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The typical antithesis of the wicked and the righteous emerges in different 
literary works of post-exilic Israel. It is frequently combined with the motif 
of the shalom of the (rich and) wicked. Their fortune provokes envy and 
very serious challenges for the faith of those who understand themselves as 
the poor and the righteous. The heavy social crisis in the Persian period of 
the 5th and 4th century BC as well as the crisis of wisdom in this time 
appears as a global background of this topic. My paper examines the 
pursuit of justice, ie of God's justice and of the fulfilment of the frustrated 
religiously legitimated expectations of fortune, in the Psalms 37, 49 and 
73. The intention is to realize the conflict situation presupposed by the texts 
and to profile the specific strategies and purposes of overcoming the 
conflict. The quest for justice doesn't intend a reconciliation of the poor 
and the rich or the wicked and the righteous. However, it leads to a 
"reconciliation" of the tempted pious, to a new trust in YHWH, to a new 
hope, and to a renewed capability of communal life. 

A QUESTIONING AND BACKGROUND 

One of the most serious religious crises in Israel after the exile gets its 
acuteness from the experience of a disturbed order of life. Disappointed 
expectations of happiness in life make the traditional religious 
interpretation of life a problem and call necessarily forth the question about 
the justice of God and his effectiveness. The question becomes concrete in 
a "reproach against God", a typical motif in lamentation and problem 
literature of Israel and of the Ancient Orient. The motif was recently 
thoroughly explored by Dorothea Sitzler (1995) in Ancient Egyptian and 
Mesopotamian literature. It concerns wisdom-oriented reflection poetry 
which is addressed to a national and religious elite and according to Sitzler1 

it is based on a "confessional situation of decision". As tendentious 
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writings these poems want to show how a wise man can and shall stand the 
test in a critical situation of upheaval; they aim at a new act of consent with 
the attitude of the author. The works of critical Wisdom of the Old 
Testament, Job and in another way Ecclesiastes lead to a similar text 
typical and functional horizon like the ancient oriental poetry of reproach. 
It may be generally accepted that the three Psalms 37, 49 and 73 have 
much in common with the sapiential reflection poetry (cf exemplarily 
Gerhard von Rad}2. In spite of considerable differences in structure and 
contents the three psalms agree among other things in the following 
features: 

1 Basically there is a rough antithesis of the "wicked" and the 
"righteous", and of the "rich" and the "poor" respectively (cf Ps 49:3). 

2 The temptation and the crisis of the one spoken to or of the protagonist 
who appears himself as speaker is in each case decisively produced by 
an actual disturbing experience that thwarts a traditional way of thinking 
in categories of "deeds-consequence"-coherence. It is the prosperity, the 
C'l~ of the "wicked" and of the haughty rich respectively. 

3 The three psalms try to find a solution of the crisis of the protagonist 
above all with regard to the final destiny or the future (J'I"n~ in Ps 37, 
Ps 73 and conjectured in Ps 49:14), although this motif appears in the 
individual psalms very differently marked and accentuated. 

Just as the book of Job the three Psalms presuppose the idea of an 
individual and adequate retaliation or retribution as Ezekiel decisively 
developed in the exilic situation in a pastoral intention. The fact that 
Ezekiel actually contributed to a rationalization of the conception of God, 
could be proved by Victor Maag3• The use of the plural C'Y~' "evil 
doers" as the polemic denotation for a group may for the first time be 
found in Jeremiah (Jer 5:26), where it refers to the members of the rich 
upper class. The typical antithesis of the "wicked men" and the 
"righteous" (in plural!), however, characteristically appears in different 
literatures of post-exilic Israel, in Malachi, Trito-Isaiah, Psalms, Job and 
Proverbs. This antithesis was for good reasons declared by Rainer Albertz 
as a result of the hard social crisis of Judah in the 5th century BC (cf Neh 
5)4. The motif of happiness of the wicked that causes envy and jealousy 
among those who are faithful to YHWH, seems to be anchored above all in 
post-exilic texts from the 5th century onwards. Texts like Malachi 2:17; 
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3:13-21; Job 21:9-21; 24 lead to this conclusion; but also the most 
probably post-Jeremian text Jeremiah 12:1-4 and Proverbs 3:31; 23:17; 
24: 1 and 195• The Persian period of the 5th and 4th centuries BC appears 
as the global background of the Psalms 37, 49 and 73. The social crisis of 
Judah at that time was by no means removed by the steps Nehemia had 
taken (Neh 5) in the second half of the 5th century6 . 

My contribution investigates the striving for justice in the three 
sapientially coined Psalms7 37, 49 and 73 as a stiving for the just order of 
God and as a way out of the crisis. I will first discuss Psalm 37, then 
Psalm 73 and finally only in the form of an outlook Psalm 49. This order 
corresponds to a tentative diachronic and theology-historical classification 
of these psalms. Nevertheless, I do not exclude a possible contempora
neousness of what is objectively not contemporaneous. In my presentation I 
start from a summary of the analysis of structure, genre, horizon and 
speech-situation of the psalms. The point at issue is to grasp the situation 
of conflict presupposed by each of the psalms and to emphasize the specific 
strategies, the methods and the aims or intentions of overcoming the 
conflict. 

B THE CONFLICT AND ITS SOLUTION IN PSALM 37 

1 The form of an alphabetic acrostic in Psalm 37 accentuates twenty
two units of sayings which each consist of Tetracola8• Although the psalm 
is built of sequences of proverbial forms, three phases of speech can 
formally and functionally be distinguished and these phases are in their 
turn subdivided9• The first part or the first phase of speech verses 1-11 is 
marked by warnings and invitations with arguments ('~ v 2, 9) and with 
motivating announcements respectively. The contrast of ,nnn ?N "do not 
grow angry, do not fret" and n~::l "trust" is arranged in a chiastic 
sequence: verses 1-4 and verses 5-8 with argumentation verses 9-11. The 
speech acts in this first part verses 1-11 clearly aim at soothing and 
appeasing the addressee and at arousing new confidence in YHWH, away 
from anger and forth to trust. The second main part of the psalm verses 
12-26, formulates throughout in a representing way. This instruction about 
the doings and farings of the wicked and the righteous is ended with a 
winning autobio-graphical confession narrative of the speaker in first
person-form in verses 25-26. In the concluding third part, verses 27-40, 
the linguistic forms and the functions of the speech acts of the two 
preceding parts are combined, that means imperatives (here without 
vetitives), representing sentences and again a first-person-confession in 
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verses 35-36. It concludes the section, verses 27-36. The final admonition 
and instruction, verses 37-40, emphati-cally turns the eye to the n',nN, the 
"future" for "the man of peace" in contrast to the evil-doer who has no 
future. Thus this third main part serves as a summary and deepening of 
what was said before. It pleads for life and behaviour of the righteous and 
for confidence in YHWH. The Psalm is no explicit prayer, YHWH is 
never directly addressed. The only communication level expressed within 
the text starts from a speaker who appeals to his age and his experience as 
a i"'l in the autobiographically stylized confessions. He turns to the 
"you" of an addressee who appears as the type of the tempted YHWH
pious man. 

In Psalm 37 with its tripartite structure we can recognize an example 
of an appellative sapiential instruction10 , apart from the form of the 
acrostic. There is no question about the sapiential coinage of Psalm 37. 
Typical features are the different proverbial forms in the psalm (the 
bipartite admonition and warning, the representing saying, the :n~-saying) 
and the autobiographical confession. Within the whole book of Psalms the 
i"'l is described with the base c;:,n only in Psalm 37, as Avi Hurvitzll has 
shown: "The mouth of the just man utters wisdom and his tongue speaks 
what is right" - totally according to Proverbs 10:31. Psalm 37 can directly 
be called a literary display of the warning of jealousy and of envy against 
the evil-doer and a display of the motivation of this warning by the n',nN 
"future" and "hope" for the addressee in Proverbs 23: 17f; 24: 1 and 19£12• 

Psalm 37, however, is not simply a lesson of wisdom for the instruction in 
a "wisdom school" of any kind. Even if one disregards the redactional 
heading "", which makes the text a psalm speech "in persona Davidis", 
there are certain influences of the language of the psalms: the intense 
admonition to trust YHWH; the language of persecution which reminds of 
the lamentations of the individual; the portrayal of YHWH as the faithful 
God who gives justice to the oppressed, to those who trust him and who 
helps according to the traditions of belief in Israel (eg vv 17-19, 28, 33, 
39-40). 

Psalm 37 has all features of a text written for re-use. It refers to a 
typical situation of religious contestation. The psalm appears as a kind of 
"sermon text", as an instrument of instruction in the hands of a religious 
wisdom teacher who may be compared with the "friends" in the dialogue 
poetry of the book of Job. Both speaker- roles - the one in Psalm 37 and 
the other of the Job friends - have their model in the part of Ezekiel as the 
prophetic guardian, the watchman (i1!nl) of Israel according to Ezekiel 
3:16-21 and 33:1-913. As a watchman Ezekiel has the task to warn of death 
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('in-H) the 31~" the "culprit/wicked man", and also the P"'l who does 
wrong ("31). If the watchman does not perform his task, YHWH will call 
him to account. Hence the engagement, the "pastoral" effort of the speaker 
in Psalm 37 and also of the lob friends seems to be inspired and motivated 
by the model of Ezekiel. With an important difference, however, compared 
with Ezekiel (and eg Ps 52). Psalm 37 and the lob friends only turn to the 
tempted and endangered, P"'l but not the 31~'. The wicked man is not 
given a chance of conversion. His reconci-liation is not under discussion. 
Differently from the Book of lob the endangered just man in the "you"
address of Psalm 37 is from the very beginning and exclusively named and 
described in a typifying manner. For Psalm 37 we may assume a public 
speech situation in a circle of YHWH-followers who understand 
themselves as C"P"'l (v 29, 39), as c'u31 (v 11) and C"'O" (v 28), as 
"righteous", as "afflicted" or "humble" in a religious respect and as 
"pious". Such a circle is not bound to the temple cult. With Erhard S 
Gerstenberger14 I am inclined to think of an origin in and a primary 
application of Psalm 37 to a local community of YHWH followers, no 
difference whether within or outside of Jerusalem. 

2 The conflict in Psalm 37 arises definitely from the question 
concerning the "land". To whom does the land belong and to whom should 
it belong? Not the small allotment of the farmer is meant1S, but the land 
given to Israel by YHWH as the deuteronomic and deuteronomistic 
formula T'K Vi" "to inherit the land" emphasizes (47 times in Dtn among 
89 quotations in the Old Testament). Five times the phrase is quoted in 
Psalm 37 (vv 9, 11, 22, 29, 34), moreover p~ T'K "to dwell in the land" 
verse 3 (and vv 27c, 29b). It always occurs in the commissive speech act 
of a promise, also in the case of the imperative l~~ verses 3, 27. The older 
promise of land to Israel is limited in Psalm 37 to the righteous who 
objectively form the true Israel16. This promise to the righteous is 
intensified by the contention that the wicked shall be exterminated out of 
the land (n'~-N vv 9, 22, 28, 34, 38). With regard to the speech situation 
it is pressupposed that the YHWH-followers do not possess the land as a 
gift of blessing of YHWH or that their staying in the land is extremely 
endangered. They see themselves delivered to a "ruthless social struggle 
for power"17 that can be signified as the provoking conflict situation in the 
background of the psalm inspite of the typical features of the speech. The 
wicked man appears typically as the rich man1S. He still prospers in his 
abundance (vv 16, 35), he pursues the just man ruthlessly and brutally (v 
12) in order to deprive him of the basis of his existence ("to kill" him v 32, 
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cf v 14) and to warp justice in the court (v 33). 
But who are the righteous? Psalm 37 clearly accentuates their 

ethical-religious qualification and not their social status. They are those 
who hope in YHWH (v 11), who are blessed (v 22) by him, his pious (v 
28) who have internalized the Torah of their God and hence speak wisely 
and what is right (vv 30-31). The just man also shows his solidarity with 
the weaker man, he is charitable and merciful (vv 21, 26). Even as C"lY (v 
11) the just are not in the first place the socially poor but those who are 
afflicted and humiliated before YHWH, those to whom the fulness of 
shalom is promised. The second bicolon in verse 14 that explicitly intro
duces l,':nn 'lY, "the miserable and the poor man", may be a secondary 
addition owing to a redaction concerning the poor19• This addition, 
however, follows the social contrast between the righteous and the wicked 
in Psalm 37. The righteous possess comparatively little (v 16). The 
statements verse 19 and verse 25 cannot obscure the fact that they just do 
not render the social reality as the tempted and revolting just man 
experiences it in his actual life; there is indeed social impoverishment and 
danger of famine. The complaints of different groups among the people 
about the fellow Jews in Nehemiah 5: 1-6 can elucidate the background of 
Psalm 37: "... we are powerless and our fields and vineyards belong to 
others" (Neh 5:5)20. Psalm 37 may probably presuppose Nehemiah's 
efforts for social justice in Judah (Neh 5:1-13)21. Nehemiah, by support of 
the pressure of a communal assembly, obtains among the noble and the 
rich whom he understands as "brothers", a change of conduct in favour of 
the weaker ones. Psalm 37, however, marks in its typifying language 
opposite to the righteous only the definite (rich and) "wicked". Nobody 
expects that they let themselves change. Their future ruin is certain for the 
author - a warning also for the addressee. The main question is whether 
YHWH acknowledges the justice (i"~ v 6) of the just man and procures 
his right, as YHWH loves O!)qj?,l (v 28, cf v 33). Therefore not only the 
validity of the "deeds-consequence" -coherence is at stake but also the trust 
in the God of the salutary order of right. In their passionate revolting and 
their jealousy because of the rich reckless wicked men the temptation of 
those feeling contested is great to act in an evil way in order to be able to 
hold their ground. The very same temptation for the righteous is recog
nizable in Psalm 125:3! 

3 How does Psalm 37 meet this danger? The infonnative aim of the 
Psalm is totally submitted to the decisive purpose of effect. The most 
important information is the tenor of an expectation: Inspite of all negative 
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experiences in the present time the order of doing and faring remains 
effective. It will prove its validity in the time to come. Only the righteous 
have n',nK (vv 37-38) here in the meaning of a positive future, fulfilled 
hope of life (including an offspring), corresponding to Proverbs 23:18; 
24:14 and 20. Only to them the land will belong. The unfaithful wicked 
only awaits inevitable ruin. Differently from the "Demotic Instruction of 
Papyrus Insinger" of the Ptolemaic period the paradoxes of experience in 
Psalm 37 are not just tolerated and accepted22. YHWH plays an explicit 
active part only in the presentation of the good destiny of the righteous (vv 
4, 17, 23-24, 28, 33, 34, 39-40), besides statements that describe this 
destiny in a "neutral" way (vv 11, 29, 37c, cf 3c, 18b, 26b, 27c). The bad 
destiny on the contrary is not punishment inflicted on purpose but always 
the inner necessary effect of the bad deeds. 

All stress is laid upon the effect function of the psalm in its two 
essential aspects: First the psalm is concerned to appease the addressee 
who is excited by anger and jealousy. The point is to allow him to express 
his inner tension, rage, envy and anxiety and to dam and canalize an 
implicit readiness for violence. For this purpose there is the direct warning 
and admonition not to become boiling with rage and to slip into wicked 
doings oneself (vv 8, 27). The descriptions of the wicked are an outlet of 
anger, it is true, but they avoid to give the addressee an opportunity to 
increase his rage. The descriptions of wickedness are at once followed by 
statements about the end of these wicked that is certain to come (cf eg vv 
12-13). With that, the implicit impetus to a violent initiative of the tempted 
pious is withdrawn. But the psalm does not stop there. The second 
essential aspect of the effective intention in the psalm is the leading to a 
new trust in YHWH (vv 3, 5) as the just and faithful God who does not 
abandon his pious followers (v 28). Those who trust in him will not be 
deceived, for he will help the just order to break through if not in the 
present but at any rate in the time to come and he will change the misery of 
his faithful fundamentally. The whole tripartite structure of the psalm -
warning, instruction, deepening - serves for the new trusting in YHWH 
and the decisive sticking to the ideal of the just man. The psalm begins 
with the trouble and uncertainty which the impious bring into the life of 
those faithful to YHWH (vv 1-2) and it ends with the firm confidence that 
YHWH saves the just (vv 39-40). The invitation to confidence (vv 3-5) 
finally becomes the representation of the attained trust, of the safety with 
YHWH (vv 39-40): " ... They (the just) have (always) found refuge in 
him". WaIter Brueggemann23 has pointed out that "the socio-theological 
intentionality"24 of Psalm 37 allows and demands a double reading: The 
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first one is an "ideological reading" in so far as it is "structure legiti
mating"2S. In this sense the psalm strengthens the social stability and 
continuity for those who understand the possession of the land "as a sign of 
virtue as well as blessing"26. In a second approach as an "utopian reading" 
the Psalm is "not a defense of present social reality but it is an 
'eschatological' anticipation that things will assuredly be different"27. One 
may name the intentional levels realized in Psalm 37 this way as Bruegge
mann proposes. It seems, however, important to me to recognize the inner 
and necessary coherence of the two levels in Psalm 37: Certainly, the 
psalm will no more be satisfied with the mere emphasizing of the "deeds
consequence" as a fact of current experience. But the enlargement of the 
field of view in the line of the decisive future, the hope for a fundamental 
change of social conditions centrally aims at encouraging the YHWH
faithful in the present time, so that they absolutely stick to their confidence 
in YHWH and in his just order of life even in spite of the frequently 
experienced contradictions. Ultimately paradoxes may not exist for Psalm 
37. The thought of "deeds-consequence" remains strictly effective enlarged 
by the aspect of future offspring on earth. 

As in Psalm 37 a general theodicy problem is not at stake in Psalm 
49 and 73. The reason for the text process is the typical fear to lose 
confidence in God considering paradoxical experiences and at the same 
time the effort to show ways existentially and paradigmatically in order to 
overcome this life crisis. While Psalm 37 enlarges the inner-historical 
scope of validity of personal and adequate retaliation that is no longer 
sufficient in Psalm 49 and 73. Both psalms, however, go their own ways 
inspite of motif equivalents. It is unmistakable and uncontested that Psalm 
73 shows a special proximity to the book of Job whereas Psalm 49 
approaches the topic of the book of Ecclesiastes in some respect. 

C TIlE CONFLICT AND ITS SOLUTION IN PSALM 73 

Is it true what the liturgical thanksgiving formula confesses, that YHWH is 
good, that his grace lasts forever (Pss 100:5; 106:1; 107:1; 118:1,29; 
136: 1; Jer 33: 11)? Is this true if in one's own life nothing of this goodness 
is perceptible but instead of it in the life of others who should actually be 
punished by God according to "pious" expectation of retaliation? The 
question of faith and the question of life cannot be separated in Psalm 73 as 
Emst Wiirthwein28 did. According to him the masoretical form of verse 1 
("surely God is good to Israel") would be the answer to the question of 
faith whether YHWH's grace is still valid for his people. The conjectural 
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text in verse 1 ("surely God ['N] is good to the upright ['W"] ... ") which 
is rejected by Wiirthwein, but is nevertheless probable, would only be the 
answer to the question of life, whether it is clever to adhere to the O"W' 
and whether one may expect to be rewarded for that reason. The irratio
nally good God would become a rational retaliating God in the horizon of a 
newer understanding of law29• This alternative cannot be supported. Psalm 
73 proceeds from the basis of a faith in personal and adequate retaliation, 
but in a way overcomes this conception of life in a decisive new 
perception. This can be proved from the process of argumentation in this 
psalm. 

The MT Psalm 73:1 "God is good to Israel" and in a different way 
also verse 10 lead to a collectivizing redaction30• It may be younger than 
the Elohistic redaction in Ps 73: 1, 26 which probably dates from before the 
end of the 4th century BC3l for good reasons has already related this 
collectivizing interpretation to the polarization between the on','on, who 
understand themselves as the "true Israel" (cf Ps 149:1-2, 4) and the faith
less members of the Jewish community in the Hellenistic period. The final 
form of verse 1 now appears as an important presupposition for the fact 
that Psalm 73 in the collection of the Asaf-Psalms which all deal with the 
overcoming of crisis, could be put ahead of the collective lamentation 
Psalm 74 of the time of the exile. Furthermore Psalm 73 in its final shape 
forms the head of the third Psalm book that might have been compiled 
under the leading aspect of the exile and its consequences32• It is, however, 
beyond question that Psalm 73 as a single text has nothing to do with the 
exile situation33• 

1 I resume some text observations34• Psalm 73 is a prayer monologue 
before God that reveals a double direction of discourse and by that reminds 
of the type of the individual thanksgiving song: On the one hand the psalm 
addresses God directly in the second person from verse 15 onwards, con
centrated in verses 18-28. On the other hand the discourse about God in 
third person in verses 1, 17, 26 and 28 allows to recognize that the 
psalmist also speaks to human addressees although not in direct speech. 
They are those in verse 1 typifyingly called the "righteous" and those 
"clean of heart". The speaker in the text equates them with the "gene
ration/circle of your sons" for whom he feels responsible according to 
verse 15. The manifestation of the intention "to tell/proclaim all your 
deeds" at the end of the psalm (v 28) cannot be related to another circle of 
addressees. Nevertheless the indirect addressees of the psalm-discourse are 
presumed as at least potentially endangered men and those led into 
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temptation, corresponding to the starting-point of the psalmist (vv 2-3). 
The tI'yw, which are talked about only in the third person, are excluded 
from the communication events (vv 3-12, 18-20, 27). Their inner 
monologue verse 11, however, confirms that they are not strangers but 
members of the psalmist's people. It interpretes them not only as faithless 
who contest that God knows what they do, the earthen happenings, it also 
makes them mention God's name El Eljon that is well founded in the 
Jerusalem cult tradition3s• 

The standpoint of the speaker in Psalm 73 is immediately compre
hensible from verses 23-26 and verse 28. It is the standpoint of averted 
misery and complaint as in the Babylonian classic of the Mesopotamian Job 
literature, the monologue confession Ludlul bel nemeqi "I will praise the 
lord of wisdom". From this point of view the structure of Psalm 73 can be 
explained36• The psalm starts with a confession in verse 1 which motivates 
the formation of the text and which at the same time must be understood as 
the result of the text process. The text process takes place in steps 
contrasting each other. The temptation narrative verses 2-17 contrasts with 
the confession at the beginning. After the exposition of the dangerous 
conflict of the psalmist in verses 2-3 the description verses 4-12 of the 
happiness of the wicked and the part verses 13-17 describing the misery 
and endangering of the psalmist face each other. The verses 18-28 again 
formulate the newly given insight of the speaker as a new interpretation of 
life in contrastive steps. They on their part form contrasts to the structural 
components of the temptation narrative verses 2-17. Thus the n',nN, the 
future and the final destiny of the wicked verses 18-20 is followed by the 
confession of true happiness of the psalmist verses 23-26. It is contrastively 
introduced and mediated by perceiving how foolishly the praying psalmist 
behaved in the past misery and temptation verses 21-22. A bipartite resume 
verses 27 and 28 concludes the confession of the new insight. Verse 28 and 
verse 1 stand in an inclusion: :11~ '? parallels 'w'? :l'~. The personally 
formulated experience legitimates the generalized confession of God's 
goodness towards the upright and redactionally to the true Israel at the 
beginning of the psalm. 

The manifold proposals concerning the genre of Psalm 73 only prove 
the individual profile of this psalm which cannot simply be assigned to a 
well-known genre3? Nevertheless it seems to me that the opinion is still 
well founded that Psalm 73 owes its structural basic shaping to the type of 
the individual thanksgiving song38• Certainly not more: For the sapiential 
reception and "alienation" of this structural model is more than distinct 
with regard to language, style, structure and motifs39• But sapiential speech 
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and thinking is rather the starting-point, not the actual aim of the psalm. 
And this not only because the psalm also shows important influences of an 
explicit religious and cult-oriented language just in the structural centre in 
verses 23-26 (cf altogether the way from the description of the personal 
misery to the new insight and the general confession: verses 13, 15, 17, 
26, 28, v 1). It is perhaps true that the exegesis of Psalm 73 pays too little 
attention to the fact that Psalm 73 contains a criticism of wisdom. It is not 
only proved by the content but can be recognized by the appropriation of a 
sapiential model of speech and argumentation which emerges very 
frequently in Ecclesiastes: to come to reflection by seeing/experiencing 
(:l~n-D, y,' v 16) in order to formulate a result therefrom. But in Psalm 
73 the personal reflecting and judging does exactly not lead to a solution 
but into an aporetic situation (N'i1 '7;)Y 'l'Y:l v 16b). Here the sapiential 
self-helping by reflecting and judging is thoroughly deprived of its base, 
although the Psalm implies that all means of reflection have to be exhaus
ted40• The kind of solution of the conflict in Psalm 73 is essentially defined 
by this criticism of wisdom. It calls for a fundamentally new start and 
effort (v 17). 

2 With regard to the conflict situation in Psalm 73 the following 
aspects seem essential to me. Two kinds of religious temptation on the 
basis of the belief in individual and adequate retribution are combined in 
order to seize the whole of the possible misery of the pious. With that, the 
eye goes so to speak from the outside to the inside: from getting angry 
about the happy lives of the arrogant rich to turning to the misery of the 
speaker who feels struck by God in spite of his efforts for ethic-religious 
purity. If God would be good, according to the liturgical thanksgiving 
formula, appropriated in verse 1, he ought to give the earthly C,,~ of 
health, richness, honour and social influence to the pious on this level of 
thinking. The flagrant contrast of experience as to this kind of the expected 
goodness of God is the true reason of the temptation. Then God appears as 
the far one, the "Most High", so ignorant and unconcerned, as the C'Y~', 
those who are far from him (v 27), maintain in their inner monologue (v 
11). For the psalmist the danger is imminent to betray "the generation of 
the sons of God" , that is concretely the community of the righteous and the 
traditions of Israel's belief preserved by them. To my mind verse 15 says 
that the betrayal would be performed as soon as the psalmist would 
proclaim aloud: It is i"', "in vain, fruitless" to strive after righteousness! 
(cf Mal 2:17; 3:14f; also Job 1:9). 

The speaker does not expressively call himself "poor"41. He does 
not seem oppressed by the rich either (differently to Ps 37). The speaker-
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part of the '~', the righteous one, however, defines itself from the contrast 
to the rich and "impious". Only this self-interpretation is the point. 
Different social variants of the ,~, can meet in the temptation of the 
speaker, if they only agree in this self-interpretation. 

3 Which way out of the crisis does Psalm 73 show? First of all the 
general dominating textual functions of effect must be mentioned. The 
autobiographical report of temptation, the central statements of conviction 
as well as the framing of the psalm in verses 1 and 28 do not allow any 
doubt: The main function of the psalm is confession and proclamation of 
faith on the basis of the certitude of confidence newly gained by the 
speaker. Yet the proclamation of faith aims at winning the endangered 
members of the "circle of the sons of God" over to new confidence. There
fore with regard to function the psalm could be called a winning monologue 
of confession. In verses 2-17 it allows a comprehensive complaint as an 
emotional relief, a vent of dangerous thoughts and reproaches against God. 
As the complaint, however, appears only in retrospect to the past misery 
and as it is dominated by the confession of verse 1, its dangerous stimulus 
is controlled. According to verse 15 the reflection of the speaker's relation 
to the "generation of the sons of God", the circle of God's community, in 
the speaker's presence including its past and its tradition of faith is 
fundamental and guiding the way out of the crisis. The speaker knows what 
he might betray and lose. And he knows that this betrayal would already 
begin in his thoughts ('~N for inner monologue). Verse 15 
textpragmatically functions as an urgent indirect warning of the betrayal of 
God's community. It is not accidental that together with the reflection of 
God's community the direct prayer address to God appears for the first 
time in the psalm. With verse 15 the change begins already in the speaker's 
way of experience, although at first in a negative sense: reflection is 
necessary, but reflection alone must fail. It does not overcome the 
speaker's tearing test between the experience of his own misery that 
darkens faith and the commitment to God's community. A new step is 
necessary, a start for "God's sanctuaries" verse 17. An end of the exege
tical controversy about the 'N '~'i'~ in verse 17 is not yet in sight42. More 
recently it is above all Diethelm Michel43 who pleads for the understanding 
of "God's Sanctuaries" in a figurative sense analogous to God's mysteries 
in the book of Wisdom 2:22 which are often quoted in this context44 • In his 
opinion this conception is supported by the observation that the Psalm also 
in verses 23-28 uses partly polysemic words and that the "new insight" of 
God's acting beyond death for which the psalm stands has first formed 
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something like an esoteric doctrine. Of course, the peculiarity, even the 
uniqueness of the personal confession formulated in verses 23-26 must in 
no way be restricted. On the other hand the semantic openness of the 
language in Psalm 73 may not be disregarded. The psalm does not only 
bear the features of things personally experienced, it also individualizes the 
typical experience of temptation. The psalm, moreover, allows its addres
sees to share a way of experience with the speaker. As it happens in the 
book of Job the psalm makes them undergo a development from the expe
rience of almost having been stumbled (v 2) to a new certitude of the 
communion with God and of a new knowledge of God's goodness towards 
the righteous (v 1). The pastoral tendency in the speech process of the 
psalm is unmistakable. But in this frame an understanding of verse 17 fits 
in very well which can do with fewer suppositions and which corresponds 
to the immanent literary context. Neither a metaphorization from the 
"Sanctuaries of God" to divine counsels or mysteries can be made 
plausible nor does the parallel clause with n"n~ 1':1 in verse 17b force a 
figurative understanding of the verb construction ,~ '~'i''O '~~':1 in verse 
17a.'~ '~'i''O may signify the sacred areas of the one temple (Jer 51 :51; 
Ps 68:36 and others). Or possibly it means an intensified expression of the 
sanctity of the place where God is present. At any rate the relation to the 
temple may well be founded if one accentuates the experience of God's 
presence in the sacred area. For on the one hand the experience-oriented 
way of the psalmist consistently leads from the knowledge of his responsi
bility before and for the community of the sons of God (v 15) to the sacred 
place verse 17, where this community constitutes itself and finds its centre. 
On the other hand the place of God's presence is extremely well suited as a 
space of the new experience: "But I am always with you!" (v 23, cf 25, 
22). In addition C';"~ n:1'i' verse 28, an expression that points to cultic 
connotation (Is 58:2) but which may certainly not be linked to a special 
cultic act, clarifies verse 17 as to the content: to approach God and to stay 
near him is "good" for the psalmist, it is his happiness. 

Verse 17 shows two steps or ways which finally lead to the over
coming of the crisis of faith: ie to enter the sacred area of God's presence 
and to comprehend the final destiny! In other words: Cult and Wisdom co
operate to overcome the crisis. In the sacred area the speaker's self is 
given more of new insight, experience and certainty than what corresponds 
to his pre-existing will of understanding. What verses 18-20 say about the 
final destiny of the wicked, sounds rather traditional, it too distinctly 
reminds of Psalm 37, the friends' speeches in Job 18 and 20 or of Psalm 
52. This psalm is especially interesting for us, because it gives a text-
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pragmatic hint in which way in the misery of temptation just in the area of 
the temple or in its outer-courts insight could be gained: namely by the 
charismatic-authorative word of an "inspired-authorized wise man", as 
WaIter Beyerlin4S has shown. But the verses 18-20 in Psalm 73 do not 
simply represent the "thereafter", the future of the wicked. They are rather 
to be understood as general facts: The psalmist recognizes what always has 
happened to the wicked on the part of God46• The personal confession of 
the psalmist in verses 21-26, however, leads far beyond this perception of 
the life destiny of the wicked. It is also formally no more included by the 
theme "insight into their - that is the wicked's - final destiny". The 
description which the praying man gives of his former blindness and folly 
while he was tempted is still sapientially toned (vv 21-22). The confession 
in verses 23-26 is, however, unique in the Old Testament also compared 
with Psalm 49: 16. It appears as a sole unfolding of the spiritualized Levite 
prerogative: "My portion is YHWH for ever". Here I don't have to give 
further explanations of this confession, especially on verses 23-2447. The 
psalmist testifies to "a being with God" that was granted to him all his life 
and that was not given to him only in the "end". Yet I agree - inspite of 
some recent disputes - with several exegetes in this point that according to 
the imaginative model of being taken (np,), especially with reference to 
Enoch in Genesis 5:24, a firm individual hope of communion with God 
also beyond the limit of death is formulated48. The confession verses 23-26 
signifies a revaluation of values. The earthly possessions of the old 
doctrine of retribution no longer play a role for the psalmist. On an 
essentially new level of understanding now the saying is valid: "Yet God is 
good to the righteous, to those who are pure of heart" (v 1). 

With his psalm a spiritual man, probably a Levite, sapientially 
educated, encourages, consoles and instructs endangered members of 
God's community in an assembly of a confessional liturgy in the area of 
the second Ierusalem temple (probably in the 4th century BC). Psalm 73, 
too, is from the very beginning designed to be re-used. Following up the 
Iob-dialogue poetry and on the basis of personal experiences of faith the 
author shows a way that can by all means be marked as a way of reconci
liation with God and with the assembly of "the children of God". 

I close my investigation with a short comparing outlook onto Psalm 
49. 

D COMPARISON WIm PSALM 49 

In comparison with Psalm 37 and 73 the character of a reflective problem 
poem is most distinctly marked in the Korahite-Psalm 4949• In the back-
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ground of this psalm, however, there can also be found a historical
political constellation that in many a way reminds of the social suppositions 
in Psalm 37 and 73. It is not the problem of riches as such but the rich and 
the powerful, they have become a problem, although they hardly appear as 
a unified group. What is new above all is that the rich and the powerful are 
on the same level with the wise and the fool (vv 11-13). An established 
educational wisdom of rich people with an aristocratic image of man is 
presupposed ("Man in splendour" verse 13, 21, cf Job 19:9; Ps 8,6-9). 
Psalm 49 at the same time critcizes power and wisdom! The author solida
rily is on the side of the defenceless and powerless simple people, of the 
poor (v 3), although he addresses himself to the rich and to the poor at the 
same time. According to the well known observation that in the post-exilic 
period the wise men by and by take over the prophet's function, the wise 
poet and singer of Psalm 49 appears with the claim of a kind of prophetical 
revelation (vv 4-5). What he has to say is generally valid (underlined by 
the call-to-attention formula as the opening of an instruction v 2). The 
cantor intends to encourage people who feel oppressed by the rich poten
tates (v 6), those who seem to wait in vain for divine help and who live in 
fear of definitely losing happiness in life in view of inescapable death. 
Their complaints are still reflected in the "why" -question of verse 6. 

The psalm with its well-known textual difficulties is probably revised 
in verse 9 and surely in verse 15, but for the rest in my view it is 
uniformso• The main parts are clear: opening of instruction verses 2-5; 
argumentative carrying-out verses 6-16, starting from self-encouragement 
verse 6, that corresponds to the encouragement of the oppressed man in the 
final discourse of admonition verses 17-21 (in the form of a salvation 
oracle). The psalm is a model specimen of an appellative sapiential instruc
tive speech, still more distinctly than Psalm 37. 

The singer takes up the misery of others into his own reflection in 
verse 6 and thus he makes it flow in a more fundamental meditation about 
the question: What value has my life considering the rich who boast of 
their riches and on the background of inescapable death (cf Ps 90 and 
Eccl)? Armin SchmittS1 and Georg Fohrers2 have described the three steps 
of a solution of this question. 1) verses 8-10: The rich man, too, is not able 
to redeem himself from death. 2) verses 11-13: Death makes all men alike, 
the wise and the foolish as well as the rich potentates (cf Eccl 2: 14f; 9:3-6; 
3:18-23). Riches are no advantage in view of death. 3) verses 14-16 as a 
positive step of solution: there is surely a separation after one's death. God 
makes the great difference. He ransoms from the power of Sheol (:'1,g) him 
who relies on him and not on riches and takes him up to him (np' as Ps 
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73:24). The proud rich remain in death. Thus the oppressing injustice in 
the social situation of the addressees which becomes a question to God 
finds an answer of fundamental validity. It probably presupposes already 
Psalm 7353 • Nevertheless the message is totally new in its circle of 
addressees54• Psalm 49, too, cannot only have been composed for an elite 
sapiential circle55 • The psalm belongs to a communal assembly which 
knows beside prayer also instruction and encouraging speech. 

What is finally said is valid for all the three psalms which have been 
examined. They are not primarily written for private meditation. In the 
sense of Fritz Stolz56 one may call these psalms "post-cultic". But to me it 
seems more appropriate to speak of a changed cult situation in post -exilic 
times which has become more manifold and decentralized. At any rate the 
commitment of the oppressed and tempted followers of YHWH to the 
community and to its liturgical assembly proves to be essential for the way 
out of the crisis. In this situational framework the single one in his distress 
is by all means taken seriously (cf the address to the second person 
singular in Psalm 37 and 49 as well as the "I"-form confession in Psalm 
73). The loss or the darkening of faith in God's justice within the social 
reality and in one's own life is the essential misery that is taken up by 
those who are responsible for the community in Psalm 37, 73 and 49. As 
documents of overcoming the crisis these psalms aim at soothing the 
aggressions, at wakening new confidence in YHWH and at a new capabi
lity of communal life for the oppressed and the tempted. A violent change 
of social conditions is totally alien to the psalmists' view. The hope for a 
social overthrow from the part of God in Psalm 37 is intended to 
strengthen confidence and steadiness in the present time and to control 
anger and latent readiness for violence57• The extraordinary misery calls 
for an extra-ordinary answer. It is given in Psalm 73 and then repeated in 
Psalm 49 with different accentuations. The reconciliation of the distressed 
and tempted is accomplished in the certainty of the indestructible 
communion with God. 
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