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Introduction 

 
The divinely inspired human authors of the Bible utilized tools available to them in their effort to convey 

the Word of God to their contemporaries. One of the means by which they communicated God’s Word is 

the use of vivid images very familiar to the first addressees of their message. The author of Ps 92 employs 

the image of two representational trees in his geographical ambient, date-palm and cedar of Lebanon, and 

contrasts them with grass, in order to persuasively pass on his message. As an inspired writer, he and many 

others communicate God’s Word in their literary art, and significantly in the metaphors, which eloquently 

impart the Word of God. In both the OT and the NT, the Word of God assumes significant modes of 

existence, and often these are not aliens to their first addressees. Hence, the sacred authors artfully brought 

the Word of God to their contemporaries by using images with which their first addressees were very much 

at home. 

Readers and interpreters of the Bible can arrive at its message by penetrating into the world of these 

ancient writers. In our society, in which current religious enthusiasts ostentate the Bible, the faithful need 

correct interpretation of this Christian Sacred Text. Biblical scholars play an important role in this aspect. 

Enhanced understanding of these metaphors with which the ancient writers communicated the Word of God 

is of great importance to us who today read and make use of their texts. “In an increasing number of ways, 

people today are eagerly seeking the Word of God as the source of life and as a means of encountering the 

Lord in a personal manner”.1 They need to know what the ancient writers intended to relay to the people of 

their time, and how they have done this.   

In Psalm 92, the poet uses the image of trees, which is found in other parts of the OT, to 

communicate the Word of God. The present contribution, employing a simplified literary method, seeks to 

highlight how the psalmist has achieved this and its relevance to those who today read the ancient text. 

Ours, therefore, is an attempt to interpret a text from the book of the Psalms with the intention to arrive at 

the message of the composer, the meaning of the arboreal images he employed in conveying the Word of 

God to his contemporaries, and the import of these images in the text. 

  

1. Literary Genre and the Text of Psalm 92 
 

 The multifaceted literary genre of Psalm 92 engenders the varied interpretations that scholars have 

accorded to its text. Psalm 92 begins in its first stich with a tôdāh, thanksgiving or praise tendency easily 

discernible in the verbal root ydh which is recurrent in many Psalms of Thanksgiving (cf. Ps 18; 30; 32; 34; 

40,2-12; 41; 66; 92; 116; 118 and 138).2 Again, the rich repertoire of words in Ps 92 for the wicked (ba‛ar, 

kesîl, rāšā‛, etc.) and its antipode, the righteous (saddîq), as well as subtle discuss on theodicy (vindication 

of divine justice), makes the song appear didactic and sapiential, comparable to Psalms 37 and 49. Psalm 

92 also alludes to the life regenerating features of the sacred precinct, God’s House (cf. vv.13-15), which 

are often found in the Songs of Zion. This Psalm is not extraordinary, because many Psalms exhibit more 

than one literary genre, and this is an evidence of the freedom of the composers who did not restrict their 

                                                 
1 Synod of Bishops, XII Ordinary General Assembly, The Word of God in the Life and Mission of the Church: 

Lineamenta (2007) §2. 
2 The versification of the Psalms in this work is according to the Masoretic Text, unless otherwise indicated.  



thoughts to a set rule.3 Characteristic features of Songs of Thanksgiving are outstanding in Ps 92.4 The 

text begins with introductory phrases (vv.2-4) expressing hymn of thanksgiving to God. First in the 

psalmist’s series of verbs indicative of thanksgiving is from the verbal root ydh used in the text as hiphil 

infinitive. This introduction is immediately followed by the body of the text (vv 5-12) governed by the 

causal demonstrative particle kî which ushers in the reason for this Song of Thanksgiving. The concluding 

part is in vv. 13-16.  Furthermore, in a song of thanksgiving the psalmists thank God for specific favours 

received. The author of our text does this in verses 11-12; perhaps, it is an allusion to deliverance from 

certain enemies.5 The thanksgiving song has developed into a hymn because the rescue alluded to in verses 

11-12 has stirred the psalmist deeply.6  

Our study of Ps 92 takes cognizance of all these literary types of the text as we attempt to understand 

the function of the arboreal images that the poet cleverly appropriates in his persuasive song.   Apart form 

the second stich of v.11, the original text of Ps 92 is well preserved.7 This stich, which has posed 

considerable difficulty to many translators, is stated in this way in the Masoretic Text (MT): ballōtî bešemen 

ra‛ǎnān. It is a difficult stich to translate because of the obscure meaning of the first word which is often 

analyzed as a verb. As it stands, the first word is qal perfect, first person common singular, from the 

germinate root bll. The sudden change from the direct address in the first stich of this verse to a near 

soliloquy in the second stich apparently disrupts the rhythm of the text, which so far has been direct address 

to God. The NRSV solves this difficulty by using the Syriac Peshitta version at this point. The Peshitta 

reads: wsb‘tny bmšm’: “you have moistened me with fragrant oil”. The same sense is expressed by Targum: 

rbyt‘yty bmšh rbwt’ rtyb’ dzyt ‘bwp: “you have anointed me with fresh anointing-oil from a leafy olive-

tree”. From these translations, of which many scholars share,8 the verb is read as second person masculine 

singular with first person common object suffix. Some, however, changed the verb to bālagtî on the basis 

of the Arabic verb balaja “to shine, to dawn”, thus producing this rendition: “I shine with fresh oil”.9  

Reading this verb with the Targum and Peshitta as qal perfect, second person masculine, one could perceive 

some scribal oversight in copying ballōtî instead of ballōtanî; the only difference in the consonantal version 

of the text is the consonant nun which the copier most probably omitted.  

Still on the same stich of v. 11, and conceivably on the basis of other floral images in the text, 

Loewenstamm sees another type of tree10 in the Hebrew term šemen which in the OT is almost always 

                                                 
3 Cf. Frank-Lothar Hossfeld – Erich Zenger, Psalms 2: A Commentary on Psalms 51-100 (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 

2005) 436, who similarly perceived three levels of statement in Psalm 92.  
4 Hermann Gunkel – Joachim Begrich, Introduction to Psalms: The Genre of the Religious Lyric of Israel (Macon, 

Georgia: Mercer University Press, 1998) 199.  
5 James Limburg, Psalms (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster Bible Companion; Westminster John Knox Press, 2000) 

315. 
6 Cf. Richard J. Clifford, Psalms 73-150 (Abingdon Old Testament Commentaries; Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2003) 

106; similarly in Klaus Koenen, Jahwe wird kommen, zu herrschen über die Erde: Ps 90-110 als Komposition (Bonner 

Biblische Beiträge 101; Weinheim: Beltz Athenäum, 1995) 56. 
7 M. Dahood, reviewing The Psalms for Modern Man [New York: American Bible Society, 1970] in Catholic Biblical 

Quarterly 34 (1972) 240-242, explains the lamed in lāyhwh of v.2 as a vocative. Part of his explanation is worth citing: 

“The fact that throughout the Psalm Yahweh is addressed in the second person should have made it obvious that the 

lamedt of layhwh in the opening colon was the vocative particle, especially since ‘elyôn, the second half of the 

composite title yhwh ‘elyôn, stands in the vocative case in the second colon. Once this is recognized, it will be seen 

that the implicit direct object of lehōdôt “to praise”, which normally governs a direct object, is second-colon šim‛kā, 

“your name”.  
8 Cf. C. A. Briggs – E. M. Briggs, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Psalms (Edinburgh: T & T 

Clark, 1986) 283; H.-J., Psalms 60-150 (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993) 226; A. Weiser, The Psalms (Philadelphia: The 

Westminster Press, 1962) 613; similarly in some modern translations such as The New Jerusalem Bible, 1985; English 

Standard Version 2001; New Living Translation second edition, 2004, etc.  
9 Cf. Thijs Booij, “The Hebrew Text of Psalm 92,11”, VT 38 (1988) 210-213. 
10 S. E. Loewenstamm, “An Additional Remark upon Psalm 92,11”, Ugarit-Forschungen: Internationales Jahrbuch 

für die Altertumskunde Syrien-Palästinas 13 (1981) 302. See also Loewenstamm’s previous article on this, “Balloti 

bešämän ra‛anān”, Ugarit-Forschungen 10 (1978) 111-113.  



translated as “oil”. He identifies šemen as wild oiltree.  His translation of the verse is “my old age is like a 

fresh oiltree”. An arboreal image in his rendition makes his suggestion inviting; however, objective 

translation should not cede to subjective explanation of the text. “My old age” in this rendition is probably 

derived from the LXX to gēras “old age”, which corresponds to none of the words in the MT version of 

this Psalm.    

 

 

2. So much in a Literary Art  
 

To understand Psalm 92, one ought to have in view the “land of many contrasts” in which the 

psalmist lived and composed his poem, and which gave the poet the matrix for the images he used. The arid 

regions in most parts of the south with the oasis of Jericho and En-gedi, the thick forest of the north, 

especially around Mount Hermon and its environs, must have supplied the psalmist with the picture 

depicted in the poem.  In its structure, the entire Ps 92 is chiastic:  

 

In fact the ABCDCBA shape of a chiastic poem is as natural as going for a walk 

and returning by the same route. We set out from A and pass B and C on our way 

to D, then come back via C and B, home to A again. In the case of Psalm 92, D 

represents verse 9, which is very clearly the poem’s midpoint: the middle Yahweh 

of seven, the middle verse of fifteen, the middle line of thirty-one.11 

 

 The first letter A represents the introductory part of the text, that is, vv.2-4. Verse 1 is the 

superscription in the Hebrew version of this Psalm. Second letter A refers to the rear section, vv.13-16, 

which corresponds to vv. 2-4 in some words and expressions. The verb ngd “to report, announce, tell” forms 

an inclusion with the use of the same verbal root in the introductory part of the poem (v.3). The two letters 

of B in the citation above stand for vv.5-6 and vv.11-12 respectively. Letter C is for vv.7-8 and v.10. Verse 

9 is represented by the letter D, and it is the middle of the poem.12 Points of correspondence in the parallel 

sections are mentioned in the following paragraphs.   

Besides this artistic presentation of the poem is the use of word pair in v.3 “morning and night”.13 

Further examples are found in Isa 21:12 and Hos 7:6. This word pair is also an example of chronological 

merismus in Psalm 92; it accentuates the unceasing praise of God from one pole of the day to the other 

extreme. To praise God “morning and night” means praising him all the day long. It is impressive to observe 

                                                 
11 Michael Wilcock, The Message of Psalms 73-150: Songs for the People of God (The Bible Speaks Today; Leicester: 

Inter-Varsity Press, 2001) 82-83; similarly in James M. Boice, Psalms II: Psalms 42-106 (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 

Baker Book House, 1996) 755. Expressing similar idea in their work, J.-N. Aletti – J. Trublet, Approche poétique et 

théologique des psaumes: Analyses et Méthodes (Initiations; Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1983) 87, use the term 

concentric; according to their structural analysis, the text concentrates on v. 9. See also Jonathan Magonet, “Some 

Concentric Structures in Psalms”, The Heythrop Journal 23 (1982) 365-376; his study of structural analysis of some 

Psalms with concentric structures includes Psalm 92. Similar tripartite structure of Psalm 92 is seen in the 

interpretation of this Psalm by Frank-Lothar Hossfeld – Erich Zenger, Psalms 2, 436; the same structure is adopted 

by Eric Zenger, “Kanonische Psalmenexegese und christlich-jüdischer Dialog: Beobactungen zum Sabbatpsalm 92”, 

Mincha: Festgabe für Rolf Rendtorff zum 75. Geburtstag (Neukirchener-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 2000) 243-260.  

A more detailed structural study of this Psalm is found in Pierre Auffret, Voyez de vos yeux: etude structurelle de vingt 

psaumes dont le psaume 119 (Leiden-New York-Köln: E.J. Brill, 1993) 301-317. 
12 Convincing as it is, J. P. Fokkelman, Major Poems of the Hebrew Bible at the Interface of Prosody and Structural 

Analysis III: The Remaining 65 Psalms (Studia Semitica Neerlandica 43; Assen: Van Gorcum, 2003) 177-181, 

proposes a tripartite structure different from the opinion of most scholars: 2-6; 7-12; 13-16. From a close observation, 

the first two parts in his structural study cut across the logical flow of the text. 
13 These are included in the lists of frequent word pairs by Yitzhak Avishur, Stylistic Studies of Word-Pairs in Biblical 

and Ancient Semitic Literature (Alter Orient und Altes Testament 210; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 

1984) 121. 



the use of the plural form for night in the Hebrew version of this text; the LXX and the Vulgate have 

singular. The plural allot could be an example of intensive plural of using plural form of a noun with 

singular meaning as in Ps 134:1 and Canticles 3,1.8. It is also possible that the author had in mind the 

divisions of the four segments of keeping watch at night in the Temple (cf. Ps 16, 7).14  

 In this song of thanksgiving and praise to God, the psalmist structures his poem in such a way that 

the two categories of individual he portrays in the text correspond to the two spectra of vegetal-arboreal 

imagery found therein. One group is symbolized by ‛ēśeb (v 8), a collective term for weeds, grass, 

vegetables, cereals, that grow during rainy season; these are not perennial. In the context of the text, ‛ēśeb 

is a symbol of transitoriness. The second group to which the psalmist belongs is represented by the direct 

opposite of ‛ēśeb; the singer uses two symbolic names of trees to accentuate the contrast: these are tāmār 

“palm”, botanically known as Phoenix dactylifera; this picture is complemented by another ever-green plant 

’erez “cedar”.  

 At the centre of his song of praise and thanksgiving is God, addressed with the covenantal name, 

the Tetragrammaton, YHWH, which occurs seven times in the text (vv. 2.5.6.9.10.14.16). The number 

seven is symbolic; it signifies completeness and perfection. The text is so arranged such that the fourth 

occurrence of this divine name is at the centre of the Psalm and in a phrase that has so much to convey 

about the theological thrust of the poem.  Verse 9 articulates it in these words: we’attāh mārôm le‛ōlām 

YHWH: “But you O Lord are on high forever”. God’s greatness guarantees his marvelous works of which 

the psalmist sings and the vindication which only the One who is on high can achieve. Some perceive an 

antithetical parallelism between this verse and the sense of verse 8 that immediately precedes.15 The lowly 

nature of grass cannot be compared to One who stands on high. In sum, verse 9 “acts as a caesura, a pause 

between the first and last three stanzas”.16  

 Verse 9 is in the centre of the main body of the poem, viz., verses 5-12. The four verses that precede 

verse 9 are divided into two.17  The first set is verses 5-6 which are positive in its content; the psalmist 

rejoices in God’s marvelous deeds. The second is verses 7-8 and the content is negative; God’s deeds elude 

the godless. There are four terms, two in each verse, which portray the nature of the godless; each heightens 

their depravity. In verse 7, they are first presented as ’îš-ba‛ar “dullard”, having animal instinct. The verb, 

lō’ yāda‛, that comes immediately after renders the nuance of ’îš-ba‛ar more explicit. In the same verse 7, 

the second stich is synonymous to the first; it contains a synonym of ’îš-ba‛ar on one hand and lō’ yāda‛ 

on the other. These are respectively kesîl “foolish” in practical affairs, and the negative verbal form lō’-

yābîn. In verse 8 there are two other terms that depict the godless; these are rāšā‛ “guilty, transgressor”, 

and pō‛ǎlê ’āwen “workers of iniquity”; the latter has the nuance of idolatry. At this point in the Psalm, the 

psalmist likens the godless and their action to ‛ēśeb “grass” which sprouts (prh) and blossoms (sîs) but only 

to be destroyed. They disappear with the same spontaneity with which they sprout up.  

 The three verses (vv 10-12) after verse 9 are also divided into two according to their contents. First 

is verse 10 which is negative: God’s enemies perish: 

  kî hinnēh ’ōyebêkā YHWH 

  kî hinnēh ’ōyebêkā yō’bēdû 

  yitpāred û kol-pō‛ǎlê ’āwen 

“For your enemies, O Lord, / for your enemies shall perish; / all evildoers shall be scattered”. 

The content of this tristich strophe has been compared to an Ugaritic Poem about Baal and Anath:  

ht ibk b‛lm 

                                                 
14 The four divisions are from sunset to 9 p.m.; from 9 p.m. to midnight; from midnight to 3 a.m.; and from 3 a.m. to 

sunrise. These four corresponds to four divisions of keeping watch during the day: from sunrise to 9 a.m.; from 9 a.m. 

to noon; from noon to 3 p. m.; and from 3 p. m. to sunset. 
15 Cf. Klaus Koenen, Jahwe wird kommen, zu herrschen über die Erde: Ps 90-110 als Komposition (Bonner Biblische 

Beiträge 101; Weinheim: Beltz Athenäum, 1995) 56. 
16 Dan Vogel, “A Psalm for Sabbath? A Literary View of Psalm 92”, Jewish Bible Quarterly 28/4 p.  218. 
17 Cf. Gianfranco Ravasi, Il Libro dei Salmi: Commento e Attualizzazione II [51-100] (Bologna: Edizione Dehoniane, 

1996) 928. 



ht ibk tmhs 

ht tsmt srtk 

Now thine enemy, O Baal 

Now thine enemy wilt thou smite, 

Now wilt thou cut off thine adversary18  

   

In his text the author of Psalm 92 probably appropriates the words and the rhythm of this Ugaritic poem. In 

the Ugaritc, Baal is opposed to his cosmic enemy Yam; and his victory is significant for existence. Its 

demythologized sense in Psalm 92 refers to YHWH and his enemies in human history.19 Avishur sees 

further parallel texts of this in the Hebrew Bible in Pss 73:27 and 83:3.20 

 Verses 11-12 are positive; the psalmist praises God’s work in his life; especially the Divine 

vindication over enemies.  

 In the concluding part of the Psalm (vv 13-16), the singer, employing the arboreal images of tāmār 

and ’erez, elucidates the blissful life situation of the righteous, saddîq. The divine name YHWH occurs for 

the seventh and final time in verse 16.  

 Furthermore, in verse13 tāmār and ’erez are a word pair common to both Hebrew and Aramaic. 

For the Aramaic it is found in Genesis Apocryphon XIX 14-15: “and I saw in my dream that there was a 

cedar and a date-palm”; and in another phrase, “to cut down and uproot the cedar, but leave the date-palm 

to itself”.21  

 Similarly in verse 14, house and courts form a word pair and are parallel to each other in the two 

stichs of this verse. Further examples of this word pair seen often in synonymous parallelism are found in 

Exod 8:9; Ezek 9:7; Zech 3:7; Pss 65:5;  84:11; 1 Chron 28:6.22 In this rich literary art the psalmist employs 

the images of significant trees common in his ambient.  

 

 

2. An Insight into the Arboreal  

Images in Psalm 92 
 

The author of Psalm 92 chooses three terms from the ancient Near Eastern botanic world, ‛ēśeb, tāmār and 

’erez, in order to convey his message, which is the Word of God in human language.  

 ‛ēśeb (“grass”) is a collective deverbative singular noun23 for low vegetation which stands in 

contrast to ‛ēs (“tree”), “woody plant”. Their growth depends on precipitation, for they sprout in the rainy 

season and wither when the weather grows hot and dry. In the second account of creation, traditionally 

attributed to the Yahwistic source, ‛ēśeb haśśādeh “grass of the field” first sprouted on earth after the Lord 

had caused the rain to fall on the ground. “The luxuriant growth of plants during the rainy season symbolizes 

fertility and vitality”.24 According to Ps 72:16, good governance makes the king’s subject blossom like 

grass in the field. In Job 5:25, the children of the upright are like the grass of the earth. Psalm 92:8 bears 

similar connotation of ‛ēśeb as a symbol of fertility; the psalmist combines this positive image with the 

ephemeral and transient feature of grass, which endure only when there is rain. “The greenery that sprouts 

so luxuriantly in the spring withers and perishes in the heat and drought of summer, symbolizes the mortality 

                                                 
18 J. B. Pritchard, ed., Ancient Near Eastern Texts relating to the Old Testament with Supplement (ANET; Princeton, 

New Jersey: Princeton University, 31969) 131a. 
19 A more detailed study of Psalm 92 and its parallel texts in Ugaritic are the focus of Oswald Loretz, “Psalm 92: 

Ugaritische Texte und Gattungensforschung”, Ugarit-Forschungen 25 (1993) 275-288.  
20 Yitzhak Avishur, Studies in Hebrew and Ugaritic Psalms (Jerusalem: The Magnes, 1994) 243. 
21 Avishur, Stylistic Studies of Word-Pairs, 482-483. 
22 Avishur, Stylistic Studies of Word-Pairs, 540-541; he points out more word pairs in our Psalm, about fourteen pairs. 
23 The only exception is in the Book of Proverb 27,25 where it occurs in feminine plural form, ‛iśśebôt. 
24 P. Maiberger, ‛ēśeb, Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament XI (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 2001) 

384. 



of transient human beings”.25 The OT employs synonyms of ‛ēśeb such as hāsîr and sîs in conveying the 

same idea of transience of human life (cf. Pss 37:2; 90:5-6; 103:15-16; Job 14:2; Isa 40:6, 8; 51:12).   

 While ‛ēśeb stands for ephemeralness of human life, tāmār and ’erez among many other meanings, 

underscore the longevity of human life. In the OT, the term tāmār is first the name for “date-palm” Phoenix 

dactylifera; it occurs in the OT with this meaning for about twelve times.26  The second use of tāmār in the 

OT is derived from its physical features as a very tall, statuesque, straight, evergreen and full of sap; thus it 

is a personal feminine name. It is the name of Judah’s daughter-in-law (Gen 38:6-30), the daughter of David 

and Maacah and sister of Absalom (2 Sam 13:1-22), and Absalom’s only daughter, perhaps named after 

her sister (2 Sam 14:27). The author of the Canticles 7:7 must have thought of the familiar graceful shape 

of a palm tree when he likens it to the figure of a woman standing: “You are stately as a palm tree, and your 

breasts are like its clusters”. Third, tāmār is also a place name (cf. Ezek 47:18-19; 48:28). In the Mishnaic 

Hebrew, tāmār is called deqel. Tāmār grows abundantly in Jericho, whence the name ‛îr hatemārîm “City 

of Palms” predicated of Jericho (Deut 34:3; Judg 11:6; 3:13; 2 Chron 28:15). It needs hot climate for its 

fruit to ripen and it grows mainly in the valley of Jericho, the lowland of the southern coast and the plains 

of the wilderness. If it happens to grow in the mountains, its fruits are not edible. The term tāmār literally 

means “erect” like a column or post, tômēr; its symbolism for a righteous person in Ps 92 is further 

elucidated by this meaning. “The imposing date-palm can usually be seen from a great distance as it often 

reaches a height of some sixty feet.27  

According to rabbinic traditions “honey” among the seven species of the Promised Land (cf. Deut 

8:8) is the honey of Tamar. The softer and juicer variety of the date has a high sugar content and is generally 

found in inhabited areas where irrigation and cultivation are practiced, whereas, the fruit of the drier variety 

known as “bread of the desert”, is more typical of semi-arid regions and has a high starch content.28  

Palm fronds were used in public jubilation especially on the first day of the Feast of Tabernacle 

(Lev 23:40; Neh 8:15), and as emblem of victory (1 Macc 13:51; 2 Macc 10:7). The roots of tāmār are 

strong and fibrous and this keeps its leaves ever green and full of sap.29  A date palm begins to bear fruit 

when it reaches about thirty-five years old and can produce about one hundred and five pounds of fruit 

annually; thus it is a symbol of peace and plenty. 

Every part of tāmār date palm is useful:  

 

The trunk was used for construction, fences, rafts, and fuel. The leaf provided a motif 

for ornaments of King Solomon’s temple (1 Kgs 6:32), and later became an emblem 

of victory on coins. The leaflets were woven into mats, baskets, utensils, sails, and 

roof thatch. The fiber was fabricated into rope. Fibers from the base of the leaves 

were used by the Egyptians for wigs, ropes, matting, baskets, bags, brushes, and 

brooms. When the fiber was mixed with camel hair it was woven into cloth for 

caravan tents. The leafless midrib sticks were manufactured into cages, chairs, doors, 

and palm-stick torches. The fruit was a basic food consumed both fresh or dried, 

made into honey (over 60 percent sugar content). The fermented fruit produces 

alcohol and vinegar. The unripe green date produces a dye, and is a good substance 

for tanning. The sap of the crown contains syrup used for wine and as a sweetener. 

                                                 
25 Maiberger, ‛ēśeb, 386. 
26 Cf. Exod 15:27; Lev 23:40; Num 33:9; Deut 34:3; Judg 1:16; 3:13; Neh 8:15; Joel 1:12;  Ps 92:13; Cant 7:8, 9; 2 

Chron 28:15. 
27 Cf. David Lavie, Plants of the Bible in their Natural Surroundings (Haifa: Department of Education and Culture, 

1969) 28; also Hepper F. Nigel, Illustrated Encyclopedia of Bible Plants: Flowers and Trees, Fruits and Vegetables, 

Ecology  (Leicester: Inter Varsity, 1992) 116-118; Jean et Solange Maillat, Les Plantes dans la Bible (Méolans-Revel: 

Éditions DésIris, 1999) 117-118; M. Zohary, Plants of the Bible: A Complete Handbook to all the Plants with 200 

Full-Color Plates taken in the Natural Habitat (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1982) 60-61. 
28 Lavie, Plants of the Bible in their Natural Surroundings, 28. 
29 Yoshitaka Kobayashi, “City of Palm Trees”, The Anchor Bible Dictionary I (London: Doubleday, 1992) 1052-1053. 



The kernel has long provided animal fodder (especially for toothless camels). Oil 

may be pressed from it, but the kernel has also been used ornamentally in necklaces.30 

 

A Midrash reflecting on the usefulness of date palm comments: “As no part of the palm has any waste ... 

so are there none worthless in Israel”.31 Palm leaf served as decorative element on pottery dated to about 

one thousand eight hundred B.C.; it is part of the decoration in Solomon’s Temple (1 Kgs 6:29, 32, 35; 

7:36), and on Jewish coin, especially the Judea Capta “Captive Judea” coins of Vespasian, which depicts 

Judea sitting mourning beneath the palm.   

 A Sumerian text on the creation and function of the date palm tree has this description:  

 

A tree, which grows forever – where have I seen such? 

Its scales truly surround its palm heart 

Its dried palm fronds truly serve as wicker 

Its sapling/suckers are the surveying line 

On the fields of the king it finds its significance 

Its palm branches one uses in the palace of the king for purification 

Its dates which are heaped up next to pure grain 

Find in the temples of the great gods their meaning.32 

  

 To this impressively rich significance of tāmār the author of Psalm 92 adds another equally 

symbolic term, ’erez, and with essential specification,’erez ballebānôn, which literally means, “Cedar in 

Lebanon”. This term occurs in the OT about seventy times almost in this syntagm. Cedrus libani, according 

to its botanic name, is kedros in Greek; this is etymologically related to the English word ‘cedar’. Almost 

all the biblical mentions of ’erez refer to cedrus libani, even when this is not explicitly stated.  It is a huge, 

flat-topped, ever-green tree which grows on mountains at a height of more than one thousand meters and 

can reach the circumference of about forty to fifty meters.33 From its massive trunk and scaly bark which 

thrusts upwards, the cedar sends out horizontal, wide-spreading branches in layers. The branches are 

covered with dark, evergreen, needle-shaped leaves. The roots of this handsome, sturdy forest monarch 

firmly grip the mountain slopes and withstand the driving winds and the lashing rains at high altitudes.34 

Cedar is a conifer;35 it develops slowly and it is longeval. It can reach ripe age of more than one thousand 

years; and those at Baalbek in Lebanon are known to be about three thousand years old.36 As it advances in 

age, its pyramidal form changes to widespread branches.37  Its wood is slow-growing with bluish-green 

short needles, durable, highly valuable, fungi and rot resistant, knot free, hard with close grain, full of 

fragrant resin, and it yields oil. The resin and oil from cedar are utilized for embalming and for perfume.   

All these rich qualities of cedar, its beauty, hardiness, longevity, and usefulness make the Biblical 

writers present it in the superlative. The OT uses a Semitic form of superlative whereby the divine name 

’ēl and ’ēlōhîm are in construct chain with ’erez. Hence, constructions such as ’arezê-’ēl in Ps 80:11. 

Literally this can be rendered “cedars of God”; however, our knowledge of this Semitic way of expressing 

superlative calls for appropriate superlative phrases such as “mighty cedars”, “very tall cedars”, and other 
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similar expressions.38  Further examples of this construct chain with ’erez and a divine name can be found 

in 1 Sam 14:15; Pss 26:12; 36:7; Cant 8:6. In Psalm 104:16 the inherent parallelism in its two stichs shows 

that cedrus libani as an exceptional tree is called God’s own tree in a superlative sense: “The trees of the 

Lord are watered abundantly, the cedars of Lebanon that he planted”. Some texts in the OT call it “the glory 

of Lebanon” kebôd hallebānôn (cf. Isa 35:2; 60:13); Canticles 5:15 describes it as excellent and desirable: 

“His legs are alabaster columns, set upon bases of gold. His appearance is like Lebanon, choice as the 

cedars”. The cedars of Lebanon are noble trees, the noblest, tallest and the massive, feeling all who see 

them now with awe and reverence.39  

Among its many and various uses, the timber from cedar is used in the construction of palaces and 

other major building (Isa 9:9); Solomon imported cedars for the construction of the Temple in Jerusalem 

(1 Kgs 5:13).  Apart from these symbolic features of cedar, it is also the symbol of the tallest tree in contrast 

to hyssop, which represents the lowest. When cedar and hyssop occur in a text (cf. 1 Kgs 5:13), both 

represent a literary figure called merismus: the two extremes in a spectrum.    

 In composing his poem, the author of Psalm 92 was undoubtedly familiar with the rich qualities of 

tāmār and ’erez, and their loftiness in contrast to ‛ēśeb “grass”. What functions do these have in the text, 

and how does the knowledge of these enrich our understanding of the message of this Psalm, and as an 

image of the Word of God?   

 

3. The Function of the Arboreal Images  

4. in Psalm 92 

 
 In a metaphor a name or descriptive word or phrase is transferred to an object or action different 

from, but analogous to, that to which it is literally applicable. Hence, plant images used for human beings 

in the Bible predicate of human beings the qualities of these plants. They usually refer to human vitality or 

lack of it,40 depending on the inherent qualities of the tree employed. The image of the tree in the OT texts 

is probably derived from Egypt for in Egyptian wisdom literature, it characterizes the “silent ones”.41 Its 

function in the Psalms and in the rest of the OT texts in which they occur depends so much on the theological 

thrust of the text.   

 In Psalm 1, the plant image helps structure the text. This Psalm underscores the fate of two types 

of human beings that exist, the righteous and the godless.42 Those in the first group are like trees planted 

by the streams of water; while the second is compared to chaff which is blown aware by the wind. The 

author of this Psalm uses a collective term for trees; any tree by the riverside thrives because it is near the 

source of life. In the same way, those who meditate day and night on the Law of the Lord are near the Lord 

and they thrive with life. Plant by streams of water is the image of the righteous. It also represents the fate 

of those who trust in the Lord: “Blessed are those who trust in the Lord, whose trust is the Lord.  They shall 

be like a tree planted by water, sending out its roots by the stream. It shall not fear when heat comes, and 

its leaves shall stay green; in the year of drought it is not anxious, and it does not cease to bear fruit” (Jer 

17:7-8). That the courts of the Lord are tantamount to streams of water can be explained from the vision of 

Ezekiel 47:1-12, particularly these concluding words of that vision: “On the banks, on both sides of the 

river, there will grow all kinds of trees for food. Their leaves will not wither nor their fruit fail, but they 

will bear fresh fruit every month, because the water for them flows from the sanctuary. Their fruit will be 

for food, and their leaves for healing” (Ezek 47:12).  
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In the OT Wisdom literature, the metaphor of flourishing tree depicts the righteous: “The righteous 

will flourish like green leaves” (Prov 11:28); “The fruit of the righteous is a tree of life” (Prov 11:30); “A 

gentle tongue is a tree of life” (Prov 15:4). In all these texts from the Book of Proverbs, the adjoining poetic 

stich states the contrast the sage makes between the lives of the righteous symbolized by luxuriant trees and 

the fate of the wicked.  

In other texts of the OT, the writers are more explicit and specific. While they continue with floral 

images, they specify species of tree. In Psalm 52:10, the psalmist exults: “But I am like a green olive tree 

in the house of God. I trust in the steadfast love of God”. The olive tree is a metaphor of beauty, of fertility 

and of endurance.43  It is one of the seven species of the fruits of the Promised Land (Deut 8:7-8 cf. Hos 

2:8; Joel 2:19; cf. Rom 11:17-18). Its tree can live for more than a thousand years and it is difficult to 

terminate its existence because new sprouts continue to emerge from the roots even when the old trunk 

looks dry. Punishments due to disobedience and infringement on the stipulations of the covenant are 

depicted as unfruitful or withered olive tree (Deut 28:40; Job 15:33; Amos 4:9; Mic 6:15).  

Image of a tree can function differently in other texts. In Psalms 37 and 35, specific plant image 

assumes a special function: “I have seen the wicked oppressing, and towering like a cedar of Lebanon”. 

Again in Ezekiel 31, the image of a tree, specifically cedar, unifies the theme developed in this text. The 

seven kinds of trees in Isa 41:19 symbolize the landscape of paradise: “I will put in the wilderness the cedar, 

the acacia, the myrtle, and the olive; I will set in the desert the cypress, the plane and the pine together”. 

Similar accumulation of tree images is found in Hosea 14:6-9. 

In all the texts cited above, plant image predicated of human beings are reduced to only 

comparisons. In Psalm 92:13-15, however, the writer develops this image further than ordinary 

comparisons, and its function is understood when read with other components of the text. The psalmist first 

compares the righteous to the two trees (v 13); they flourish and grow great. Both actions refer to the 

qualities of date-palm and cedar of Lebanon. The next verse (v 14) tells us why they flourish; it is because 

they are in God’s house. They are near the source of water, of life. They are not like the wicked, who are 

not planted in God; who wither and varnish from life. The contrast between the two is impressive. The next 

development of the image is in verse 15; these trees that are known for their long life span are perpetually 

fruitful, bearing fruit. Cedar, however, does not have fruit like the palm, but it is useful. The older it 

becomes, the stronger its timbers are for construction. Its aroma and oil are part of the fruit that the psalmist 

most likely had in mind. The early Christians, praying this text, considered it as a reference to Christ’s 

resurrection and the Christian resurrection in general.44  

The Psalm’s features of praise and thanksgiving correspond to the cosmic and historical work of 

God mentioned in the Psalm. God’s work of creation is articulated in verses 5-6; his deed in human history 

is equally behind man’s life experience (vv 11-12) Verses 5-6 are reminiscent of similar joyful exuberance 

in Psalm 8:4: “When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have 

established”. According to the superscription of Psalm 92, the ancient commentators interpreted it as “A 

Song for the Sabbath Day”,45 probably because of this allusion to God’s work of creation. N. Sarna asserts 

that the underlying mythic-cosmogonic concept of creation is the main reason for this superscription of 

Psalm 92.46 The sevenfold repetition of the divine name and an interference of creation may also be the 

motive for this connection.47 In the version of the Decalogue in Exodus 20, the reason for the observance 

of the Sabbath Day is traced back to the accounts of creation in Genesis 1-2.  
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In Ps 92, worthless human beings described in the text with appropriate terms, understand little 

about God’s work. The psalmist highlights this attitude of the godless by using image of grass, which 

appears to live but disappears instantly. Just like grass is ephemeral, the godless are not deep-rooted, for 

they are not of God.  Evil doers are also compared to grass in Psalm 90:5-6. Again in Psalm 92, their 

description in the text is placed very closely to the psalmist’s well-articulated presentation of God in verse 

6. God’s works are great and his thought very deep like the valley. Similar description of divinity has been 

perceived in a Sumero-Akkadian hymns and prayers to the moon god: “O lord, thy divinity fills the wide 

sea with awe, as well as the distant heavens… O mighty prince whose deep heart no one of the gods 

comprehends…”48   Isaiah 55:9 and Psalm 40:6 are other texts where the wondrous deeds and thoughts of 

God occur together. In the NT, Paul alludes to this concept in Rom 11:33: “O the depth of the riches and 

wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways!” 

  The godless, whose deeds are incomparable to God’s works, are enemies of both the righteous 

represented by the psalmist and of God (cf. v 10 and vv 12-13). They are as always, not persons who are 

stupid but those who ignore God.49 Because they are not rooted in God, they are like grass. The repeated 

use of the verbal root p‛l “to make, do, work” heightens the contrast between God’s great works and the 

transitory evil workers (vv 5, 8, 10). The contrast is further intensified by the images of flourishing grass 

and God’s greatness.50  

The righteous instead are planted in God’s house. Ancient temples had sacred orchards that 

symbolized the fertility found in the divine dwelling,51 and this, among others, must have suggested to the 

psalmist the image reproduced in verses 13-15. The palm-date and the cedar of Lebanon are as beautiful as 

they are distinct from each other. Both trees evoke the idea of fresh growth, fertile throughout the years.52 

They are symbolic of strength, longevity, and desirability (cf. Isa 2:13; 65:22; Hos 14:5-6; Zech 11:2).53 

Again both trees are used in the OT as images of stateliness, solidarity, and strength”.54 They testify to the 

greatness and goodness of God.55 

The person who truly prospers is planted in God’s courts and house. He worships God and sees his 

works (v 5). His life is fruitful even to old age (v 15). “When the prosperity (lit. the blossoming) of the 

ungodly comes to an end, the springing up and the growth of the righteous only then rightly has its 

beginning”.56 Thus prosperity is not to be found in this fleeting world; it is to be found in knowing the living 

God and being “planted in the house of the Lord” (v 14).57  

 

Conclusion 

 

“The fact that many of the Church’s members, individually and in groups, are intensely studying the Word 

of God in the Bible affords a rare opportunity to instruct the faithful in understanding it properly and apply 

it to everyday life”.58 The Word of God is conveyed in varied images in both the OT and the NT, and sacred 
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writers picked those images that vividly spoke to their first readers. Those of us who today read their texts 

can understand their message, which is God’s Word in human language, if we enter their world and the 

world of their metaphors. When we understand the text, we can apply it to present life situations. 

 The arboreal images in Psalm 92 spoke persuasively to the contemporaries of the psalmist, to those 

who down through the ages have made use of the text, and in particular, these images speak to our present 

society. Life is meaningful only when it is rooted in God. In the text of Psalm 92, grass and the two symbolic 

plants, palm-date and cedar, all flourish. The author of the Psalm aptly uses the same verb, prh, for this 

action of flourishing (cf. vv 8, 13). However, genuine prosperous life is proved by time. “Grass, a well 

known symbol of the swift transition from prosperity to annihilation”,59 stands for life without God. On the 

other hand, longeval fruitful existence characterizes human life based on God. “The Bible dynamically 

proclaims the Word and is the source of life for the believer”.60      

 “God manifests Himself to man in part through language, and necessarily His deeds are made 

known by any one man to others, and perhaps also by any one man to himself, chiefly through the mediation 

of language”.61 In Psalm 92, the Word of God in human language is mediated through images of classic 

symbolic plants in the Biblical world.  
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