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22 THE BIBLE STUDENT 

as does the other soil, but the effect is different. That had been 
the case with the Jews. They had not prepared their heart and 
conscience to receive by faith the Creator's gift, and consequently 
they had spiritually produced thorns and briers. So with indi
viduals, those who resisted the strivings of the Spirit of God 
became like the barren soil. But spiritual barrenness produces 
actual sins. Herein lay the danger of those of whom the writer 
was now speaking. • 

it is rejectedr-adokz'mos, disapproved after trial, as being 
productive only of that which is not only useless but noxious. 

and nigh unto a curse.-That is, is in great danger of suffering 
a curse. To persist in a state of soul which, despite the special 
privileges granted as had been granted to these Hebrews, re
mained entirely unproductive, could have only one destiny. The 
barren fig tree must be cut down. 

whose end is to be burned.-This actually had been the case 
with Sodom. Cp. Deut. 29 :22, 23. Just as continued barrenness 
of a land leads the farmer to burn what it produces, so the re
fusal to respond to the convicting and quickening work of the 
Spirit of God, and the decision to apostatise from Him, would 
produce a condition impossible of recovery, and would issue in 
eternal doom. 

WORD STUDIES IN THE 
FIRST PSALM 

Prof. J. LEO GREEN (U.S.A) 

The first Psalm is anonymous. It is apparently impossible to 
ascertain with any great degree of accuracy who wrote it or when 
it was written. The fact that date and authorship are unknown 
lends weight to the Psalm. It is timeless in its message. 

In a few well-chosen, meaningful words the Psalrpist sketches 
two sharply contrasting pictures. The first is the picture of the 
happy and successful man; the second, the picture of the man 
whose life ends in abject failure. Let us examine these pictures 
rather closely. 

I. The Picture of the Happy and Successful Man (vv. 1-3). 
"O the happiness of the man ... all that he does he carries 

through to effective conclusion!" 'Ashre ("O the happiness I") 
is a plural noun in the construct state. It is an abstract plural, 
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magnifying or intensifying the idea contained in the stem. It 
is derived from a verb which means "be or go straight." 'Ashre 
never loses entirely the original sense, but it signifies much more 
than mere "straightness." It embraces all that was involved 
in real happiness from the standpoint of the Old Testament saint. 

Because of our innate desire to be happy and successful in life 
we watch with keen-eyed interest as the Psalmist draws the picture 
of the man who achieves true blessedness. He describes him. 
first, by telling what he avoids; second, by telling what he chooses; 
and, third, by telling what he is like. 

1. What he avoids (v. 1) . 
.. , At the outset the Psalmist makes it quite clear that the man 

who attains genuine happiness makes no terms with sin. He 
severs relations with everything that smacks of evil. He refusa 
to walk in the counsel of the ungodly, to stand in the way of 
sinners, to sit in the seat of scoffers. 

The verbs in v. 1 are in the perfect tense. They are perfects 
of experience, indicating what the individual referred to has not 
<lone and, it may reasonably be expected, will not do. 

The resha'im ("ungodly") are those who are off centre, 
without stay, and, therefore, restless and tossed about. The noun 
resha'im is very closely related to a verb root meaning "be loose, 
disjointed, tossed about." The resha'im are not necessarily 
immoral men, but they live without specific reference to God. 
Consequently, they are out of harmony with themselves and 
with the universe about them. They lack integration. These 
are practical atheists. They leave God out of their thoughts, 
their love, their lives. The happy and successful man does not 
casually fall in with their thought patterns. 

The hatta'im ("sinners") are those who fall short of the 
divine standard, open violators of the law, immoral men. 
Hatta'im is derived ·from the verb hattah, "miss the mark or 
way." The happy and successful man does not come under the 
influence of the habitual offenders of God's law to the extent 
that he adopts their life practices. 

The letsim ("scoffers") are the cynics, those who openly mock 
at religion, at truth, at God. They know the price of everything 
and the value of nothing. It is interesting to note that the 
English word 'cynic' is based on the Greek word for 'dog.' The 
letsim are these who sit on the sidepaths and snap and snarl. 
The happy and successful man shuns the cynics' club. 



24 THE BIBLB STUDENT 

The three-fold parallelism of v. I presents a graphic picture 
of the tragic progression of sin downward. Very clearly are we 
made to see the successive steps in a career of evil and the horrible 
climax toward which they inevitably lead. Sin has a tremendous 
cumulative power! 

The Psalmist's primary purpose in using the parallelism, how
ever, is to emphasize "the godly man's entire avoidance of associa
tion with evil and evil-doers in every form and degree." The 
man who achieves true happiness and prosperity leaves sin off 
completely. He does not so much as begin the downward course. 

2. What he chooses (v. 2). 

The Psalmist knew quite well that life cannot be safely built 
on negations. There must be some great positives. Accordingly, 
he hastens to state that the man who is happy and successful in 
the highest ~nse not only avoids sin, but also chooses the will 
of God as his supreme good. "But in the law of Jehovah is 
his delight, and in his law he meditates (soliloquizes) by day and 
night." Torah ("law"), literally rendered, is "instruction, 
teaching." Here the reference -is to the revealed will of God 
insofar as it had been made known. Hephets ("delight") signifies 
delighted attention, at the heart of which is deep longing. 
Yehgeh is a frequentative imperfect, denoting what the individual 
who is being described does habitually. The form is derived 
from hagah, "mutter, murmur, speak in a low voice." The 
figure is that of the quiet soliloquy of the oriental. Perhaps you 
have sat in blissful solitude in some hallowed spot and read 
aloud very softly some favorite Scripture as you let the voice of 
the God speak to your soul. That is the picture here. It is a 
picture of deep desire for, genuine delight in, and utter devotion 
to the revealed will of God. As for the happy and successful 
man, the will of God is his world, and truth is his home! 

3. What he is like (v. 3). 
In v. 3 the Psalmist describes emblematically some of the 

results in the life of the individual in devotion to the wjll of 
God as the supreme good. "Therefore (law of consequence), 
he becomes like a tree. . . " The tree which the Psalmist has 
in mind most probably is the palm. It is an evergreen; loves the 
water, reaches a stately growth, and bears valuable fruit. What 
are the principal ideas set forth under this beautiful image? 

First the life that is lived in devotion to the will of God is 
characte;ized by stability. "Consequently, he becomes like a tree 
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planted. . ." Shatal is not the ordinary word for plant. It 
suggests fixity. Perhaps it should be rendered "firmly planted." 
The life that finds in the will of God its central joy is a life 
that is deeply rooted. When the storms come it stands. 

Moreover, the life that is lived in devotion to the will of 
God has constant access to an inexhaustible supply of unseen 
resources. "He becomes like a tree firmly planted upon streams 
of water." Plage ("streams") is a plural noun. It comes from 
palag; "split, divide." The meaning of palge is "dividings; 
then, channels, streams." The exact force of the plural here is 
uncertain. The allusion may be to the place where two brooks 
or irrigation channels crone together. At such a spot the soil 
is moist and fertile and for this reason there is ever present a 
patch of green grass, even when the vegetation of the surrounding 
countryside is burnt brown by the parching heat. The life that 
sends its roots deep into God's will feeds on a never-failing 
supply of grace and strength. 

Further, the life that is lived in devotion , to the will of God 
bears fruit in season. "He becomes like a tree firmly planted 
upon the channels of water, which gives forth its fruit in its 
time." Seasonable fruit is the glory of fruit-bearing trees. If 
a life is committed to the will of God, neither God nor man will 
be disappointed in the time of harvest. 

Also, the life that is lived in devotion to the will of God 
possesses a haunting beauty. "Its leaf also does not wither." 
It is an evergreen life that speaks eloquently of God's abiding 
springtime. 

) Also, the life that is lived in devotion to the will of God has 
the power to see. things through. "All that he does he carries 
through to effective conclusion." The figure of the tree has been 
dropped. Yatsliah is from a root which signifies to "cleave, break 
through, push forward, finish happily, prosper." In modern 
language the word means to break through the goal and carry the 
ball for a touchdown. The man who avoids sin and chooses 
the will of God as his supreme delight has the power to see 
things through. He makes the goal. 

II. The Picture of the man whose life ends in abject Failure: 
(vv. 4-6). The second picture which the Psalmist sketches stands 
in emphatic contrast to the first. "Not so the ungodly ... the way 
of the ungodly loses itself in the desert." 
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1. What he does (v. 4a). 
The words lo' ken (" not so") reverse all that has been said 

before. The ungodly man rejects the will of God. He chooses 
~m. 

2. What he is like (vv. 4b--5). 
Because he chooses self-will in preference to the will of God 

the ungodly becomes like chaff-rootless, fruitless, worthless, at 
the mercy of every breeze that blows. It is difficult to conceive 
of a sharper antithesis than that which is drawn between the 
firmly planted tree and wind-driven chaff. "Therefore" (because 
he is like chaff), the ungodly man cannot stand in the judgment. 
Mishpat does not refer primarily to the 1;nal judgment but to the 
princi,ple of judgment which is continuously at work in human 
life. The Psalmist is thinking of every act of judgment whereby 
a righteous God separates between the righteous and the un
righteous and vindicates the right over against the wrong. When 
the testing time comes, the character of the man who lives with
out reference to God is made manifest. He is unable to stand. 

3. GOD makes the difference! (v. 6). 
"For GOD"-God is the supreme fact in life. He is the 

reason for the prospering of the one and the perishing of the 
other. "God knows (watches, approves, directs) the way (course 
of life) of the righteous, but the way of the ungodly perishes." 
The word translated "perish" ('avadh) properly means to "lose 
oneself, wander about." A kindred word in Arabic signifies to 
lose oneself in the infinite, especially in the boundless desert. In 
Job 6: 18 'avadh is used of a path losing itself in the desert. 
Self-will beckons but to destroy. 

The first Psalm affords a fascinating study in contrasts:-

(1) Contrasted Choices. One man chooses sm. Another 
chooses the will of God. 

(2) Contrasted Characters. The one becomes like a tree 
planted upon streams of water. The other becomes like wind
driven chaff, rootless, fruitless, worthless. 

(3) Contrasted Courses. The path of the one loses itself in 
the trackless wastes of a godless oblivion. The path of the other 
leads to God who is LIFE and in whose presence are joys 
evermore. 




