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Temple Worship and a
Possible Reference to a Prayer
Circle in Psalm 24

Donald W. Parry

Several scholars have identified Psalm 24 as a temple liturgical
hymn.' Sigmund Mowinckel, for example, believes that Psalm 24
contains leges sacrae, or “laws of the sanctuary,” those “special rules
and special demands as to the qualifications of those to be admitted”
into the temple.? Speaking specifically of Psalm 24, Hans-Joachim
Kraus states that we “must reckon with the presence in the Psalms
of concepts connected with the sanctuary of the Ark.”’ Additionally,
scholars have considered how God’s presence in the temple is
demonstrated in Psalm 24. Leopold Sabourin has discussed Psalm 24
and “God’s theophany in the sanctuary,” and Kraus avers that “the
liturgy of Psalm 24 celebrates Yahweh Sebaoth, the God of Israel,
who is entering the sanctuary. ... He is accompanied and sur-
rounded by the ‘righteous’ (vv. 3-5), by the ‘true Israel’ (v. 6).”°

Internal evidence clearly connects the psalm to the rites of the
ancient Jerusalem temple. For instance, the hymn contains a number of
technical terms and expressions which are associated with the Israelite
temple and temple worship, such as mountain of Yabweb, boly place,
ascend, rise up, innocent, pure heart, lift up, seeking God’s face, gates,
entrances, Ring, glory, and eternity. The psalm also functions as a type
of self-administered temple recommend interview in the form of a
description of the ideal temple visitor (v. 4), and the creation scene plays
a prominent role in the opening verses 1-2.

Although scholars have noted several temple connections in
Psalm 24, they have overlooked a possible reference to a prayer
circle. English translators have rendered Psalm 24:6 as follows:
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This is the generation of them that seek him,
that seek thy face, O Jacob (King James Version).

Such is the generation of those who seek him,
who seek your face, O God of Jacob (New International Version).

Such are the people who seek him,
who seek your presence, God of Jacob (Jerusalem Bible).

The One of Eternity seek,
O you who search for the Presence of Jacob (Anchor Bible).

This is the generation of them that seek him,
of them that seek the face of the God of Jacob (Douay Version).

Such is the fortune of those who seek him,
who seek the face of the God of Jacob (New English Bible).

Such is the people that seek him,
that seeks your presence, God of Jacob (New Jerusalem Bible).

Such is the company of those who seek him,
who seek the face of the God of Jacob (New Revised Standard Version).

Based on further study of the Hebrew text, I propose the
following translation of verse 6:

This is the circle of them that inquire of him,
that seek the face of the God of Jacob.

I offer the following translation of Psalm 24 to place verse 6 in
the full context of this temple hymn:

1 A Psalm of David
The earth and its fullness belongs to Yahweh,
the world and they that dwell in it.
2 Because he has established it upon the seas,
and upon the rivers he founded it.
3 Who will ascend into the mountain® of Yahweh?
And who will rise up in his holy place?
4 He whose palms’ are innocent,
and whose heart is pure,
who has not lifted his soul® to falsehood,
and has not sworn what is false.
5 He will lift up” a blessing from Yahweh.
And righteousness from the God of his salvation.
6 This is the circle of them that inquire of him,
that seek the face of the God of Jacob. Selah.
7 Lift up'® your heads, O gates,
and be lifted up, O entrances of eternity,
so that the king of Glory will come in.
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8 Who is this'! king of glory?
Yahweh, strong and mighty.'?
Yahweh, mighty of battle.
9 Lift up your heads, O gates,
and be lifted up, O entrances of eternity,
so that the king of Glory will come in.
10 Who is this, the king of Glory?
Yahweh of Armies,
he is the king of glory. Selah.

My translation of verse 6 is based particularly on the following
observations.

When the text of the Hebrew Bible was originally written, only
consonants were used, no vowels."® Indeed, a statement attributed to
Natronai IT ben Hilai (Gaon of Sura, A.p. 853-58) states that the vowels
were introduced by the sages “as an aid for reading.”'* Approximately
two centuries later, Hai Gaon (d. A.n. 1037) wrote that “a scroll of the law
[the Pentateuch or five books of Moses] provided with punctuation
cannot be employed for public reading . . . and the reason is that Moses
wrote the law for Israel without any [vowel ] point([s].”*

Because the vowels were introduced by the Masoretes of Tiberius
(9th century A.p.), they may or may not reflect the intent of the original
biblical authors, as has longbeen recognized. The addition of the vowels
is sometimes interpretative.'® By way of comparison, the Dead Sea Scroll
versions of the Old Testament (2d century B.c. to 1st century A.p.) are an
earlier form of the text, and do not have vowels. Thus it is customary for
a translator to study the Hebrew Bible both with and without the
vowels—with the vowels to view the opinion of the Masoretes and
without the vowels to explore other possible understandings of the text.

In Psalm 24:6, the Hebrew word dér can be rendered “genera-
tion,” as many English translators do, accepting the vowel pointing
of the Masoretes. Simply by changing the Hebrew vowel from a
bhélam to a sharik (an acceptable practice when translating the
Hebrew Bible), the word dér (generation) now reads dur (circle).
Such a rendition is supported by Hebrew lexical materials.'” And in
the light of the temple setting of this psalm, the term circle fits that
context well and may have reference to a religious prayer circle.’®

Atthe same time, I prefer the English verb inguire,'® rather than
seek (as in the King James Version). The word inquire more accu-
rately reflects the prayer setting of the hymn. The same word is
frequently used in the Hebrew scriptures with regard to an individual
or group praying to God (Gen. 25:22; Ex. 18:15; 1 Sam. 9:9; 1 Kgs.
22:8; 2 Kgs. 8:8; 1 Chr. 15:13; Jer. 21:2).
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In several renditions of verse 6, the pronoun thy or your
precedes face, making the reading thy face or your face. This reading
is probably corrupt, for the pronoun thy or your does not agree with
the third person singular pronoun (bim, as in “inquire of him”) in the
same verse.

The Syriac Old Testament and the Septuagint supply the word God
(Hebrew, El6bim) in the verse between the words Jacob and face. For
one reason or another, the Hebrew Bible has omitted this term from the
verse. Without this emendation, the text makes little sense, for the entire
context revolves around the goal of the worshipper to seek the face
of God.” As noted in the translations listed above, most translators
have accepted this alternate reading and have supplied the term God
in their translations.

In conclusion, the larger context of Psalm 24 works nicely with
my proposed understanding of verse 6. Verses 1-2 make direct
reference to the creation of the earth; then follow two synonymous
clauses placed in an interrogative format that are directed to the
temple worshipper. In essence, the two questions ask, “Who is
worthy to visit the Lord’s temple?” The individual found worthy to
enter the temple (i.e., “he whose palms are innocent, whose heart is
pure, who has notlifted his soul to falsehood, and has not sworn what
is false,”v. 4)will receive a blessing from God. What does the blessing
consist of? The blessing is implicit in verse 6. After being found
worthy to enter the temple, a circle of worshippers participates in
the rites and ceremonies, including prayer, where the temple visitor
“inquires” after the Lord and “seeks his face.” The blessing, then, is
that those individuals worthy to enter the temple will have the
privilege of appearing before God in his temple.*

NOTES

! See for example, Sigmund Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel’s Worship
(Nashville, Tenn.: Abingdon, 1979), 177-78; Hans-Joachim Kraus, Theology of the
Psalms, trans. Keity Crim (Minneapolis, Minn.: Augsburg, 1986), 73-78; Walter
Brueggemann, The Message of the Psalms (Minneapolis, Minn.: Augsburg, 1984),
42; ErhardS. Gerstenberger, Psalms, Part 1 (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1987),
117-19; Klaus Koch, “Tempeleinlassliturgien und Dekaloge,” in Studien zur
Theologie der alttestamentlichen Uberlieferungen (Festschrift G. von Rad), ed.
Rolf Rendtorff and Klaus Koch (Neukirchen: Neukirchener Verlag, 1961), 45-60;
LeopoldSabourin, The Psalms: Their Origin and Meaning (New York: Alba House,
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1974), 407-9; J. W. Rogerson and J. W. McKay, Psalms 1-50 (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1977), 1:107-11.

*Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel’s Worship, 177.

SKraus, Theology of the Psalms, 74.

“Sabourin, The Psalms: Their Origin and Meaning, 408.

"Hans-Joachim Kraus, Psalms 1-59: A Commentary, trans. Hilton C. Oswald
(Minneapolis, Minn.: Augsburg, 1988), 316.

®The KJV translates the Hebrew har as “hill.” It should be understood as
“mountain,” which symbolizes the temple (see Ps. 15:1; Isa. 2:3).

"The Hebrew term capaim has reference to the “palms.” KJV’s incorrect
usage of “hands” does not adequately allow for the significance of palms in ancient
Israelite temple ritual. The Hebrew word yad refers to the hand and fingers;
figuratively it indicates power or work (as in “the hand of the Lord”); the capaim,
however, are the palms, the cupped part of the hand, used to depict innocence and
to clap for joy. These two words are interchangeable in the expression upraised
hands, a gesture which accompanied prayers in the temple of Solomon.

8The text of Biblia Hebraica Stutigartensia reads “my soul.” I emend the text
according to the Cairo Geniza manuscripts and numerous variant textual readings to
“his soul.” The third person singular his is consistent with the context of the psalm.

?“Lift up” isliteral Hebrew. The signification of this expression is not known,
but it may have to do with the fact that prayers in the temple were spoken with
upraised arms. Clean hands are not lifted up in vanity or deceit; they are lifted up in
the name of the Lord (Ps. 63:4) and in prayer to him (Gen. 14:22; Ezra 9:5;Isa. 1:15),
raised toward the heavens (1 Kgs. 8:22, 54: D&C 88:132, 135) or toward God’s
temple (Ps. 28:2; 1 Kgs. 8:38). This manner of prayer with upraised arms was an
essential feature of holy petitions put up to God in the temple of Solomon: “Lift up
yvour hands in the sanctuary, and bless the Lord” (Ps. 134:2). “I will lift up my hand
to heaven, and say I live forever” (Deut. 32:40).

1 Compare the second half of this parallelism, “be lifted up” which is a rare
passive command form. The authorisusing the same Hebrew verb nasatwice, once
in an active verbal form and once as a passive verbal form.

"The expression “this” serves enclitically to demonstrate the physical near-
ness of Deity to the worshipper.

2For these attributes, see Isa. 40:28-31 and Deut. 33:27.

3 “The Semitic alphabet had no symbols for vowels, only for consonants.
However, to remove ambiguity from pronunciation and meaning, a secondary
system of vowel notation was developed for Hebrew by about the tenth century
c.e.” Keith Schoville, “Hebrew for Bible Readers: Starting with Aleph,” Bible
Review 7 (June 1991): 16. Christian D. Ginsburg, Introduction to the Massoretico-
Critical Edition (New York: Ktav, 1966), discusses the history and evolution of
the Hebrew vowel signs (pp. 455-56). For a detailed discussion of two late
competing biblical textual traditions, one belonging to the Babylonian Jews
(called the Eastern Recension) and the other belonging to the Palestinian Jews
(known as the Western Recension), see Ginsburg, Introduction, 197-240. Each
school of textual critics held differentapproaches to adding vowels to the Hebrew
Bible. For other scholarly works regarding the voweling of the Hebrew Bible, see
Israel Yeivin, The Hebrew Language Tradition as Reflected in the Babylonian
Vocalization (Hebrew), 2 vols. (Jerusalem, 1985), and E. J. Revell, Biblical Texts
with Palestinian Pointing and Their Accents (Missoula, Mont.: Scholars Press,
1977): 7-34.
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“Bruno Chiesa, The Emergence of Hebrew Biblical Pointing (Frankfurt A. M.:
Lang, 1979), 8.

>Chiesa, The Emergence of Hebrew Biblical Pointing, 7.

S“Interpretation begins not with the writings separate from the Old Testament;
it does not even begin with the pointing of a text. It begins with the choosing of
consonants in Semitic manuscripts.” James H. Charlesworth, “The Pseudepigraphaas
Biblical Exegesis,” Early Jewish and Christian Exegesis: Studies in Memory of
William Hugh Brownlee, ed. Craig A. Evans and William F. Stinespring (Atlanta:
Scholars Press, 1987), 140. See also Chiesa, The Emergence of Hebrew Biblical
Pointing, 9-35.

7See for instance, Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgartner, Lexicon in
Veteris Testamenti Libros (Leiden: Brill, 1953), 206; and Francis Brown, S. R. Driver,
and Charles A. Briggs, A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament, trans.
Edward Robison (Oxford: Clarendon, 1977), 189.

8 On other occasions in the Psalms, the word dor is translated as circle: “for
God is in the circle of the righteous” (Ps. 14:5); “I will make thy name to be
remembered in all circles” (Ps. 45:17); and “the circle of the upright” (Ps. 112:2).
Such passages may refer to a social circle, a wedding circle, or a ceremonial circle.
On the prayer circle in antiquity, see Hugh Nibley, “The Early Christian Prayer
Circle,” BYU Studies 19 (Fall 1978): 41-78, reprinted in Mormonism and Early
Christianity, vol. 4 of The Collected Works of Hugh Nibley (Salt Lake City: Deseret
Book and F.A.R.M.S., 1987), 45-99.

YA Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament, 205.

“Analternate reading produced by T. H. Gaster, who puts veakevfor ya’akov
and thus produces this reading: “and the reward of those that seek him is his face,”
cannot be supported. See Vetus Testamentum 4 (1954): 73-79.

2Several biblical verses connect the conceptof “seeing God” with the temple.
For the pre-Mosaic era, for example, see Jacob at Bethel (Hebrew, “House of God™)
(Gen. 35:1, 7); additional references are found in the book of Psalms (see Ps. 42:2;
84:7:140:13; cf. Num. 14:14, “Thou Yahweh are seen face to face™); see also Moses
at the Sinai sanctuary (Ex. 24:9-11; Deut. 5:4; 34:10, cf. Ex. 4:1, 5); the Israelites at
Sinai (Ex. 19:10-11, 20-24); Moses at the Tabernacle (Ex. 33:11); David at Mount
Moriah (2 Chr. 3:1-2); Solomon at the Temple, in a prayer setting (1 Kgs. 9:1-3; cf.
2 Chr. 1:6-7; 1 Kgs. 3:4-5); and Isaiah at the Temple (Isa. 6:1-5).





