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R:dmrd S. Tamback

PSALM 23:2 RECONSIDERED

“The text of Psalm 23:2 s usually rendered: “he makes me lie down in green
pastures, He leads me beside the stil] waters™. Most translations of this
verse are uniform, divergences being secondary.? This paper wili atiempt to
examine the Sumero-Babylonian background of the aforementioned verse.
its literary uses and possible origins, The investigation will concentrate
along the lines of philology and conceptual thought. The lyric descriptions
utilized by the Hebrew poet, it is hoped, will be convincingly traced back 1o
the expanded metaphor of the king as a shcpherd leading bis people inio
“*security and happiness”.

The phrdse bintor? dese’ yarﬁ:,senf “he mukes me lie, down in green
pastures”, appears only once® in the Old Testament. The combination

being found only in our verse mentioned above. To pupils of semitic.

languages and the ancient near east it appears that the Hebrew binéér dele’
“Varbiseni is the equivalent of and in no way different in meaning than the
Akkadian ina sériaburri (¥} :rabb:s “to e down in green pastures ‘and its
related phrase Subta nehita SuSubu * “to make PN dwell in security”, Note in
particular the phraseology in the genre of Literature known as Akkadian
" prophecy: alpu ™*ina séri a-bur-ri% (irabbisu; “The cattle will lic down in
"{green Pastures)” or its antithesis, (utilizing the related phrase cited above)
i-na pale~-5u*™ akkadi* Sub-tum ni-i{ h-tum ul uS3ab} “during his reign
Akkad (will not enjoy} a peaceful abode™.* From the aforementioned
citations it would seem necessary to conclude that the settling of domestic
animals is a pre-requisite of, or at least, an important characteristic of

ge3 .

R NEB{,{ {ic makes me lie down in green pastures, and leads me beside the witers of
ce .

AB vol 16 p. l45 1n green meadows He will make me lie down; near lranqu:] walers will
He guide me .

lCC'p 203 "]n gTaSS} pastiires He maketh me ke down; unto refreshing wa!crs He lcadeth
me .

2 Nolc the use of nowi as pasture land outlying a city in ARM 86:19 ¢li na-we-c-em sa
Be-li-ig “the pasiore land of my lord”. ARM 92:19-2 v™“ha-na™'i5-1u a-hu-na-o*' a-na
po-wi-im-ma s-ba-at “conccrmng the Haneens who made route towards the pasture land
{Gepanting from) Abuna.”

3 On the subject of hapex legomena in the OW Testament see Harold R. Cohen Biblical
. Hapax Legomeng in the Light of Akkadian and Ugaritic (Scholars Press. 1978).

4 A, K. Grayson and W. G. Lambent, “Akkadian Prophecies™, 3OS 1B (1964) 13. also p.

lSn 6. Also see A, K Grayson, Bab)lcnm'l Historical-Litcrary Texts (University. ofToromo
1975) p- 32-33.
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security, being preceded in most cases by the emoval ofbostile elements.”
Note in particular the significant phrase in the EpiloguetsCH® where-in it .
isstated that before the people were settled in safetyfusi dodni aburri uSarbis % - ’
mugalfitant ul ularsisinati*l made the people 1i > down inssfe pastures; 1 did
'not allow anyone to frighten them” )it becam ; necessary to remove hostile &~ 3
elerments from the surrounding areas fnakri 'S u Sapi axsufi I removed..
‘effenies from everywhere™ . . eli¥ ina baltiim li-is s ah-3u “there and
‘above may he (8amad) remove him from among the fiving” }°
+It is significant, at this point, to note th: correspording use of the
_'!_rlcfbrew verb rithay in connection with the est: blishing of secure $urround-
gir;g‘s: devoid of hostile elements: Ez. 34:10, 1§ - k6 'Gmar Gdandi ‘elohim
| hinant el-hard'im wedarasiier-goni miyyadam sehizbattingmere 61 son welo'
i ‘od hird'im *6t@m wehissalii oni mippihein welo'-1eyyénii lihem 18" okld
bemiré'-16b ‘eré 'Gtam nbohdré merdém visrdél yiveh newehem Sam
tirbagna benawel 16b Gmire' samén lirénd ‘el-haré yisrdel. “Thesc are the
<words of the Lord God: I am against the sht pherds and will demahd my
~sheep from them. 1 will dismiss those sheph rds: they shalt care only for
themselves no longer; 1 will rescue my shieep f -om theirjaws, and they shall
feed on thém no more . . . | will feed them cn good grazing-ground, and
their pasture shall be the high ‘mountains oi.Israel. There they will rest,
there in good pasture, and find rich grazing or the moumains of 1sracl™ and
the ideal picture of security as portrayed by |saiah 11:6-7 wegar z8Eb "im-.
kebes wenamér 'im-gedi yirhas we'egel Gkefir umer? vabdaw wena'ar qagon
" righdg bam ifard wadob tir'énd yahdaw yirbe i yaldéhems wE'ary? kubagar
y'okal-teben. *“Then the woll shall live with'the sheep, and the leopard lie
“down with the kid: the calf and the young lion shall grow up together, anda
" Vittle child shall lead them; the cow and the bzar shall be friends, and their
! young shall lie down together.™ . el
©-Returning 1o our central concern, in an ¢luborate inseription of King
: ‘Hammurabi of Bubylon® where-in he lauds his accomplishments we find
_.the Sumerian phrase: ma-da-na w-sal-la mi-ni-in-na “{the people) of my
L lén'd { have settied-in an abundant field” 2 Likewise in a a more ancient

[

s Notice in particular, Sarrum » nakriltum salimarm B¢ kkannuma massuny g-bu-ur-ri wi3abu

"ihe king and (his) cnemies will moke peace and their people will be ableto dwellin the open.™

i YOS 10, 44:10; also the reluted phrase, bubrum ndftam u-3u-ab “the country will live a quiet

TR YOS 10,1318, 20:13, 53t 30; mili Sippar . . . Libar néhti Ju-bw-ba-an “to 'make the

£, peopie of Sippar live in security ™™ PBS 7133120 and tis varient fub fibbim sutubum “safelyl

i gettled them.™ YOS 9, 35:50-52. nafn [ ' .
% G. R. Driver and John C. Miles. Kt., The Babylonic n Laws. (2 vok.. Oxford. 1968) 1. 94

-col. xxiv lines 30-60. '

™ Tbid. col. xxiv kines 35-39.

* Op. cit. col. xxiv lines 30-31, col. xxvii kines 34-37 "

* A Sjdberg, Ein Selbstpreis des Keaigs Hamnwrahi on Babylon. ZA 54 {1954) pp. 52-54.

i jhid. p. 57. abo B 36, - 0
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mscr:pfmn from Ur,. Warad Sm {c. 1834-1823 B.C. E) son of Kudur

v Mabuk is extolled as sib mg si-sa uku-dagal-la-na t-sal ne- in-nud-da

“shepherd f righteousness-who makes his wide- Spl‘i:dd peop]e to lie down
"in peace”.H!

The ima rery of the shepherd kmg leading his people, is tberefore traced
back to thé old Babylonian period, early second millennium (to circa 1800
B.C.E.). S '

Thus fa: we have demons{raled the unique relationship between the
Biblical diZriptions of “pcat:e" as porfrayed by the prophets Isaiah and
Ezekiel ard-the corresponding designation of “green fields” and “safe
pasturcs“ in Sumero- 'Babyloniﬁn fiterature to characterizé “good” as op-
pased to “bad™ times. .

At this point in ourtinvestigation a few words- should be expressed
concernin 3 the second idiom inour verse, ‘ai-mé menuhot yenahialéni.'2 “He
leads me >e:ssde the still waters.” We interpret this metaphor in the gen-
erally acc 'pted sense of Yahweh leading his celebrant through a period of
uncertain y and forlorn hope.

Similar imagery may benoted in the recently published dinger. 3d, dib. ba
(“incantalion for appeasingan angry god™") incantation. The relevant verse
reads: ine me-e ni-hy-ti li gi-3al-ti at-ta i-li i-na me-('e) 3ap-lu-ti lu-u pa-ri-si
at-ta “in still waters be my oar, my god, in deép waters be my steering
paddle™. ? The author{s) of the incantation, facing obvious uncertainty
and misfortune, cails upon his god for assistance.

. While the prayers of the Babyloman communicant may be derived from
a need ti- appease the anger and indignation of Sin or some “other” god,
and the ysalmist’s words arise from trust and assurance, nevertheless, the
- argumez t is that the hijman response to the *divine™, though motivated by
differen| reasons, is naturally and inevitably one of awe.

The s milarity in structure and phraseology of the Hebrew postic cx-
~ pressior's reviewed above to their Sumero-Akkadian counterparts un:
doubtaldy point out once again the common literary background from

[ . . .
T3 Gadd, Ur Exravmwn Tex.rs 1{Royal lnscnpuons London, 1928)ins. // 128, line 15.
Alsonott CADvol. 1 p. %"sub shurry, { g5.pa).a.ni. un 3dr.ra si.sd.c.dakalam.ma.ani w.sal.la
néd.da; bn vaty of kESar nEi buteuri massu a-bur-ris surbu.!‘i 3o that he may lead his psople
aright wih his staff, let his country lie in. safe pastures™ 4R 12:19 1.
12 See p rhis connection the related use ofibe Biblical Hebrew verb nihel 1o lead, or guide™
- Exod. [ 5:13 Nehalta be "ozzka el newe godseka " Thou has guided them by thy strength Lo thy
holy dwe Jing™ and Isa. 49: !Ob kamemhamam yinhigem we'al mabbif e mayyim }ena}la!em “for
the One who loves them shall lead them aRd take them to water at bubbling sircams™.
13 W. 5. Lambert, “The Dinger. $d. Dib Ba Incantations”, INES pg:. 290-91. lie 21, for

Sumeria :rd.nslatlon of Akkadian: e.tummamg{al muhé m)e en dinger mu.a.buru dagi
‘s hé v wen
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“which neighboring civilizations, over several millennia, diew their in
spiration. Perhaps with the publication of additional materials from suct
- B Y . . - i
recent finds as Ebla, furiher connections will be made between Biblica
expression and its Ancient Near Eastern counterparts.
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