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ABSTRACT

The fifth book of the Psalter shows a notable increase in the attention given to
the poor. Several psalms therein emphasize this topic and occupy specific
positions, e.g., Pss 107, 109, 146, and 147. Dominant themes are hunger, justice,
and the constant and all-embracing support that God gives, and which leads,
towards the end of the Psalter, to a number of psalms dedicated to praise of God.

INTRODUCTION

The quotation used in the title stems from Ps 41:2. It is the first phrase of the last
psalm in the first book of the Psalter, and is a fitting introduction to one of the primary
themes of the fifth book, which shows, in a special way, God’s dealings with the poor.
Reading through the Psalter, one finds, towards the end, several ideas which have not
been mentioned before and which demonstrate that God is the one who has the
clearest perception of the poor and that he cares for them with great compassion.
A general theme such as “The Psalms and the poor” requires some preparatory
remarks:
a) The Old Testament in general also mirrors the difficult social conditions of large
groups within the society of Israel. The people of Israel differ from the rest of the
ancient Near East, in that they display a major interest in and openness towards

their situation, trying to seek solutions for this continuous “wound” in the

This article is based on a paper read at the Pro Psalm Conference at the University of
Pretoria on 28 August 2014, as part of the collaboration with that institution. I am
especially grateful to Dirk Human for the invitation and his friendliness, and thank Mrs
Felicity Stephens for having corrected the English of this article.
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b)

community.? This comes to the fore in legal texts (Exod 21:2—3; 22:20-21; Deut
15:1-18, etc.), in narratives (cf. 2 Kings 4:38-44; Neh 5), in prophetic accusations
(such as Amos 2:6-8; 5:10-11; Mic 3:1-3) as well as in Wisdom literature, in
teaching (cf. Proverbs, Ben Sira), discussion (e.g., Job), and other genres which
treat the topic. Here, the Psalter has a special role. In it, the theme of the poor is
often related to God in a personal way. Those who pray often confess to being
poor, express their confidence in God’s help, and praise him for his salvation. In
the Old Testament, this resembles a reprocessing of the experiences and ideas
found in its other books, applying them to the individual and communal
relationship with God.

The topic is also to be found in my own field of Old Testament and ancient Near
Eastern studies. Archaeological discoveries in Egypt and in the countries of the
Fertile Crescent prove the existence of palaces, splendid temples and other great
buildings lying side by side with very poor habitations. Ancient Near Eastern legal
texts and narratives testify to the existence of personae miserae, making it clear
that misery, deprivation and penury are an “eternal problem” in this area, going
back at least as far as the earliest records discovered to date.

My experiences in slums in poor Asian countries brought home to me the reality
of poverty as an actual and pressing problem on a worldwide scale, involving
more than half of the population on earth. | imagine that the situation in South
Africa, for the majority of its people, is quite similar.®> Despite all international
efforts and declared intentions, the gap between rich and poor in the world has not
diminished; on the contrary, it continues to increase every year.

2

Writing the books of the Hebrew Bible is a sign of high erudition, in all likelihood only to
be found in scribes/priests/individuals belonging to the “upper class” of Israelite society. It
is all the more astonishing that they show such an empathy with and continuous interest in
the concerns of the poor; cf. Premstaller (2007:480-493, esp. 481): ,,aus der Perspektive
begiiterter freier Menschen.” For the difference to the ancient Near East see also Lohfink
(1990:111): “Unterschied zum Armenethos des alten Orients”.

Cf. Deist (1996:2-6). For my personal background, see the publications at the end of the
bibliography.
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In the following, I will first run through Book V of the Psalms, sifting out the relevant
passages. The list gives an overview” of the pertinent texts in the sequence in which
they appear in Psalms 107-150, as the order in which they occur is deliberately
arranged, and thus testifies to a desire to communicate the message in this particular
way. Then | will evaluate the main findings, and finally pose some guestions and draw
a few conclusions.

AN OVERVIEW OF SOME MAJOR TEXTS FOR THE THEME OF THE
“POOR” IN PSALMS 107-150

Psalm 107

There is some debate about whether or not Ps 107 is to be taken as the beginning of
the fifth book of the Psalms, as it displays very close connections with the two
preceding psalms, 105 and 106 (Ballhorn 2004:134-135). In the latter, the motifs of
“remembering” (157) and God’s “wonders” (the root X?9) are used very often (thrice
and twice respectively, in each psalm) and thus prepare the reader for Ps 107 in which
“and his wonders” (¥my>a11) occurs five times in vv. 8, 15, 21, 24 and 31. This is the
greatest density of occurrences of this root to be found in the whole of the Hebrew
Bible and thus bringing the motif to a climax here.

Although dealing also with “history” like the previous psalms, Ps 107 nevertheless
reflects a changed perspective whereby the focus is now on individuals and their
suffering. Psalm 107 can thus be seen as a transition and a beginning, making it a
suitable opening for a new “book”.

Psalm 107 is also very special in that it mentions several forms of “poverty” and
need.” It starts right away in v. 2 with those “redeemed® by Yhwh ... from the hand of
(the?) ~x”.'

*  The article by Bremer (2013:55-84) was helpful for the original presentation in 2014. In the

first part, he gives an outline of the terminology regarding the poor in the whole Psalter; the
second part, from p. 68 onwards, focusses on the fifth book of the Psalter specifically.
Meanwhile, his thesis on this topic has been published (Bremer 2016).

Normally studies on the poor concentrate on the specific terms for them, like "1, 117ax, 97,
and the other roots and words. However, “poverty” is not restricted to the passages where
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Verse 4 speaks of returnees wandering in the desert, failing to find their way to an
inhabited city, a problem which is resolved in v. 7.

Verse 5 mentions their hunger and thirst, being satiated by God in v. 6 and
generalised inv. 9.

Verse 10 introduces a new theme with “prisoners in affliction and in irons;”® once
again God comes to their aid (vv. 13-14).

The following verses continue to enumerate various forms of trouble: fools at the
gates of death, vv. 17-18; danger to those at sea, vv. 23-27 (—32). They also revisit
earlier topics, e.g., “the hungry” in v. 36.°

Verses 40-41 are a form of summing up. The dynamic of divine interventions
reaches its highpoint (Fischer 2012:238) in bringing down the nobles, and elevating
the poor/needy (1vax), “lifted up from their affliction”.*

The end in vv. 4243 invites the just ones to rejoice and makes a final request for
every wise person to “keep” (") and “reflect (3°2 hitp.) on the loyal deeds of Yhwh”.

Ps 107 opens the fifth book of the Psalter and seems to be a sort of introduction to
it. Its main theme is how God intervenes miraculously to help those in need,
particularly the poor and those in trouble, showing them his grace and reversing their

misfortunes.

Psalm 109

Psalm 109:16 accuses a wicked man of having “pursued the poor and needy and the

explicit expressions for it show up; it comes to the fore in concrete experiences of starving,
deficiency, etc. Therefore the investigation has to be wider and include also the references
to other forms of deprivation and need.

This verse uses 2x3 twice.

Most of the following translations are from the NRSV, unless otherwise indicated. Here it
renders with “trouble”, but “oppressor” might fit better; cf. Ps 108:13.

Psalm 116:16 mentions God’s “loosing bonds” (of a servant).

The repetition of “hunger” emphasises this need. The motif will recur several times in this
fifth book, and it was already prominent before; see Ps 22:27 and Barbiero (2002:168-184).
For the interpretation of the “fools” mentioned in Ps 107:17 see note 20.

“Affliction” renders the root °1, as in v. 10; “their” is not present in the Hebrew text. Here
in v. 41 both main terms for “poor/poverty” are used together, as also in Ps 109:16, 22 and
140:13. Bremer’s title of his article (Bremer 2013; see note 4) is taken from this verse.

10
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broken-hearted to their death”. A few verses later (v. 22) the psalmist declares himself
to be such a person: “For I am poor and needy, and my heart is stricken within me”.
The final verse, v. 31, affirms confidently about God: “For he stands at the right hand
of the needy, to save him from those who condemn him to death”.**

The second part of Ps 109 is clearly dominated by the theme of the poor. Cruelty
towards the poor and needy is the accusation made against the evildoer (v. 16). The
prayer identifies himself as being poor in v. 22 with the same two words 11°ax *1v as in
v. 16, thus emphasising it."? This double expression picks up Deut 15:11 and 24:14; in
the Psalms it occurs more often, the first occurrences being in Pss 37:14 and 40:18.
The psalm ends with a general statement about God’s attitude, namely, that he stands
in solidarity with those in need and rescues them from oppressors.

Psalm 112

Psalm 112 presents the ideal of one who fears Yhwh. An essential feature of such a
one is “He has distributed freely, he has given to the poor”. Verse 9 employs o°11°ax in
the plural and applies a divine characteristic to the righteous, God-fearing person.™
The blessing at the beginning in v. 1 may be connected with the blessing of our title,
taken from Ps 41:2; Ps 112:9 may be seen as one realisation of it.

Psalm 113

Psalm 113 introduces, in vv. 7-8, a quote from 1 Sam 2:8, thus highlighting the
importance of Hannah’s prayer and its orientation, and a variation on the motif of Ps
107:40-41: “He raises the poor (?7) from the dust, and lifts the needy from the ash
heap, to make them sit with nobles ...” The translation “ash heap” for nawx is weak;

1 The last words of v. 31 are open to various interpretations; see Zenger (2008:192). Literally

this last stich says: “to save from (those) judging his soul/person”. Ulrich Berges (2004) has
taken the beginning of v. 31 as the title for his article: “God staat aan de kant van de armen”
(Ps. 109,31). Armoede en rijkdom in het psalmenboek.

Gillingham (1988:15-19, here 17) interprets the double designation as denoting people
“deprived of their rights”.

3 Ballhorn (2004:164): “Anwendung der Gottespridikate auf den Gerechten”.

12
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literally, the Hebrew word indicates a heap of ashes, dung and refuse.™ The use of the

1> sharpens further the contrast between the social status before

term 97, a “low one,
and after God’s intervention.

The final verse, v. 9, changes the fate of the barren woman, thus achieving a
balance between the genders with respect to divine help.'®

Pierre Coulange'” has elaborated extensively on the theological background of
these changes of fortune and hierarchies in society. God’s cosmic transcendence
stands at the centre of Ps 113, in vv. 4-6; nevertheless, he is “infiniment proche” and
combines “hauteur et bassesse”.'® The question “Who is like Yhwh, our God?” in the
epicentre in v. 5, receives its answer in his dealings with the lowly ones in vv. 7-9:
Indeed, who does take care of those often despised individuals and groups?*®

Psalm 113, despite its brevity, or maybe even because of it, relates changes of poor
people’s sufferings to the biblical God’s unique character in the clearest way. Thus it
invites, even impels, the reader to look at other occasions when their misery was
relieved in connection with God and his predilection for them.

Then there is a long gap in instances of designations for the poor; however, Ps
116:6, and also Ps 142:7, use *m>7 “I am/was brought low”. Psalm 116:6a mentions,

even before the lowliness of the prayer, God keeping/protecting o>xns “the simple”.”

Y HALAT 1967:93; Fischer and Markl (2007:459-479, esp. 477). This evokes the millions of

people searching through tons of waste to collect things which they can sell to live on.

Bremer (2013:72) situates the 97 still below those designated by the two other, more

frequent terms °1v and 7rax. Gillingham (1988:16) sees in the dallim those “who lack

physical means”.

Ballhorn (2004:175): “Der Merismus setzt sich dann fort, indem dem ménnlichen Armen

die weibliche Unfruchtbare an die Seite gestellt wird”. Psalm 113:9, too, might have been

influenced by Hannah’s song of praise in 1 Sam 2 (esp. v. 5), but the match is not as precise

as with the two verses before.

7" Coulange (2007). The entire first part of his monograph (2007:23-83) deals with Ps 113.

8 Coulange (2007:52, 82). In English: “infinitely near”, and “haughtiness and lowliness
[servility”.

9 Cortese (1993:1-23) distinguishes three different forms of the elevation of the poor; Ps 113
belongs to the first type, lifting him/them up to the level of the rich.

20 Cf. also 29 “foolish, silly” in Ps 107:17; NRSV follows the proposed emendation of the
text and translates “Some were sick ...” Psalm 107 thus explicitly includes in God’s care
even those who, because of their sins, go astray and have to suffer.

15
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Other occurrences for being “poor” or in need are found in Ps 119.2

Psalm 132

It is Ps 132:15 which speaks again of the poor. God promises Zion, addressed as a
female: “I will satisfy her poor with bread”.

Once again, as in Ps 107, there is an issue about getting enough food.” For God
feeding those who are hungry see also Ps 111:5 and Ps 136:25. Psalm 136:23 has in
addition the unique expression u%owaw “who in our lowliness (remembered us)”
which underlines God’s care for those of low estate and is a key to the understanding

of this psalm about God’s ever-enduring 7on.”

Psalm 140

Psalm 140 describes, in v. 12 (verse numbering follows the Hebrew), experiences with
violent men and slanderers; v. 13, the second last verse of this psalm, expresses the
conviction:

I know that Yhwh maintains the cause of the afflicted (vav 1>7),

and executes justice for the needy (2°11ax wown).
Verse 14 describes the reaction, with the praise of God by the righteous. Both main
roots for “poor” are present here (cf. also Pss 107; 109 above). Divine support linked
to judicial procedures. The phrase "1v 17 has two further occurrences, in Jer 22:16 and
in Prov 31:9. Legal assistance by God for the poor may be indicated in Ps 109:31, too,
and other passages, e.g., the “Armenpsalm” Ps 9 (see vv. 5, 9 there). Yhwh as judge
of/for the poor will occur again in Ps 146:7.

21 Bremer (2013:74) lists vv. 50, 67, 75, 92, 107, 138, and 153 for uses of the root my II. [v.
138 cannot be correct]. Verses 50, 92, and 153 show the same form, »1v “my affliction”. He
also refers to the 23 “sojourner/stranger” in v. 19; with the exception of Ps 146:9 (see there)
I do not deal further with this special group.

22 Ballhorn (2004:241) interprets: “... daf die Armen an der Fiille der Heilszeit ihren Anteil
erhalten”. Cf. also note 9 and Ps 146:7.

2 See especially Human (2004:83).
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Psalm 145

The last psalm attributed to David introduces new motifs for our theme in v. 14:
“Yhwh upholds all who are falling, and raises up all who are bowed down”.

These two groups are mentioned here for the first time, and the latter group
(22193) is only mentioned once again in the Bible, namely in the immediately
following Ps 146:8. The repeated “all” emphasises that nobody is excluded. The
following vv. 15-16 vary and expand Ps 104:27-28. God satiates with food every
living being, thus going even further than his promise in Ps 132:15, where bread was
promised specifically to Zion.

Psalm 145 does not contain any of the classical terms for those being poor or in
need.”* However, it describes God’s attention and help for those groups who are
“falling” and “bowed down”, thus forming an exclusive link with Ps 146, generally
understood to be concerned with the poor, and connecting the “Schluss-Hallel” (Pss
146-150) to the preceding last psalm of David.”

Psalm 146

The first Psalm of the final set of praise psalms offers in vv. 7-9 a kind of summary of
God’s interventions for various forms of “poor” people, once again without using the
classical terms, as in Ps 145:
(v. 7) ... who executes justice for the oppressed; who gives food to the hungry.
Yhwh sets the prisoners free.
(v. 8) Yhwh opens the eyes of the blind. Yhwh lifts up those who are bowed
down;
Yhwh loves the righteous.

% This may be the reason why Bremer does not mention it. Yet, it is similar in Ps 146. There
we do not find any of the usual words for “poor”, but a number of specific groups
belonging to them. As indicated above (note 5), this is a further hint not to restrict studies
on poverty merely to a neatly defined vocabulary. Hossfeld (2008:800), too, discerns here
the presence of “Armentheologie”.

% Zenger (1996:97-116, English translation 1998:77-102) has underlined the strong
relationship between both psalms, and similarly also Ballhorn (2004:304-305).
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(v. 9) Yhwh watches over the sojourners / strangers, he upholds the orphan and

the widow ...

Three times we find three groups of people in need or in situations of suffering; this
may indicate completeness. The first phrase, where the “oppressed” (2°p1w/y) receive
right judgment, draws on Ps 103:6 and introduces God’s concrete interventions on the
“earth” mentioned before in v. 6.

The longest list of “poor” ones comprises many more groups than have been
talked about before. A group of handicapped people (“blind”) is new, and also the
“Trias der sozial Schwachen”, namely “sojourner, orphan, widow”, known from Exod
22:21-22 and especially from the legislation in Deuteronomy (e.g., Deut 14:29).
Therefore Ps 146 may be regarded as the culmination of our topic so far as it occurs in
the Psalter. As in Ps 145, here, too, God’s actions are connected with his kingship (Ps
146:10; Ps 145:1, 11-13).

Psalm 147

Psalm 147:2-3 adds further groups of “poor”, namely the >n71 “dispersed”® and two
kinds of sick people, designated as “broken-hearted™®’ and with “wounds”. Verse 6 is
still more specific, introducing, for the first time in our texts, the plural om1w:% “Yhwh
lifts up the poor/lowly, he casts the wicked to the ground”. Psalm 147 contrasts the
poor with the o°yw1 “wicked” which are normally opposed to the 0'p>7% “righteous”.?
This indicates a tendency to connect the “poor” with other, differently designated

groups.®

26
27
28

NRSYV translates as “outcasts”, thus pointing in another direction.

Psalms 34:19 and 51:19 have a very similar expression.

It occurs 12 times in the Psalms, out of 21 times in the Old Testament. NRSV renders with
“downtrodden”.

See, for example, Ps 1. Bremer (2013:73) concludes that the poor “... treten damit an die
Stelle der o*p>7% (Gerechten)”.

Hermann (1999:68-77) suggests the identification of the poor with those seeking (&/7)
Yhwh.

29

30
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Psalm 149

The plural o1y occurs once again in Ps 149:4: “For Yhwh takes pleasure in his

people; he adorns the humble with victory/salvation”. The parallelism allows us to

link the poor/humble here with “his people”, to be identified with Israel** and also

with the “assembly of the a7°on (faithful)”, mentioned in v. 1, and similarly in vv. 5
and 9.

EVALUATION

From the texts seen above we may affirm several points:

1)

2)

The vocabulary used is quite diverse and indicates numerous different groups of
“poor” people, thus recognising a “complex variety of life settings”.* Poverty is
not limited to some particular aspects of reality, but is to be found in many groups,
both genders, and in a great variety of situations. Thus any investigation of this
topic should not limit itself to a narrow spectrum of terms (cf. note 6 above), but
should include the whole range of terminology used to describe forms of
deprivation and need presented. The use of so many expressions and designations
relating to the poor may also suggest a variety of authors for these psalms, each
using language specific to himself to express his particular experiences and
concerns.

The so-called “Armenfrommigkeit” is present, but it is neither all-pervading nor
dominant. There is no single psalm completely informed by this theme. At most,
only 13 (out of 44) psalms deal with this issue, and out of the thirteen only four,
namely Pss 107, 109, 146, and 147 contain three or more verses dedicated to the
poor. Therefore one should be cautious of seeing a group of poor people as being

31

32

So Ballhorn (2004:333): “Israel wird als Kollektiv mit der theologischen Gréf3e der Armen
identifiziert”. Lohfink (1990:114) finds such identification already present in Ps 146.
Gillingham (1998:16). Tucker (2014) suggests Persian imperial ideology as background for
the creation of these psalms; however, the implicit critique of imperial power might also
apply to later times.
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3)

4)

5)

responsible for the formation of these psalms® — at least for the fifth book of the
Psalms this seems inadequate.

The most important aspect is God’s constant and all-encompassing assistance for
all sorts of “poor”: “They have God at their side”.>* In all these psalms, divine help
is always present, and those praying are confident of receiving it. Regarding the
overall movement in the Psalms, there is an increase in God’s support for the poor,
with a clear dynamic from his perception of their suffering to an active
involvement in effecting change for the better (Bremer 2013:62-63).

There is a significant difference between the fourth and the fifth book of the
Psalms with regard to our topic. Psalms 90-106 contain only one explicit mention
of “poor”,®® concentrate on Yhwh as “king” of the universe (Pss 93-99) and
conclude with two contrasting presentations on Israel’s past history. Many Psalms
of the fifth book, however, focus much more on individuals in misery and need,
starting with Ps 107 as a fitting introduction to the book, and they also use the
classical terms for “poor”.*® This raises the question of the reasons/sources for
such a difference.

The psalms containing more verses dealing with the poor have special positions.
Psalm 107 (with 109) opens the fifth book, Pss 146147 start the last collection of
hymns. All these psalms stand in close relationship to groups of praise psalms

33

34

35
36

Also Croft (1987) points out the preponderance of individuals for our topic; see his Chapter
2, and especially the diagram on p.70.

So McPolin (1989:79-103, here 80). Bremer (2013:62, 66) emphasises the significant
increase of divine salvific actions towards the end of the Psalter, and links it with the more
frequent use of the term 31°ax.

In Ps 102:1 once °1y; there are no other specific terms to be found.

An inventory of the main/classical vocabulary: ax Pss 107:41; 109:16, 22, 31; 112:9;
132:15; 140:13; the last three occurrences are in the plural; »1v Pss 109:16, 22; 140:13; in
the plural om1w Pss 147:6; 149:4; and also the 97 Ps 113:7. There are further groups/texts
that might be connected with “poor”, e.g., the foreigners (as own experience in Ps 119:19,
see above note 21; as threat in Ps 144:7; as group in need of protection Ps 146:9), the
semantic field of oppression/oppressors (Ps 107:2; often in Ps 119, etc.), the suffering
connected with being attacked, pushed (Ps 118:10-13), the references to the exile (for
example, Ps 126), the term “lowliness” (?5%) in Ps 136:23, and all forms of injustice, social
imbalance, etc.
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6)

7)

following.*’ In key positions at the beginning of the respective collections, they lay
the foundations for what follows, and they establish the different mode/tone of the
fifth book.

Some motifs are repeated and thus obviously indicate long-term or frequently-
occurring problems or sorrows. Among them, the issue of hunger is dominant (see
Pss 107 through 146). Another emphasis lies on the receiving of justice (Pss
109:31; 140:13; 146:7).% This is something which has not changed up to now.
One can also observe that earlier passages and expressions are taken up — see the
links with earlier texts in Pss 109; 113; 145 and 146. This points to further
elaboration of important themes, combining them sometimes into a kind of
anthology.

QUESTIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

a)

b)

d)

Is Yhwh not concerned about poverty, but merely about poor people?*® In my
view, the aspect of “justice” (see above) and the message of the prophets speak
against it.

“It is only because the Bible considers material poverty as an evil that the book of
Psalms has been able to reinterpret the vocabulary of poverty to speak about the
oppression of the pious.” Is this statement (Hoppe 2004:130) true? In the eyes of
others, a dichotomy between the physical and spiritual dimension is not
adequate.®

How can one explain the notable difference of the fifth book of the Psalms?

There is a clear dynamic towards praising God in the single Psalms as well as in
the overall movement of the Psalter. Divine help should lead to giving him thanks
and rejoicing over him.

37

38
39
40

Psalms 111-113 are the second “Halleluja-Triade”, following the fourth “Davidpsalter”
(108-110); Pss 146—150 form the “Schluss-Hallel”.

McPolin (1998:90-92) stresses this aspect.

Bremer (2013:59-60) holds this position.

For example, Gillingham (1988:18-19); Bremer (2013:64, 68).
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e) The psalms do not stay simply on the level of worship; they invite and encourage
the imitation of God’s support for the poor.** How God is and acts, becomes a
program and a motivation for his faithful. This is all the more necessary, as “the
poor will never cease out of the land” (Deut 15:11).

f) God’s constant support for the poor is deeply impressive as portrayed in these
psalms. The confidence of the pious, who show a “strong spirit of trust in and
dependence on God”,* is equally remarkable. It is possible that the inner attitude
of people who experience great difficulties and suffering in their lives may make

them well-disposed to receive God’s attention and help.*®
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