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EVIL AND THE DISRUPTION OF ORDER:
A STRUCTURAL ANALYSIS OF THE ACROSTICS IN
THE FIRST BOOK OF PSALMS!

RONALD BENUN
RBENUN(@JUDAIC.ORG

1 INTRODUCTION

The book of Psalms contains eight alphabetic acrostics, four in book one
and four in book five, creating symmetry over the entire book of Psalms.
The role of these acrostics has been variously explained as an artistic device,
a mnemonic tool, or a pattern which implies completeness.? This paper will
argue that acrostics in Psalms are part of a sophisticated literary system
which creates a series of signposts intended to guide the reader to each
psalm’s embedded message. A deliberate disruption in the alphabetic
sequence at precise locations in the text and other more subtle anomalies in
an otherwise very structured poem are examples of such signposts.

We expect these acrostics to be perfectly arranged according to a
simple and predictable alphabetic pattern. Surprisingly, however, only three
of the acrostics in Psalms have the complete alphabetic series X to n. All
the others are missing verses beginning with some letters. Ps 9/10 is
missing seven of the 22 letters of the Hebrew alphabet. Psalm 25 is missing
a Yand a P, while psalm 34 is missing only 1. Both 25 and 34 have an extra
verse beginning with the letter 8 added to the end. Psalm 37 is missing a
verse for the letter V. Three of the acrostics in book five are complete and
only Ps 145 is missing a 1. See Table 1.

Book | Psalm Missing Letter(s) Missing Letter Added Total Letters
Letter Count To End
1 9/10 ¥,0,,0,1,1,7 7 - 15
1 25 Yand P 2 B 20+1=21
1 34 ) 1 Bl 21+1=22
1 37 ¥ 1 - 21
5 111 Complete 0 - 22
5 112 Complete 0 - 22
5 119 Complete 0 - 22
5 145 1 1 - 21
Table 1

These anomalies have been the subject of much discussion among
commentators, both ancient and modern, usually focusing on the question
of the reliability of the text. Most scholars believe that these acrostics were
once complete and that in their pristine form they contained the entire
alphabetic sequence, but have since been badly damaged in the course of
transmission. However, we find it very unlikely that such glaring mistakes,
which disrupt the simple alphabetic pattern for most of the acrostics, could
possibly have slipped by the careful Biblical scribes.? This paper will attempt
to show that the missing letters are in fact purposefully omitted, that their
omission lies at the core of the psalms’ meanings and that no emendations
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are necessary. The absence of a letter in a simple alphabetic acrostic
captures the reader’s attention and prompts him to search for an
explanation. This, we will argue, is a deliberate and sophisticated literary
device intended to lead the reader to uncover the psalms’ structures and
facilitate transmittal of their messages.*

2.1 PsALMS 9/10

Of the twenty two letters in the alphabet only fifteen are present in the
acrostic of Pss 9 and 10, while seven — 7 and ¥,8,,0,1,1 - are missing.”> The
T verse is completely lacking while the other six consecutive missing letters
seem to be replaced by ten verses which lack any semblance of alphabetic
sequence. The problem of the omission of seven letters is compounded by
the inconsistent verse distribution for the fifteen recognizable letters. Based
on the pattern set out in the first four verses and in the majority of this
psalm, we expect each letter of the alphabet to span two verses: a primary
verse which begins with that letter of the alphabet, and an attached verse
which appatently can begin with any letter. This is similar to the structure of
Ps 37 which also has a primary and attached verse for most letters of the
alphabet.S The letter & has one primary verse (v 2) and one attached verse
(v 3); 2 also has one primary (v 4) and one attached (v 5). However, this
pattern is not followed consistently. Five letters have only a primary verse
and no attachment: 7,5 ;> ;7 ,3. The 1 has three attached verses (vv 9-11)8
and the 2 has two attached verses (vv 20-21). Thus, of the 15 letters present
in the acrostic only eight — 0 ,w ,p ,0 ,A 7,1 ,R — comply with the
standard pattern of one primary and one attached verse. Since most of the
letters have one primary and one attached verse we can call that the norm
and view the rest as deviations. See Table 2 for a summary of these
deviations.

This first acrostic in Psalms is unique in that it spans two psalms. Ps 9
goes from R to 3 (11 letters) and Ps 10 continues from  to 1 (11 letters) so
that the alphabet is split evenly between the two, even though some of the
letters are missing. Furthermore, there are 164 words in Ps 9 and 162 words
in Ps 10 so that the total acrostic of 326 words is split almost exactly evenly
between the two psalms. The last word of Ps 9, 190, is not an integral part
of the psalm but rather a marker indicating a pause or an interruption.® If
we leave out this 190 from the word count as well as the 1190 in 9:17, then
Ps 9 also has 162 words.!0 The acrostic is split exactly in the middle both in
its division of letters of the alphabet and in terms of word counts. It is
statistically significant that the word count for Ps 9, which contains ten of
the first eleven letters of the alphabet, should be exactly equal to the word
count of Ps 10, which includes only five of the last eleven letters of the
alphabet. This is a first indication that that no words have been deleted in
MT, and that the aberrations in the acrostic structure may be intentional.

As a second indication that MT is reliable, we notice a few formal
features of the acrostic. The 3 verse (v 6) ends with the letter 7. This is the
only verse in Psalms which begins with a 3 and ends with a 7.1 The letter 1
verse (v 7) ends with the letter 7. The letter 1 verse (v 8) also ends with the
letter 3. This pattern, besides displaying subtle artistry, also drops a hint to
the missing T verse. Instead of ending the 1 verse with a 1, as is done for N
and 1, the writer ends it with a T as a small consolation for the missing verse
and to hint that its absence is intended.
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A third proof that MT is not missing any words is the realization that
word counts are an essential part of the structure of this acrostic. Analyzing
word counts of four successive primary verses, we see that the 1 verse (v 8)
has 6 words, the T verse (v 12) has 7 words, the N verse (v 14) has 8 words,
and the V verse (v 16) has 9 words. Each of these verses contains the same
number of words as the numerical value of the letter of the acrostic which
begins that verse.!> Furthermore if we take v 11 as the attached verse for
the 1 letter, then the attached verses for each of these letters all have 9
words.!* See Table 3.
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Attached |Primary Ps 9,

Verse | Verse verse

Count | Count #

6 WOI | bawmy | Mo auk | oyt [ mnE | e

7 o™Mutha | owrt | T P72 | Yan | wout | RIWY | 9

7 = U = T e e == B el I 5 O L

2 W | YT naw 87 & T | v | 72 [JEman| M

. 7 YRRy | Dtavn | vean | N | wR | mneh | vy | 12

' 9 v | npyE | nov K7 L= S = I = I

8 Mmoo MEWRn | Chavm | CRawm | Iy | ARD | A5 | mn | M

. o TR AT | R na || pnvan| Y3 | Snook | jE@e | 15

. 9 a7 | A7 | m | N2 nnwa| oM | waw | 16

© 9 | pan | v | v r8y | Hvan uown | mn-t | S| 17
Table 3

These indications that the text is not corrupt make us wonder why the
acrostic is disrupted. Instead of continuing the methodology of modern
critical scholars who resort to conjectural emendations to force the text into
preconceived molds of what the poem should look like,!> let us read the
text as it is - as a literary creation. Robert Alter writes:

The process of literary creation...is an unceasing dialectic between the
necessity to use established forms in order to be able to communicate
coherently and the necessity to break and remake those forms because
they are arbitrary restrictions and because what is merely repeated
automatically no longer conveys a message.!®

David Noel Freedman writes in a similar vein regarding Ps 119 which,
significantly, is also an acrostic:

The poet, nevertheless, has freely modified the details of the plan to
meet other objectives, among which we may postulate the desire to
avoid monotony and endless regular repetition. At the same time, he is
very much aware of the model adopted for the poem and ultimately
brings the freewheeling depattures into conformity with the undetlying
and overarching pattern, a major tour de force...There is enough
regularity and repetition (the numbers come out right in the end) to
show that the patterns are there; at the same time there is enough
deviation and distortion to show that the poet is manipulating his
material against the underlying schema, to produce sophisticated effects
that challenge the intelligence and subtlety of the reader. I shall try to
show that there is even a level at which the deviations contribute to a
higher synthesis and uniformity; in other words, there is symmetry in
variation. Often, when we think we have traced the subtleties of the
poet to an end point, it turns out to be only a point of departure for yet
one mote twist, a departure from the norm at one level and yet part of a
higher whole, a work of art as well as of artifice. What this sort of
development shows is that the poet has deviated deliberately, even
violently, but not randomly, thereby achieving a higher order of
sophistication and intricacy than we have generally (or ever) attributed
to the biblical poets.’”

We will similarly argue that the anomalies in the acrostics of book one
are breaks in established forms designed to convey a message. Reading the
text is like driving down a street filled with pot-holes. At first, we are in a
state of confusion as to why the simple acrostic pattern is broken. The very
process of trying to figure out why the acrostic is imperfect leads us
towards the insight that the writer wants to communicate.
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2.2 THE PRINCIPLE BEHIND THE PURPOSEFUL DISRUPTIONS

To understand why the acrostic is broken precisely at certain letters, we
must first review the contents and themes running through it. Generally,
the psalm moves between praise of God for past vindications (9:2-13, 16-
19, 10:16-18) and request for God to take action, destroy the wicked, and
help the lowly and afflicted (9:14-15, 20-21, 10:1, 12-15). The situation is
one in which the wicked are in power oppressing the afflicted. The writer is
confident that God will help His faithful and remain true to the covenant,
and so he urgently requests that God act. One lengthy section that does not
fit neatly into the two categories of praise or request is 10:2-11 which goes
into the inner thinking of the wicked person and analyzes how he justifies
his actions. This reflection is intended to call God’s attention to the wicked
person’s evildoing in order to provoke His mercy upon the oppressed. The
wicked person thinks that God is not mindful of the world — -8 Maw
(10:11). The next verse (10:12) calls on God to rise up and remember the
lowly — ©0"1p nawn 5818

It is noteworthy that this lengthy meditation on the warped logic of
the wicked falls exactly at the place where six consecutive letters are
omitted. This correlation leads us to suggest that the structure of the psalm
reflects its message. The alphabetic acrostic represents proper order — the
way the world should be when God is present. Mention and discussion of
the wicked, who represent a breakdown in appropriate divine order, come
at precisely the point where there is a breakdown in the acrostic sequence.
In this ten verse long section which delves into the inner thoughts of the
wicked, the acrostic breaks down completely and six letters go missing. The
acrostic only gets back on track with the call for God to act and punish the
wicked - ' mp (10:12).

The other deviations from the normal pattern in this acrostic also
result from application of this same principle. The first two letters of the
acrostic (3-8, vv 2-5) are complete with one primary and attached verse
each. These four verses praise God and remember past vindications. The
third letter (3, v 6) continues to recall past vindications but here we have the
first occurrence of the word w7 — "wicked.” Immediately, there is a
disruption: there is no attached verse for 1, no verses at all for 7, and no
attached verse for 1. Here, apparently, the mere mention of the wicked in v
0, even within a description of his destruction, also disrupts the acrostic
sequence. Proper order is not restored until the letter 1 which begins MA-"
2w O9YY; a proclamation of God’s everlasting sitting in judgment brings
the acrostic back to proper format. God’s name is a keyword in the four
verses of the letter . YHVH is the first, last, and middle!® word of vv 8-11.
Not only do we find complete primary and attached verses for the next
three letters, 1 even has two extra attached verses perhaps to compensate
for the missing 3 and 7 attached verses.?0 God’s judgment restores the
partial havoc caused by the wicked.

However, the missing T verse is not replaced. This missing letter is of a
different nature than the other six missing letters discussed earlier. The
latter at least have ten verses in their place, even though those verses do not
begin with the correct letters. The T verse is completely lacking. This may
connect to the verses immediately before and after the spot where it should
be located. Both say that the name of the wicked was wiped out - DNRW
™ 0OWH AN (v 6, %) and AN 03T TAR (v 7, 7). The first phrase
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describes the erasing of the wicked, and the following phrase states that
their memory has perished. These are the only two verses in the psalm
which state this idea in the past tense and not as a prayer that God should
destroy the wicked. We would argue that the phrases N'Mn DNW and TaN
D707 are to be understood with a double meaning, the second meaning
being an allusion to the absence of a T verse. The absence of the T verse
symbolically represents the literal meaning of the erasing of evil and its
memory.

Order is restored throughout the letters 1, 1, and © (vv. 12-17) — six
verses that follow the normal pattern of two verses per acrostic letter. But
then there is another disruption — the omission of an attached verse for *
and the addition of a second attached verse for 2. At the end of v 17 is the
second mention of YWA. This is followed almost immediately by yet another
occurrence of DWW at the beginning of v 18. We suggest that the mention
of the “wicked” again causes a disruption of the pattern — the skipping of
the yod’s attached verse. The first attached verse to 2, v 20, invokes YHVH
with ' MP (the same phrase restores order in 10:12) and this is echoed in
the second attached verse by another lengthened imperative of a hollow
verb — "N AN'W. The two attached verses are clearly intended as a pair. This
double invocation restores order from the chaos caused by the double
mention of YWI. The second attached verse for 2 (v 21) serves as a
replacement for the missing attached verse for *.

The acrostic continues with a primary 9 verse but is abruptly
interrupted by three occurrences of the word YW in 10:2, 3, and 4 and the
word V7 in v 6. This meditation on evil continues for ten verses during
which YHVH only appears once as the object of the wicked man’s scorn (v
3). As mentioned above, six letters of the acrostic — ¥,9,9,0,1,1 - become
garbled by this extended deliberation on the thought process of the wicked.
Order is not restored until YHVH is once again invoked with the words
"N AP in 10:12.

7 has both a primary and an attached verse, as expected. But the word
YW appears in the P attached verse (13). This causes 7 to lose its attached
verse.2! We then proceed to W (v 15) which contains YW twice and the
word V7 once. But this conglomeration of evil words is immediately
stopped by the declaration in W’s attached verse (v 16) — Tv1 09w Ton 'n.
Mention of God’s kingship is able to restrain the effects caused by evil.
There are no further ramifications of the evil words in v 15. This is in fact
hinted to in the words of v 15, R®AN 52 wwn waTn. If we take this phrase
as being a self-referential comment about the structure of this acrostic, then
we can translate as, “You will look for [the disruption caused by] YW1 but
you will not find it” because by the end of the psalm, God’s presence is
very near and does not allow the wicked to cause harm. From v 15 until the
end of the psalm there are no further disruptions.??

The very form of the acrostic reflects its central message. The message
is that evil disrupts the natural order of the world and the ramifications of
evil are far reaching. However, evil can only exist when God allows this to
happen. This is poetically represented in the structure of the acrostic where
any occurrence of the word YW1 disrupts either the acrostic or the primary-
attached verse pattern. However, an invocation of God to act — 1 72 - or
a description of God in His active role as king puts the acrostic back on
track. See Table 4.
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2.3 COORDINATED WORD COUNTS

Now that we have seen the principle which causes disruptions in the
acrostic, we can appreciate the role of word counts within each section
before and after the missing letters.?* The first section of successive letters
begins at v 1 and extends to v 6. The missing T verse ends this section of
normalcy. This first section contains 40 words.

The next section extends from v 7 until the 790 breaking point at v
17. In this instance, it is not an acrostic disruption but rather the placement
of the 190 which marks the end of the section. This section contains
exactly 90 words.

The third section goes from v 18 until 10:1, just before the section of
missing letters. The 70 of v 21 does not serve as a breaking point but
rather as a connector indicating that these two psalms should be read as
one. Like the first section, this section contains 40 words, excluding the
190 of 9:21.35 This section also contains a chiasmus in verse word counts.
The three 2 verses (9:19-21) are each nine words long.? the preceding *
verse (9:18) as well as the following 5 verse (10:1) are each seven words
long. This creates a 7-9-9-9-7 chiasmus which holds this section together
and is further proof that o) (v 21) does not break it apart. This five verse
chiasmus stands right at the center of the acrostic in terms of verses. The *
verse (9:18) is the eighteenth verse from the beginning, and the 5 verse
(10:1) is the eighteenth verse from the end. Thus there are 18 (=9+9) verses



EVIL. AND THE DISRUPTION OF ORDER 9

before 2, 18 (=9+9) verses after the 3 and the 2 letter itself has one primary
and two attached verses which are all nine words long. The number nine
begins to emerge as a key number in the structure of this acrostic.

The fourth section comprises the ten verses of total disruption (10:2-
11) which come in place of six letters of the acrostic. Like section two, this
section is 90 words long.?” So far, these four sections form an alternating
pattern: 40, 90, 40, 90.

The last section makes up the rest of the psalm (10:12-18). This
section is 65 words long. The first two sections added together make 130
words. Similarly the third and fourth sections together have 130 words.?s
The last single section is then half of 130. See Table 5.

Tenal  fVord Count

7
1]
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8
1]
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war | P

“Table 5

The seven letters that are missing from this acrostic — ¥,8,,0,1,1,T —
are significant when analyzing the occurrence of these letters within words.
The first two sections (9:1-17) contain 90 words which include at least one
of these missing letters. This leaves 40 words that are not constituted with
any of these letters. Therefore, the first two sections which comprise a total
of 130 words can be broken down into 90 and 40 sections in two distinct
manners. The sections before and after the missing 7 verse are 40 and 90
words respectively. The number of words containing any of the seven
letters missing in the acrostic adds up to 90, leaving 40 words which contain
none of these seven letters. See Table 6.
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Table 6%

All seven missing letters are found together in the same verse only in
9:5 and 10:18. 9:5 marks the end of the first section and 10:18 marks the
end of the last section. This signifies that before the first YW1, there is a
complete state of order with nothing missing. This only happens again after
God restores order for the last time. The acrostic begins and ends with
completion.?

The number of words in all primary verses from 9:2 until 10:1, which
make up the first three sections, is 83 and the number of words in all
secondary verses within that same range is also 83. This once again shows
that verse counts are significant since it is highly unlikely that the eleven
primary verse should by chance have exactly the same number of words as
the ten secondary verses. See Table 7.

To summarize, the numbers 4 and 9 are the key numbers in this
acrostic. The first and third sections are 40 words and the second and
fourth sections are 90 words. Within the first two sections, 90 words
contain the seven missing letters and 40 words lack them. The first missing
letter, 7, is the fourth letter of the alphabet. The next missing letter, 7, is
nine letters after that. The cluster of missing letters goes from 1 = 40 to ¥
= 90. All of this structural information, word counts, and number
symbolisms, point to the integrity of the text and adds support to the view
that any anomalies in the acrostic are intentional.!
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Secondary | Primary
Verse Verse Letter [ Verse| Psaim
Counts Counts
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83 83 Total
Table 7
3. PSALM 25

The anomalies in Pss 9/10 also relate to the anomalies in the next acrostic
at Ps 25. However, understanding the anomalies in this psalm first requires
an overview of its contents. The psalmist is being persecuted by numerous
enemies and at the same time feels guilty for his own sins. He therefore
prays to be delivered from his enemies (vv 2-3, 15, and especially 19) and
forgiven for his sins (vv 6-8, 11). The prayer formulas used here share much
vocabulary with the prayer of Moses in Ex 33. M0 ‘7 9277 in 25:4
remind us immediately of Moses’ prayer - J277 DR 83 20TIA in Ex 33:13.32
The words Xon (Ps 25:7,8,18), ywa (v 7), and W (v 11) are all found
together in Ex 347, and RV is repeated by itself in Ex 32:21,30-34. These
correspondences indicate that this psalm is a reaction to the sin of the
golden calf or some similar sin.

This psalm also has close ties with Jeremiah 14. Besides the words
KRon (Jer 14:7,20) and W (v 7) which are commonly occurring, there are
many rare phrases in these two contexts. The imagery in Jer 14:3 of lads
returning without water, with only empty vessels - HD 93, embarrassed,
and heads low - DW&I 39M) 19271 W3, is repeated word for word at Ps
25:2-3 in a prayer that those who trust in God not be embarrassed — &9
JW2 — but instead the faithless should be embarrassed and empty-handed —
- D720 W2 Lifting of the soul in 25:1 — RWR *wa3 - reverses the
imagery of the lowered head in Jer 14:3. Jeremiah prays that God not break
the covenant - 1INXR FIMAA 750 P (Jer 14:21)— because of God’s name -
TNY II_J?_J'? (v 7,21). Similatly, the psalmist emphasizes the covenant (v 10,14)
and prays that God forgive his sins because of His name (v 11) and because
of God’s goodness (v 7). The root Mp is repeated three times in both Jer 14
(8, 19,22) and Ps 25 (3, 5, 21). Other words common to both are 7% (Jer

11
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14:8 and Ps 25:17,22), 210 (Jer 14:19 and Ps 25:8), and 721 (Jer 14:10 and Ps
25:0).

Ps 25 picks up on words and imagery from these two contexts of the
golden calf in Ex 33 and the great drought in Jer 14 because these two
events have a common theme of hopelessness. The threat of God
destroying Israel because of the sin of the golden calf and the dejection felt
by Judah on account of the severe drought leave both supplicants with a
feeling of deep depression, having nowhere to turn, feeling guilty for their
own wrongdoings, and asking God to have mercy for His own name. Ps 25
distills these feelings leaving out the particular historical contexts but
keeping the same state of mind common to them. This background will
now help us understand the structural features of this acrostic.

Psalm 25 is missing a 1 and a P from its acrostic.3® These two letters
were also significant in the structure of Ps 9/10 as letters which restore
order. As we saw above, the letter 1 restores order after the missing 7. It
even has two extra attached verses which make up for the missing single
verses beforehand. Then, after the long section of missing letters in 10:2-11,
the first letter to reclaim order is the P of 10:12.3* The very two letters
which bring back order in 9/10 are the letters which are omitted in 25. This
shows that the missing letters of 25 are once again intentional and are part
of the same symbolic system as 9/10.

But, if they are part of the same symbolic structure, then why should
these two letters function in opposite ways - in 9/10 they mark the places
of return to order, while in 25 they are missing thus representing the lack of
order? We can explain this reversal by comparing the contents of each
psalm. 9/10 is a statement about how God’s presence restores order. Ps 25
is all about having hope when the situation is bleak. As noted, the word mp,
meaning hope, occurs three times in this psalm at vv 3, 5,and 21. The letters
P and 1 are also adjacent in the word "MpwAN of v 17. This word which
means distress contains within it the word for hope — Mpnn.3> The
letters 1 and P are the two main letters in the word for hope — Mp. How
ironic that in a psalm whose theme is hope, the letters that spell hope
should be missing! It is furthermore interesting that *NMP occurs in v 5,
right before the missing letter 1,36 and "MIPIRAN occurs in v 17, right before
the missing P. Ps 25 is missing these two letters because it describes a
hopeless situation — similar to the situations of the golden calf and the great
drought. The order that was restored in 9/10 by these letters is absent in
this psalm. But Ps 25’s primary message is to have hope in God, even when
it looks like all is lost. "MpP1NN, a word which has hope embedded within
distress, sums up the entire message of this acrostic.

The contrasting messages of these two acrostics is also apparent when
comparing parallel words. The second verse of the first acrostic (Ps 9:3)
announces “I will rejoice and exult in You” — 72 n¥HYRY APNWK. The
second verse of Ps 25 turns around and uses the same root, ¥y, in a prayer,
“May my enemies not exult over me” — " TR 1899 9837 That such a rare
word?® should occur right at the opening of the first two acrostics shows
that these two are working off each other. The use of the same word to
express opposite feelings - the first time exulting in God and the second
time a prayer that enemies should not exult over me - brings the opposition
into greater contrast. The different usages in each of these acrostics goes
hand in hand with the primary messages of each as delineated above. Psalm
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9/10, a statement about God restoring order, uses the word to express
thanks, while psalm 25, a prayer in a time of distress, uses the word as part
of a request.

Other word parallels are even more striking. The word NWI appears
twice in the first acrostic: first in 9:16 where the nations get caught in their
own trap, and again in 10:9 where the wicked person waits to trap the lowly.
WA next occurs in 25:15 where God saves the psalmist from the net. The
latter two occurrences are closely connected to each other once we compare
nearby repeated words and their placement in each acrostic. 10:8 states that
the eyes of the wicked person spy out the hapless — 128% 72515 ¥7. In
contrast, 25:15 begins '1 98 TN WY — my eyes are ever toward YHVH. In
10:9 the victim in called *3p. Ps 15:16 identifies this lowly person as the
author himself — IR "3Y. In fact, the alliteration of these two words — IR M1
- parallels the repetition of 1Y in 10:9 —*1p qoN* 1Y ﬁ1Uﬂ5.

mdyy NN MY Py T DINDRI DMYY 3R 2w (n)
1DWRa "I GO "1 v 3 1903 MIND ORI 3y (V)
s Dan!

2937 NI RRP RIN D TIT O TR Ty (1W0:02)
IR T 2N o8 e (o)

This concentration of related terms calls the reader to compare them.
Ps 10, as part of its lengthy excurses on the thoughts of the evil person,
describes the wicked person spying out the lowly with his eyes in order to
catch him in his net. In contrast, Ps 25 includes the prayer of the self-
identified lowly person whose eyes are set upon God to help rescue him
from the net. This fits with the general theme of Ps 25 which is a prayer
from the depths of despair. In Ps 25, vv 15-16 continue the acrostic with
the letters P and 8. In Ps 10, vv 8-9 are towards the end of the section of
missing letters. If we were to assign approximately 1.5 verses for each
missing letter from 1 to ¥ (10 verses for 6 letters), then Y and 8 would fall
out between vv 7-10. In other words, these parallel sections are placed in
the same area of the acrostic in each psalm — at the ¥ and 2 of Ps 25 and at
the place where we would expect to find » and 3, if they existed, in Ps 10.
These word parallels show how the contents of these two acrostics work
together by contrasting each other. This in turn strengthens the idea that
the missing letters in each are also part of the same symbolic system whose
purpose is to represent those contrasts of meaning within the formal
structure of each acrostic.

4. PsALM 34

Pss 25 and 34 form a unit within the larger unit of the four acrostics of
book one.?? They have much shared language and common phrases. But
more important than the shared language is the way Ps 34 builds upon the
words of Ps 25 and responds to its statements. The 1 verse at 25:12 — 710
' R WA - and the 1 verse of 34:13 — O™N PaANN WRA M - are parallel
questions.* The question of 25:12, however, is not answered in the ensuing
verses of that psalm. The continuation describes the benefits of being God-
fearing, but not the qualifications. The answer must wait until 34:12 where
the Psalmist states, “Come, my sons, listen to me; I will teach (D2719R) you
what it is to fear the Lord.”#! The theme of teaching picks up on the key
wotds of Ps 25, 715 or n in vv 4, 5, 8, 9, 12.42 The phrase 'n nRY

13
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DTAYR at 34:11, the words right before WK "N, picks up on WM ' R,
the words right after WYX 7Y "N in 25:12. After quoting the question of
25:12, Ps 34 continues to answer the question and lists the qualifications of
the God-fearing person in vv 13-14. The connection between these two
psalms is strengthened by analyzing the occurrences of the word 21 in
each psalm. 210 appears in both ¥ verses (25:8, 34:9) and will also begin the
© verse in Ps 37:16.8 In fact, 210 is a key word in Ps 34 and appears four
times within a short space in vv 9, 11, 13, and 15. The importance of this
word is based on its use in Ps 25:13 as one of the benefits of the one who is
"M R 34:12 repeats 210 in its inquity — who is that person, referred to in
25:13 who lives a happy life — 210 myaY oY anR 0N Pani wRA M2 The
repetition of 2 in Ps 34 emphasize that it is an answer to the question
presented in Ps 25.

Ps 25 includes many prayers for help but does not include any
responses. Although the Psalmist has confidence that God will respond,
this Psalm does not indicate anything about God’s reaction. Ps 34 quotes
the words of those prayers and declares that God indeed does respond.
This pattern repeats throughout both psalms. The P verse in Ps 25 (v 15)
says, “My eyes are ever toward the Lord.” The P verse of Ps 34 (v 10)
responds, “The eyes of the Lord are on the righteous.” The words I, 5K,
and '1 are repeated but subject and object ate switched. The psalmist’s eyes
looking to God are replaced with God’s eyes looking towards the
psalmist.# The 8 verse of Ps 25 (v 16) says, “Turn (7138) to me, have mercy
on me.” The 8 verse of Ps 34 (v 17) responds, “The face of ("19) the Lord is
set against evildoers.” 25:16 prays that God should turn to him to save him
from his enemies and the prayer is fulfilled in 34:17. The ¥ verse of Ps 25 (v
17) states, “My deep distress (MIX) increases.” The ¥ verse of Ps 34 (v 18)
replies, “The Lord hears, and saves them from all their troubles (DMAX).”
The second 7 verse of Ps 25 (v 19) asks God to “See how numerous ( "2
127) my enemies are.” The 7 verse of Ps 34 (v 20) acknowledges that the
enemies are numerous, “Though the misfortunes of the righteous be many
(M27),” and continues, “the Lord will save him from them all.” The w
verse of Ps 25 (v 21) calls on God to “Protect (777AW) me and save me.”
Sure enough, God comes through in the W verse of Ps 34 (v 21), “Keeping
(NW) all his bones intact.”#> The final 8 verse of Ps 25 (v 22) calls out, “O
God, redeem (178) Israel.” The final 8 verse of Ps 34 (v 23) states, “The
Lord redeems (7718) the life of His servants. And the last words of Ps 34 —
12 00NN 93 — hark back to Ps 25:20 — 72 *n'on *2.

The acrostic of Ps 34 is missing a 1 just like Ps 25 but does have a p
verse. Why does the P come back? The answer to this question becomes
clear upon understanding the theme of this psalm. This psalm has a
repeating refrain in vv 5, 7, 18.

23287 DA Y2 I T NR YT (1)
AWIn PRI 520 PRV T xR w1 (1)
:02'R0 DO 2211 DAY T pYY (M)

These verses form a progression. First “I turned to the Lord” (v 5),
then “Here was a lowly man who called” (v 7), and finally, “They cty out”
(v 18). The calls go from first person, I, to a third person singular and
finally to the third person plural. In each case, the call is answered. The
central message of this psalm, then, is that God answers prayer as
demonstrated in past experiences. This psalm presents a more hopeful
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situation, going beyond the message of Ps 25. Ps 25 also had calls for
prayer, but we don’t yet know if those prayers will be answered. The calls in
Ps 25 are based on a pure leap of faith, strong but still untested. Ps 34
responds to the dire circumstances of Ps 25 with a confident and positive
message. Ps 34 states that God will respond to the very prayers presented in
Ps 25. God has answered prayers before, He has helped the needy, and He
will do so again. This is precisely summed up in the p verse (34:19), 'n 21p
YW M7 ORIT NRY 29 72w — “The Lord is close to the brokenhearted;
those crushed in spirit He delivers.” P represents the knowledge that God
answers prayer. The missing P verse in Ps 25, where the Psalmist must rely
on simple faith alone, may poetically represent the lack of past evidence for
God’s intervention. Ps 34 responds to the hopeless predicament of Ps 25
with a confident announcement that God has and will again answer the
prayer of the downtrodden. This is poetically represented by the return of
the p verse.

Both psalms lack a 1 verse. This is because 1 represents God’s presence,
as seen in the 1 verse of Ps 9, 18D vawnd 1112 2w’ oHw5 'M — “But the
Lord abides forever; He has set up His throne for judgment.” This verse is
the first of the strategically located invocations of God in that acrostic
which serve to bring back order. When God is invoked and comes onto the
scene, the wicked and their effects are no longer. While the acrostic of Pss
9/10 was a meditation on the effects of evil, Pss 25 and 34 bring us into the
real world where the wicked prosper, and the downtrodden have nowhere
to turn. In this world, God is not yet present. Ps 25 encourages prayer,*
even though it seems hopeless. Ps 34 backs up that encouragement with
historical instances where prayer was effective.

The word P*TX appears for the first time in any of the acrostics in Ps
34:22. The words YW and Y were frequent in Ps 9/10 but are absent in
Ps 25 and only reappear towards the end of Ps 34 (vv 17, 20, 22). The
conglomeration of the words P"TX and YW at the end of Ps 34 sets us up
for the theme of Ps 37.

5. PsSALM 37

Psalm 37 presents a masterful statement about the persistence of evil in the
world and the confidence that justice will prevail. The psalm does not
address the problem of the theodicy from a philosophical perspective but
rather offers practical advice to the righteous person about how to cope
with injustice. The main themes are that one should have patience and trust
in God always keeping in mind that the wicked - even if they are now rife
and successful - will perish, and the righteous - who are now few and
threatened - will prevail and inherit the land.

The most blatant anomaly in this acrostic is the missing verse for the
letter p. This problem is usually solved by emending the text of v 28c,
following the Septuagint, to read T7AW1 D9 and the verse is separated into
two thus recovering the missing ¥ verse.#’ We will argue that, like the
missing verses of the previous acrostics, the omission of the ¥ verse here
ties into and guides the reader towards this psalm’s essential message.

The acrostic of Psalm 37 is problematic in yet another aspect. This
acrostic, like Psalms 9/10, only utilizes the first letter of every other verse.
In other words, for each letter of the alphabet we find a primary verse,
which begins with that letter, followed by a second attached verse which

15
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can begin with any letter. Curiously, however, the letters 7, 2, and P each
have only one primary verse and are lacking any attached verses. Even more
curious is v 29 which follows the primary and attached verses for the letter
©. This verse is out of place, not connected to any letter of the alphabet, but
at the same time just happens to occur right where we expect the Y verse. It
seems that this verse is a kind of substitute for the primary ¥ verse even
though it begins with the wrong letter. For convenience, we shall refer to
verse 29 as the Y verse.

As a first hint to the deliberate nature of the omission of Y, one
notices that the P verse, which should have begun with the letter p, instead
concludes with a word that begins with the letter P - Y. In itself, this
would not be very significant since ¥ is quite common in this psalm (as we
will soon demonstrate). More significantly, though, the two words that
immediately follow 7"9p at the beginning of the next verse (v 30) are B
778, The initial letters of these three words form an alphabetic sequence
P™T2 8 M9V mimicking the acrostic structure of the psalm. This is the only
case in Psalms where three successive words begin with the alphabetic
sequence Xap.48 An alphabetic sequence of words that begins with P
appears only here, right at the end of a verse we expect to begin with V.
Furthermore, the word that appears at the beginning of v 29, D'p*T¥, also
ends the alphabetic sequence in the singular form, P*T%. The word P*I¥
occurs ten times in this psalm and is cleatly an important part of this
psalm’s message.

The hypothesis that the Y is purposely skipped only raises more
questions. Why omit specifically that letter? Why is it replaced by the word
D' 78? Is it coincidental that the word P*T¥ also closes the ®2Y sequence?

In order to provide answers to these questions it is first necessary to
point out some of the obvious structural aspects of the Psalm. The three
letters with no attached verses, 7, 2, and P, are placed at strategic points: 7
is the fourth letter from the beginning and P is the fourth letter from the
end.® 2 is the eleventh letter of the alphabet and, since the P is missing, it is
now the center of the remaining twenty-one letters.” If we take these verses
as section breaks then the psalm can be broken into symmetrical parts. The
first three letters K, 3, and 3 correspond to the last three, 3, W, and N. The
anomalous breaking verse T parallels the anomalous P. And the letters
between T and P are split in half by 2 leaving six letters on each side. We
thus find a chiastic structure based on the number of acrostic letters in each
section: 3-1-6-1-6-1-3.

A — 3R (two verses per letter)
B-7 (one verse)
C —ommn (two verses per letter)
D-2 (one verse)
C’ — xaoinh (two verses per letter)
B-p (one verse)
A’ —nen (two verses per letter)

Analyzing word counts reveals another layer of the chiasm. The
first and third single verse letters, 7 and P, have the same number of words.
In other words, B and B' of the chiasmus contain 11 words each. This
prompts us to analyze whether we also find equivalences in word counts of
other parallel sections. Section A contains 42 words®® while A’ contains 41
words. While these are not exactly equal they still create a clear balance. C
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contains 88 words. C’ contains 94 words; but, if we omit the anomalous P
verse, so that C and C' both contain 6 primary and attached verses, the total
number of wotds in C’ becomes 88 words as well.

A — 42 wotds for 3 letters

B — 11 wotds for 1 letter

C — 88 words for 6 letters

D - 10 wotds for 1 letter

C — 88 words for 6 letters

B’ — 11 wotds for 1 letter

A’ — 41 words for 3 letters

The fact that the word counts line up so well without the P verse
indicates that this verse is simply out of place. Further proof that the six
words of the P verse should be excluded from the word count of C’ comes
with the realization that the number 88 appears again when counting the
words of the primary and attached verses of C and C separately. The word
counts of the primary verses of C (8-8-6-11-6-7) add up to 46. The word
counts of the primary verses of C’ (7-6-11-6-7-5) add up to 42. Together, all
of the primary verses in C and C’ contain 88 words. Similarly, as it must
work out, the word counts of the attached verses of C (8+7+8+5+7+7 =
42) and C (6+8+6+13+6+7 = 40) also add up to 88.52 See Table 8.

The most dominant number in the above structure is the number 8
since 88, a doubled and amplified version of 8, appears four times within
the word counts of C and C’. Closer analysis of the word counts reveals an
overlapping chiasmus on top of the one just presented but this time
revolving around the number 7. The primary verse word counts of the last
four of the six letters in section C are 6-11-6-7; and the primary verse word
counts of the first four of the six letters in section C” are 7-6-11-6. In other
words, the word counts of the primary verses from the letters T to D form
an inclusio around the letter 23 verse: 6-11-6-7 —10- 7-6-11-6. The word
count of this primary verse inclusio, counting only primary verses from T to
D is 70. See Table 9.
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Attached Primary

Word Count | Word Count Word Count Letter | Verse
T oy | vwya | wapn % |mwina mnn TR w 1
7 naY ot | P | mmnm | veEma | S 2
3 Shl oy | oy | e g | niy mn*a mbr 2 | 3
42 7 qab  nbwwn 9 nn ma* | by [xsnm 4
Words 8 Ay wm | vhy | opbm | o0t [ ma* | By o s | 5
5 Dy | quswiy | e | s [ 3
Tom |19 23 [RO
| 11 Words | minta| Ay | ehra | W07 | wbgpa| Snnn | e Y |Ynnm ma* @ 7| 7
8 vy | | ennn | nan | oq@m JaE A 3
8 W war | men | omn* M| aya e 9
8 wME Wpr | P namanm| s | M wsa w1 | 10
7 o | b7 | wyam | oy | whr | omn "
6 I vy Fa R C el
8 mr| R ) m " Y| pree | aTE 13
38 1 777 | vwh [mank raw| uy | onb | onwp | wm [ owwn wns an 6o | M4
Words 5 AN | omnwp| oava | wan | oan 15
5 o | owe | e | pre? | oyn am v | 16
7 PTE | TMm | mImawn | mren | mr s 17
7 gnye | onbhn | ommn | w ym v | 18
7 Waks | oy | nys | nya el 19
Sub Total 42 +46
| D | 10 Words Y3 |wya | o | oma | pd | mnT | e owen 3|20
7 mn o omn | pray | oo W | oy omh b | 21
6 w1 | vhhpm | pw | W manan| S 22
6 yam | 1M unay a2 vvee miat*a oa | 23
] 8 LN ™o ) S o] kLY =) 24
1 an? (Wpan | won | a1 P | | w9 npT o3 (A w1 | 25
88 6 azb | won | ot mn | ova 93 26
Words [ angy | jswn m @ Mo o | &7
(+6 in 13 n91 | @y | yen | mews | abwh veon| ok s i Dawn 20K mn* k=l 28
v 0 0 oy v wwm |y whe [opre v | 29
VE[SE) 7 vown | 3T N N T priE k-l 3 30
6 ™R | TyEn w 11 | 1*nox [ An 3
[ wany | wpam | priev | ywn mow x| 32
7 WIOWH2 | W i) 7 1 w ma* 33
Sub Total +42
Grand Total 88
B' 11 Words HRAN | DYYN nNoR2) AR nwah qepn dnT | s | met | o omp p | M
6 Py | | Awnm | py | ywn w9 | 35
AI 6 Hem 9 mwpan| upk | mim | 93sm 36
8 o | wnth | nmng| s i S| on ey w | 37
41 6 hhNoE | mewn | ek | | v [Daseny kL
Words 6 SO nyn | onws | Dntn oprst nswimon | 39
9 W Yon | %9 oy mwwian | oubsy | obbsn | mn* | B9RM 40
Total 21 20
Table 8 — Structure Based on 8>
Wiord Court Letter Verse
A B Y why Pam | prTeh ogwe mar T2
B 11 q|1 0 oew mawb peaxry ocay besnb oomwip | m owws owmA 3 R | 14
i h
C 3] a7 owwn | Nene e wee o o v | 16
D 7 wan | ot onbhn | mown | owe  ma® o opm |18
EI 10 | PRI S F R o E R I N I R R G U113 B 5|20
i 1
D 7 i Eha A t R - L1 L -1 . | E
C 8 Fom | 19am 1119 QB vragh ma*h b | 23
B 11 one | Wpaa | wean | at ey | ueRa | &R napt oy o 5|25
A B ghwh | jouh I T T - TR~ I v
70

Table 9

If we then count all of the words in the attached verses for letters T to
D, including v 20 since 3 has no other attached verse, we also get 70. See
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Table 10. Note once again that this count excludes the ¥ verse proving that
it is not a second auxiliary verse for D but rather its own entity.

Word Count Letter “erse
8 wy | RY ] RES| ] 2| prie [T 13
5 mIMawn omower oatl | xan o @an 15
7 mnF o mEe Mt namawn oewt onwnr s 17
7 W | o o il nya oW XY 19
| 10 I [N S = IR« U = T (= TR = U T b = S 1l B - 2|20
6 ot phhE PR Wy pona A rl
8 moome et ] gy XY b ' 24
[ Aamat oweAn o mb e - IHT by 2%
13 |nmor mwws | opan mown gbwb vron ns an Exll wewn | A% om* s 2

Table 10

Verses 11 and 29, the two verses immediately surrounding the primary
verse inclusio, share the same key phrase PIR W7 Dp 78/0MIp1 and
therefore form literary bookends to the overlapping chiasmus. This phrase
summarizes the main point of the entire psalm that righteousness will
eventually prevail over evil. Even though the words PR W3™ appear three
other times - in vv 9, 22, and the infinitive form in v 34 - in those cases the
phrase does not begin the verse. Those verses have a common phrase — evil
will be cut off - not found in verses 11 and 29 which both continue with
“and delight in abundant well-being” or “and abide forever in it.”
Furthermore, the words ©"IY and O'P"TX are more similar to each other in
meaning than to ' Mp or 137920, More importantly, the placement of
verses 11 and 29 directly on each side of the chiasmus indicates that they
are also part of and extend the chiasmus.

These two verses, the attached 1 verse and the ¥ verse, complement
each other in yet another way. Verse 11 begins with the letter 3 (as does its
primary verse 10). After the initial 3, the second letter of v. 11 - the literary
counterpart of the ¥ verse — is an P (0"IY). The fact that an initial ¥ can
sometimes be ignored may be seen from v 39, where the text reads NYIWwM
instead of the expected NYIWN.>

To extend this overlapping number 7 chiasm to cover the entire psalm,
we notice that the number of words before and after the literary bookends
is the same. The word count of verses 1 to 10, excluding the superscripture,
is 77. The wotd count of the verses after verse 29 is also 77. See Table 11.

To review, we find that the psalm can be broken down in two
different ways. If we focus on the three letters which have only a single
verse and count the words between those verses we come up with a
structure based on the number eight. If, however, we focus on the number
of words in each primary verse surrounding the center verse we find a
chiasm which extends four letters in each direction. By taking the two
verses immediately surrounding this chiasm as break points, we come up
with another structure where the word counts in each section converge on
the number seven.
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Cumulative Attached Primary Word

Count Count | Count Count 17y | Lefter| Verse
7 7 Ay | owrz | sapn b | myomz onnon . 9R ® 1
14 7 o P W | mnm | meno [ 2
22 8 k| nym 1o Mo | onbwm | mn*aoma 3 | 3
29 7 12y |nwwn| T m ma* | by | msnm 1
37 8 ey | wm | vy | mom a7 | meT | Yy k) 3 5
42 5 DMngs | qubwimt | qpTE | M | R 6
53 " Mmam| oWy | w2 | 097 | mvwa| nnn | W Y Ywnnm|mn*r oo v | 7
61 8 vy | W | onnn | B men B e I N I B 8
59 8 POt | whe | onnn | mn* NPy | pha vt %S 9
8 wma | wpn | by |mmanm oswn | opn oy T | 10
oy 29 Dy wmwnm  paR wae oun 11

6 G et oy P | priey | oy oamr v | 12

8 8 wme | R 3 byl '3 i P | AT 13

11 11 T | R | mawh g | vuy | Yonb | andip | ¢wom | owwm  wns . n n | 4

5 5 mN2wn omnw| a2b2 | wan | aIn 15

6 6 o | oy | e byn  mp b | 16

7 7 TP | M | nnavh | o nsrl 17

7 7 gnyy | onvnn | amen | wr  ma* o oy 0 | 18

7 1257 | wa hial ny | wr [ K2 19

10 10 10 Wy | pva | o | oa | apw | ma® | awm | mawe ) 3| 20

7 7 mno|on | e | oo R IR a e - 4

6 6 Wy | YR pm | P | WA (vonan) 3 22

6 6 yom | wTM | T vven ma*a o | 23

8 8 | o | mn* ) oy () g L] 24

" 11 on? [vpwm | wan | am | P | o | @ nIpr o | ma W 1| 25

6 6 Aok [ wen | ombm wn | orn |59 26

6 G anys | jowh ”nh e | v b b | 27

13 13 i oww | yan (mmen| o ron ook | o Ll pown | aaw | oma* | 28

| 70 | 70 | Y T MIM PR W o v 29

77 | 7 psWa | 730 | WW | mman | W | e M9 3 | 30
70 6 R | T¥en ®Y 12592 | v*abi | nSan H
54 & Wntanh | wpam | prigb | wwm o hew ¢ | 32
59 7 Wowng | upee | 1 vea | wane | wh e 33
52 1" RIN|owe nnsna) PR | aene [Taerm| o TJawh | mn* | W mp P | M
41 6 WY | AT | movnm | yy | v w1 | 35
35 6 Huml N wwpan wrg | mim |52y 36
29 8 o | wmd | amnw | o e axm | on owmw w | 37
21 6 oD @EEN | mnR | | 1Tou | ows 38
15 G | T anya | ma*a e nwim oo | 39
9 9 | wn oywm | ovwin | obbsr | obben | mn* | @amm 40

2
Table 11 — Structure Based on 7

Having broken down the structure of the psalm and found its
mathematical qualities, we must now search for the significance of this data.
While the number 7 is an important number in the ancient Near East
generally, and in the Bible particularly, it seems to have special significance
in this psalm considering that the missing letter P is numerically equivalent
to 70. Furthermore, the letter Y within any word appears more frequently in
this psalm than is statistically expected when compared to the rest of
Psalms or the entire Tanakh.> Most strikingly, the letter P is not only
ubiquitous but it actually appears precisely seventy times in this Psalm.>
The fact that the letter ¥ and the multiples of seven in the structure are so
prominent in this psalm makes it all the more ironic that the Y verse should
be missing. While many scholars have written that the missing ¥ is a mistake
and have even attempted to find the lost verse, the exact count of the letter
Y in this psalm shows that any anomaly with the letter P must be
intentional. If indeed the ¥ verse is missing purposefully, we wonder what
its significance is. What does ¥ represent?

We notice that that v 29 which should have begun with the letter p
does not; instead we find the word D'P*TR. If we formulate this as a logical
equation “not Y = PI¥” then perhaps we can derive from its negation that
“y = pwI.” In other words, in the spot where Y=YW1 is missing we find
righteousness. Keeping in mind that word counts are very significant in this
psalm, we further notice that the word YWI appears fourteen times — a
multiple of seven.>” Seven and the letter Y seem to represent evil.
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The picture comes together by understanding v 10 as a self-reflective
statement about the text of this psalm itself. On its surface this verse is part
of the wisdom narrative: “soon, the wicked will be no more.” But on a
deeper level, it provides an instruction as to how to read the continuation of
the psalm. “And in a little while there will be no wicked person, you will
analyze (NINANM) his place (MpPN) but he will not be there (1IRY).”
Anyone who has reviewed this acrostic, looked for the Y verse, analyzed
where it belongs and noticed that it is missing will immediately sympathize
with v 10.58 ¥ is the place where we expect to find evil but the ¥ verse is

missing.
The prominence of Y and seven throughout the psalm reflects the
current, but temporary, state of affairs when the wicked abound — 7137

D37 0'WW1.» But God knows, and the prophet promises that soon enough
they will perish.®” Not only won’t they thrive, but even if you look for them
(Mananm) where they live and where you would expect to find them
(mpn), they won’t be there (11'RY). The missing ¥ verse represents the
future reality, which includes no safe haven for evil.

Vv 35 and 36, which occur a little after the Y verse, turn from current
to retrospective views:

3] saw a wicked man, powerful, well-rooted like a robust native tree.

3Suddenly he vanished and was gone; I sought him, but he was not to
be found.®!

Notice how the word Y7, backwards or forwards is embedded within
almost every word of v 35, not to mention the word YwA itself: YW 'R
13V7 MR 7AYNM P1av.92 The wording of this verse poetically echoes its
meaning. The letters representing evil — 7, W, and especially V - are indeed
well-rooted within this verse. If we substitute ¥ for YW1, we can understand
these verses too as self-reflective statements about the entire psalm: “I
found ¥ everywhere deeply entrenched in every word and in the very
structure of the psalm. Then I passed by the P verse and it was no more — I
sought it and it was not to be found.” The root N72 is a key word in this
psalm occurring in vv 9, 22, 28, 34, and 38.6> N721 is the final word of v 28
which is significant because is immediately precedes the Y verse. N7272
RN 0WWA at the end of v 34 immediately precedes the 9 verse.®* “You
will see” in v 34 leads into *1"X7 in v 35. Now that the psalmist has seen the
wicked disappear, he can testify that he remembers how numerous they
once were.

The wicked have been replaced by the O'p*TX® who will inherit the
earth and dwell on it forever (v 29). The ¥ verse encapsulates the central
and most often repeated message of the psalm. The phrase W™ O™ TR
PR found in v 29a is paraphrased in verses 9, 11, 22, and 34.6> Additionally,
the words 12w and 1913 in verses 3, 18, and 27 echo v 29b — TpH 130wM
5y - which functions as a semantic parallel to PIR W™

HY TV WM PR W DPTTR 29

PR W ARA MO P PN DYIn Y 9

05w 37 5Y mpnm paw war oy 11

A0 YHOPM PAR WA PaNan vy 22

:RTN OWWA 10203 PR nwo TRMRIAM 27T WY Mn- P mp 34
MINKR APV PIR DY A0 Ay mn-anva 3

;N 09WH ondnn ovan T Mmn- P 18
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05 12w 20 NP yIn o 27

The Y verse, where we expected a statement about the wicked, instead
summarizes the theme of hope. The reader is left in a state of optimism,
expecting that soon the righteous will inherit the land forever.

The structure based on seven that covers the psalm represents evil
widespread throughout the world. Eight, on the other hand, must represent
something different. Eight is found throughout the Bible as the symbolic
number representing God’s covenant with Israel. Most obviously,
circumcision is performed on the eighth day. Other examples of such use of
symbolism within ages, population counts, and word counts, have been
compiled by Rabbi Moshe Shamah based on the previous research of Rabbi
Solomon D. Sassoon.% The structure based on eight can be understood as
the vision of a future world where adherence to the covenant permeates.
Only in such a world will God remove the wicked and allow the righteous
to inherit the land.®” The symbolism embedded within the psalm’s poetic
technique goes hand in hand with its content. The missing letter, the single
verses, the word counts, and all the numeric symbols serve to reinforce the
central thrust of the substance and meaning of the Psalm.

6. CONCLUSION

Now that we have analyzed each of the four acrostics in book one and seen
how they all fit into a single unified system, we can look for parallels across
the acrostics. 210 WYY YN ND is the D verse for both Pss 34:15 and 37:27.
There are also many connections unique to 9/10 and 37. The letter T which
is missing in Ps 9 is lacking an attached verse in Ps 37. The phrase 1% ny
ot its plural 7I¥2 MINY occurs only in 9:10, 10:1, 37:39, and nowhere else in
Psalms. 8¥11 89 in 37:36 fulfills the prediction at 10:15, 8¥AN 93 — “you
will not find it.” This set of four acrostics opens with "N DAY and TR
0721 (Ps 9:6-7) and closes on the same theme with the words T'YWI MMINK
nn123(Ps 37:38) thus forming an envelope around the entire structure. The
very last words of Ps 37,12 101 "2 connect back to the last words of Ps 34,
12 001N 93, which in turn relate to Ps 25:20, 72 *n'on 7. Seeking refuge
in God is indeed an important theme of the entire acrostic collection.

There are indications from the number counts of and within each
Psalm that they are all part of the same structure. The sections defined by
the major anomalies of each acrostic are all almost the same size. There are
90 words in the section of seven consecutive missing letters of Ps 10:2-11.
There are 89 words in Ps 25:7-17 (the 1 verse to the ¥ verse), which is the
section between the missing 1 and P verses. There are 88 words in the
corresponding section at Ps 34:7-18 (again the T verse to the X verse), even
though there is a P verse in Ps 34. Ps 37 has 88 words in vv 8-19, the
section between the first two single verses, and another 88 words in vv 21-
33 (excluding v 29), the section between the last two single verses.
Therefore, the word counts of the corresponding middle sections of each of
the four acrostics form a pattern of 90, 89, 88, 88.9% We have scen that 90
represents evil in 9/10 and 88 represents the covenant. 89 is not a
significant number in itself but may be simply a transition from 90 to 88.

This set of acrostics moves from a state of experiencing the
ramifications of evil (9/10), through a process of repentance, learning, and
prayer (25), to a state of trust and fear of God (34), and finally ending in
vindication that God is true to His covenant (37). The intervening psalms
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fill in the transition from one state to the next. An understanding of the
placement of each of the acrostics in book one of Psalms has lead us to
discovery of the system that governs the placement and flow of all of the
psalms in book one, the subject of future articles.®

The use of acrostics in the first book of Psalms are not simply a
memory tool or cute poetic device. Nor has textual corruption damaged the
integrity of the psalms’ structures. Generations of Massorites have faithfully
transmitted a text which they trusted, even if they could not explain it.
Thanks to their efforts, we can still recover some of the artistic designs in
these acrostics even while we wonder what other aspects we have missed.
The acrostics utilize sophisticated literaty techniques unparalleled in the
ancient Near Fast’® and perhaps in any non-prophetic literature. The
interpretive strategy presented here, as an alternative to impulsive textual
emendations, has helped in explaining the other anomalous acrostics and
has shed much light on other psalms which employ word counts and other
intricate literary techniques. This article is the first in a series that will
attempt to explicate all the acrostics in Psalms and Lamentations. The
missing Nun in Ps 145, the reversal of the letters ¥ and 8 in Lam 2, 3, and 4,
and the twenty two letters of Lam 5 are all explained as literary techniques
using the same system we set out in this paper.

! This work is based on the fundamental principles I learned from my mentor
Rabbi Solomon D. Sassoon z.l. in our classes and discussions from 1968 to 1985.

2 See P. C. Craigie, Psalms 1-50 (WBC 19; Waco: Word Books, 1983), 129.

3 The Soferim, the forerunners of the Massoretes, were responsible for
establishing and transmitting the exact text of the Bible. The Babylonian Talmud
explains that they were called Soferim (literally “counters”) “because they would
count all the letters in the Torah” and other books of the Bible (B.T. Kiddushin
30a). This preoccupation with counting letters, words and verses, which is also
found in the Massora, may be part of a forgotten aspect of the Biblical text. This
paper will analyze word counts in the acrostics in order to show how they fit into
their literary structures. This in turn suggests that the efforts of the Scribes and
Massoretes succeeded in preserving a complete text.

4 F. Delitzsch, Psalms (New York: Funk and Wagnalls, 1883), I, 222 n. 1,
commenting on the apparent omission of letters in the acrostics of Ps 9-10, draws
attention to ostensibly incomplete Syriac acrostic hymns. Even though those
acrostics are irregular, “both external and internal reasons leave no doubt that we
still possess this poem exactly in the form in which it proceeded from Ephraim’s
pen.” Gary Rendsburg, “Confused Language as a Deliberate Literary Device in
Biblical Hebrew Narrative” Journal of Hebrew Scriptures, Vol. 2 Article 6 (1999),
finds insightful examples of irregular syntax or unclear language used deliberately as
a literary device to reflect the mood of the passage. Similatly, we argue that
irregularities in the acrostics of Psalms are a literary technique meant to help the
reader focus on the messages of these psalms. John F. Brug, “Biblical Acrostics and
their Relationship to Other Ancient Near Eastern Acrostics,” in The Bible in the
Light of Cuneiform Literature (1990), 283-304, explains that the retention of the twenty
two line form in Lam 5 which has no acrostic “may be a subtle way of stating that
the intensity of the poet’s grief has exhausted his poetic powers.” Brug’s attempts
to explain some of the anomalies in Psalms acrostics are mostly feeble but he does
sense that they are purposeful.

5 That these two psalms together form an acrostic is widely recognized. For
example, Craigie, Psalms 1-50, writes, “There is an acrostic pattern (partially

23
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obscured), which begins in Ps 9 and concludes in Ps 10” (p. 116). James L. Mays,
Psalms, (Louisville, John Knox Press, 1989), pp. 70-71, similarly writes of these
psalms, “together they compose an acrostic psalm; every second poetic line begins
with a successive letter of the Hebrew alphabet. Though the pattern of letters is
broken in the middle of the alphabet, with some letters missing, it is nonetheless
quite clear for most of the lines. There are also motifs and phrases common to the
two, and a plan of composition for the whole.”

¢ Pss 25, 34, and 145 have only one verse for each letter. Ps 119 has 8 verses for
each letter. 111 and 112 have two or three letters represented within each verse.

7 We do not consider 10:2-11 to be attached verses for 9 but rather a
substitution of sorts for the six consecutive missing letters from 0 to ¥ since they

are located exactly where those missing letters belong and, based on content, they
form a unit discussing the thinking of the wicked person. More on this below.

8 See note 16.

9 See H. J. Kraus, Psalms 1-59 (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), 29 and P. C.
Craigie, Psalms 1-50, 76-77. The word is multi-functional. When it occurs within a
psalm, it acts as a section break. However, when it occurs at the end of a psalm it
indicates that the psalm before and after it are connected and should be read
together. The word selah ends only three other psalms 3, 24, 46. The 190 at the
end of Ps 24 connects it with Ps 25, another acrostic, thus two out of the four
Selahs which end a psalm are connected to an acrostic. Pss 24 and 25 are also
linked in content since the recurring word IRW of Ps 24:4, 5, 7, 9 occurs in the
opening verse of Ps 25 thus continuing the same imagery. Further connections
between 24 and 25 and use of nH0 are outside the scope of this paper.

10 g'R35M is counted as one word following the &eiv. All hyphenated words
count as two such as NN-5Y in 9:1.

1" Two more verses in the Bible begin with 4 and end with T: Jer 2:16 and Prov

29:23.

12 Yellow highlight indicates a primary verse, gray highlight indicates an
attached verse. Black highlight indicates letters which are missing (total disruption)
or places where an attached verse is lacking (partial disruption).

13 The numerical value of letters does not depend on any external system or
gematria. Rather, because this is an acrostic and we see the order of the letters, we
need only assign a numerical value to each letter based on its placement. The full
gematria system as used by later Rabbis may not have been in place yet but the
coincidence of verse lengths with the alphabetic order of letters beginning the
verses shows that the writer is aware of some system of numerical values for letters.

It should be clear that these word counts and those in the continuation of this
article are simply one aspect of a sophisticated literary system and have nothing to
do with bibliomantic practices of using equidistant letter sequences to predict
future events. Such theories have been adequately disproven by Jeffrey Tigay, "The
Bible 'Codes: A Textual Perspective,” available at http://www.sas.upenn.
edu/~jtigay/codetext.html. He cotrectly argues that there are many differences in
word spellings even within MT variants and so any letter counts can not be reliable.
This article, however, utilizes only word counts which are much more consistent
across MT witnesses. Furthermore, these counts do not say anything about
untelated or future events but rather are shown to be an integral part of the
message of the text itself.

14 This also excludes the final 790 of v 17 which, as we have mentioned above,
we take to be nothing more than a section-break marker. As we will argue below,
vv. 9-10 makeup for the missing attached verses of the letters 3 and 1.

15 Craige, Psalms 1-50, 121-122, attempts to find most of the missing letters by
redividing verses and by adding words. Besides being unconvincing, with all that,
he is still not successful at finding a 1 verse.

16 Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative New York: Basic Books, 1981), 62.
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17 “The Structure of Psalm 119, in Pomegranates and Golden Bells, eds. David
Wright et al. (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1995), p. 732

18 The word 9-R in v 12 is a phonetic play on the word & in v 11. The former
comes before the verb saying God forgot, the latter comes after the verb calling on
God not to forget.

19 The YHVH in v 10 is the fourteenth word from the first YHVH in v 8 and
also the fourteenth word from the last YHVH in v 11.

20 Since vv 8-11 all begin with the letter 1, one could break them up differently
by assigning v 8 to be the attached verse for 11, v 9 to be an extra verse to make up
for the missing 3 attachment, v 10 as the primary 1 verse, and v 11 as the attached 1

verse. However, the very fact that each of these verses begins with the same letter
implies that they should be taken together as a unit. Furthermore, as mentioned in
the previous note, once we take these four verses as a unit, we find that YHVH is
the first, last, and exact middle wotd of this unit. Rather, we take v 8 to be the
primary 1 verse, v 9 to be the makeup for the missing X attachment, v 10 to be the
makeup for the missing 11 attachment, and v 11 to be the attached 1 verse. This
breakdown also allows for the 6-9, 7-9, 8-9 pattern described above relating the
primary and secondaty verses of the letters 1, T, and 1.

21 This missing attachment is not restored in this acrostic like the other missing
attached verse for 3, 1, and * are. However, Ps 25 has an anomalous two verses for
the letter 7. The extra verse there may be making up for the missing verse here.

22 There is a chiasm over the first five and last five verses of the acrostic. Ps 9
begins with two letters (R, 3) with primary and attached verses followed by one
letter (%) with only a primary verse. Ps 10 ends with one letter (7) with only a
primary verse followed by two letters (W, 1) with primary and attached.

23 Black highlight again represents disruption caused by the word YwI. Blue
highlight indicates the return of the normal pattern by an invocation of God’s
name.

24 Casper Labuschagne, “On the Structural Use of Numbers as a Composition
Technique.” JNSL 12 (1984), 87-99, argues for the significance of word counts in
the Bible. He defines a “numerical composition” as “a literary composition of
which the structure is fundamentally governed by certain numbers” (p. 87 and see
further literature in n. 1). While he is correct to point out the significance of word
counts in general, much of his methodology is flawed. See criticism of Davies and
Gunn, “Pentateuchal Patterns: An Examination of C.J. Labushagne’s Theory,”
Vetus Testamentum 34,4 (1984), 399-413. Jacob Bazak, Numeric Structures in the
Psalms (Jerusalem: Rubin Mass, 1999), also finds many examples of significant word
counts in Psalms, some of which are valid.

25 The 10 word may be counted or excluded depending on the context. It is
part of the verse and so is included in the verse counts to form the 7-9-9-9-7
chiasm. However, when it comes to counting the section, this 190 is left out
because it is only a connecting word. This is unlike the first 190 in 9:17 which was
counted. The first 190 occurs in the middle of a psalm and is therefore a separation
word used to mark the end of a section. The second n9D occurs at the end of a

psalm and is therefore a connecting word used to mark continuation from this
psalm to the next, as it is used in other placed in Psalms. This explains why the first
190 ends a section while the second one doesn’t and why the first is counted and
the second isn’t.

26 This count includes the 190 of 9:21.

2T 'This section also contains a five verse chiasm from vv 5 to 9. The two outer
verses (5 and 9) contain eleven words each and the middle verses (6-8) contain nine
words each.

28130 is a significant symbolic number throughout the Bible (see note 66) but is
usually broken into 8 + 5. For example, the census of 2 Sam 24:9 counts 800,000
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men in Israel and 500,000 men in Judah. Perhaps breaking down 13 in a non-
standard way, 9+4, is yet another consequence of evil distupting the usual pattern.

2 Gray background indicates words containing one of the letters ¥,9,,0,1,1,7.

30 All of the verses between the verses which contain the first two occurrences
of the word YW1 in v 6 and 17, namely vv 7-16, contain 80 words. The number 8
and its multiples represent the covenant between God and Israel. See reference in
note 66. Where the covenant is in effect we don’t find any pwA.

3Tt is further interesting that the number nine plays such a prominent role in
the ninth psalm. If the placement of this psalm in the ninth position is intentional,
this would indicate that the author of this psalm or an editor familiar with the
system also had a hand in editing the entire book of Psalms. Psalm 10 contains the
ten verse section of missing letters.

The first two words of 10:2 include the first three and last three letters of the
alphabet: w3 MKR2. This is a hint that the section beginning with these words is
missing letters on purpose. The writers knows and is always aware of the alphabet —
so its disappearance here is for a good reason. Even the order of these six letters
shows a chiasm — the second letter of the alphabet, 3, followed by the third, 3,
followed by the first, R. After the intervening 1 we have the last letter, followed by
the third to last followed by the second to last. 231-132. This correlates with the
appearance of YW in the first three verses of this section at the second place in v 2,
as the third word of v 3 and the first word of v 4.

We see in many verses of these acrostics that the verse starting with a certain
letter also contains that letter many more times. By looking for repeated letters in
the section of missing letters, we can see that even though these verses don’t begin
with the cotrect letter, they still retain a residue of their correct form. The verse
that would be the P verse, v 8, has © in D™MNDON3A, then Y in 1Y, then B in 119%". D
comes again in the next verse in INOM1 and 72302. V 9, which would be the &
verse, has 8 twice at the end of 9101 and 401" and each time followed by ¥ in "p.

32 Pointed out by Meir Gruber in Olam Hatanakh, Tehillm 1 (Tel Aviv, 1995),
111.

3 Kraus, Psalms 1-59, 319, and Craige, Psalms 1-50, 2106, suggest adding a 1 to
TR of v 5 and to change X7 of v 18 to MWP or NRIP thus recovering the missing

verses. These emendations are unconvincing. As noted before, it is unlikely that
such blatant scribal errors could be made in such a simple alphabetic pattern.
Delitzsch, Psalms, 1, 424, prefers to leave the anomalies as they are and calls
attempts to restore them “violent.” It is interesting that even though two verses are
missing, there is an extra 7 verse and an added 8 verse at the end so that the total
number of verses remains twenty two as it would be in a complete acrostic. The

same phenomenon occurs in Ps 34 where one missing verse is made up by an
added 8 verse for a total of twenty two verses excluding superscripture.

3 The restoration of order at 9:20 happens with the 2 attached verse. Similarly
the restoration at 10:16 happens at the W attached verse. Therefore, the letters 2
and W are not themselves significant since only their attached verses and not their
primary verses restore the pattern. Furthermore, only 1 and p restore order after the
total disruption of a missing letter.

% The psalmist prays “take me out of my distress” — YR PR, If we
read the word "IR™QI1 as a self-reflective command, it instructs the reader to extract
the word for hope from the word for distress.

3 Note that v 5 is one of two tricola in this psalm (the other is v 8) and *n"1p
occurs in the last third. The final third of a tricolon is the part that breaks from the
usual bicolon meter causing those last few words to stand out. By placing this key

word in the last third, perhaps the writer means to call attention to its importance.
37 The word AMNWR of the prayer in Ps 9:3 is responded to in Ps 34:3, wnw*

NRWN DMIY.
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38 It only occurs twice more in Psalms (5:12 and 68:4) and only four times in the
rest of the Bible.

3 Already Delitzsch, Psalms, 417, noticed the connection between Pss 25 and
34: “At the beginning of the »,1 and 5-1 strophes they run parallel both in sound
and sense, and, after having gone through the alphabet, they both have a
concluding strophe, beginning with a 8-2, whose commencement and contents are
nearly akin.” For connections between psalms in general, see references in note 69.

40 NJPS translates 25:12 not as a question but as a statement, “Whoever fears
the Lord, he shall be shown what path to choose.” However, it does translate 34:13
as a question, “Who is the man who is eager for life, who desires years of good
fortune.” Considering the close relationship between these two psalms, it is
preferable to be consistent and explain both verses as questions.

41 D3RR 'N NRT? are exactly the center words of Ps 34, thus testifying to their

centrality in the message of the psalm as a didactic statement about how to relate to

God.
4 The motif of tasting in Ps 34:9, IR 1YV, is also part of a learning process of

starting off slowly until one appreciates what is good.

4 Even though 210 begins the ¥ verse of many other acrostics (Pss 112:5;
119:65, (606), 68, 71, 72; 145:9; Lam 3:25, 26, 27), the word has special significance
in the acrostics of book 1 of Psalms.

# These two verses in turn play off of Ps 10:8 — 119% 12515 vp.

4 The motif of protecting bones picks up on the W verse of Ps 10:15, p171 72w
VWA and is continued in Ps 37:17, N372wn 0w My 2. The W verse of Ps
37:37 also begins W just like Ps 34.

46 The encouragement to pray is found both by looking at the example of the
psalmist praying himself, and from his statements directed not to God but toward
the reader such as v 8-10 whetre God is referred to in third person.

47 See, e.g. Kraus, Psalms 1-59, 403; Craigie, Psalms 1-50, 296; F.L. Hossfeld and
E. Zenger, Psalmen (Freiberg: Herder, 2000), I, 233; but cf. Delitzsch, Psalms, 11, 12,
who takes @99 in v. 28¢c as beginning of the Y verse and argues that “the
circumstance that the preposition 5 stands before the acrostic letter need not

disturb us.” Cf. also A. F. Kirkpatrick, The Book of Psalms (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1957), 195, who makes a similar suggestion using MT but
nonetheless opts for emending the text.

4 In fact, there is only one other occurrence in the entire Tanakh: "M 238 5y

o9y (1 Sam 24:3).

4 Craige, Psalms 1-50, 294, splits all three verses into two. This does not fit the
syntax of v 20 where he adds the word “too” in order for the sentence fragment,
“the Lord’s enemies”, to make sense.

50 This verse also contains the center words of the psalm - JWpa 193 03 9p™
13 as the first occurrence of the word 13 (149t of the 297 words in the psalm
without superscripture) is the center word of the Psalm. With great artistry, the 2
sound is repeated alliteratively in the 2 verse of the acrostic. The last two letters of
v 20,19, are then repeated at the beginning of v 21 to create a smooth transition.

51 All word counts exclude superscripture.

52 It is noteworthy that Ps 119 has eight verses for each letter. David Noel
Freedman, “The Structure of Psalm 119,” finds that the numbers 8 and 88 play a
key role in the structure of that acrostic. “About the structure or pattern there can
be little question. It is simple and it is obvious, including the 8 key words
corresponding to the 8 lines in each stanza...thus there are 88 key words in the first
half of the poem and 88+1=89 in the second half” (p. 732).” See note 66 for the
possible significance of the number eight.

53 The * symbol in all tables is a replacement for the Yod of YHVH. The first
words of all primary verses are highlighted in yellow and the first words of all

27
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secondary verses are highlighted in gray. V 29 is blocked off because it is not
counted. Verses boxed in red mark section breaks because they have no attached
verses thus breaking the primary-attached pattern.

3 Noted by both Delitzsch, Psalms, 11, 12, and Kirkpatrick, The Book of Psalms,
195.

% The Y is approximately 3.74% of the letters in Tanakh, 3.93% of the letters in
Psalms and 5.75% of the letters in Ps 37. This is one of the highest rankings in
Psalms. Those with higher ranking are smaller in size and therefore less statistically
important.

56 Exactly eight verses have no occurrence of the letter V.

5 In vv 10, 12, 14, 16, 17, 20, 21, 28, 32, 33, 34, 35, 38, and 40. YW appears
more times in this psalm than in any other psalm.

38 It is appropriate that v 10 should refer to v 29 since they ate literary
counterparts. ¥ is the sixteenth letter of the alphabet and so the ¥ verse would have

been the sixteenth primary verse had it existed. The letter 1 verse is the appropriate
letter to correspond to the letter Y verse as it is the sixteenth primary verse from
the end. (The idea of corresponding letters is similar to the Atbash system used in
Jer 25:26, 51:41 where TWW represents 932.) Furthermore, the second letter of v 10
is an P (@MW) as is the second letter of v 11, its secondaty verse (as noted above on
p 0). There are only eight verses in the psalm that begin with a 1 and only in vv 10
and 11 does an Y follow the initial Y. The counterparts of the Y verse are two
consecutive verses that (ignoring the 1) begin with Y. So, in a sense, the missing ¥
verse can be found hiding behind the 1 verse.

Only two others letters in this acrostic begin both the primary and attached
verses. Vv 10 and 11 both begin with 1 and vv 14 and 15 both begin with 1.
Taking the 1 verse as the counterpart to ¥ we see that repetition only occurs at the
letters representing 70 and 8. Once again, 7 and 8 are the two key numbers of the
psalm.

% Translating not as “better the little that the righteous man has than the great
abundance of the wicked,” like NJPS, but as “better a few righteous people than a

multitude of many wicked people.” This verse may thus be another self-reference
to the words P*TX, which appears ten times, and YW, which appears fourteen

times. Even though YW1 appears more times, PR is still better.

%0V 10, which states this promise most prominently, is seven words long,
begins at the seventieth word and ends with the seventy-seventh. It is precisely
when completely surrounded by sevens that the psalmist offers the promise that
soon, they will disappear.

61 NJPS translation.

%2 One could also add ®7 of "R and M7 of MARD as phonetically close

equivalents. Even the vowels under each of these pairs of letters is either a kamatz
or patah making the I resonance even clearer. Also, just as in the 2 verse, the
acrostic letter 3 at the beginning of this verse repeats alliteratively throughout the
rest of the verse. This phenomenon occurs in many other verses of the psalm to a
greater or lesser extent. Particularly interesting is v 14 where the verb 10N3 is used
in an unusual way to refer to drawing a sword instead of the expected 189V,
probably to add an alliteration of the 7 — 1N 277,

03 It is also found in Ps 34:17.

4 This verse begins with M and follows up on v 9 which also has "p1 as well as

N7 This Mp fills in the missing P verse of Ps 25 where the word Mp was only
hinted to in the last four letters of "MPIRN in 25:17.

65 See also YW 21:60 PAR W™ 0MYH OpTIR 093 Y. The phrase is also in
25:13 — PR WA WM as part of the description of he who fears God.

% See http://www.judaic.otg/general/vezot2_number_symbolism.pdf. Here
are a few of the examples cited in Rabbi Shamah’s article:
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“When Adam had lived 130 years he begot i17%5 N7 and named
him Seth. Adam’s days after he begot Seth were 800 years... All the days
that Adam lived were 930 years” (Gen. 5:3-5). These are the only age
markers the Torah furnishes for Adam! Rabbi Sassoon explained the
130 - clearly presented as a significant event in Adam’s life’s
achievement - to be associated with his having reached the stage of
appreciation of the one G-d (13), perhaps, we may add, to the
transmittal thereof, and the 800 to relate to his having attained the level
of the berit (covenant) with G-d (8)...

Berit milah for Ishmael was at 13 (years of age), while for Yishaq, and
subsequently for Isracl, it is at 8 (days of age). The 13 results from the
13-year period of time in Abraham’s life from when he begat Ishmael at
86 years of age to when G-d appeared to him when he was 99 years of
age, instructing him regarding circumcision on the eighth day, which
was to signify the covenant that will be transmitted to his progeny.
These age milestones are recorded in consecutive verses (Gen. 16:16
and 17:1)...

Yaaqob states he is 130 years of age when appearing in front of Pharaoh
(ibid. 47:9), while Moshe is 80 years of age when in front of Pharaoh
(Ex. 7:7), an obvious juxtaposition of these two key numbers. At no
other point during their lives are their ages givenl...

The only age notices given for Yosef are 17, 30 and 110. These cleatly
delineate two significant petiods of life between the markers, reflected in
the narrative, comprising 13 and 80 years respectively. Yosef is 30 in
front of Pharaoh, having attained the level of 13 and eventually achieves
the level of 80.

67 This would also explain why exactly eight verses have no occurrence of p. No
evil resides where the covenant is intact.

% There are other correspondences between word counts across the acrostics.
There are 130 words in first two sections of Ps 9:1-17 and the middle section of Ps
37:12-28 is also 130 words. Ps 37 has 77 words before the breakpoint at v 11 and
another 77 words after the breakpoint at v 29. There are 38 words before the
missing 1 verse in Ps 25 (vv 1-5) and there are 32 words after the missing P verse
(vv 18-22) for a total of 70 words surrounding the center section of 89 words.
There are 41 words before the missing 1 verse in Ps 34 (vv 1-5) and 36 words from
the P verse to the end (vv 19-23) for a total of 77 words surrounding the center
section of 88 words.

% This approach falls in line with recent trends in Psalms scholarship to find a
unity throughout the book of Psalms. This holistic approach follows the general
methodology of redaction and canonical criticism. This was introduced most
extensively into Psalms research by Gerald Henry Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew
Psalter, (Chico: Scholars Press, SBL Dissertation Seties, 1985) who writes, “Fitst, 1
contend there is evidence within MT 150 itself of an editorial movement to bind
the whole together. Second, I submit that the unity achieved by this process is not
merely a convenient combination of disparate items into an ‘accidental’ formal
arrangement, but represents the end result of purposeful, editorial organization” (p.
4). See also the articles collected in J. Clinton McCann, The Shape and Shaping of the
Psalter, (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993) as well as Nancy L. deClaisse-Walford, Reading
Sfrom the Beginning: The Shaping of the Hebrew Psalter, (Macon, Mercer University Press,
1997). Similarly, David M. Howatd, The Structure of Psalms 93-100, (Winona Lake:
Eisenbrauns: 1997) writes that his book shares “the assumption that the observable
structute, organization, and coherence of the Psalter are due to intentional editorial
activity, rather than being merely the products of a random collecting of psalms”
(p- 20). See also the history of scholarship in this area summatized in Robert L.

29
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Cole, The Shape and Message of Book III, (Sheffield: JSOT, Sheffield Academic Press,
2000), pp. 9-14.

70 For a discussion of acrostics in ancient Near Eastern literature see John F.
Brug, “Biblical Acrostics and Their Relationship to Other Ancient Near Eastern
Acrostics.”
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