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CHAPTER III

INDIVIDUAL LAMENTS: 
SUPPLICANT OBJECT OF DIVINE ANGER

In this chapter we investigate the theology of divine anger in the five individual laments employing basic vocabulary for divine anger, where the Israelite suppli​cant views himself as the object of that anger, namely Psalms 6, 38, 77, 88, and 102.
 These Psalms provide indisputable examples of the kinds of questions and concerns regarding God’s anger which are found in other individual laments of this type.

Psalm 6

In Psalm 6 an individual Israelite prays for healing from a wasting disease.
 The Psalm is of uncertain date.
 
Vocabulary

We encounter wrath terminology in prominent position in the very opening verse (2). There the psalmist prays:

0 LORD, rebuke me not in thy anger (אף) 
nor chasten me in thy wrath (חמה).

Kraus comments: “Für das Verständnis des ganzen Ps entscheidend ist die Tatsache: Der Beter weiss sich unter dem Zorne Gottes stehend.”
 The use of anger terminology is unexceptional, occurring in the most common order, as established in Chapter II.

Manifestations

For our purposes Psalm 6 is most helpful in suggesting various common manifestations of divine anger, such as physical illness, mental distress (grief, fear), death (actual or threatened), triumph of one’s enemies, and sep​aration from God. For example, that the divine anger manifested itself as physical illness appears to be indicated in the petition of verse 3:

Be gracious to me, 0 LORD, for I am languishing; 
0 LORD, heal me, for my bones are troubled.

As Sabourin comments, “Taken literally words like ‘I am languishing,’ ‘heal me,’ and the allusion to threatening ‘death’ [verses 4-5] point to physical illness.”

Mental distress (grief, fear) is indicated as a manifestation of the divine anger in verses 4,7-8. In verse 4 the psalmist exclaims “My soul also is sorely troubled.” In hyperbolical language he describes his grief in verses 7-8:

I am weary with my moaning;

every night I flood my bed with tears; 
I drench my couch with my weeping.

My eye wastes away because of grief,

it grows weak because of all my foes.

The psalmist alludes to the threatened triumph of his enemies in verses 9 and 11. In this instance the triumph is not to be realized. He exclaims:

Depart from me, all you workers of evil; for the Lord 
has heard the sound of my weeping. . . . All my ene​mies 
shall be ashamed and sorely troubled.

That God’s wrath implies separation from God is indi​cated by the plea in verse 5: “Turn, 0 LORD; save my life.” Kraus observes : “Zorn Gottes bedeutet class Jahwe sich von einem Menschen abwendet, ihn verlässt und verstösst (Ps 27:9).”

Thus Psalm 6 links the experience of divine anger with such manifestations as physical illness, mental dis​tress (grief, fear), death, triumph of one’s enemies, and separation from God.

Cause
Undefined sin is implied as the cause of divine an​ger, most interpreters agree. Nothing is made explicit: there is neither confession of guilt nor proclamation of innocence. However, as Sabourin remarks, the suppliant’s sinfulness is “implied by the statement on divine wrath (verse 2), seemingly justified.”

In addition to the common Old Testament linking of sin, sickness and wrath,
 the hyperbolical description of the psalmist’s tears, followed by the sudden assurance of answered prayer in verses 7-8, 9-11, probably implies repen​tance, and not just misery.
 The fact that Psalm 6 leaves these matters undefined may be a further indication of its earlier date.

Divine attributes

Psalm 6 also sheds some light on the question of the divine characteristics, or attributes, associated with an​ger. Kraus remarks, “In seinem Zorn erweist Jahwe sich

als Richter. יכח heisst in seiner Grundbedeutung: ‘das Richteramt ausüben. ‘”
 This understanding is re​flected in the New English Bible translation of verse 12:

0 LORD, do not condemn me (יכח) in thy anger, 
do not punish (יסר) me in thy fury.

Anger, then, in Psalm 6 is that which motivates God to exercise his judicial functions of condemnation and pun​ishment. The Psalm implies a contrast between anger and healing (רפא), motivated by divine grace (חנן) in verse 3, and with delivering and saving, motivated by God’s steadfast love (חסד) in verse 5. Thus it is primarily with God’s activity as judge that we must associate the divine anger in Psalm 6.

Purposes

If this conclusion is correct, it is evident that the immediate purpose of the divine anger in Psalm 6 is puni​tive, as the New English Bible translation cited above makes clear. However, we may also detect in the plea of verses 5-6 an additional and more ultimate purpose: the enhancement of God’s glory, accomplished by the praise of the psalmist, purged from sin and grateful for his rescue from Sheol:

Come back, 0 LORD; set my soul free.

deliver me for thy love's sake. 
None talk of thee among the dead;

who praises thee in Sheol? (New English Bible)

Westermann has well expounded the centrality of this motif in the Psalter and biblical theology as a whole:

Where there is life, there is praise. . .
There 
cannot be such a thing as true life without praise. 
Praising and no longer praising are related to each 
other as are living and no longer living.

In the light of this perspective we may perceive that man’s life ultimately may be sanctified and enriched through a deeper experience of God’s grace and forgiveness. Such a disciplinary, sanctifying function may be viewed as a secondary purpose of the experience of divine anger in Psalm 6.
 The lament expresses that turning point in human experience in which the psalmist forsakes all sin, consecrates and entrusts himself anew to a merciful God, and comes confidently to anticipate the renewal of his existence in the praise and enjoyment of God’s favor.

Covenant theology

Psalm 6 also casts some light on the question of the relation between divine anger and the covenant. It is noteworthy that Yahweh, the preferred covenantal name for God,
 is used exclusively and with great relative fre​quency (8 times in verses    2-5,9-10). Moreover, the divine attributes invoked (חנן, חסד) are those prominent in the covenant promise of forgiveness (Ex. 34:7-8). The enemies of the psalmist are expected to suffer the punishment threatened in the covenant to the enemies of God’s people (verses 8-10; compare Lev. 26:7-8; Deut. 28:7; 32:30). In this context, then, although the word covenant does not occur, it does not seem amiss to understand the experience of divine wrath in the light of the theology of the cove​nant. Whether the covenanted promise of forgiveness is repeated in priestly oracle or simply recalled and believed through the inward illumination of faith, that promise best explains the dramatic transition between verses 8 and 9.
 The psalmist experiencing the wrath threatened in the cove​nant repents, puts his trust in the covenant promises of forgiveness and pleads that Yahweh as covenant suzerain and judge redirect his wrath toward his enemies (compare Ps. 79:5-6 with 6:4). Kissane points out that the verb “troubled” (בהל) used in verses 3 and 4 to describe the psalmist’s own experience is repeated in verse 11 with reference to the enemies.

Temporal aspects

As for the temporal implications of the divine anger, it is evident that anger, although endured for some time (compare “every night,” verse 7), is not to be experienced eternally by the psalmist himself. Commenting on the psalmist’s question in verse 4, Gonzalez well remarks: “The help requested was already guaranteed by the divine attributes invoked; the question was only ‘How long?’”

Averting

Psalm 6 finally sheds significant light on the ques​tion concerning the way divine anger may be averted. In view of the dramatic change to a note of triumph in verses 9-11, the psalmist’s answer apparently would be: through prayer, as a cultic act.
 If it is correct to under-stand the language about tears in verses 7-8 as implying not only misery but genuine repentance, then the cultic act of prayer must not be understood as mere empty form. Kissane well summarizes this aspect of our study when he comments: “To obtain relief from suffering and be fully restored to God’s favour, it was necessary to repent and beg pardon for sin (cf. Job 5:8; 8 : 5ff . ; 36 : 8ff .) .”

Conclusion

We may summarize our conclusions on Psalm 6 regarding divine anger as follows: (1) The terms for divine anger are the most common ones and used in the usual order in parallelism; (2) God’s anger manifests itself in such things as physical illness, mental distress, death, tri​umph of one’s enemies, and separation from God; (3) Sin, in this Psalm left undefined, probably is understood as the cause of God’s anger; (4) The immediate purpose of anger in Psalm 6 is punitive, expressing God’s reaction to sin as righteous judge; sanctification of the individual through the discipline of suffering may also be involved (Sanders); however, the ultimate purpose suggested is the enhancement of God’s glory through the praise of the repentant psalmist; (5) It is implied that God’s anger is asso​ciated with his judicial activity as judge and covenant suzerain, but the terms for righteousness are not explicitly used. God’s wrath is contrasted with healing, grace, and steadfast love; (6) The theology of the covenant stands as significant but implicit background to the psalmist’s un​derstanding of divine anger; (7) The anger experienced by the psalmist himself is only temporal (verse 4); but no end is suggested regarding the judgment to be experienced by his enemies; (8) The temporary suffering of divine an​ger is averted through prayer of lament expressing sincere repentance.

Psalm 38 
Vocabulary

Psalm 38 forms something of a companion piece to Psalm 6, beginning with an almost identical petition re​garding divine anger, but with the substitution of קצף for אף in verse 2a. Explicit wrath terminology occurs not only in verse 2 but also in verse 4:

0 LORD, rebuke me not in thy anger (קצף)

nor chasten me in thy wrath (חמה):

For thy arrows have sunk into me

and thy hand has come down on me.

There is no soundness in my flesh because of thy 
indignation (זעם);

there is no health in my bones because of my sin.

The use of the terms for divine anger illustrates certain patterns established in Chapter II. The substi​tution of קצף for אף (of Ps. 6:2) may indicate the later date of Psalm 38.  קצף is favored by later writers, par​ticularly Zechariah 1-8 and the Chronicler, and in the Pentateuch is especially a priestly term, often indi​cating the sudden outbreak of divine anger provoked by cultic-type sins. It is thus appropriately followed in Ps. 38:2 by a reference to arrows, possibly suggesting the swiftness of Yahweh’s destructive onslaught. קצף elsewhere parallels חמה only in Is. 34:2, where it simi​larly precedes חמה and is followed by a reference to slaughter. The use of חמה (venomous anger?) is espe​cially appropriate in context with arrows.

There is no particular indication in Psalm 38 that זעם is used to indicate anger in its verbal activity, as is often the case. The explanation of its use here may be rather in its occasional connection with weapons (Is. 13:5; Jer. 50:25). In Hab. 3:11-12 it occurs with reference to Yahweh’s arrows and spear, symbolical of lightning.

Cause

While the author of Psalm 6 neither protested his innocence nor made explicit confession of sin, the author of Psalm 38 virtually does both! The link between his experience of divine wrath and his sinfulness is made ex​plicit in verse 4, and he further refers to his sinfulness in verses 5-6 and 19. However, in verse 21, faced with

the malicious charges of his enemies, the psalmist protests his (relative) innocence:

Those who render me evil for good

are my adversaries because I follow after good.

This prompts Kissane to conclude that the author is “not one of the ‘wicked,’. . . The sins for which he begs pardon are sins of ignorance or inadvertence.”
 
Manifestations

The principal manifestation of divine anger in Psalm 38 is physical illness. The relation between the psalm​ist’s illness and divine anger first becomes explicit in verse 4:

There is no soundness in my flesh because of thy 
indignation;

there is no health in my bones because of my sin.

The author refers repeatedly to his physical suffering throughout the Psalm (verses 6-9,12,18). Kraus comments:

Krankheit and Unglück gelten als Wirkungen des 
Zornes Yahwehs. . . . Krankheit ist im AT also nicht 
anonymes Verhängnis, sondern Reaktion Gottes auf ein 
schuldhaftes Vergehen.

Dahood finds additional reference to sickness in the reference to the divine arrows (verse 3). He concludes that the background of the imagery is to be found in the Canaanite god of pestilence, “Resheph the archer” or “Resheph of the arrow.” This imagery is utilized, Dahood suggests, “to express the belief that illness comes from Yahweh,”
 While Dahood’s interpretation is possible, comparison of biblical texts in which the imagery of divine arrows is used prompts us to conclude with Sabourin that it may be better to take the arrows as symbolizing generally “God-sent trials.”

Although physical illness is the most prominent mani​festation of divine anger in Psalm 38, considerable stress is also placed on the author’s mental distress (verses 7, 9-11). The threatened triumph of his enemies is mentioned in verses 13,17, and 20-21. Dahood points out:

The common belief that illness was a punishment for 
sin was an unexcelled opportunity to the psalmist’s 
enemies, ever eager to slander, to speculate on the 
nature of his guilt.

The triumph of his enemies would imply the psalmist’s death (verse 13). Isolation and loneliness are mentioned in verse 12:

My friends and companions stand aloof from my plague, 
and my kinsmen stand afar off (compare Luke 23:49).

Most feared of all, however, is the threatened sepa​ration from God himself (verse 22):

Do not forsake me, 0 LORD!

0 my God, be not far from me!

Purposes

As in the case of Psalm 6, the immediate purpose of the divine anger in Psalm 38 is punitive, as the New English Bible makes clear in its rendering of verse 2:

0 LORD do not rebuke me in thy anger, 
nor punish me in thy wrath.

This understanding of the verse fits well with the author’s repeated explicit references to his sinfulness.
 As Gonzalez concludes:

In the first supplication (v. 1), at the same time 
that the dominant tone is defined, the principal 
motifs of the psalm are already implied or expressed: 
sin, the wrath of God and punishment.

Delitzsch points out additional evidence for the punitive purpose of the divine anger in the reference in verse 3 to God’s hand, which the psalmist says “has come down on me.” Comparing references in Ps. 32:4 and Ps. 39:11 to God’s hand, Delitzsch concludes that the reference is to “God’s punishing hand, which makes itself felt in dispensing punishment.”


However, as in the case of Psalm 6 we also find indi​cations that the ultimate purpose of the expression of divine anger in Psalm 38 is that God may be glorified. Thus, in verse 10 the author interrupts his lament to reflect on Yahweh’s awareness and loving concern for him in his suffering; in verse 16 he expresses his confident expectation of a positive answer to his prayer; and in verse 23 he concludes:

Make haste to help me, 
0 Lord, my salvation.

On this last verse Spurgeon comments: “Faith foresees the blessed issue of all her pleas, and in this verse begins to ascribe to God the glory of the expected mercy.”
 
Divine, attributes

Concerning the divine attributes Psalm 38 says little explicitly. However, by the frequent acknowledgement of his sinfulness
 the author implicitly underscores the justice of God's anger mentioned in verses 2 and 4. And the same verses (10,16,22-23) that suggest an ultimate positive purpose of glorifying God also imply that God is a God of grace and forgiveness even when he manifests anger. Were this not true the supplication of verse 2 and confession of verse 19 would be meaningless. But as Kissane remarks concerning verse 2, the psalmist “acknowl​edges the justice of his chastisement by God, but begs for mercy.”
 Similarly Leupold finds that “We have here that famous paradox of appealing to God who is merciful against God who is angry.”

Covenant theology

While not particularly prominent in this Psalm 38, covenantal motifs and associations are present. For instance, we may note the author’s preference for what are probably covenantal expressions for God: “Yahweh” (verses 2,16,22) and “my God” (verses 16,22).
 Also the definite understanding of divine anger as punishment for sin may point to a covenantal understanding.
 Positively, the psalmist’s expectation of forgiveness and help (verses 19, 23), positive answer to his prayer (verse 15), frustration of the plans of his enemies (verse 17) and calling God “my salvation” (verse 23)--all may point to the covenant as implicit background to the psalmist’s thought.

Averting

Psalm 38 suggests several means of averting the divine anger. Basically these may be summarized as prayer in which sin is frankly confessed and lamented, with gen​uine repentance and trust in divine mercy. Thus, in verse 19 the psalmist exclaims:

I confess my iniquity,

I am sorry for my sin.

Kissane comments: “He has confessed his sin and mani​fested his sorrow, and so has fulfilled the conditions necessary for pardon.”
 Gonzalez even goes so far as to say: “Of the penitential psalms . . . this one, along with Ps. 51, is perhaps the one which evidences the pro​foundest sense of penitence.”
 And regarding the last verse of the Psalm Delitzsch says:

He closes . . . with sighs for help. No lighting up 
of the darkness of wrath takes place. The fides 
supplex is not changed into fides triumphans. But 
the closing words, “O Lord, my salvation” . . . show 
[that] true repentance has faith within itself.

Weiser also speaks of the Psalm’s “witness to the strong power of a sincere and patient trust in God springing from true repentance.”
 
Temporal aspects

Concerning the temporal aspects of the divine anger Psalm 38 says nothing explicit. The author’s supplication (verse 2) and expectation of a positive reply (verses 16, 23) suggest that he did not expect to experience the divine anger as permanently enduring in his own case, although it may well have been viewed as permanent in the case of his enemies.

Conclusion

Our conclusions regarding divine anger in Psalm 38 may be summarized as follows: (1) The terms follow patterns observed in Chapter II and may indicate a late date; (2) God’s anger manifests itself particularly as physical illness, but also in mental distress, triumph of enemies, isolation from friends, separation from God and implicitly death; (3) The author’s sin is explicitly indicated as the cause of God’s anger; (4) The immediate purpose of God’s anger is punitive, but the ultimate purpose, as in the case of Psalm 6, is that God may be glorified and praised; (5) the Psalm says little regarding the divine attributes but implies that God’s anger is an expression of just punishment and to be contrasted with his grace and for​giveness; (6) Covenant motifs and associations, while not prominent, are present in the context; (7) The divine an​ger is to be averted through prayer in which sin is con​fessed and lamented, with repentance and trust in divine mercy; (8) The anger experienced by the psalmist himself may be only temporary; the fate of his enemies is left un​determined.

Psalm 77

Individual and communal features of the lament are so mixed in Psalm 77 that commentators do not agree as to whether it should be considered an individual or communal lament. Leslie
 follows Mowinckel
 and understands the Psalm as communal. Sabourin likewise classifies the Psalm as communal and concludes: “The speaker is the representative of the people.”
 Among those who follow Gunkel
 in classifying the Psalm as individual are Kraus,
 and Dahood.
 Weiser similarly takes this posi​tion and explains the relation of individual and communal elements by saying that 

here the subject of the lament is not personal suf​fering, 
such as the illness or persecution of the 
worshipper, but the affliction of the people that 
became the occasion for a crisis in the worshipper’s 
own, faith.

Recent studies still have not reached any consensus on the date of Psalm 77. Sabourin declares in favor of a postexilic date.
 Leslie follows Mowinckel 
 in finding evidence for a North Israelite origin in the reference to Jacob and Joseph (verse 16) and prefers a date shortly before the fall of Samaria.
 However, Helen Jefferson, in a careful linguistic study of the Psalm con​cluded that while the Psalm as a whole may well be pre-exilic, at least two sections are very early.
 Dahood says that “a tenth-century date . . . does not seem unlikely.”
 
Vocabulary--attributes

Wrath terminology occurs at the climax of the series of five questions in verses 8-10 (and if Dahood is correct, also at the beginning of the series in verse 8):

Will the Lord spurn (זנח[Dahood: “be angry”]) for ever,

and never again be favorable (רצה) ?

Has his steadfast love (חסד) for ever ceased? 
Are his promises (אמר) at an end for all time? 
Has God forgotten to be gracious (חנן)?

Has he in anger (אף) shut up his compassion (רחם)?

This context is most instructive in its association of the divine anger with a variety of contrasting attributes. It thus becomes evident that the divine anger is to be contrasted with his being favorable (רצה), showing stead-fast love (חסד), being gracious (חנן), and expressing compassion (רחם). The immediate relation of anger (אף) with compassion (רחם), a strongly emotional term, indi​cates that the divine anger is likewise here a strongly emotional reaction, and not merely a rational or voluntary opposition to sin.

The latter verses of the Psalm may suggest an indi​rect relationship between the divine anger and holiness, as we read in verse 14:

Thy way, O God, is holy.

What god is great like our God?

Delitzsch comments:

Holy and glorious in love and in anger, God goes 
through history, and shows Himself there as the 
incomparable One, with whose greatness no being . . 
can be measured.

The direct connection, of course, is not with the anger terminology of verses 8-10, but between God’s holiness and the attributes contrasting with anger in those verses. However, the description of God’s wondrous deeds of re​demption, detailed in verses 15-17, includes theophanic elements (arrows, lightning) commonly associated with God’s wrath, and this fact lends some credence to Delitzsch’s interpretation.

Covenant theology

The association of divine anger with God’s steadfast love (חסד) and promises (אמר) would seem to indicate covenantal associations in this context, a conclusion further supported by the succeeding meditation on the traditions of the exodus (verses 14-16), theophany (verses 17-19), and crossing of the Red Sea (verses 20-21). As expected in the Elohistic Psalter, Elohim is the preferred name for God (verses 2a,2b,4a,14b,17a). Adonai is used twice (verses 3a,8a), El 3 times (verses 10a,14b,15a), Elyon once (verse 11b) and Yah once (verse 12a). Israel is twice referred to as “thy people” (verses 16a,21a).

Manifestations

Psalm 77 is not particularly helpful in elucidating the manifestations of divine anger. Sabourin refers to “the precarious situation of the nation”
 as the histor​ical context of the lament, while Mowinckel thinks it possible “that the whole people has been struck with di​saster.”
 The psalmist refers vaguely to “the day of my trouble” in verse 3, and in verses 2-7 generally elaborates upon his mental distress. However, these expressions may well be interpreted as the psalmist’s reaction to the nation’s experience of divine anger, and not necessarily as themselves to be included among the manifestations of wrath in this context. The references to the redemption from Egypt (verse 16) and God’s subsequent leading of his people (verse 21) may indicate some apparent failure on God’s part to redeem and lead his people. The most that can be said is that Israel’s previous experience of God’s unique redemptive power (verses 14-16), presence in the​ophany (verses 12-19), and guidance of his people (verses 20-21) is here contrasted with some present disaster or threatened disaster that is understood as a possible ex​pression of divine anger.

Temporal aspects

At first glance it may appear that with his five questions in verses 8-10 the author of Psalm 77 seriously contemplated the possibility that God’s anger could be experienced as an eternal reality, even by the covenant people. However, this conclusion is contradicted by the expectation (or experience, following New English Bible) of a positive answer to his prayer indicated in the opening verse, as well as by the positive direction of the Psalm as a whole, which comes to rest on a concluding hymn of praise (verses 12-21). The context, then, would seem to indicate that the five questions of verses 8-10 represent expression of temporary doubt, now swallowed up by the present deepening of faith. Spurgeon may even be correct when he says: “The argument of this passage assumes very much the form of a reductio ad absurdum.”
 Kissane, sim​ilarly, concludes: “The questions are equivalent to neg​ative statements. The psalmist . . . rejects the thought that God can have changed.”

Cause

In the case of Psalm 77 we find no particular indi​cation regarding the cause of the divine anger. As Leupold says:

Mention should be made of the rather striking fact 
that there is nothing in the psalm which suggests a sense o ;
sinfulness on the part of the writer or nation.

And just as the cause of the divine anger in the psalmist’s experience remains shrouded in the mystery of holiness, so do the possible purposes of that anger.

Averting

The fact of the psalmist’s positive expectation (verse 2) and concluding expression of faith and praise (verses 12-21) may indicate that sincere prayer including both lament and hymn, as exemplified in this Psalm itself, can lead to the averting of divine anger.

Conclusion

The theology of Psalm 77 regarding divine anger may be summarized as follows: (1) God’s anger manifests it-self in some undefined trouble, and possibly in the psalm​ist’s mental distress provoked by national disaster; (2) There is no explicit indication of sin, either personal or national, as the cause of God’s anger here; (3) Nothing is said regarding possible purposes of God’s anger; (4) The Psalm is most instructive in its association of the divine anger with a variety of contrasting attributes, namely God’s favor, grace, steadfast love, and compassion; the contrast of anger with compassion suggests a strong emo​tional connotation for anger here; there is also a possible positive association between anger and holiness; (5) Cov​enantal motifs and associations are fairly prominent in the Psalm; (6) God’s anger is to be averted through be​lieving prayer, including both lament and praise; (7) The 
psalmist expresses hope that the experience of God’s anger will be only temporary.

Psalm 88

Psalm 88 is generally understood to be a lament of a desolate man in mortal illness, whose life has been marked by suffering from his youth (verse 16). Its similarity to the book of Job in both language and dismal tone have long been recognized. Those who venture to date the Psalm usu​ally consider it postexilic.

Vocabulary

At two points, in verses 8 and 17, the author uti​lizes explicit wrath terminology to summarize his bitter experiences. Verse 8 may be translated as follows:

Your deadly wrath (חמה) weighs heavily upon me, 
      and with all your outbursts of anger (משבר, plural) you afflict me.

The use of חמה is particularly appropriate following the description of Sheol in verses 4-7, since death is its common effect. The psalmist complains that God has put him

in the depths of Sheol (verse 7) and that his deadly wrath rests upon him like a great weight keeping him there. 
Verse 17 may be translated:

Thy burning furies (חרון, plural) have swept over 
(עבר) me

thy dread assaults have destroyed me.

Briggs notes that the phrase in verse 17 is a hapax legomenon and claims that the plural usage (חרוניך) “must mean wrath in its several manifestations or acts probably renewing the figure of breakers, v. 8.”
 However, since חרון normally means “burning anger,” it is not appropriate for the figure of breakers, and the recent tendency (Dahood, New English Bible) to find in משבר a term for anger undermines any link based upon supposed imagery of breakers. The juxtaposition of fire (verse 17) and flood (verse 18) in descriptions of anger is evident elsewhere (for example, Ps. 124:4-5).

Manifestations

Psalm 88 is particularly helpful in delineating com​mon manifestations of the divine anger, which the author senses as directed against himself, for as Weiser says, “in everything that sweeps over him like a flood threatening to destroy him, he discerns God’s incomprehen​sible wrath.”
 Thus, in verse 4a the psalmist mentions troubles, or evils (רעות). These include chronic illness (verse 16), the threat of imminent death (verses 4b-7, 11-13,16-17), mental distress, including both sorrow (verse l0a) and fear (verse 16b), isolation from friends (verses 9,19), and separation from God (verse 15).

Was the psalmist correct in interpreting these mani​festations as evidences of God’s anger against him? Sabourin would seem to question this, for he writes “The wrath of God is upon him, he thinks (vv. 8,15,17)” (emphasis mine).
 Against this view, however, we must note the author’s strong emphasis on God’s all-encompassing sovereignty. In phrases reminiscent of the book of Lamen​tations the psalmist writes:

Thou hast put me in the depths of the Pit (verse 7).



. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Thou hast caused my companions to shun me;

thou hast made me a thing of horror to them (verse 9; 
compare verses 15,19).

God is the personal agent directly responsible for the suf​fering.
 In the light of this emphasis on God’s sover​eignty so characteristic of biblical theology it seems

better to accept the conclusion of Leupold: “This was not a misapprehension of what was actually transpiring. God’s wrath was real to God’s saints, and they knew when it had hit them.”

Causes and purposes

Regarding the possible causes and purposes of the divine anger Psalm 88 says nothing definite. This, indeed, is the very heart of the author's problem, as we see in verse 15:

O LORD, why dost thou cast me off (זנח)?

Why dost thou hide thy face from me?

Kissane says that the theme “is the problem of the suf​fering of the just.”
 However, since the author does not, like Job, protest his innocence, but rather proclaims his ignorance of the cause of the divine anger, it would not be wise to deny any possible basis for the divine anger in unconscious sin.

While the possible purposes, like the causes for divine anger, remain obscure in this Psalm, verses 11-13 perhaps hint at an ultimate purpose in the glory of God:

Dost thou work wonders for the dead?

Do the shades rise up to praise thee? (verse 11)

As Kraus comments: “Die Not des Beters ist . . . deutlich sichtbar. Gott müsste ein Wunder tun.”
 The perfor​mance of such a miracle in saving one “afflicted and close to death from my youth up” (verse 16) would of course re​sult in great praise to God. And this great purpose of glorifying God, the Psalm perhaps hints, is the ultimate purpose in the present experience of the divine anger in all its manifestations.

Divine attributes

Psalm 88 does not explicitly link the divine anger with any particular attributes of God. However, in the questions the author directs to God in verses 11-13 it is implied that the prayed-for deliverance from divine anger would involve God’s manifesting of certain characteristics in contrast to the present actual experience of anger:

Dost thou work wonders for the dead?

Do the shades rise up to praise thee?

Is thy steadfast love (חסד) declared in the grave,

or thy faithfulness (אמונה) in Abaddon?

Are thy wonders known in the darkness,

or thy saving help (צדקה) in the land of

forgetfulness?

In Psalm 88 the divine anger thus stands in implied con​trast to the manifestation of God’s חסד, his אמונה and his צדקה, which might best be translated here as “redemptive righteousness.”
More notable, however, than the implied contrast with these ethical attributes is the positive link between the divine anger and divine power in Psalm 88. The power of God is emphasized in at least three ways in this Psalm. First, as we have already noted,
 God is portrayed as the active agent behind the manifold forms of the psalmist’s suffering (verses 7,9,15,19). Second, the psalmist evi​dently believes in God’s ability to answer his prayer (verses 2-3,10,14). Finally, God’s ability to perform miracles is stressed (verses 11,13). Such emphasis on divine omnipotence in the context of the references to divine anger well illustrates the more pointed stress on this relationship in Ps. 90:11:

Who considers the power (עז) of thy anger (אף),

and thy wrath (עברה) according to the fear of thee?

Covenant theology

It is difficult to say to what extent, if at all, it is legitimate to see the theology of the covenant as part of the background for the psalmist’s lament. Weiser, who more than most stresses the presence of covenant theology in the Psalter, finds this lament “unrelieved by a single ray of comfort or hope.”
 He finds the psalmist’s refer​ence in verse 2 to the “God of my salvation” (Masoretic Text) to be only a “vestige of his former religious expe​rience.”
 If this were true it would appear that the promises of the covenant had evaporated from the writer’s consciousness. This conclusion, however, appears belied by several observations. First is the reference to God’s steadfast love (חסד), faithfulness, and redemptive righ​teousness in verses 11-13. It is precisely the reflection on these characteristics that intensified the bewilderment expressed in the question of verse 15:

O LORD, why dost thou cast me off?

Why dost thou hide thy face from me?

Furthermore, the author’s strong sense of divine sover​eignty (verses 7,9,15,16-17,19), his repeated turning to God in prayer (verses 2—3,10,14), and his recognition of the possibility of a possible miraculous divine deliver​ance (verses 11-13)--all would seem to negate Weiser’s conclusion regarding the complete pessimism of the Psalm. Rather than a mere vestige of former experience, the au​thor’s experience of past salvation (verse 2) appears to form the basis for his present hope for future deliverance. It is true that the last word of the Psalm is “darkness” (verse 19), and there is no explicit expression of confi​dence that God will intervene in redemptive righteous​ness,
 but rather than despair we find throughout the Psalm a repeated turning to God with persistent prayer. As Kraus points out: “Der dunkelste aller alttestament​lichen Psalmen steht unter der Gewissheit: Du bist der ‘Gott meines Heils.’”
 If this is true, it is probable that the theology of the covenant with its promises should be viewed as forming an essential part of the conceptual background of the author. This conclusion may be strengthened by the fact that after the opening cry “O LORD, God of my salvation” (verse 2), the psalmist persis​tently addresses God with the covenant name, Yahweh (verses 10,14-15).

Temporal aspects--averting

Regarding the temporal factors of the divine anger nothing explicit is said in Psalm 88. It is evident, how-ever, that the author has long (verses 2,6,10) endured the experience of divine anger, even “from my youth” (verse 16), but that he hopes his present darkness will soon give way to light. The only hope for averting the divine anger suggested in Psalm 88 is repeated and persevering prayer (verses 2-3,10,14).

Conclusion

Our conclusions regarding divine anger in Psalm 88 may be summarized as follows: (1) The vocabulary for divine anger illustrates certain patterns established in Chapter II, but also evidences unique features to denote anger (use of משבר; חרון in plural); (2) God’s anger manifests itself in physical illness, imminent death, men​tal distress (sorrow and fear), isolation from friends, and separation from God. God is viewed as the agent di​rectly responsible for the suffering; (3) Regarding pos​sible causes for God’s anger the psalmist explicitly expresses his ignorance and bewilderment (verse 15); (4) God’s purposes similarly remain obscure, but there may be a hint at an ultimate purpose in the enhanced glory of God; (5) The divine anger is contrasted with God’s steadfast love, faithfulness and redemptive righteousness, and positively linked with God’s power; (6) Covenantal motifs and associations are present and form an essential part of the author’s conceptual background; the psalmist finds God’s wrath incomprehensible, but not necessarily irrational or malicious; (7) God’s anger is to be averted through repeated and persistent prayer; (8) Temporally, God’s anger has been long endured, but (contra Weiser) possibly may soon turn to favor.

Psalm 102

While there has been considerable discussion about the relation of the various elements in Psalm 102, it is generally agreed that the portion in which wrath terminology occurs (verses 2-12) may be classified as individual lament. Kraus points out that the latter verses of the Psalm contain “nicht nur hymnische . . . sondern auch praphetisch-weissagende Elemente.”
 Dahood adds that the lament should be classified as royal.
 However, the linguistic evidence he cites to support this conclusion is not particularly impressive and its weight in part depends on the prior acceptance of his classification as royal of several other Psalms (54, 61, 86, 138), which are usually not so classified.

Weiser holds that the Psalm is possibly preexilic,
 a conclusion that would fit well with Dahood’s classifica​tion of the Psalm as royal. Dahood himself, however, in his interpretation of the references to Zion’s stones and dust (verse 15) concludes that “Zion has been leveled by the foe,”
 an interpretation that would appear to contradict his classification of the Psalm as royal. It thus appears preferable to maintain the more common understand​ing of the Psalm as exilic.
 Kissane succinctly describes the situation when he writes: “This psalm is a lamentation of an exile stricken with a fatal disease, who feels that he will not survive to see the restoration of Sion.”

 Vocabulary

Wrath vocabulary occurs only in verse 11, as a kind of climax to the lament section of the Psalm:

10 
For I eat ashes like bread,

      and mingle tears with my drink

11 
because of thy indignation (זעם) and anger (קצף):

      for thou hast taken me up (נשא) and thrown me away (שלך, hiphil).

It is notable that the writer avoids both of the commoner words for wrath (אף and חמה). His selection may be a further indication of the exilic date of the Psalm.
 As is common in parallelism with other terms for divine an​ger, זעם stands first. Its frequent connotation of anger expressed in verbal activity may be suggested by the preceding reference to a curse (שבע, verse 9b). The power​ful verbs in verse 11b vividly express the writer’s sense of violent rejection and his own utter helplessness confronted with the power of the divine anger.
 Citing sim​ilar storm imagery in Job 27:21 and 30:22 Kraus comments: “Wie von einem gewaltigen Sturm ist er aufgehoben and auf die Erde geschmettert worden.”
84 If Kraus is correct in discerning storm imagery in verse 11b, it is appropriately linked with קצף, a noun indicating a violent outburst of divine anger. God’s direct agency is stressed in verse 11b and also in the breaking action in verse 24a. Descrip​tion of such violent action is to be expected in contexts employing קצף.

Manifestations

The principal manifestation of divine anger that we may positively identify in Psalm 102 is that of separation from God experienced in violent rejection (verses 11b,24a). This manifestation is evident not only in verse 11b (cited above), but also becomes prominent in the petition at the beginning of the lament in verse 3:

Do not hide thy face from me 
in the day of my distress!

There are also other facets of the psalmist’s experience that probably should be interpreted as manifestations of divine anger. Prominent among these is the threat of im​minent death evident in the five references to the tran​sitoriness of the author’s days (verses 4,12,24,25). The fear of death is prompted by the author’s illness, which was possibly of an intestinal nature,
 accompanied by intense fever (verse 4b), loss of appetite (verse 5b), loss of weight (verse 6). The physical symptoms are accompanied by severe mental distress, including an over​whelming sense of loneliness (verses 7-8), grief (verses 5a,6a,10), and even insomnia (verse 8a)! In addition we have the threatened triumph of the psalmist’s enemies (verse 9).

It may be questioned whether all these facets of the psalmist’s experience may legitimately be interpreted as manifestations of God’s anger. An alternative interpreta​tion would be to understand the manifestation of anger as limited to separation from God and see in the other facets of the writer’s experience simply unrelated circumstances, or (in the case of the diverse symptoms of mental distress) the psalmist’s personal reaction to his experience of God’s rejection. We would reject the alternative interpretation for several reasons. In the first place, it is common in other texts to find such experiences as illness explicitly linked to divine anger
 (for instance, with the psalmist’s concern for the transitoriness of his days we may compare Ps. 90:9-10: “all our days pass away under thy wrath”). Second, the petition in verse 3 that Yahweh not hide his face prepares us for a theological understanding of the succeeding description of the psalmist’s distress. Finally, a careful reading of the lament section (verses 2-12) re​veals the climactic character of the strong language of verse 11. These factors, we believe, justify the inter​pretation of the facets of the psalmist's experience in verses 4-10 as manifestations of the divine anger.
Causes

As to the cause of divine anger, Psalm 102, like Psalm 6, has traditionally been understood as a peniten​tial Psalm, yet nowhere does the author explicitly refer to his sinfulness. The understanding of the Psalm as penitential would seem to rest in large part upon the as​sumption that wherever there is reference to divine anger, human sinfulness is the cause. Sin as the cause of divine anger also may be implied by the reference to ashes and tears, common signs of repentance,
 in verse 9:

For I eat ashes like bread,

and mingle tears with my drink.

It is of course possible that the author's failure to mention explicitly his sinfulness stems from the fact that his sense of guilt is more corporate than individu​alistic (compare Ezra 9:10; Neh. 9:16; Dan. 9:8). If the author is indeed burdened more for corporate than for indi​vidual guilt this would help us to understand better the link between the individual lament (verses 2-12) and the focus upon Zion (verses 13-23) that prompts some commen​tators to deny the unity of the Psalm.

Purpose

The immediate purpose of God’s anger in Psalm 102 would appear to be punitive. This is indicated by the vigorous language of rejection in verse 11. As Weiser comments, the psalmist “cannot help discerning in his suffering the truth that he is not only forsaken by God but is punished by him.”
 However, in their present context the words of lament find their consummation in ex​pressions of praise to Yahweh for answered prayer and deliverance (verses 18-23). At least in its final form the Psalm thus hints at an ultimate purpose of praise to God in response to the manifestation of his character, and it is striking that this praise is to come not just from Israel but from the nations (verses 16,22-23).

Divine attributes

Concerning the attributes of Yahweh, the immediate context of the wrath vocabulary (verse 11b) suggests only that he punishes by violent rejection and separation (com​pare the heavens as cast off garments in verse 27). The overwhelming strength of the divine reaction in verse 11b as well as the psalmist’s expectation of answered prayer (verses 2-3,18) and vision of Yahweh’s eternal sovereignty (verses 13-29) all suggest a relation between God’s anger and his omnipotence. In the Psalm’s final form the au​thor’s experience of divine anger may be understood as contrasting with the expected expression of Yahweh's pity (רחם) and favor (חנן) to Zion (verse 14). Similarly, the hiding of God’s face in anger (verses 3,11) may be contrasted with the anticipated revelation of divine glory in theophany (verse 17; compare Is. 40:5).
 Also we may note that the experience of God who in anger violently re​jects, leaving the supplicant groaning and dying (verses 11-12) is contrasted with God who in his grace liberates those whom man has rejected and left to die (verse 21).

Covenant theology

The author of Psalm 102 nowhere refers explicitly to the covenant, and Weiser is apparently the only one among recent commentators who links the Psalm to the “feast of the renewal of the Covenant.”
 While this explicit cultic link has not won general acceptance, it is apparent that the Psalm abounds in motifs that are basic to the theology of the covenant. These include the stress on Yahweh as king (verses 13-23), the Israelites as his servants (verses 15,29), who with their children inherit certain promises regarding the land of Palestine (verse 29) and may expect their sovereign to heed their prayers. (verses 2-3,18), especially regarding his holy city Zion (verses 14,17,22), but who also purposes universal blessing of the nations in relation to Israel (verses 16-17,22-23).

In addition we may note the interest in God’s name (verses 13b,16a,22a), the fact that the author prefers the cov​enantal name Yahweh (verses ,13,16,17,20,22,23) or Yah (verse 19), or else speaks of “my God” (verse 25), and the fact that Yahweh’s favor to Zion is specifically linked (by covenantal promise?) to an “appointed time” (verse 14). The dramatic shift in mood and content in the Psalm might even be explained as indication that the psalmist’s fear of the threats in the Mosaic covenant is overcome by his faith in the promises regarding Zion in the Davidic covenant (compare verses 2-12 with 13-29).
 This concluding stress on the divine immutability (verse 28) thus would be more than a mere poetic contrast with all that is human or earthly. It would reflect rather the psalmist’s confidence that Yahweh would fulfill the prom​ises of the covenant, if not in his own lifetime, at least for his posterity (verse 29).

Temporal aspects

As for the temporal aspects of divine anger in Psalm 102, the psalmist stresses that though Yahweh is eternal (verses 13,25,27) and unchangeable (verse 28), the mani​festation of his anger either may end “speedily” (verse 3) , or be finalized in imminent death (verses 4,12,24-25), Concerning Zion, however, he is confident that the time is imminent for anger to change to favor (verse 14) and he looks forward to a time when the children of the covenant shall enjoy enduring favor with Yahweh in the light of his countenance (verse 29).

Averting

Thus, the author of Psalm 102, though overwhelmed by the fierceness with which Yahweh angrily rejected him (verses 4-12) did not expect this rejection necessarily to be final. In fact, as we have seen, though he feared im​minent death, he also nursed hopes of a speedy deliverance from his suffering (verse 3). This averting of divine an​ger he expected to result from his prayer (verses 2-3) that included both lament (verses 4-12,24-25a) and praise (verses 13,19-23,25b-28) and was the expression of genuine repentance (verse 10) and faith in the covenantal promises (verses 13-18,20-21,30).

Conclusion

The theology of divine anger in Psalm 102 may be sum​marized as follows: (1) The vocabulary for divine anger suggests a late date and follows patterns established in Chapter II; (2) God’s anger manifests itself particularly in the sufferer’s sense of violent rejection by and sepa​ration from God, and probably also in a variety of symptoms of physical illness, threat of imminent death, mental dis​tress (fear, loneliness, grief, insomnia), and threatened triumph of enemies; (3) Sinfulness, perhaps more corporate than individual, is probably implied to be the cause of God’s anger; (4) The immediate purpose of the divine anger is strongly punitive, but an ultimate purpose of glorifying God is also intimated; (5) God's anger is associated with his omnipotence and contrasted to his pity and favor to Zion and the decisive revelation of God’s glory in theoph​any; (6) The Psalm abounds in covenantal motifs and asso​ciations; (7) God’s anger may be averted through prayer that encompasses lament and praise, and is motivated by repentance and faith; (8) For the psalmist himself, God’s anger may either terminate speedily or else be finalized in imminent death; concerning his posterity and Zion as a whole, however, the time is imminent for anger to change to enduring favor.

Conclusion

We have attempted something of a profile of conclu​sions regarding the theology of divine anger at the end of each of the five individual laments studied in this chapter. In addition the following may be suggested in the way of general and comparative conclusions:

1. The words for divine anger generally followed the usage patterns and illustrated the meanings as developed in Chapter II. Sometimes the words for anger stood in introductory (Psalms 6, 38) or climactic (Psalm 102) posi​tions and obviously were of major import for the theology of the entire Psalm. It is notable that these Psalms use only nouns, never verbs, to describe God’s anger. The vocabulary of Psalm 88 (משבר, חרון, plural) was somewhat distinctive, since these forms do not occur to designate anger elsewhere.

2. It is notable that in only one of the Psalms studied (Psalm 38) does the author explicitly confess sin as the cause of divine anger (and even then he simulta​neously protests his innocence regarding the false charges of his foes!). In Psalm 6 sin may well be implied as the cause of divine anger, but Psalm 77 is notable for the

absence of any indication of sense of sin; Psalm 102 may only imply a sense of corporate guilt; and Ps. 88:15 ex​plicitly raises the question “Why?” regarding the experi​ence of God’s anger. Thus, while at no point do these Psalms charge God with acting capriciously or irrationally in the fashion of pagan deities, neither do they make a simple moralistic equation of sin and suffering. Rather do they recognize that frequently the human experience of suffering and divine anger remains shrouded in mystery.

3. The Psalms of this chapter were rich in sug​gesting a wide variety of manifestations of divine anger, and a certain pattern was common to four of the five Psalms. Psalms 6, 38, 88, and 102 all indicated that God’s anger manifested itself and was experienced in phys​ical illness, emotional or psychological distress (grief, fear, loneliness--even insomnia in Ps. 102:8!), imminent death, triumph of enemies (exception: Psalm 88), and sep​aration from God. Psalm 38 was especially explicit in linking divine anger with sickness caused by sin. Psalm 77 did not follow the common pattern but spoke of some undefined trouble, probably a national disaster, and the emotional distress evoked in the psalmist.

4. Concerning the divine attributes, Psalms 6 and 38 followed a similar pattern appealing from God who as judge punishes sin (justice implied, but not stated) to God as gracious savior. Psalms 88 and 102 were notable for stressing the connection between God’s anger and his omnipotence (in which he is viewed as active agent in in​flicting suffering). However, the Psalms in this chapter were most notable for the great variety of terms used to describe the divine characteristics contrasting with God’s anger. Thus anger was contrasted in three Psalms (6, 77, 88) with God’s covenant mercy (חסד), in three Psalms (6, 77, 102) with his gracious activity (חנן), and in two Psalms (77, 102) with his compassion (רחם). Especially in Psalm 77 it was evident that anger was understood in strongly emotional terms. In Psalm 88 God’s anger is con​trasted with his faithfulness (אמונה) and redemptive righteousness (צדקה). The contrast with redemptive righ​teousness, of course, is particularly notable, since else-where (Psalm 7) God’s anger is linked directly with his punitive righteousness as judge.

5. The laments of this chapter were not particularly instructive regarding the purposes of divine anger. Pun​ishment seems to be suggested in Psalms 6, 38, and 102. The chastening and sanctifying of the psalmist may also be suggested in Psalms 6 and 38.. Psalm 77 says nothing re​garding possible purposes and Psalm 88 (see under causes) explicitly raises the question “Why?” without providing any answer. The ultimate purpose most often intimated, however, is that of glorifying God through the praise of the redeemed sufferer (Psalms 6, 38, 88?, 102). In Psalm 102

even the nations are to become involved in praising the God of Israel.

6. In none of the Psalms of this chapter was the covenant explicitly mentioned. However, covenant theology appeared to be implied in various ways in Psalms 6, 38, 77, and 102. Psalm 88 contained very few indications of covenantal thinking.

7. Temporally, the Psalms of this chapter sometimes indicate that God’s anger may be long endured (Psalms 88, 102, 6?), but never is it viewed as a permanent or eternal experience.

8. According to all the Psalms in this chapter God’s anger is to be averted through prayer (the laments hope to evoke a positive response from God). Often the prayer im​plies confession (Psalm 38), repentance (Psalms 6?, 38, 102), and faith (Psalms 38, 77, 102). While nothing is explicitly said in the texts about sacrifice (except in the title of Psalm 38), sacrifices are probably to be presupposed as accompanying any service of prayer or praise in the temple cult.

9. For the interpretation of New Testament theology, it is important to note that Jesus’ cry of dereliction on the cross (Mark 15:34), citing Ps. 22:2, utilizes language commonly associated in the Psalms with divine anger (“Why?”) and its manifestation in separation from God (Ps. 88:15).

� Also Psalm 86 is usually considered an individual Psalm of lament, but the only occurrence of basic vocab�ulary for divine anger is the phrase “slow to anger,” occurring in a hymnic portion of the Psalm. Since we have already treated this phrase in some detail in Chapter II it did not seem necessary to include an exegesis of the entire Psalm. Aside from the phrase “slow to anger” (ob�ject unspecified), divine anger can only be discerned in Psalm 86 by possible manifestations. In many other indi�vidual laments of this type, of course, divine anger is undoubtedly implied through images and manifestations (sickness, war, death, etc.).
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