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CHAPTER IV

COMMUNAL LAMENTS

In this chapter we investigate the theology of divine anger in the five communal laments employing basic vocab​ulary for divine anger,
 namely Psalms 60, 74, 79, 85 and 90. In three other Psalms (44, 80, 108), words occur which we have listed in our section on special vocabulary for divine anger,
 and of course divine anger is undoubtedly implied in the other communal laments, through images, manifestations (sickness, death, war), et cetera. However the five Psalms we shall examine provide indisputable examples of the kinds of questions and concerns regarding God’s an​ger which are found in the communal laments taken as a whole. It is notable that in the five communal laments examined in this chapter the object of God’s anger as ex-pressed in the basic vocabulary is almost always Israel and not the gentiles (only exception: Ps. 79:6). Therefore we have not found it necessary to devote a separate chapter to communal laments where gentiles are the object of God’s anger.

Psalm 60

Psalm 60 includes some very early materials and may even come in its entirety from the Davidic period.
 More commonly, however, it is viewed simply as preexilic.
 In it the author complains of a stunning military defeat and its effects on land and people (verses 3-5).

Vocabulary

Vocabulary for divine anger occurs only in the opening words of the complaint:

O God, thou hast rejected (זנח) us, broken our 
defenses;

thou hast been angry (אנף); oh, restore us 
(verse 3).

Dahood, of course, following Yaron, concludes that זנח means “be angry” here (as well as in verse 12), but we have already noted the basic weakness of their arguments.

The appropriateness of the usual understanding of  זנח is seen more clearly in the rendering of the New English Bible: “O God, thou hast cast us off and broken us.” The psalmist thus begins with the shattering experience of military defeat and then in verse 3b reveals the cause of the defeat, namely God’s anger. Although זנח occurs here in parallelism with a basic expression of anger (as occa​sionally elsewhere), its use here (and in verse 12) is explicitly transitive, undermining Yaron’s basic argument.

The use of אנף here is appropriate and follows the common usage pattern of this verb. It is especially fre​quent elsewhere in liturgical contexts, and in fact is used in Solomon’s dedicatory prayer for the temple precisely at the point where he speaks of the possibility of military defeat (1 Kings 8:46 // 2 Chron. 6:36). The confident note with which Psalm 60 closes (verse 14) illustrates the ten​dency to employ אנף in contexts where the expression of divine anger is less intense and decisive and where there remains hope for renewed experience of covenant blessings.

Clearly Israel is the express object of God’s anger in Psalm 60. However, in the psalmist’s confident expec​tation of a reversal of the military situation (verse 7) it is probably implied that Israel’s enemies will soon experience the decisive expression of that anger (verses 10,14) when God treads them underfoot.

Causes

The psalmist neither protests the innocence of the afflicted community (compare Ps. 44:18-19) nor inquires of God regarding the cause of his anger. While there is no explicit reference to sin nor act of confession, it was probably taken for granted that sin in some form had prompted the expression of God’s anger. As Solomon had prayed in a similar context, military defeat could be ex​pected “for there is no man who does not sin” (1 Kings 8:46 // 2 Chron. 6:36).

Manifestations

The chief manifestation of divine anger is obviously that of the military defeat (verse 3). Such an experience is elsewhere interpreted as stemming from a curse for breaking the covenant (Deut. 28:25; Lev. 26:17), while victory over enemies is understood as a blessing for obe​dience to the covenant (Deut. 28:7; Lev. 26:7-8). While such covenant theology is probably implied in Psalm 60, it is notable that Israel's experiences are attributed to the direct agency of God himself (note the seven verbs in second person singular addressed to God in verses 3-5).

In verse 4 God’s anger manifests itself in severe earthquake. Some would take this literally,
 and it is common elsewhere to find God’s anger manifesting itself in earthquake, particularly in connection with theophanies.
 However, it is more common to understand the earthquake in verse 4 as metaphorical for the military defeat,
 or as a personification of Palestine collapsing or going to pieces on receiving the bad news of the military defeat.
 Divine anger also is undoubtedly implied in verse 5 in the ref​erence to the wine Israel must drink (though without explicit reference to the cup),
 Finally, in verse 12 it becomes clear that God’s anger manifested itself in sepa​ration from Israel, particularly from her armies (compare verse 3).

Purpose

While nothing explicit is said regarding the purpose of God’s anger in Psalm 60, the structure and development of thought suggest that chastening for sin is the ultimate purpose. The experience of crushing defeat (probably viewed as punishment for sin) thus prompts Israel to turn to God in prayer and trust in him for victory in the future (verses 7, 14).

Attributes--covenant theology

It is not so much his moral attributes, but partic​ularly God’s power that is stressed in connection with his anger in Psalm 60. Despite the obvious instrumentality of enemy forces, God is addressed in verses 3-5 as the direct agent, as “author of the whole disaster.”
 Also in the latter part of the Psalm, in the expected reversal of the military situation, it is God’s power that is to be expe​rienced in the overthrow and trampling of Israel’s foes (verses 7-14). Only in the reference to Israel as “thy beloved” (verse 7) do we have any hint of the divine eth​ical or moral qualities associated with his anger.

As is to be expected in Psalms in the Elohistic Psal​ter, the divine name Yahweh is avoided, and instead we find Elohim five times,
 but not directly linked with אנף, the only basic term for divine anger in the Psalm. However, despite the absence of the preferred covenantal name in the Psalm, evidence for covenant theology is still strong. The fact that God is said to have cast off or rejected Israel (verses 3,12) implies the previous union in the bond of the covenant, as does the complaint that God no longer goes forth with Israel’s armies (verse 12b) to give the victory over Israel’s foes promised in the covenant (verse 14; Deut. 28:7; Lev. 26:7-8).

Israel is called “thy people” (verse 5), “those who fear thee” (verse 6) and “thy beloved” (verse 7), all ex​pressions of her covenant bond with Yahweh. The parcelling out of the land (verses 8-10) reflects ancient covenant promises and stresses Yahweh’s ownership of the land.

Temporal--averting

The expected imminent change in the military situa​tion implies an experience of divine anger that was hard (verse 5) but probably relatively brief. The psalmist clearly expected the community’s prayer of complaint to be effective in turning God’s anger from Israel to her foes (verse 14). This redirection of God’s anger, however, was not without basic moral conditions (implied in “those who fear thee,” verse 6). From the ancient promises regarding the possession of the land repeated by a priest or cult prophet (verses 8-10) Israel’s faith was nurtured to en-courage her in new exploits (verses 11-14).

Conclusion

Psalm 60 is an early Psalm in which God’s anger is manifested to Israel primarily in military defeat. This experience awakens Israel to the fact of her separation from God, who has cast her off and no longer goes forth with her armies. The severe earthquake (verse 4) may be metaphorical for the defeat itself or for Israel's reac​tion to the news. It is notable that God is viewed as direct agent for all that happened (verses 3-5; compare Psalms 88, 102). The cause of God’s anger against Israel is probably understood to be sin, and the ultimate purpose most likely chastening. The positive expectation of the concluding verses is that God will redirect his anger to Israel’s enemies, treading them under his feet (verse 14). This positive expectation, plus the use of the verb אנף point to an experience of anger that was of short duration. The image of the cup of divine anger is undoubtedly implied in the reference to wine (verse 5). Although suggesting God’s love for Israel (verse 7) the psalmist primarily associates God’s anger with his power. The preferred covenantal name, Yahweh, does not occur in the Psalm, but the theology of the covenant is implied in many other fea​tures (names for Israel, relation of God to the land, Israel’s armies, et cetera). Ancient covenant promises become the basis of the faith expressed in prayers tijat God redirect his anger toward Israel’s foes.

Psalm 74

Psalm 74 is commonly understood to reflect conditions in Jerusalem sometime after the Babylonian destruction of 587 B.C.

Vocabulary

Explicit vocabulary for divine anger is limited to the first verse, but its importance is evident from the fact that this verse poses the basic problem of the entire Psalm:

O God, why dost thou cast [us] off (זנח) for ever? 
[Why] does thy anger (אף) smoke (עשן) against the 
sheep of thy pasture?

Yaron and Dahood argue that זנח here means “be angry,” since it has no direct object.
 The argument carries little weight, however. As Dahood himself notes, the “Why” of the first colon of  74:1 is understood as repeated in the second colon on the principle of double-duty inter​rogatives.
 In view of the highly elliptical nature of Hebrew poetry, it is not surprising then to find the force of the direct object of the second colon (“the sheep of thy pasture”) extending to the first colon.
 In favor of 
the usual understanding of זנח (“cast off, reject”) we should note that the plea in the following verse refers to the election traditions of Israel and Zion. Elsewhere, too, the verb is used in contrast with references to divine election.

If we are correct in maintaining the usual rendering of זנח in 74:1a, the only explicit reference to divine anger is in 74:1b (“Why does thy anger smoke”). In Ps. 18:9 the smoking of Yahweh’s anger precedes or accompanies its kindling (חרה) in the context of a theophany. In Ps. 80:5, however, long after the primary expression of divine anger in judgment, we find the psalmist asking:

O LORD God of hosts

how long wilt thou be angry (עשן) with thy people’s 
prayers?

Here, as in the case of Ps. 74:1b, where the smoking con​tinues long after the blazing forth of anger in judgment, it might be best to render עשן by “smouldering,” to indicate the continuing effects after the fire has burned its course. In the case of Psalm 74 God’s anger expressed it-self in literal fire in the burning of the temple (verses 7-8) and so the image of smoke is appropriate to charac​terize the smouldering after effects of that anger.

Cause--temporal

Psalm 74 makes no mention of sin as the cause for divine anger. It should not be understood, however, as raising the problem of the suffering of the innocent (compare 44:19,21). If the Psalm is correctly understood as related to the destruction of 587 B.C. the provoking sins (especially idolatry) were well known. The question raised in 74:1 is not regarding the cause for the original destruction of the temple, but rather concerning the long delay in restoration. Here we should note the emphatic position of “for ever” (לנצח) in verse la and the descrip​tion of God’s anger as still smouldering in verse lb. The overriding temporal nature of the psalmist's problem regarding God’s anger becomes explicit in verse 10: “How long, O God, is the foe to scoff?” (compare 79:5).

Manifestations

The psalmist himself raises the question of the cause or purpose (“why?” verse 1) of God’s anger and leaves it unanswered.
 However, regarding the question of the manifestations of God’s anger Psalm 74 indicates something more positive and definite. Although it is not explicitly so stated, undoubtedly the psalmist understood that the desecration and destruction of the temple had been the outstanding historical manifestation of God’s anger (prob​ably he was an eyewitness; verses 5-8). However, the preoccupation of the Psalm is not with that original kindling, but with the continual smouldering of divine anger. This continual smouldering of God’s anger is indi​cated by the fact that the temple site remains a heap of ruins (verse 3), by the absence of “our signs” (verse 9a) and the silence of the prophetic voice (verse 9b and c). Kraus
 and Dahood
 understand the signs as referring to miracles (Judg. 6:17; Is. 7:11,14; Ps. 65:9), which fits well with the following reference to prophets (verse 9b and c) and the petition in verse 11 for decisive divine intervention. However, this interpretation leaves unex​plained the reference to the signs as “our” signs and the implied contrast with “their” signs (verse 4b).
 It is common to understand “their signs” (verse 4b) as referring to the military standards of the invaders (Num. 2:2-3; com​pare 1 Macc. 1:45-54), Therefore, it is probably best to interpret “our signs” in verse 9a as the religious symbols of Israel’s cultic tradition.
 This interpretation fits better with the basic preoccupation of the Psalm as a temple lamentation; it links the phrase nicely to the pre-ceding verse (8b) as well as previous references to the congregation and its places of worship (verses 2a,4a). Finally, the concern expressed over the absence of cultic symbols and activity contrasts well with the strong negative attitude toward the roaring, scoffing and reviling of the foe (verses 4a,8a,10,18,21-23). The shame and hu​miliation resulting from these taunts of the foe are in fact the chief manifestation of smouldering divine anger for the psalmist,
 He longs instead to see cultic activity restored on the sacred site, with God’s people again praising his name (verse 21b).

Purpose

Nothing explicit is indicated in the Psalm regarding the purpose of God’s smouldering anger. Undoubtedly the questioning (“why”) of verse 1 is to be understood as embracing the problem of the purpose as well as the cause of divine anger.
 However, the psalmist’s preoccupation with God’s name (verses 7b,10b,18b) and the praise due it (verse 21b) undoubtedly provides a helpful clue.
 The psalmist cannot understand why God’s anger continues to smoulder against Israel instead of expressing itself against the enemy (verses 11,13-14,21-22). The situation seems contrary to his understanding of God’s holy charac​ter and power, and therein lies the basis for his faith and hope expressed in this lament.

Attributes--covenant theology

Psalm 74 does not explicitly relate God’s anger to his holiness, righteousness or love. In fact, despite its preoccupation with God’s name, the Psalm says nothing about these basic characteristics of the divine nature. The focus is rather on God’s powerful acts in creation, election, redemption and preservation (verses 2,11,12-17). The Psalm is rich in covenantal motifs. That the author bases his plea on his understanding of the covenant becomes explicit in verse 20 (“Have regard for thy covenant”). 
Probably the covenantal obligations and promises are implied in the repeated pleas that God remember and not forget verses 2a,2c,18a,19b,20a,22b,23a).
 In the Elohistic Psalms we expect to find El and Elohim most commonly as names for God, and this is the case in Psalm 74 (verses 1, 8,10,12,22). However, the preferred covenantal name, Yahweh, occurs in verse 18 in a plea to “remember,” preceding the explicit reference to the covenant in verse 20.
 The names for Israel also suggest the covenantal relation (“sheep of thy pasture,” verse 1; “thy congregation,” verse 2; compare verses 19,21b). The re​peated expectation of divine judgment on the enemy should also be understood in the light of covenantal promises (verses 3b,4a-8, 10, 14, 18,20,22b-23; compare Gen. 12:3, et cetera). Finally, it is significant that the other

two Old Testament references to the smoking of God’s anger have Israel as the object of the anger (Ps. 80:5; Deut. 29:20). Deuteronomy actually relates God’s smoking anger against the idolater to the curses of the covenant:

The LORD would not pardon him, but rather the anger 
(אף) of the LORD and his jealousy (קנאה) would 
smoke (עשן) against that man, and the curses written in 
this book would settle upon him (29:20).

Averting

In the light of the covenant promises the psalmist clearly hopes that God will redirect his smouldering anger from Israel to the enemy that continues to revile the divine name. It is probably understood that Israel can only experience liberation from divine anger when God’s judg​ment instead falls on the scoffing foe (74:10-11; compare 79:5-6). Since the Psalm evidences no consciousness of guilt, repentance from sin is probably presupposed as already having taken place. Both the hymnic verses (12-16) as well as the Psalm’s conclusion (verses 18-23, especial​ly verse 21) indicate that the lament is no querulous complaint, but rather the expression of sincere faith grounded in covenant promises, expecting imminent vindication.

Conclusion

Psalm 74 refers to God’s anger against Israel that continued to smoulder, years after the destruction of the temple (587 B.C.). The anger that had once blazed forth in the terrible experiences associated with the exile is now manifest primarily in the shame and humiliation stem​ming from Israel’s scoffing foes, but also in the unbuilt temple, lack of cultic activity, and silence of the pro​phetic voice. The psalmist cannot understand the cause or purpose of the continued experience of God’s anger, which seems to him contrary to God’s holy name and cov​enantal promises. Hence he expresses his bewilderment in lament, trusting God to avert his anger from Israel and redirect it toward the reviling foes.

Psalm 79
Background

The date of Psalm 79 has long been a matter of con​troversy. A Maccabean date, considered possible by Calvin,
 and favored by some later critics, now appears to be ruled out by the discovery at Qumran of Psalms texts belonging to the first century B.C., as Dahood points out.
 It now appears more likely that the Psalm was

composed sometime after 587 B.C.,
 but if Julian Morgenstern’s case for a catastrophe in Jerusalem around 485 B.C. be accepted,
 then Psalm 79 might well be occa​sioned by that event instead.

Whatever the precise historical occasion of the Psalm, it presents the classic pattern of a community lament, beginning with the lament proper (verses 1-4), followed by the petition (verses 5-12) and vow of praise (verse 13).

Vocabulary

Explicit vocabulary for divine anger occurs in 79: 5-6 in texts paralleled by other sources:

How long, O LORD? Wilt thou be angry (אנף) for ever?

Will thy jealous wrath (קנאה) burn like fire? 
Pour out thy anger (חמה) on the nations that do not

know thee,

and on the kingdoms that do not call on thy name! 
For they have devoured Jacob,

and laid waste his habitation.

Verse 5 is paralleled by Ps. 89:47, with only slight differences:

How long, O LORD? Wilt thou hide thyself for ever? 
How long will thy wrath (חמה) burn like fire?

Verse 6 is paralleled by Jer. 10:25:

Pour out thy wrath (חמה) upon the nations that know 
thee not,

and upon the peoples that call not on thy name; 
for they have devoured Jacob;

they have devoured him and consumed him,

and have laid waste his habitation.

It has been commonly held that the psalmist is the one who borrows from other sources here,
 but this is by no means certain.
 The vocabulary for divine anger occurs in common patterns of usage: אנף is used in an expression of temporal concern;
 קנאה is related to fire (compare Deut. 4:24); חמה expresses not so much the emotion as the deadly effects of God’s anger, experienced by those who offend against the covenant. Here, as in some 24 other passages, it is used with the verb “pour out” (שפך).
 שפך is rarely used with other terms for divine anger. With חמה it is not apparent at first how the image can be that of a liquid, since elsewhere God’s חמה is said to be “poured out like fire” (Nah. 1:6; compare Lam. 2:4).
 However, such contexts involving fire being poured may refer to molten metal, lava, or pitch. God’s עברה is once said to be poured out “like water” (Hos. 5:10).

Cause

Psalm 79 is explicit in regarding sin as the cause of divine anger. In the case of Israel the psalmist refers to the “iniquities of our forefathers” (verse 8), yet also prays “forgive (כפר) our sins” (verse 9). Since Israel is said to be the object of “jealous wrath (קנאה)”
 in verse 5, idolatry (perhaps especially that of the forefa​thers in the generation of Manasseh) may be implied as the chief offense. The gentile nations are considered cul​pable especially for their idolatry (verse 6: “they do not know thee . . . they do not call on thy name”) and for their cruelty to God’s chosen people (verses  1-3,7). In addition, their taunts against Israel (verse 4) are viewed ultimately as taunts against Israel’s God (verse 12). It is his inheritance they have entered and his temple they have defiled (verse 1). Because they have counted human life cheap, pouring out blood like water (verses 3,10) the psalmist prays that God’s deadly wrath (חמה) be poured out on them.

Manifestations

Against Israel God’s anger manifested itself in inva​sion, war and destruction (verses 1,7), in imprisonment (verse 11a), in widespread death (verses 3a,10b,11b), made especially disgraceful by neglect of proper burial (verses 2,3b), and in the humiliating taunts of the enemies (verses 4,10a,12). Fire in this Psalm stands as an image of God’s jealous anger (verse 5), but not necessarily as an actual manifestation, although that, too, was probably experienced in the ruin visited upon Jerusalem (verse 1). Against the gentiles the psalmist asks for vengeance (verse 10) that is sevenfold (verse 12a), and while ignominious death is obvi​ously what the author has in mind (verse 10b), it is par​ticularly the taunts that he specifies as the requested manifestation of God’s anger against the enemies (verse 12b).

Covenant theology

The Old Testament theology of the covenant is helpful in elucidating several features of Psalm 79. Outstanding, perhaps, among these features is the plea for divine vengeance (verse 10) that is “sevenfold” (verse 12). Briggs
 and Dahood,
 by citing the example of Lamech here (Gen. 4:23-24), mistakenly give the impression that the psalmist asks for something excessive and totally un​just. Kraus, however, gives a better clue in referring to Lev. 26:18,21 and 24.
 There we find that sevenfold ven​geance is not unjust, excessive vengeance (as in the case of Lamech), but rather the full and perfect justice threat​ened in the curses of the covenant. In Leviticus 26 God’s deadly fury (חמה, verse 27) is threatened against Israel as the penalty for breaking the covenant. The sword which Yahweh brings against the nation is “vengeance for the covenant” (verse 25). However, the psalmist recalls that among the blessings promised to the people of the covenant was the defeat of her enemies by the sword (Lev. 26:6-9; compare Gen. 12:3), and so in his prayer he asks that the enemies may begin to suffer the outpouring of God’s deadly fury (חמה; 79:6), namely the vengeance for the covenant which Israel had already experienced.

Since Psalm 79 occurs in the Elohistic Psalter, it is not surprising to find that the common name for God in the Psalm is Elohim (verses 1,9,10; compare Adonai, verse 12). The remarkable feature, however, is the single use of Yahweh, precisely in the context of the Psalm’s vocabulary for divine anger (verses 5-6). Briggs even considers the occurrence of Yahweh here as a gloss,
 but the occurrence of the covenant name is satisfactorily explained when we recall the frequent association of the divine anger with covenant theology.

In addition to the covenantal background of the request for vengeance on Israel’s enemies and the striking use of Yahweh in the context of the vocabulary for divine anger, the impact of the theology of the covenant may be noted in the emphasis that the slain Israelites were God’s “servants” (verses 2a,10b) and “saints” (verse 2c), “thy people, the flock of thy pasture” (verse 13a); the land is referred to as “thy inheritance” (verse 1a) and the temple as “thy holy temple” (verse 1b). Finally, we should note that the whole structure of the psalmist's argument stresses the necessity of punishment for enemies who have cruelly opposed God’s chosen people (especially verses 6-7).

Purposes

Presumably God’s justice was manifested in the ex​pression of his jealous anger against Israel, since the psalmist confesses that both those who suffered the inva​sion, as well as their forefathers, were guilty of sin (verses 8-9). Similarly, since the gentiles were even more guilty, their punishment would be just. In the first place, then, the purpose of divine anger against both Israel and the gentiles was to punish sin. However, the prayed-for vengeance on her enemies was necessary for Israel’s salvation and deliverance (verse 9). What the enemies experienced as punishment for sin would be for Israel like personified messengers of God’s compassion (----, plural; verse 8b),
 issuing in her redemption. Kraus explains this necessity of divine vengeance and anger thus:

Der Ruf nach Rache . . . ist nicht “etwas Typisch 
Alttestamentliches“; wörtlich kehrt er in ApcJoh 
6:10 im Neuen Testament wieder. Das Gottesvolk 
erkennt, class nur im Gericht fiber die “Heiden, die 
Gott nicht kennen“ (6; 1 Th 4:5) das Heil der 
Erwählten verwirklicht werden kann (ApcJoh 16:6).

However, the ultimate purpose, both for God’s just punishment for sin, as well as for acts of compassion, salvation and deliverance, is “for the glory of thy name . . . for thy name’s sake” (verse 9). Julian Morgenstern provides a detailed study of this phrase in Psalm 79 and concludes that it demonstrates the dependence

of the Psalm on Ezekiel (compare Ezek. 36:16-28).
 The question naturally arises whether the glory of God’s name is envisioned as involving positively only Israel, or whether the gentile nations, too, are included in God’s ultimate purpose of blessing. A superficial reading of the Psalm might lead one to conclude that all compassion for the nations has been swallowed up in the fervent plea for destructive vengeance on Israel’s enemies.
 It should be noted first that the plea for the outpouring of God’s anger (verse 6) finds its motivation and focus in those guilty for the cruel warfare against Israel (verse 7). Second, within the Psalm itself we find the concern that God’s vengeful intervention “be known among the nations” (verse 10d), but if all gentiles were to be destroyed in judgment, none would remain to witness the vindication of Israel and the holy name of her God. Third, if Morgenstern is correct in attributing the psalmist’s theology of the divine name to the influence of Ezekiel, then we cannot but take into account the positive concern expressed by that prophet regarding the response of the gentiles to the vindication of God’s holy name (compare Ezek. 36:23,36). Fourth, the very form in which the petition for the outpouring of God’s anger on the nations is expressed (“the nations that do not know thee . . . the kingdoms that do not call on thy name,” verse 6) reflects something of the incongruity of the situation sensed by the psalmist. This incongruity could be relieved not by the utter obliteration of all gentile nations, but only by their appropriate re​sponse to God’s redemptive acts on behalf of his servants. Finally, it may be argued that positive expectations re​garding the future of the nations were too deeply rooted both in Israel’s understanding of the covenant (Gen. 12:3) and in her cultic worship (for example, Psalm 100) to be easily eliminated in an appeal for vengeance itself grounded on covenant promises. We would conclude, then, that within that ultimate purpose of the outpouring of God’s wrath, the vindication of God’s holy name (verse 9), is included not only the response of praise from Israel (verse 13), but also (implicitly) the experience of the true knowledge of God on the part of surviving gentile nations.

Duration and averting

|In verse 5 the psalmist plants the question regarding the duration (“How long . . .?”) and ultimate effect (“like fire,” consuming all) of God’s anger. As Fichtner points out, after the exile “the question of the duration of wrath recurs constantly in the Psalter . . . and in pro​phetic saying.”

Nothing explicit is said concerning the averting of God’s anger against the gentile nations, but the phrase​ology of the imprecation (verse 6) suggests that even they might escape the outpouring of divine wrath by calling upon Yahweh’s name in sincere repentance and faith (com​pare Jonah 3:6-10). For Israel the lament suggests that heartfelt prayer itself is understood as the means for averting God’s anger. Such prayer, of course, implies sincere repentance from sin (verses 8-9) as well as faith. As Kraus says concerning the vow of thanksgiving with which the Psalm concludes (verse 13): “Das Dankgelübde ist ein Ausdruck der Erhörungsgewissheit.”
 Since the Psalm is generally understood as cultic, whenever possible it prob​ably was accompanied by sacrifice aimed at propitiation of divine anger (---), verse 9).
 However, if the temple was not only defiled, but destroyed along with the city (verse 1), the prayer itself would have to count as sacrifice (compare Ps. 141:2).

Divine attributes

God’s anger against the gentile nations is provoked in the first place by their offense against his holiness (verse 1). This offense against divine holiness must be punished by the manifestation of God’s jealous anger, which threatens to burn like fire, till all is consumed (verse 6; compare Deut. 4:24). Since sin is acknowledged (verses 6-9), the psalmist implies that God is just in manifesting his anger against both Israel and the gentiles, and this stress on punitive justice is strengthened by the references to vengeance that is sevenfold (full, complete; verses 10,12). However, from the perspective of Israel, the outpouring of God’s wrath on enemy gentile nations evidences God’s compassion, and deliverance (verses 8-9), as well as his saving power (verse 11). All such revealed divine characteristics are summarized in the phrases re​ferring to God’s name (verses 6,9), long ago dramatically revealed to Moses in an act of covenant renewal (Ex. 34: 5-7), and here made the basis of believing prayer.

Conclusion

Psalm 79, probably reflecting conditions sometime after 587 B.C., contains three words for divine anger, and their usage follows the patterns established in Chapter II. Israel is the object of אנף, the weaker term, while the gentiles are the object of חמה (only here in the communal laments do the gentiles become the object of a word for divine anger). In Israel’s case the probable sin provok​ing God’s anger is idolatry, while the gentiles are con​demned not only for their idolatry but also for cruelty to Israel.

Manifestations of God’s anger include war, fire, de​struction, imprisonment, death, and humiliating taunts of enemies. Covenant theology helpfully elucidates many fea​tures of the Psalm, particularly the plea for just vengeance that is full and perfect (sevenfold). Purposes for God’s anger suggested in the Psalm include punishment for sin, deliverance of Israel from oppressors, and the glorifica​tion of God’s name among surviving gentiles as well as in Israel. Sacrifice being impossible with the temple in ruins, divine anger could only be averted by sincere prayer, repentance, and faith. The psalmist associates God’s anger primarily with his blazing holiness, but rela​tion to his righteousness and mercy is also evident.

Psalm 85

Psalm 85 has lent itself to an unusually wide variety of interpretations. Mowinckel interprets the Psalm as a “Gebet fair ein gutes and gesegnetes neues Jahr.”
 Weiser similarly decides, in favor of a cultic interpretation and relates the Psalm to the tradition of the festival cult celebrated at the autumn feast and dates it in preexilic timss.
 Also Dahood argues for a preexilic date but con​siders it “a prayer for rain.”
 However, it is most com​mon to understand the Psalm as postexilic, looking back to experience of the return from exile (verses 2-4), while lamenting the continuing hardship and disappointment in postexilic conditions (verses 5-8). This interpretation is held by a wide variety of commentators,
 while specific alternative views have won little acceptance.

Dahood’s understanding of the Psalm as a prayer for rain, for instance, is largely based on his translation of טוב (verse 13) as “rain.” However, since טוב , occurs some 390 times in the Old Testament,
 it is not surprising (in a Palestinian context) that in a few texts the “good” referred to may include or even primarily be rain. Dahood can find only eight Old Testament texts where this may be true (some of them very dubious).
 It would seem, then, that this is another instance of Dahood’s failure to dis​tinguish between that to which a word may occasionally refer in a given context and the actual meaning of the word.

Language—duration

Psalm 85 is remarkable for the rich variety of vocab​ulary for divine anger used within a few verses. The Hebrew text uses 5 words (4 roots), while the Septuagint uses only 3 words (2 roots). Moreover, the Hebrew usage to a large degree follows certain patterns established in our linguistic discussion.

In verse 4 the stronger expressions for divine anger are used with perfect verbs to refer to the recent deliv​erance from the terrible experience of the exile.

Thou didst withdraw (אסף) all thy wrath (עברה); 
thou didst turn (שוב) from thy hot anger (אף חרון).

Here עברה, a very strong word often denoting an overflow of anger,
  is very appropriately used as object of the verb אסף, meaning to withdraw, or gather up (used only here with anger as its object). In Job 34:14 this verb is used of God’s withdrawing his breath, and in 1 Sam. 14:19 of his withdrawing his hand. The usage thus illus​trates the fact that the Hebrew terms for anger denoted not only interior emotion, but included also the experi​enced actions and effects.

God’s burning anger (אף חרון) is another very strong expression, often used of the experience of the exile, and here as so often employed with the verb שוב.

In Ps. 85:5 the psalmist turns his attention to the present experience of God’s anger and pleads:

Return to us again, O God of our salvation,

and put away (פרר) thy indignation (כעס) toward us !

The noun כעס, denoting grieving, jealous anger (in preexil​ic times often provoked by idolatry)
 is here contrasted with salvation (verse 5a). This confirms the meaning of anger for כעס (contra Koehler), since salvation from divine wrath is a common biblical experience, but salvation from the “grief” of another would make little sense. Sal​vation continues as a recurring theme in succeeding verses (8b, 10a) and is best understood against the background of divine anger. The usage of כעס without other parallel roots for anger also follows the common pattern for this word.

In verse 6 we encounter the common (postexilic?) preoccupation
 with the extended duration of divine anger:

Wilt thou be angry (אנף) with us for ever?

Wilt thou prolong (משך) thy anger (אף) to all generations?

We have already noted the tendency of אנף to be used in expressions regarding the duration of anger.
 The par​allel use of the verb משך with אף
 is further confir​mation of the pattern. The preoccupation expressed in this verse, so typical of the postexilic concern, is an argument for the postexilic date of the Psalm and is dif​ficult to understand as an annual liturgical usage.
 The preoccupation in verse 6 regarding the prolonging of God’s anger is followed in verse 7a with the petition to prolong the life of the sufferers. This tension between God’s an​ger and human life is evident in other texts as well (Is. 57:16; Num. 16:22; Gen. 2:7; 6:3, et cetera).

In a context so rich in basic expressions for divine anger the absence of חמה is notable. This term, however, is not popular with Deuteronomic writers as are the other words employed in this Psalm.

Causes

The psalmist clearly understands sin to have been the cause of the previous generation's experience of God's wrath, since God's acts of forgiveness and pardon (verse 3) are set alongside his withdrawing and turning from an​ger (verse 4). In the present experience of God's anger (verses 5-6) sin is not explicitly mentioned, but is prob​ably to be understood as implicitly present behind the petitions for deliverance from anger and renewal of cov​enant mercies (verses 5-8).

Manifestations

Undoubtedly the psalmist viewed the exile of 587 B.C. as the great manifestation of divine anger implied in the strong terms for anger used to describe the past experience (verses 2-4). In postexilic times one of the main causes for suffering was drought and bad crops. Thus, Haggai, after rebuking the people for the failure to rebuild the temple,  explains: “Therefore the heavens above you have withheld the dew, and the earth has withheld its produce” (1:10). This problem is probably alluded to in Ps. 85:13:

Yea, the LORD will give what is good [“his rain,” Dahood]

and our land will yield its increase.

In Psalm 85 the land is referred to not only here at the climax of the poem, but also in verse 2a (where it is called Yahweh’s land) and in verse 10b. This preoccupation of the psalmist with the land and its produce is best ex​plained by the common experience of drought and bad crops in postexilic times. This is the element of truth in Dahood’s interpretation of the Psalm as a prayer for rain. He points out that Canaanite worshippers viewed the absence of clouds and rain during the parching heat of summer as an indication of Baal’s death and descent to the underworld, while for Israel such an experience indicated God’s fiery anger caused by their sins.
 However, the texts Dahood cites,
 showing the Old Testament connection between sin, drought and divine anger, speak of droughts that break the expected seasonal pattern and not just of the annual dry spell. This argues in favor of an interpretation that grounds the Psalm in the specific historical postexilic experience of the people, and against the direct connec​tion of the Psalm with an annual liturgical situation.

The principal manifestations of divine anger implied in Psalm 85 are thus the exile, and the drought and bad crepe commonly experienced by the postexilic community. Possibly also separation from God as a manifestation of his anger may be implied in the petition in verse 5a as rendered by Dahood and others: “Return to us, O God.” This translation, of course, interprets the suffix in the dative sense, a possibility previously recognized, but now in the light of Ugaritic usage often viewed as more com​mon in Hebrew than previously realized.

In verse 7a the petition for restoration to life im​plies impinging death as a manifestation of divine anger, and the succeeding concern for joy (verse 7b) implies the people’s sorrow in all their suffering. The manifestations of God’s anger thus follow a familiar pattern, with empha​sis on the exile, separation from God, sorrow and impinging death. The more unusual manifestation is that of drought and bad crops suffered by the postexilic community.

Purposes

Little is indicated regarding the purposes of God’s anger in Psalm 85. Presumably the main purpose of the an​ger manifest in the exile (verse 4) was to punish sin (verse 3). In the case of the long enduring experience of anger on the part of the postexilic community, the psalmist expresses hope for deliverance and life “that thy people may rejoice in thee” (verse 7b). Such joy, expressed in praise to God for deliverance granted, would serve to glo​rify God. In verse 9b, if we follow the Septuagint (as most contemporary scholars prefer), an additional purpose of chastening and promoting repentance may be suggested in the experience of heartfelt turning to God.

Divine attributes--covenant theology

In Psalm 85 the terms for divine anger are contrasted with God’s forgiveness (verse 3), salvation (verse 5a), gift of life (verse 7a), and covenant mercy (verse 8a), but they are not positively linked with any divine attrib​ute. The theology of the covenant, however, helpfully elucidates several aspects of the Psalm and its references to divine anger.

Yahweh, the preferred name for God, is used in verses 2a,8a, and 13a. Moreover, we have reference to the God (אל) Yahweh in verse 9a, and God is addressed as “God of our salvation” in verse 5a. The land is called “thy land” (verse 2a), but its gift to his people is implied in later references to “our land” (verses 10b, 13b). Israel is called “thy people” in verses 3a and 7a, “his people” in verse 9b and “his saints” (verse 9c). Also we find in the brief Psalm two references (verses 8a, 11a) to Yahweh’s חסד. The divine attributes in verses 11-12 generally reflect the revelation of Yahweh in the Mosaic covenant (Ex. 34:6-7).

Finally, it should be noted that drought is listed among the curses threatened to covenant breakers (Deut. 28:12, 24; Lev. 26:4,19-20).

The significance of all this covenantal language in Psalm 85 for the understanding of divine anger is apparent when we recall that the covenant was the bond of peace that united two parties. Sin, the fracturing of covenant stipulations (verse 3), brings separation and alienation.

In Psalm 85 we may observe how human sin and divine anger involve separation and alienation between God and man (“Return to us,” verse 5a) and between God and his land (drought, bad crops, verse 13). Implicit in the terms for divine anger, particularly in the noun כעס (grieving, jealous anger, anger which does not want to punish) we may even find a suggestion of alienation within the divine nature (separation of God from God, so to speak). This dis​harmony within the divine attributes is seen classically in Hos. 11:8-9, but often elsewhere in the Old Testament, too. We may observe, then, how the prophetic oracle of peace (verses 9-14) relates to the separations and alien​ation of the earlier part of the Psalm. Instead of tur​bulent, grieving, conflicting emotions, we see the divine attributes restored to beautiful harmony (verse 11). The alienation of Yahweh from his land is resolved, once sin has been dealt with (verse 13). And most important for the psalmist there is reconciliation between man and God (verse 12) which prepares the way for the coming great theophany of God returning to dwell forever in the midst of his people (verse 14). In short, the bond of peace, the purpose of the covenant, is wonderfully fulfilled.

Earlier efforts, such as that of Kissane’s,
 to assign some of the attributes of verse 11 to God and some to man prove unnecessary in the light of the appreciation of all the alienations implied by the references to divine anger. It is preferable to recognize that all four attrib​utes mentioned in the verse refer to God, personified as his attendants.
 Traditional attempts to encounter mes​sianic theology in verse 11 undoubtedly went considerably beyond the horizon of the psalmist at this point.
 However, the Christian reader may recognize that the problem of human sin and divine anger so keenly appreciated by the author of Psalm 85 finds its ultimate and satisfying solu​tion only in the work of Christ.

Averting

Kraus raises the question whether the oracle of peace (verses 9-14) from the cultic prophet should be viewed as the kind of false prophecy attacked by Jeremiah.
 It is evident from the context, however, that the conditions for the fulfillment of the oracle are profoundly moral. Even if we were to reject the Septuagint reading of verse 9b (“to his saints, to those who turn to him in their hearts”), we would still have the condition imposed in the succeeding verse (“Surely his salvation is at hand for those who fear him”). Repentance from sin is thus implied as a condition for the reestablishment of the covenant bond of peace. Moreover, sin had to be carried away (נשא) and covered (כסה), according to verse 3. And the repentance and fear of God (verses 9-10) had to express themselves positively in the faithfulness (אמת, here surely a human quality, reflecting the divine אמת of verse 11a) which would “spring up from the ground” (verse 12a). Weiser points out that the structure of Psalm 85
 well illustrates the necessary tension in genuine faith between what is pos​sesed (“habender Glaube”) and what is expected (“harrender Glaube”).

Thus as in other laments, it is implied that divine anger may be averted by prayer, but as always it must be sincere prayer that expresses genuine repentance and faith, and issues in a new quality of life.

Conclusion

Psalm 85, probably postexilic, contains an unusually rich variety of basic vocabulary for divine anger; its usage in the Psalm confirms the general patterns estab​lished in Chapter II. The use of אסף in an expression of concern for the duration of God’s anger with his chosen people is a characteristic postexilic preoccupation. Sin is explicitly recognized as the cause of the previous ex​pression of divine anger in 587 B.C. That experience of exile is viewed as a chief manifestation of God’s anger, while in the postexilic period God’s anger continues to manifest itself, especially in drought and bad crops, as well as in separation from God, sorrow, and death. Purposes for divine anger suggested in the Psalm include punishment for sin, chastening, repentance from sin, and praise to God for deliverance. The theology of the covenant elucidates several features of the Psalm, par​ticularly when viewed as the bond of peace, whose estab​lishment involves the reconciliation of separations and alienations resulting from Israel’s sin and God’s anger. These alienations include those between God and man, God and his land, and probably even a sense of disharmony within the divine attributes. Such disharmony within the godhead reached its culmination in the New Testament in Jesus’ cry of dereliction on the cross.
 Psalm 85 sug​gests that God’s anger is to be averted by sincere prayer that expresses true repentance and faith and which issues in a new quality of life. The strong statement in verse 4 about God’s withdrawing all his wrath and turning from his hot anger contrasts with the viewpoint of Ps. 90:10 (“all our days pass away under thy wrath”), where God’s wrath (in the sense of its ultimate outworking in death) is inescapable. Psalm 85 thus bears strong witness to the wonderful change involved when God turns from wrath to forgiveness, but Psalm 90 reminds us of the inevita​bility of death. See Berkouwer on the subject of God’s Umstimmung 

Psalm 90

The importance of Psalm 90 to Israel is indicated by the fact that it is the only Psalm attributed to Moses. It is now more common to find its origin in the postexilic period, although Dahood challenges this.

Vocabulary--objects

Basic vocabulary for divine anger is prominent in Psalm 90: we have אף twice, once paralleled by חמה (verse 7), and once by עברה (verse 11); in verse 9 עברה  occurs alone. These patterns of parallelism are common. Since עברה is a strong word for wrath that overflows all restraint and often results in death its use in this Psalm is particularly appropriate. While certain portions of the Psalm speak of the experience of death common to all men (verses 3-6), the texts that explicitly refer to divine anger have Israel as their implied object.

Cause

Since the first explicit reference to divine anger (verse 7) is followed immediately by reference to sin (verse 8), it is evident that sin is understood as the cause of divine anger. However, the Psalm recognizes something of mysterious, hidden character of much human sinfulness (com​pare Ps. 19:13):

Thou hast set our iniquities before thee, 
our secret sins (עלם) in the light of thy 
countenance.

Manifestations--attributes

By its opening reflection on God as uprooted Israel’s eternal dwelling place (verse 1), and by its initial plea for his return (verse 13), the Psalm implies that separa​tion from God is the first manifestation of his anger (com​pare Ps. 27:7-9). The overwhelming preoccupation of the Psalm, however, is upon death as the ultimate consummation of separation from God (verses 3-10).

It is just possible that the author presents death under common images for wrath, namely those of flood and fire.
 Briggs translates the highly disputed זרמתם in 90:5 as “Thou dost flood them away.”
 This could be supported by. the psalmist’s relatively frequent representation of divine anger as עברה or “overflowing rage” (verses 9, 11) 
 The statement in verse 7, “We are consumed (כלה) by thy anger,” in the context of withering grass and the blazing light of God’s countenance (verses 6,8) may evoke the image of fire. Whatever the nuances of these terms, however, it is principally in death that God’s wrath mani​fests itself according to verses 3-10.

Additional manifestations of divine anger may be noted in verse 10, where human existence is said to be characterized by toil (עמל; compare Gen. 3:17-19) and trouble (און). For this last term Koehler suggests the translation “uncanny things,”
 and we may well envision the strange series of disasters that robbed Job of the fruit of his labor (compare Eccl. 2:18-23). Confronted with an existence so threatened on all sides by God’s deadly anger, the psalmist professes himself to be pro​foundly troubled, or terrified (בהל , verse 7; compare 48:6; 83:18; 104:29).

The overwhelming manifestations of divine anger that oppress him on all sides move the psalmist to reflect, in meditative wisdom:

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

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

So teach us (ידע) to number our days

that we may get a heart of wisdom (verses 11-12). 
This preoccupation with the power of divine anger is ap​parent also in Ezra 8:22, a text which is certainly postexilic: “The hand of our God is for good upon all that seek him, and the power (עז) of his wrath (אף) is against all that forsake him.” It is evident from such texts that the divine anger in the Old Testament is often much more than emotion. When the psalmist speaks of the power of God’s anger he does not refer to the strength of an emotion. Anger in such usage encompasses also all the actions (manifestations) that spring from the emotion (hence Ezra can compare God’s wrath with his hand--not another emotion, but an instrument for effective action).

The psalmist’s sharp awareness of the ever-present power of God’s anger may be said to reach something of a climax when he exclaims in verse 9: “All our days pass away under thy wrath (עברה).” Jeremiah had referred to the Israel of the exile as “the generation of” Yahweh's wrath (עברה; 7:29). The context of Ps. 90:9, however, stressing death as the common lot of man, would seem to indicate that the phrase here has universal application. It is as when Karl Barth describes the wrath of God as “the fact most characteristic of our life.”
 In describing the ephemeral nature of human life, which the psalmist found so oppressive, Jacob
 refers to the similar teaching in Job 14:1-2:

Man that is born of a woman is of few days, and full 
of trouble (רגז) .

He comes forth like a flower, and withers;

he flees like a shadow, and continues not.

Duration averting

If the oppressive power of God’s wrath is so univer​sal, affecting all men, in all their days, and ultimately in their death, what hope can the psalmist find for the averting or mitigation of this terrifying force? Here we find no simple answer, but many intriguing clues.

Weiser writes eloquently of the profound faith re​flected in the opening hymnic lines, which certainly do not counsel despair, but rather strengthen “the resolve to trust in God, both now and for the future.”
 The medita​tive lines of verses 11-12 suggest the crucial importance of learning wisdom from the experience of God’s gracious presence.

Oppressed with an awareness of his separation from God, the psalmist pleads for Yahweh’s return (verse 13). Oppressed by his acute sense of sin (verse 8), he asks for pity (נחם), which as Weiser rightly indicates, implies forgiveness.
 Instead of wrath the psalmist pleads for covenant mercies (חסד; verse 14). Having lamented the terror of God’s anger (verse 7), he asks for joy and glad​ness (verses 14-15). Having felt the power of God’s wrath, he pleads to see a renewal of redemptive power (verse 16). Instead of frustrating, futile toil, he longs to accom​plish work of enduring significance (verse 17b).

The effects of God’s anger in this life can thus be greatly mitigated. But in the light of all the hope evoked from the trusting pleas of verses 13-17, the reader cannot but be amazed at the point beyond which the psalm​ist’s petitions did not pass. He prays “that we may re​joice and be glad all our days” (verse 14). He asks to be made glad “as many years as we have seen evil” (verse 15). But he refrains from any petition concerning that last great enemy, death itself, which earlier so occupied his concern (verses 3-10). He well knows that his God is eternal (verse 2), the creator (verse 2), who has power over death (verses 3,5). But enigmatically we find no indication in verses 13-17 that God’s power over death should manifest itself in granting to his servants a joy that extends be​yond the awesome barrier of death. The thought of God’s eternity moves him to plead for a lengthening of days in this life filled with the joy of God’s presence, but noth​ing more (compare Ps. 102:24-29)!

In the light of Dahood’s investigations
 it is in​creasingly difficult to deny to the psalmist any awareness of the possibility of life after death, especially if the date is postexilic. It is perhaps best to recognize in the perspective of Psalm 90 a purposeful limitation charac​teristic of the existential concern of Old Testament saints with the present life. He awakens us to pant for eternal joys, but then sharply redirects our gaze from the quantity of eternal existence to the quality of our existence in this life. Eternity is God’s sphere and concern; man’s primary concern is the quality of his earthly existence. If the petitions of verses 13-17 be fulfilled, we may trust the eternal, omnipotent God to care for the issues of death and afterlife. The basic concern of Psalm 90 might be expressed in Pauline terms: “Let each man take care how he builds” (1 Cor. 3:10-15). This fervent existential concern with the present life so characteristic of much Old Testa​ment literature may serve as a healthy antidote to any understanding of religion as involving excessive preoccu​pation with the hereafter. As apocalyptic writings de​veloped the concern in the hereafter, another movement, culminating in the rigid doctrine of the Sadducees, sought to deny the afterlife. The author of Psalm 90 does not go to this extreme. But his intriguing, enigmatic, and perhaps purposeful silence on the theme may well reflect the kind of legitimate positive concern that later de​veloped to extremes in Sadducean teaching.

Spurgeon complains that it “is not seemly” to read the words of Psalm 90 at a Christian funeral without any explanation that makes “a distinct endeavour to show how little they belong to believers in Jesus.” He concludes:

To apply an ode, written by the leader of the legal dispensation under circumstances of peculiar judg​ment, in reference to a people under penal censure, to those who fall asleep in Jesus, seems to be the height of blundering.

Such excessive (and perhaps mistaken) historicizing of the Psalm runs the danger of neglecting the typical and general relevance of its teaching implied by continuous cultic use.

While explanations are certainly always in order for the modern reader of the Old Testament, a proper understanding of the theology of divine anger as expounded by the author of Psalm 90 will not permit of any explanation that simply explains away the sober realism and existential concern of the author. He too could hope for an averting of divine anger that involves the change of that anger simply as an emotion or attitude to one of pity (verse 13) and covenant mercy (verse 14). But in the holistic think​ing of the Old Testament divine anger consisted in the manifestations (actions) as well as the emotional attitude. In stressing the inescapable universality of death Psalm 90 reminds us that even for the repentant people of God something of the ultimate outworking of divine anger must run its course. The New Testament makes no attempt to deny the awesome reality of that last enemy (1 Cor. 15:26). The Christian, too, remains under divine wrath in the sense of its outworking in the experience of death. Paul is capable of moving swiftly from contemplation of the victory of Christ over death to an expression of existen​tial concern that now in this life we be “always abounding in the work of the Lord” (1 Cor. 15:58). In this he stands heir to the perspective and preoccupation that motivated the author of Psalm 90. That perspective forcefully re-minds us that in the sense of certain outworkings and manifestations, God’s wrath may be mitigated, but never entirely averted. In that sense even the most devout Christian must confess with the author of Psalm 90: “All our days pass away under thy wrath.”
Covenant theology

Finally, regarding possible implications of covenantal theology we may note the following: (1) the sense of oneness with the covenant community, in both its past (verse 1) and future (verse 16b) expression; (2) God is addressed as Adonai (verses 1,17), who is “our God” (verse 17), and Yahweh (verse 13); (3) the plea for “pity” on “thy servants” (verse 13) and for covenant mercy (חסד; verse 14). Weiser concludes that 
the cult community’s hope that “God may appear” to them and that his redemptive work may be made manifest to them (vv. 13ff.) still reveal the association of the psalm with the tradition of the festival cult.

The tying of the Psalm to a specific festival has not met with general acceptance, but the indications Weiser cites may be accepted as additional valid pointers to the covenant theology of the community that preserved and uti​lized this lament.

Conclusion

In conclusion we may say that Psalm 90 stresses the continuous impinging of the awful reality of divine anger "all our days" in the frustrating toils, disasters and terrors of this life, but supremely in the universal expe​rience of death, common to all men. The author under-stands divine anger not primarily as emotion or attitude, but more as a power manifest and at work in the warp and woof of human existence, and supremely manifested in death. Wrath and death are universal realities because of sin, which may remain largely hidden, even to the consciousness of the guilty one. The members of the covenant community, by sincere repentance and trustful prayer may hope for the mitigation of divine anger in many of its expressions, but cannot succeed in averting that final manifestation, which is death itself. The modern reader may recognize that the New Testament emphasizes the hereafter and the redeeming work of Christ in a way that far surpasses the perspective and complements the concerns of Psalm 90. But (contra Spurgeon) these truths need not be interpreted as contra​dicting, but rather as strengthening motivation and build​ing upon the existential preoccupation with the quality of this life reflected in the Psalm. And of course the divine anger, when understood in the context of the clearer New Testament teaching regarding the hereafter, becomes more fearful, awesome, and pervasive, not less.

Conclusion

We have attempted something of a profile of conclusions regarding the theology of divine anger of the five communal laments studied in this chapter at the conclusion of each of the Psalms. In addition the following may be suggested in the way of general conclusions:

1. Regarding the vocabulary for divine anger, its prominence in the communal laments is striking, both in frequency of occurrence as well as prominence of position in the Psalms’ structure and thought. The words for divine anger generally followed the usage patterns and illustrated the meanings as developed in Chapter II. Occasionally (for example, Psalms 85 and 90) careful attention to the psalm​ist’s understanding of divine anger suggested new perspec​tives for understanding the Psalm as a whole.

2. Israel is almost always the object of the words for divine anger in the communal laments (exception: Ps. 79:6). However, the gentiles occasionally enter the pic​ture when we take into account not only the words but the images and manifestations of God’s anger (for example, Ps. 60:14).

3. Although sin is sometimes specifically indicated as the cause for God’s anger, often this is only suggested in indirect ways, as would be expected in Psalms designed for continual use in the worshipping community.

4. The communal laments are particularly rich in exemplifying the possible manifestations of divine anger. While illness (so common in the individual laments; com​pare Chapter III) was not mentioned, certain manifestations, such as separation from God, are found in common with indi​vidual laments. However, in the communal laments prominence is given to other manifestations, such as military defeat (Psalm 60); shame and humiliation resulting from foes’ taunts (Psalm 74); invasion, destruction and imprisonment (Psalm 79); drought and bad crops (Psalm 85); and death (Psalm 90).

5. Although punishment for sin and chastening are sometimes suggested as purposes for God’s anger, positive expressions of trust and hope in the communal laments suggest that the enhancement of God’s glory through the praise of his repentant, delivered people is the primary purpose served by his anger (an exception would be Psalm 90, where the emphasis on the inevitability of death suggests a purpose that is primarily penal).

6. The communal laments provided only occasional evidence for relating God’s anger to his righteousness, love or holiness. Instead we discovered a frequent emphasis on the relationship between God’s anger and his power, sometimes mentioned explicitly (Psalm 90) and sometimes emphatically implied by ascribing to God’s direct agency the blows inflicted on the suffering community (Ps. 60: 3-5). In Psalms 74 and 79 Israel’s enemies evidently serve as executing agents of God’s anger (compare Is. 10:5). In Psalm 85 we have seen how Israel’s sin results in a series of alienations, including probably a kind of dis​harmony within the divine attributes (compare Hos. 11:8-9). Such tension or disharmony within the godhead may be said to have reached its culmination in the New Testament in Jesus’ cry of dereliction on the cross.
 One of the many weaknesses in the attempts of Koch and Hanson to explain God’s wrath solely in terms of impersonal laws of retribu​tion is that the perspective remains too exclusively anthro​pocentric. When the scriptures speak of God’s reaction to sin as one of anger, they show us not only what sin does to man, but also what it does to God (see especially the usage of --- in Chapter II).

7. The communal laments without exception proved rich in motifs of covenant theology, suggesting that in these prayers the covenant formed the background both for inter​preting the suffering and as a basis of prayer in faith for deliverance. Once (Ps. 74:20) the reference to the covenant was explicit.

8. The communal laments (except for Psalm 90 stres​sing the inevitability of death) indicate that God’s an​ger eventually could be averted or turned away through the sincere intercession, repentance and faith of the suffering community. While Psalm 85 says that God has withdrawn all his wrath and turned away from his burning anger, Ps. 90:9 insists that “all our days pass away under thy wrath.” Probably the assertion in Psalm 85 should be interpreted in terms of God’s basic attitude, while Psalm 90 speaks of the ultimate outworking of the effects of wrath in physical death. Psalm 85 thus witnesses to the wonderful change when God turns from wrath to forgiveness, but Psalm 90 reminds us of the inevitability of death. For the proclama​tion of God’s forgiveness, as related to his wrath (the subject of God’s Umstimmunc), see Berkouwer.
 Sacrifice was nowhere indicated as needed to avert wrath (probably due to the lack of temple in many cases).

9. The long duration of God’s anger is indicated as a characteristic problem in the communal laments, especially in the postexilic period.
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