, ‘love your neighbor and hate your enemy’
(Matt 5:43), he was not referring to the OT because this command
is not found there. He may have been quoting a popular maxim or
“the command of the Qumran sect to hate the sons of darkness.”

However, Jesus recognizes that in order to be one of his
followers an element of hatred is necessary 4 One must be willing
to hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters,
and even oneself (Luke 14:26). What Jesus is requiring from his
followers is “a radical departure of natural ties which could com-
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promlse their absolute dedication to the Saviour and his saving
mission.”% This type of repudiation is derived from love, as in the
OT, and is an expressxon of the person’s total and absolute commit-
ment to the Lord.®

We have, then, to agree with those scholars who have argued
that the hatred mentloned in the psalms is not incompatible with
the law of love but rather presupposes that one is fully committed
to it.% Imprecations do not automatically presuppose a natural
spirit of open hostility and anger toward the wicked. This is clearly
illustrated in the very strong imprecation pronounced by David
against his general Joab after Joab murdered Abner (2 Sam 3:28-29,
38). Even after this incident he continued to serve David, whlch
suggests that the imprecation was not based on David’s personal
hatred against Joab but against what he did to Abner. Through the
imprecation David disassociated himself from the crime of his
general and reaffirmed his innocence.

Vengeance and Retribution

The concept of vengeance is used in some of the imprecatory
passages in the Psalms (e.g. 58:10). Studies made on the meaning
of the root ndgam indicate that it is used in two different ways. On
the one hand it may designate the “rendering of a just punishment
upon a wrongdoer.” On the other hand it can refer to “vindictive
revenge inflicted by wicked people upon the innocent.”®® In most
cases the meaning of the verb seems to be “avenge, to give recom-
pense,” and the noun may be translated “vengeance recompense,
retribution.”® This root is used quite often in legal context to
express the idea of a just recompense, “a just payment for a crime,
and not simply brutal revenge.”

Private, vindictive revenge is condemned in the Bible (Deut
32:35; Lev 19:18; Rom 12:19). However, under the theocratic law
there was a legal, private revenge which allowed a person to avenge
the murder of a relative (Num 35:19-21).” In order to limit exces-
sive vengeance “the lex talionis established that the punishment
was to be in accordance with the crime.””?

Of more value and permanency is the theological statement
that the Lord is the avenger of His people (Deut 32:43; Ps 18:47).
The psalmist has renounced any other type of vengeance except the

Rodriguez: Inspiration and the Imprecatory Psalms 61

divine. In asking the Lord to avenge him, he has :Fwen up human
vengeance and has decided to rely on the Lord.”™ Those cries for
vengeance “are cries for redemption, restoration, health, and heal-
ing, even though such redemptlon and healing may involve
Yahweh’s retributive justice.” »74 The prayers, by assometmg venge-
ance with the lex talionis, are arequest for God to give to the wicked
their proper reward.

The lex talionis has been considered by some to be primitive
and barbaric. By associating it with the imprecatory passages it
would be tempting to conclude that this confirms the inhuman
attitude of the psalmist toward the wicked. But studies made in the
history of this legislation have revealed that it is not a primitive
law and that it is concerned with the proper administration of social
justice.75

It is quite probable that the biblical legislation is phrased in
etandardized language and that the expression, “an eye for an eye

’is arhetorical formulation used to express a “law of equivalence
(Exod 21:23-25; Lev 24:17-21; Deut 19: 21).7 Leviticus 24:18 sug-
gests that the phrase “a life for 8 llf'e could be used to express the
idea of monetary compensation 7 The lex talionis leglslates “the
principle of punishing a wrongdoer with exactly those injuries or
damages he has inflicted upon someone else.”

The lex talionis was a just law which required a punishment
in proportion to the crime. This law affirms also the personal
responsibility and accountability of the criminal, limiting the puni-
tive measures only to him or her. It was equally applied to Israelites
and foreigners in Israel (Lev 24:22). Therefore, the court of law was
responsible to enforce it in an attempt to preserve and/or restore
social order.

For the psalmist the enforcement of the lex falionis is under
the jurisdiction of God. He has no right to enforce it himself. Rather,
he must depend on the Lord and on His justice. The law embodies
the biblical concept of retribution, the rewarding of people accord-
ing to thelr deeds.”™ In the Psalter retribution is the prerogative of
God.®° This is also the case in the NT (Rom 12:17-19). The God of
the Old and New Testaments is the same; He is going to “render
every man according to his works” (e.g. Rom 2:6; Ps 62:12; Rev
22:12). This theme “stands as a constant reminder of the serious-
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ness with which the biblical writers understood God’s hatred of evil
and injustice and His will to overcome them.”®!

Divine vengeance and retribution belongs to the biblical con-
cept of God and brings theological unity to both Testaments. The
imprecatory passages in the Psalter radicalize the legal enforce-
ment of those elements by removing them from the human court-
of-law and placing them exclusively in God’s realm of justice. The
psalmist, rather than being in opposition to the NT, anticipated it.

Conclusion

We have observed that the language used by the psalmist in
the imprecatory passages embodies the revelation God had given to
His servants, the prophets. The psalmist does not create his own
vocabulary to express himself. The imprecations are placed linguis-
tically and theologically within God’s self-revelation to His people.
In no way do the imprecations indicate a lack of spiritual maturity
on the part of the petitioner. Rahter, they express a profound grasp
of certain fundamental aspects of God’s character as revealed to
him and to his people by God Himself.

The phrasing of the Divine revelation in terms of imprecations
raises the question of why this form of expression was employed.
Some have suggested that the psalmist was influenced héy similar
imprecations found in Babylonian hymns and prayers.8 But the
subject of the influence of Babylonian literature on the Psalter is a
very debated one, and scholars are now very careful when arguing
for possible parallels or influences.®?

The best background for the OT imprecatory passages is
probably the covenant curses used by God Himself when instituting
His covenant with Israel. This provides the legal background found
in the imprecations. Some scholars have suggested that there was
in Israel a practice of pronouncing curses before the Lord when one
was involved in a legal case in order to demonstrate one’s in-
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nocence.”" If this is true, we could argue that in the imprecatory
passages we find an example of divine condescension. God is using
acommon legal practice in Israel to reveal to His people His attitude
toward evil and the persistent sinner, His power to save, and the
ultimate triumph of His loving justice.

Nevertheless, we still wonder, how else could the psalmist have
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nsked God to intervene and save him without using imprecatory
language? His salvation meant in fact retribution to his enemies.
Our analysis of the imprecatory passages suggest that the safest
way for the psalmist to express his thought was to use the language
God Himself used to describe His attitude toward evil. Then he
could petition God to act once more as He acted in the past or as He
promised He would do in the future.

We should recognize that the psalmist wants God to defeat,
punish, and even destroy his enemies. But what is very significant
here is that ke has renounced his spirit of vengeance by asking God
lo averige him. We cannot and should not condemn the psalmist for
his dislike of the wicked, because he has not allowed this “hatred”
o express itself in private vengeance. Through the imprecation he
rejected human vengeance. “These psalms document—contrary to
our initial impressions—a decisive step toward a world free of
violence.”®

The final question is to what extent can we or should we pray
like the psalmist. Those prayers, we have argued, were written
under divine inspiration. We should use them as our prayers as long
as we can express through them the spirit of the psalmist: rejection
of personal revenge, deep concern for God’s honor and justice, a
desire for God’s justice to be revealed by bringing sin and im-
penitent sinners to an end, and a strong faith in God’s power to
save. It may well be that the problem we confront when reading the
imprecatory passages is not so much that they seem to be incom-
patible with the Christian spirit, but that we are not yet ready to
pray with the psalmist.
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