Lesson 2 — Authorship

Goal:

Students should understand where the tradition of David as author of Tehillim comes
from and should develop a more nuanced approach that takes into account the complex
history of Sefer Tehillim. The issue of authorship and dating of the psalms will affect the
way in which many of them will be interpreted (Ex. Are they all reflections of David’s
life, of exilic times, of universal emotions...).

Activity:

1. Ask: Who wrote Sefer Tehillim? They will answer that King David wrote it. How do
you know? Students are likely to cite the name of David in Mizmor headings such as 211
779. More on this below. They should also cite what we know about David’s poetic
ability from Sefer Shemuel and other sources. See source sheet on this subject. Of course,
just because David was a great musician and poet does not mean he wrote all of Tehillim,
but it does make David a good candidate.

King David’s Musical Qualities

1. David As Musician
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III. David As Organizer of the Singers and Musicians
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V. David As Inventor of Instruments
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We will now analyze this question methodically analyzing evidence from Sefer Tehillim
itself and opinions found in the Talmud, Midrashim, and Rishonim.

3. Headings
If you were presented with Sefer Tehillim for the first time, not knowing anything about it,
(imagine that some archaeologist found Sefer Tehillim in a dig and nobody had ever seen
it before) how would you go about figuring out who wrote it? In other words, is there any
way to find the author of this book from internal evidence only forgetting our prior
knowledge? The first thing we would look for is a title for the book. Mishle, for example
does have a title which states its author. But this method does not help for Tehillim which
is lacking any title at the beginning. However, most of the Mizmorim do have titles. Who
would you say was the author based on Mizmor titles? 1Is looks like David wrote a
majority of them but others were written by Asaph, Bnei Korah, and many other
individuals.
Even this is not certain however since the prefix Y as in 77> 79 can have many
different meanings in Hebrew. Here is a list of possible meanings:

1. ascribed to, belonging to, by — See Habakuk 3:1 - mypany nban; Shir haShirim 1:1

— NNOVWY AW 0PWN PY; Gen 47:4 - TV TUN NN NYIN PN.
2. written to, about, dedicated to, — 72:1 — nnYYY is a Mizmor about Shelomoh; 1
Kings 14:19 5x9w» v3510Y 000 127 190.

3. for the use of — n¥Y for use of the conductor (cf. 1 Chron 23:4).
The % prefix can indicate authorship in some cases, but it can have these other meamngs
as well. The contents of each Mizmor can help us determine which meaning is best
suited.

4. Content

After analyzing the headings we can move to the content of Tehillim. David’s name
appears number of times within Mizmorim. See 18:51; 89:4, 36, 50; 132: 1, 11, 17.
Would David write his own name? Probably not. The most obvious example of a late
Mizmor is 137. Have students read through it quickly. What is this Mizmor about? What
events does it describe? When do you think it was written? This is about the Babylonian
exile after 586BCE, four hundred years after David. It is possible that David wrote this
prophetically, but that brings up questions about freewill and destiny (did Bnei Yisrael
have to sin and go into exile?) and the purpose of prophecy (to rebuke the people, not to
predict the future).

5. Talmud

This sugya discusses the order and authorship of all books of Tanakh. Ask one student to
read the Gemara aloud while the class takes note of interesting or surprising points.
What'’s the first surprising thing in this sugya? It has a different order for Ketubim. It
places Ruth before Tehillim. Why? Ruth lived during the period of the Judges (Ruth 1:1)
so its events are chronologically prior to the rest of Ketubim. Also, Ruth ends with a
chronology from Yehudah down to David which, assuming David wrote Tehillim, forms
a nice introduction to Tehillim. What it the next interesting point which is relevant to
David as author of Tehillim? The Gemara makes a midrash on the name mn which



sounds like 1711 meaning to praise because she gave birth to David who praised God
with songs. David is remembered here for his songwriting abilities. What else is
interesting regarding Tehillim? The Gemara does not think that David wrote the entire
Tehillim by himself. Rather, there were many authors of individual poems prior to David.
David then incorporated those poems into Sefer Tehillim together with his own
compositions. This helps explain headings which include names other than David.

Who Wrote Tehillim?
Evidence from the Talmud and Midrash
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The order of the Hagiographa is Ruth, the Book of Psalms, Job, Prophets, Ecclesiastes, Song
of Songs, Lamentations, Daniel and the Scroll of Esther, Ezra and Chronicles. Now on the
view that Job lived in the days of Moses, should not the book of Job come first? — We do not
begin with a record of suffering. But Ruth also is a record of suffering? — It is a suffering
with a sequel [of happiness], as R. Johanan said: Why was her name called Ruth? — Because
there issued from her David who replenished the Holy One, blessed be He, with hymns and
praises. Who wrote the Scriptures? — Moses wrote his own book and the portion of Balaam
and Job. Joshua wrote the book which bears his name and [the last] eight verses of the
Pentateuch. Samuel wrote the book which bears his name and the Book of Judges and
Ruth.David wrote the Book of Psalms, including in it the work of the elders, namely, Adam,
Melchizedek, Abraham, Moses, Heman, Yeduthun, Asaph, and the three sons of Korah.
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R. Huna said in the name of R. Aha: Although ten persons composed the Book of Psalms, the
only one of them to whom it is ascribed is David king of Israel. To illustrate this a comparison
was made to a company of men who sought to sing an ode before the king. Said the king to
them: ' You are all good singers, you are all loyal, you are all famous, and qualified to sing an
ode before me. Still, let So-and-so say it on behalf of you all, because his voice is particularly
sweet.” So when the ten righteous men sought to utter the book of Psalms, the Holy One,
blessed be He, said to them, “You are all of you poetical enough and pious enough and
famous enough to sing an ode before Me; still, let David say it on behalf of you all. Why?
Because his voice is sweet,” as it says, The sweet one of the Songs of Israel (Il Sam. XXIII,
1). R. Huna explained this in the name of R. Aha: Who makes sweet (man'im) the songs of
Israel? David son of Jesse.
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If David did not write all of Tehillim, why is he generally known as the author of the
book? This is explained in Shir haShirim Rabbah. Have another student read and explain
the Midrash. Stop at the Mashal to make sure it is clear before going on to the Nimshal.
Even though many parts of Tehillim were written by different authors, the entire book is
ascribed to David because he was the most talented, famous, and beloved poet. To take a
Mashal from modern times, since we don’t have kings, many famous speeches are quoted
in the name of the presidents who spoke them even though various speech writers
actually authored those words. Still, we ascribe the words to the president because he
performed them and gave them his authority. Einstein is known for having invented the
theory of relativity even though many of the details of the theory were actually invented
by others and even though his theory has been refined by others since. Einstein is stilled
considered the inventor because he was able to gather what was known, add his own
insights, and formulate the idea more clearly than anyone else.

6. Geonim & Rishonim

The Geonim and Rishonim continued to argue about the authorship of individual
Mizmorim as well as the editing of the book. Sa’adia Gaon (Babylonin, 882-942) thought
that David wrote every single Mizmor. Even those Mizmorim with other names in the
headings were written by David about or for those people. Mizmorim that refer to future
events are said by David prophetically. Moshe Ibn Gikatilla (Spain, 1" cent.) argued
that David did not write any Mizmorim which do not contain David in their title. Asaph
and Bnei Korah were not contemporaries of David but rather writers living in the
Babylonian exile. Ibn Ezra takes a middle position. He says that some Mizmorim are not
written by David such as those by Asaph and Bnei Korah who were contemporaries of
David. But we can assume that anonymous Mizmorim are written by David unless there
is some reason to think otherwise. He does agree with Ibn Gikatilla that Tehillim was not
finalized by David but rather by the Men of the Great Assembly.



Who wrote Tehillim?

When was the book completed?

P

All by David Some written Most are written Most are not
who completed by ten elders by David. written by David.
the book. before David. Asaph & Asaph &

l David edited Bnei Korah Bnei Korah lived

the book. are contemporary in Babylonian exile.
with David.

Anonymous can Anonymous are not
be by David. by David.

Edited by Great Edited during
Assembly Second Beit Mikdash

| |

Abraham |bn Ezra Moshe Ibn Gikatilla,
(11t cent. Spain) (11th cent. Spain)

Sa’adia Gaon
(882-942,
Babylonia)

Talmud
Baba Batra 14b
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Try to explain these various opinions with the help of a chart on the board. Ask students
which they find most convincing. For less advanced classes use a simplified chart like

this:
Who wrote Tehillim?
When was the book completed?

i M

All By David Some written before David Some written after David,
But David edited them all Edited during
j l Second Beit Mikdash

\

Sa’adia Gaon _ Talmud Moshe Ibn Gikatilla,
(882-942, Babylonia) Baba Batra 14b Abraham lbn Ezra

(11th cent. Spain)

For more advanced classes, hand out copies of Ibn Ezra’s introduction to Tehillim (the
second recension) in which he devotes one paragraph each summarizing the positions of
Saadiah Gaon, Ibn Gikatilla (although he does not quote them by name), and his own.
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The Hebrew and English for this text along with a detailed analysis of each opinion can
be found in the excellent book: Uriel Simon, Four Approaches to the Book of Psalms:
From Saadiah Gaon to Abraham Ibn Ezra (Albany, SUNY Press, 1991), pp. 330-333.

7. Conclusion

There is a wide range of opinion concerning authorship of Tehillim. Evidence from what
we know about David as well as the predominance of David’s name in headings points to
David as having a key role in the creation of Tehillim. However, the names of other
authors in the titles and inclusion of events that occurred after David indicate that there
were other authors as well. As we saw in Lesson 1, duplicate Mizmorim, and the
separation of Tehillim into five books based on groups with similar headings or based on
use of God’s name reflect a multi-layered development of the book rather than a single
author writing at one time.

Whether or not David wrote a particular Mizmor should not detract from its importance
and holiness. A Mimzor is equally worth reciting and studying if it was written by a
prophet, a Levite in the Beit Mikdash, or any inspired poet, who was able to capture the
aspirations and feelings of Bnei Yisrael in Hebrew verse. We can assume that many
thousands of poems were written during the centuries of Israelite existence. But Sefer
Tehillim only records those which spoke to generations of listeners and were deemed
worthy of careful transmission. Questions about when, where, and by whom a Mizmor
was written can still be important for assessing the background and events which inspired
the Mizmor. But they do not affect the importance or sacredness of any Mizmor.
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