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Midrash Tehillim opens with a long exposition of the various ways the 
lives of David and Moses were parallel, but we are clearly supposed to 

take these as the ex post facto observations o f an insightful darshan rather than 
as a serious suggestion that King David set out consciously to conduct his life 
along parallel lines to Moses’.1 Yet when tradition suggests that the greatest 
o f David’s works, the Psalter, was redacted in such a way so as to be sugges
tive o f the life story o f one of Israel’s ancient heroes, it was not Moses at all 
o f whom they thought, but Jacob. This tradition, however, is not without its 
inherent difficulties.

In a text that appears almost identically in the Yerushalmi, Massekhet 
Sofrim and several other sources, we read that “the 147 psalms in the Book of 
Psalms mirror were arranged according to the years of Jacob’s life . . .  in order 
to fulfill the verse ‘And You are holy, You Who are enthroned upon the praises 
of Israel (Psalm 22:4.)’”2 This notion, that the Psalter was specifically meant 
by its final editor to honor Jacob-Israel by presenting the same number of 
songs that there were years in the latter’s life, is not unique in its basic con
cept. The text, said in the same sources that preserve it to have been first spot
ted by Rabbi Joshua ben Levi on the sole occasion that he risked a peek into a 
book of aggadah, also finds editorial allusions in Scripture to the lives o f Abra
ham and Aaron. But when applied to the Book o f Psalms, the concept is at 
least slightly problematic and in a fairly obvious way: there are 150 psalms in 
the received masoretic text, not 147.3

The obvious explanation—that the midrash reflects the fact that the rabbis 
o f amoraic Palestine had a Psalter that contained 147, not 150 poems—does 
not seem to mirror reality. Indeed, rabbinic literature itself preserves any 
number o f attempts to reconcile the tradition that Rabbi Joshua ben Levi 
found in his sifra d ’aggadeta with the number o f psalms in the received text. 
The implications for the study o f the history of the biblical text inherent in all 
of these attempted solutions—that the received text is not precisely as origi
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nally bequeathed to the generations because it was altered by some subse
quent editor for some unspecified reason to reflect a different set o f editorial 
imperatives—are not explored in any specific depth, however.

At any rate, it is not difficult to find psalms to eliminate if the goal is to 
whittle the Psalter down to 147 poems. The 14th and 53rd psalms, for 
example, actually are the same poem with only the least consequential differ
ences between them. The 108th psalm also appears in its entirety elsewhere 
in the book, its first five verses as the end o f the 57th psalm and its last eight 
verses at the end o f the 60th psalm. In some manuscripts, the tiny 117th 
psalm appears as the end o f the much longer 116th psalm. Furthermore, the 
ninth and tenth psalms apparendy really are two halves of the same original 
acrostic poem, just as they appear in the Septuagint.4 The 42nd and 43rd 
psalms could also easily be considered one single poem: in the entire second 
and third books o f the Psalter, the 43rd is only one o f two that lack super
scriptions and its final verse, “Why so downcast, my soul, . . . ” appears twice 
in the 42nd psalm as a kind o f refrain. Indeed, if the poems were to be com
bined and the verse in question taken as a refrain, it would conclude all three 
obvious sections o f the larger poem.5

The question of the relationship of the first and second psalms, however, is 
a different question entirely. In a talmudic discussion, for example, about why 
Psalm 19:15 (“May the words o f my mouth be acceptable, . . .” ) was desig
nated by the Rabbis for recitation after (i.e., and not before) the Amidah, 
Rabbi Judah, the son of Rabbi Simon ben Pazi, notes that since David only 
included the verse at the end of eighteen psalms, the Rabbis felt that it would 
be appropriate to include it at the end o f the Amidah, which contains (or 
rather, which apparendy in the days of Rabbi Judah, son o f Rabbi Simon ben 
Pazi, still contained) eighteen benedictions.6 To reconcile the midrash with 
the received text—in our Bibles, the verse in question appears at the end of 
the nineteenth, not the eighteenth, psalm—the Talmud simply asserts that the 
first and second psalm were originally (i.e., in David’s time) one single poem 
and it was as such, therefore, that Rabbi Judah, son o f Rabbi Simon ben Pazi, 
referred to them .7 Indeed, the Talmud also quotes a teaching o f Rabbi 
Yohanan taught by Rabbi Samuel b. Nahmani that attempts to demonstrate 
the plausibility of taking them as a single poem: Psalm 1 begins with an ashrei 
clause (“Happy is the man who does not walk in the counsel o f the wicked”) 
and Psalm 2 ends with one (“Happy are they who put their trust in Him ”) 
and this is the hallmark o f those poems especially beloved by David.8

At first blush, the first two psalms do not really feel like a single work. The 
first psalm, complete in just six verses, is a comparison o f the righteous and 
the wicked individual, whereas the second psalm, with twice as many verses, 
is admonitory in the extreme. Speaking as though he himself were king of 
Israel (although not formally attributing his poem to David), the poet 
describes the sputtering, muttering kings of the earth who dare to conspire 
for release from the yoke o f servitude he has placed on them  and their 
nations, then imagines God speaking directly to the regal rebels and making 
several highly relevant points: that the king who rules on M ount Zion reigns
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at the behest of the Almighty, that God regards the king o f Israel as a son 
and is prepared to give over to him any o f the nations o f the world that son 
might wish to leave behind to his own progeny as part o f his kingdom and, 
even more the immediate point, that God is prepared to grant sufficient 
power to the king of Israel to smash his enemies with no more difficulty than 
it would take someone wielding an iron hammer to smash clay pots. The 
psalmist, having made his point very clearly, concludes with a series o f stern 
imperatives intended as good advice for the kings of the region still unclear 
on the basic concept: haskilu—be smart, hivasru—submit, Hvdu—serve God 
(and, one cannot keep from thinking, the anointed o f God) with awe, ¿filu 
bircadah—tremble before the Almighty (ditto), nashku var—pay homage to 
the king o f Israel, lest God doom you in a flash of divine wrath.9

Taken separately, the first and second psalms are easily readable as works 
unto themselves. But if put together, their lesson is no less trenchant than 
unexpected: the wise individuals who eschew the company of the wicked, 
who devote their waking hours to the contemplation of God’s word and who 
decline to sit in something called the council o f buffoons are those kings who 
submit to the rule o f Israel, while the wicked who will not survive judgment 
are the conspiratorial monarchs o f the region who refuse to accept that the 
king of Israel rules at the behest o f God.10 Indeed, the text actually makes the 
parallel almost obvious by suggesting that the wicked o f the first psalm and 
the rebellious kings of the second will meet the same unhappy fate: the last 
verse o f the first psalm notes that the way o f the wicked leads nowhere 
(Psalm 1:6, derekh reshacim toved), while the last verse of the second curses 
the seditious monarchs with precisely the same fate (Psalm 2:12: pen ye’enaf 
vetovdu derekh.)

However, the original unity o f the first and second psalms can be sug
gested—I stop short o f saying proven, although I find the evidence com
pelling—by more than the fact that, combined, they would then be precisely 
one-third and two-thirds of an eighteen verse poem, by the fact that they 
both end with the same curse and by the fact that they would then feature 
the chiastic use o f Jdshrei clauses at its beginning and end.

When analyzed using the technique developed by Jacob Bazak and pre
sented in his stunningly original Numeric Structures in the Psalms, the com
bined texts of the first and second psalms yield a poem easily interpretable as a 
single textual unit.11 If  words, for example, joined by a m akaf (a kind of 
masoretic hyphen) are considered single words (as the cantillation system rec
ognizes), then the combined texts o f the resultant poem has precisely 134 
words with the shem haw  ayah, the sacred four-letter name of God, at its very 
center.12 (The importance of the Tetragrammaton—the shem haw  ay ah—in 
the literary structure of the Psalms is one of the cornerstones o f Bazak’s work. 
He does not discuss its importance in the first and second psalms, possibly 
because its importance only becomes obvious if their texts are combined.) 
Moreover, the four-letter name is the seventeenth word in the psalm. If  an 
analogous seventeen-word unit is presumed to end the psalm as well, then 
what results between them are four textual units, the first and fourth of which
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have 26 words in them, corresponding to the ¿jematria of the divine name 
and the second and third o f which have 24 words each with the shem hav- 
vayah at their precise center. Also, the two sections o f 24 words with the shem 
haw  ay ah between them both start with the same Hebrew word, cal, and the 
two sections o f 26 words both start with the same Hebrew letter, het.u

None of this, o f course, is conclusive. It is clear, however, why a later edi
tor might have divided the original poem into two parts, even though it 
meant leaving the second psalm without a superscription: the resultant first 
psalm becomes an ode to righteousness and, as such, a fitting introduction to 
the Psalter taken as a whole, while the second psalm is left as a kind of cau
tionary ode to the folly o f sedition that stands more than well enough on its 
own. Indeed, anyone who has listened to Leonard Bernstein’s “Chichester 
Psalms” will not need to be convinced that the second psalm can make for 
stirring poetry without being led into by the first.

The resultant poem is not unique.14 Psalm 34, for example, consists of 
157 words, the middle one o f which is the shem haw  ay ah. And, indeed, 78, 
the number o f words that precede and follow it, is a multiple o f 26, the value 
o f the divine name in gematria. Similarly, the 23rd psalm consists o f two 
groups o f 26 words with the words “for You are with me” between them; 
the middle o f those three Hebrew words, ’atah, refers to God just as clearly 
as does the shem hawayah. The 92nd psalm is also built around this model 
and consists of two groups of 52 (2x26) words around the central phrase, 
“But You are forever exalted, Adonai,” in which the first and last words of 
the phrase are, precisely, ’atah and the shem hawayah.

None of this means that there necessarily really were only 147 poems in the 
copy o f the Book of Psalms that was in the possession of the author of the 
book of ’aggadeta in which Rabbi Joshua ben Levi peeked, of course, only 
that there could have been . . . only that there could well have been that many 
poems in that book without any of the material in our Psalter necessarily being 
absent. It is poindess to speculate about the contents of a book none o f us will 
ever see, but less so to wonder what connection might have led the author of 
that book to connect the psalms with Jacob in the first place.

Possibly, there is nothing too profound here— 147 is an unusual number 
and surely it would not have taken a great aggadic mind to notice that the 
book o f the Bible with the most chapters had precisely the same number of 
poems in it that Scripture says Jacob’s life had years. On the other hand, the 
two great themes o f the Psalter—the yearning for sensory, empirically real 
communion with God and the fear o f the violent, ruthless enemy—are mir
rored in the stories o f Jacob’s life far more precisely than in the tales of any 
other o f Israel’s famous ancestors. The only biblical personality other than 
David himself whose life combined those themes would be Moses (and, as 
noted above, rabbinic tradition did indeed make Moses and David into paral
lel figures for precisely that reason), but even Moses’ biography lacked the 
specific detail of rivalry between brothers—and the terror o f physical violence 
at the hands of one’s brother—that the Psalter stresses over and over was a
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prime cause o f the psalmists’ misery.15 Furthermore, the psalmists’ interest in 
Jacob is proven in the text o f the Psalter itself. Abraham is mentioned four 
times in the Psalms, three o f which are in the same poem .16 Isaac is only 
mentioned once.17 Jacob, on the other hand, is mentioned 34 times. (The 
name Israel appears almost twice that many times in the book, but, of course, 
most—but not all—of those references are to the nation, not the man.18) 
Indeed, there is even some reason to think that “Jacob” was one o f the 
names that the Levites, who identified themselves the most closely with the 
search for visual and auditory communion with God, used for themselves, as 
in the famous verse from the 24th psalm, “This is the generation that seeks 
Him, that seeks Your face, Jacob, selah.”19

From all this, we can learn several things. First, we can learn that rabbinic 
tradition can easily accommodate the notion that the received biblical text 
underwent development as it was transmitted from generation to generation. 
We can also learn that rabbinic traditions about the books of the Bible, includ
ing those that appear to be rooted in ulterior midrashic impetuses, may not be 
treated dismissively, as though they could not possibly preserve legitimate tra
ditions about the history of the text and inspirational insight regarding its 
authors and their motives. Most important, we can learn that the biblical text, 
for all it has been pored over for millennia, still has secrets of the most intimate, 
basic nature to reveal to people willing to follow the example o f the ancient 
sofrim and count the words of Scripture . . . forwards and backwards, too.20

NOTES

1. Midrash Tehillim 1:2, ed. Buber (Vilnius, 1891), p. 3, cf. the way David and Moses are 
presented as parallel figures at 2 Chronicles 8:13-14 and 23:18 as noted by Nahum Sarna in his 
On the Book of Psalms: Exploring the Prayers of Ancient Israel (New York: Schocken, 1993; 1st 
ed. under the title Songs of the Heart: An Introduction to the Book of Psalms), p. 17.

2. Yerushalmi J. Shabbat 16:1, 15c; Massekhet Sofrim 16:11; Midrash Tehillim 22:19, ed. 
Buber (Vilnius, 1891), p. 190 (and cf. the reference to there being 147 psalms in Midrash Tehillim 
104:2, ed. cit., p. 439); Talkut Shimoni to Psalm 22, §685 and the Tosafot to BT Pesahim 117a, 
s.v. hakhigarsinan shecomdim beveit Hashem, etc.; the comments o f Radak to Ps 2:1, ed. A. Darom 
(Jerusalem, 1974), p . l l .  The words in italics are more commentary than translation.

3. Whether the darshan would have considered King David to be the editor of the Psalms 
who scrupled to present precisely 147 poems in his book, or just the author of most—or even 
all—of its chapters, is not crucial, although the talmudic tradition preserved at B. Baba Batra 
15a has no difficulty presenting David as the editor o f the entire Psalter. In later times, the clas
sical commentators also found it reasonable to imagine David as the editor o f the Psalter 
despite the fact that so many of its poems are attributed to other personalities because they con
sidered David to have been a prophet working under divine inspiration. See, for example, Saa- 
dia’s first introduction to the Book o f Psalms printed in his commentary to that biblical book, 
ed. and trans. Y. Kafih (Jerusalem, 1966), p. 28, or Rashi’s comment to Psalm 72:20 and cf. 
the comments o f Ibn Ezra about the prophetic nature o f the book in his introduction to the 
Psalms as described in detail by Uriel Simon in the fourth chapter of his Four Approaches to the 
Book of Psalms: From Saadiah Gaon to Abraham ibn Ezra, trans. Lenn J. Schramm (Albany: 
State University o f  New York Press, 1991.) The appendices to Simon’s book present the first 
Hebrew edition and an English translation o f the so-called “first recension” of Ibn Ezra’s intro
duction to the Psalms, as well as the Hebrew text and an English translation of the more famil
iar “second recension.”
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4. The text is difficult, but the acrostic pattern is still obvious; the ninth psalm covers the 
letters aleph through kaf (but there is no dalet verse between verses 6 and 7) and the tenth 
starts with a lamed verse and ends with verses covering the letters kof through tav. Where the 
five verses corresponding to the missing letters mem through tzadi went is a good question.

5. If the seventh and eighth verses o f Psalm 42 are combined (as their meaning suggests 
they ought be) and the superscription is ignored, then the refrain appears in the fifth, tenth and 
fifteenth verses o f the resultant poem.

6. B. Berakhot 9b.
7. The text goes on to note that Rabbi Judah’s feeling about the significance o f Psalm 

104:35 coming at the end of 103 psalms is reflective o f the same understanding that Psalms 1 
and 2 are a single poem.

8. B. Berakhot 9b-10a. Cf. the comment o f the Tosafot ad loc., s.v. kol parashah she-hayah 
haviv cal david, in which it is noted that there would be only this one poem in the Psalter that 
actually begins and ends with ashrei if the first and second psalms were combined, and cf. their 
comments also to B. Megillah 17b, s.v. david ki amarah.

9. Translating the obscure expression nashku var in light o f Ibn Ezra’s comments ad locum, 
including his fascinating cross-cultural observation about the way homage was paid in his day to 
the maharajas o f India.

10. Presumably ancient readers versed in the geopolitics o f  the day would immediately 
have known which international council the poet was mocking with his reference to a council 
o f buffoons.

11. Jacob Bazak, Hakishut Hamispari Batehillim: Mizmorei Tehillim Mutzagim Umevo’arim 
Le’or Hameimad Hamispari Hanistar (Jerusalem: Reuben Mass, 1999).

12. 134 being an even number, the Tetragrammaton is one word too close to the begin
ning o f the poem. Perhaps the makaf that precedes it has crept in uninvited to the phrase that 
by analogy follows, ve’al-meshiho. If that were so, then the poem would have an odd number of 
words and the shem hawayah would be in the precise center.

13. The fourth section actually starts with vecal, but I suppose the poet would have consid
ered that a word with a prefix rather than two separate words. The first section starts with the 
letter ,aleph and the last one would too if one o f the makaf hyphens in verses 11 or 12 o f Psalm 
2 were extraneous.

14. The examples that follow are all taken from the second chapter o f Bazak’s amazing book.
15 For a discussion o f the specific theme o f the psalmists’ betrayal by people they would

normally have thought o f as brethren, see my essay, “Breaking the Teeth of the Enemy,” Con
servative Judaism 52:3 (Spring 2000), pp. 52-57.

16. Psalm 47:10 and 6, 9, 42 and 105.
17. Psalm 105:9, spelled with the Hebrew letter sin instead o f tzadi, as at Jeremiah 33:26 

or Amos 7:9 & 16.
18. The name Israel is used of the man, e.g., at Psalm 53:7 or 105:23.
19. Psalm 24:6. For a longer discussion of the names that the psalmists used to describe them

selves, see my Travels on the Road Not Taken (London, Ontario: Moonstone, 1997), pp. 43-^7.
20. Taking sofrim, probably a bit fancifully, to mean “counters”, i.e., of the words and let

ter of Scripture, as at B. Kiddushin 30a and similarly in the Midrash Tanhuma to parashat 
Beshallah, chapter 16.
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