Lesson 7 — Mizmor 19: A Commentary on Beresheet 1-3

Goal:

Students should be able to find break down the Mizmor into sections and explain why the
sections are joined. Students should will also find parallels between the Mizmor and
Bereshit 1-3 and explain how the Mizmor is a commentary on Bereshit.

Activity:

1. Line by Line Explanation

Have a different student read each Pasuk and explain it as best he or she can and look for
parallelism. Them bring out the following points:

Pasuk 1 — n¥m5 means that this Mizmor was given to or dedicated to the leader of the
choir or orchestra in the Bet Mikdash. Compare how this word is used in Divere
haYamim 1, 15:21.

Pasuk 2 —What poetic device is being used here? Personification. In what way do the
heavens declare God’s glory? When people look at the heavens they come to appreciate
the glory of God’s work. The poet projects his own experience of the heavens onto the
heavens themselves as if they are praising God. Can you find the parallelism in this
Pasuk? There is close sematic parallelism, however the order of words is reversed to for a
chiastic structure: subject — verb — object // object — verb — subject. What does this
chiastic structure accomplish? Perhaps the chiasm of Pasuk 2 is meant to focus on the
center words, “the glory of God” and “His handiwork™ which are the main ideas of this
section.

Pasuk 3 - Can you find the parallelism in this Pasuk? Here the parts of speech are in the
same order in the two halves. Why did the previous Pasuk have a chiastic structure while
this one has a straightforward parallelism? The two halves of Pasuk 2 refer to the same
scene; in Pasuk 3, however, they are in sequence, first comes day then comes night. The
rhythm created by the repetition of the same word sequence emphasizes the predictability
and necessity of the day — night cycle.

Pasuk 4 - How do you explain the first half of this Pasuk? The words are simple to
translate but difficult to explain. The previous Pasuk just said that the heaven does make
an utterance and this Pasuk now contradicts it saying that there is no utterance. Perhaps
the second half of the Pasuk will shed light. What kind of parallelism do you find here?
What does the second half of the Pasuk mean? There are two basic ways to interpret.
According to the Targum, the second half qualifies the first half, meaning, “there is no
utterance, there are no words, whose sound goes unheard.” In other words, every word
uttered by the heavens is heard throughout the land, as Pasuk 5 continues. Radak, on the
other hand, explains that the second half repeats the first half. “There is no utterance,
there are no words, their voices are not heard.” According to this interpretation, this
entire verse contradicts the previous one creating a tension in the mind of the reader. This
tension sets us up for the profound paradox presented in the next Pasuk.

Pasuk 5 — How does this Pasuk relate to the one before? It says that even though the
heavens physically do not utter words, they succeed in inspiring people all over the
world. Pasuk 4 steps out of the metaphor and says that in reality the heavens are silent.
The ability of the heavens to send an inspiring message by day and by night from one end
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of the earth to the other — even though it does not say a word — is the greatest attestation
to their glory and, by implication, to the glory of their Creator. The rest of this Pasuk until
the end of the section focus in on the magnificent qualities of the sun.

The meaning of the rest of the Mizmor is straightforward. Ask students to scan the rest of
the Mizmor for words they do not know. List these words on the board with their
translations for them to remember as vocabulary words. They will analyze the rest of the
Mizmor more carefully in the following sections.

2. Structure

In small groups, ask students to read through the Mizmor with an eye towards finding its
structure. Have them mark off where each section begins and ends and give a title to the
sections based on content. A member of each group should present its findings, although
after the first couple of answers, the rest can just say they found the same thing. The
answers should converge on:

2-7  Grandeur of heavens and the sun attest to God’s glory

8-11 Praise and benefits of Torah
12-15 Prayer to be saved from sin

Can you explain the connections between each part? There are many possible answers to

this so give students time to think. Some possibilities are:

To connect parts one and two, Rashi explains that just as the sun gives light so to does the
Torah enlighten its students. Ibn Ezra explains that creation and revelation are the two
ways we can come to know God. Both find that the words used to describe the Torah can
also be applied to the sun, such as ©»y NN, NN, and Yo NWN.

The Unity of Mizmor 19
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L7 - Unity of Mizmor - Source Sheet.doc

Nahum Sarna explains that in the ancient Near East, it was generally believed that the sun
god, as the source of light (associated with good) and all-seeing (Ynnn»N 1NoI NX) was the
guardian of law and justice. This Mizmor is a polemic against such belief. The first part
of the Mizmor says that the sun cannot be a god since the sun itself praises Hashem. The

second part emphasizes that the law comes from Hashem by repeating six times “God’s
Torah”, “God’s laws...”
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To connect parts two and three, one can explain that once the writer internalizes the
importance of God’s laws, then he immediately recognizes his own shortcoming and
prays for forgiveness.

However, there may be a better explanation for the connection between these three parts.
But this requires a digression into inner-biblical exegesis, when one section of Tanakh
quotes, makes references to, or comments upon, another part of Tanakh.

3. Bereshit Parallels

[Comments in brackets are less important and can be skipped if time is lacking.]

Pasuk 2 - Of what imagery from Humash does Pasuk 2 remind you? Creation in Bereshit
1. What Pasuk specifically? ©nwn in 1:1 and 0y wpao ©n9-8 X9 in 1:8 which is
the only other Pasuk in Tanakh in which the words o and 9 occur together. Can
you find any other references to Bereshit? See what students are able to come up with.
Then do a line by line analysis to show correlations between the Mizmor and Bereshit.
Pasuk 3 - For which words in Pasuk 2 do you find a parallel anywhere in Bereshit? oy
and N> are an obvious allusion to Bereshit 1:5. The first half of the Pasuk says, “Each
day brings forth an utterance (79N).” Once we notice that each day of creation begins
with ©nY-NX NN, we can translate this Pasuk as, “Each day brings forth a creative
commandment (X) [by God].” [Can you find any hint to ny7 770’ in Bereshit? Use
your imagination. nyT reminds of nyTN \Y (2:9) and MN> sounds like the name MmN
(3:20).]
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Parallels Between Mizmor 19 & Bereshit 1-3
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[Pasuk 4 — There is no obvious reference here to creation but the last two words do come
up three times in chapter 3. Adam and Havah hear God’s voice but hide from making
believe as if they don’t hear it (3:8, 10) which is hinted to in the words — 65 ynw) »a.
The same words are used to say that Adam listened to the voice of Havah, even though he
shouldn’t have. Bereshit uses the same words for both events in order to emphasize that
Adam didn’t hear God’s voice when he was supposed to but did listen to Havah’s voice
when he was not supposed to.]

Pauk 5 — Do any words in this Pasuk sound familiar from Bereshit? XN refers to the
creation of land on the third day of creation. The root of ©¥p, meaning voice (see Sarna p.
80 note 26), is also the root of "> and Mpn in Bereshit 1:8-9. In Bereshit, these words
refer to the gathering of the waters which reveals the land on the third day. The mention
of wnw refers to its creation on the fourth day. The image of the heavens as a tent for the
sun is also based on Bereshit which repeats three times that Hashem placed the sun and
stars within the heavens (1: 14, 15, 17).

[Pasuk 6 — Besides referring to the sun, the groom here can also hint to the creation of
Adam who is the first groom once Hashem creates a wife for him. ]

At this point, take a break and review the parallels from the perspective of Bereshit. Go
through each day of creation and show how the Mizmor makes reference to something
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which was created on each day. The introduction of Berethit 1:1-2 is parallel to the
opening of Mizmor 19:2a. Then the establishment of day and night of day 1 is presented
in Mizmor 19:3. The creation of the ¥°p7 on day 2 is referred to in Mizmor 19:2b - wym
P73 DR On? = paa 7an 17 awyn). The creation of land on day 3 is referred to in v 5 —
YR 932 and 92an 7¥pa. The same day’s creation of sea may be hinted to in the word P
of v 5 in the psalm which sounds the same as 1> and mp»n (Gen 1:9,10). The creation of
the sun on day 4 appears in v 5 as well — 072 218 aw wnw>. The activity of day 5 is not
mentioned. V 6 describes the creation of man on day 6.

Pasuk 7 — This Pasuk states that nothing can hide from the heat of the sun. The ability of
the sun to heat the earth was the source of the pagan belief that the sun-god judges all
actions. In Bereshit, it is Hashem who sees all while Adam tries to hide from His anger
(3:8). ("N, meaning its heat, can also mean his anger.)

Pasuk 8 — The Torah has the ability to restore life — woy nawn. What image from the
continuation of the Gad Eden story do these words conjure up? The ny1n \y. The ability
of Torah to restore life contrasts with the tree of knowledge which brings death to those
who eat it (2:17; 3:3,4,19,22). The Torah also makes the simple wise — N9 n>aNN.
Havah similarly thinks of the tree as desirable as a source of wisdom — 95wn> \yn M)
(3:6). »na is one who requires instruction and is the opposite of 011y (Mishle 1:4). Since
the wny is described as 011y (Bereshit 3:1), >na can refer to Adam and Havah. However,
instead of seeking forbidden knowledge they should have turned to God’s Torah for
wisdom.

Pasuk 9 — Hashem’s laws rejoice the heart — 25 >npwn. Bereshit does not use the word
nPnv to refer to the tree but does say generally that Havah thought it was “good for
eating.” The commandments of Hashem enlighten the eyes — ©%»y n N0, Does this
remind you of the tree of knowledge? Find a relevant Pasuk. The wni first promises that
once they eat from the tree their eyes will be opened - 231y 1mpan (Gen 3:5). M then
sees that the tree is a delight to the eyes - ©)y5 X0 MNN...»2 NWNRD XM (ibid v 6). After
she and her husband eat from it their eyes were in fact opened and they perceived that
they were naked — on MMy M wm omv Oy mnpam (Gen 3:7). The word
commandment, My, can also refer to God’s original commandment not to eat from the
tree, ...MN-> 18" (2:16).
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Tree of Knowledge - Genesis 2-3
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Pasuk 10 - Fear of Hashem is pure and stands forever. Adam fears Hashem when he
hides from Him. But his is an immature fear, thinking that Hashem will not see him. True
fear would have prevented Adam from sinning and could have brought him everlasting
life — which is hinted to in the words 7¥> nTnw. There is no obvious connection to

Bereshit in the rest of this Pasuk.

Pasuk 11 — What is considered more desirable (70n3) than gold and sweeter than honey?
Torah. What did 7m0 desire more than anything? To eat from the tree. She saw that the
tree was “desirable (‘M) to look at and good for food” (2:9). The Mizmor comes to
prevent us from making the same mistake of believing that anything else is more

desirable than Torah.
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Pasuk 12 — What is the consequence of keeping the commandments? Great reward — 2py
2. This contrasts with the great punishment for not keeping them seen in Bereshit.

Pasuk 13 — This Pasuk is a request to be cleaned from hidden sins, a reference to Adam’s
attempt to hide from God.

Pasuk 14 — This Pasuk refers to purposeful sins, ©0>73, and great sin, 29 yv9. What great
sin does this refer to? Eating from the tree in Gan Eden. There is also a request that sin
should not have control over me — » Ywn> 5. God similarly tells Cain that he can
control sin —1 Swnn NnNy (Bereshit 4:7).

Pasuk 15 — This is a conclusion in which the writer prays that his words »0 »nx should
come before God similar to the 9 of the heavens in Pasuk 3.

4. Look for the names of God throughout the Mizmor. Which name is used in each
section? The first section uses Y-X while the other two use mn->. Can you explain why?
Bereshit chapter 1, which is parallel to part 1 of the Mizmor, uses ©n%-N while the next
two chapters, which are parallel to the next two sections of the Mizmor, use nn->.

5. What is the overall message of the Mizmor?

Mizmor 19 begins with the experience of the grandeur of the heavens. This leads the
writer to appreciate God’s glory. But God is not only the Creator, He is also the
Commander. Once man appreciates the grandeur of creation, he begins to contemplate his
role within creation. The Mizmor explains that following the Torah leads to ultimate
happiness. Upon this realization, the writer prays for forgiveness for past sins.

What does it tell us about Bereshit 1-3?

Bereshit begins with an objective, day by day, account of creation. Creation ends with the
creation of man who is given responsibilities to watch over creation and is given one
commandment. However, man violates that commandment and is punished. Mizmor 19
comments upon each of these stages. Mizmor 19 turns the narrative of Bereshit into
poetry by presenting the reaction of one who looks upon creation. The Mizmor draws out
the emotional response implied by creation. The proper next step, as given in the
Mizmor, is to learn wisdom from God’s teachings and follow his commandments. The
Mizmor presents the ideal situation. Bereshit, on the other hand, presents the more
negative reality. Man did not seek God and did not keep his commandment, but instead
sought after whatever he desired. The Mizmor encourages us to learn from the mistakes
of man in Bereshit and act properly. Instead of hiding from past sins, we must
acknowledge them and ask for forgiveness. Instead of seeking that which seems desirous
in our eyes, we should follow Torah which brings ultimate happiness.
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