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L E C T U R E S  O N  T H E  P S A L M S  
P S A L M  2 0  [ 2 1 ]

[1] 1From Scripture and from common 
 wisdom, we hold the opinion about God that 
he is unchangeable, that he is immutable. For 
the one who is completely free of quality 
neither undergoes change nor suffers altera-
tion, since alteration is nothing other than 
qualitative change.2 Not every kind of change 
is an alteration, but a change in quality is an 
alteration. To be sure, there are various kinds 
of change, since there are various kinds of 
motion. Something that comes into being 
changes, but this motion is not an alteration. 
Something that grows changes, but this is 
not an alteration, either, for this kind of 
motion involves an addition and increase of 
quantity. When someone, however, becomes 
zealous for virtue after being wicked or 
becomes wicked after being virtuous, he 
undergoes a qualitative alteration, as when, 
again, someone passes from sickness into 
health, and vice versa.

So then, we understand words in relation to 
the content of the subject about which they are 
spoken. God is not composed of members, 
since he is not composite at all. For this reason, 
in his case sitting, rising, walking, the turning 
away of his face, and the manifestation of his 
face are accessory descriptions. So, in order to 
preserve the faith by means of these 

1 Didymus the Blind, Psalmenkommentar (Tura-Papyrus), vol. 1, 
Kommentar zu Psalm 20–21, ed. M. Gronewald, L. Doutreleau, 
and A. Gesché, PTA 7 (Bonn: Rudolf Habelt, 1969), begins here. 
Numbers in brackets in the text refer to page numbers in 
Psalmenkommentar.

2 For an excellent discussion of these key terms and their place in 
Didymus’s interpretation of the Psalms, see Richard Layton, 
Didymus the Blind and His Circle in Late-Antique Alexandria (Ur-
bana: University of Illinois Press, 2004), 43-48.

descriptions that are assigned to him, one must 
receive them in a manner worthy of God.

Some, by their words and their forceful 
style, debase what is signified. For example, 
some dare to arrive at such a degree of naivete 
or impiety as to consider God to be manlike 
because of things written in a figural sense. 
And they claim that God has hands, members, 
feet, a visible appearance, and the rest. But if 
we understand the following on each occasion: 
of whom, and again, from whom these things 
are spoken, we can refer the difficulties back to 
the thing that is being identified, to the thing 
being made known.

Unless we comprehend them in a manner 
that is worthy of God, we cannot have a godly 
opinion about them, according to one of the 
Twelve Prophets. In a certain place, he says, 
“Are not his words good with him, and have 
they not proceeded upright?”3 Unless they are 
“with him,” with him in mind, they are not 
good. Come! When you hear about sleep, 
wakefulness, and repentance, and you do not 
understand such things with him in mind, the 
things said about him have not proceeded 
uprightly with him! But when you receive such 
things with him, the words, walking uprightly 
with him and having been filled with the 
Spirit, do not contain anything harmful and 
trif ling. In the Gospel the Savior said, “You are 
wrong, because you know neither the scrip-
tures nor the power of God.”4 You are wrong 
when you claim that God does not create the 
universe out of nonbeing. Indeed, some say as 

3 Mic 2:7 NETS.
4 Mt 22:29 NRSV.
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follows: “Creating follows after being, since 
some substrate must first exist. The dead are 
unable to partake of resurrection.”5 Since they 
do not understand the words together with the 
power of God, for this reason they crash 
against them. God can bring things into being 
out of nonbeing, and he can cause corruptible 
bodies to change. He is speaking to the 
Sadducees. One who presumes [2] to under-
stand the Scriptures is wrong when he is 
ignorant of God’s meaning, which relates to 
the one about whom and by whom they 
are spoken.

However, the one for whose benefit I have 
said these things, I will mention in an excursus 
from the following lecture. Our Savior and 
Lord is God and man at the same time. He is 
always God, but he was not always man, for 
before the creation he was God but not man. 
And he would undertake this for our salvation. 
On the one hand his becoming man has a 
cause; on the other his being God has no 
cause, save only because of his own existence 
and the essence of his generation. For I 
understand the saying “I live because of my 
Father”6 as follows. He is not saying this: “The 
Father gives me life,” as the Eunomians wish. 
Rather, he is saying this in the same sense as 
when someone says, “I am rational for this 
reason, because I have a rational father,” and, “I 
am mortal for this reason, because I have a 
mortal father.” And that is true. The word hoti 
provides an explanatory principle. Since he 
lives because of the Father, therefore, he is 
called “ life,” not as one derived from life, but as 
the source of life and the one who causes 
everyone to participate in it. For we say that 
the Living One has life. We also call him the 
life that is not derived from life, for life does 
not participate in life but is life itself. In this 
way, then, he lives “because of the Father.”

5 The Sadducean teaching about the impossibility of a resurrection 
is here related to a “nameless heresy” (PsT 3) against which Didy-
mus warns his audience throughout this introduction.

6 Cf. Jn 6:57.

He is man, then, because of something, but 
he is not God because of anything. Both, 
however, converge at the time of his appear-
ance. By “appearance” I do not always mean the 
one in the f lesh, for he willed many appear-
ances; he is always appearing! At least, that is 
how I have understood the saying in Micah: 
“And you, O Bethlehem, house of Ephatha, are 
the very least. One from you shall come forth 
for me, and his goings forth are from of old.”7 
For in a sense, after coming forth from the 
Father, he did not appear for the first time 
when there was need of his saving administra-
tion. There is need of his going forth when and 
where it happens. For this reason, the prophet 
spoke not of one but of many goings forth. 
“Therefore he shall give them up until the time 
when she gives birth.”8 Indeed, Scripture is not 
exalting women who give birth, but it speaks of 
one who gives birth: the one who is signified 
by the passage. Strictly speaking, one who 
gives birth is not one who receives sperm, 
becomes pregnant, gives the child form, and 
contains it; rather, she generates the child 
herself. For this reason he has come from a 
woman. None of the rest of us came from a 
woman, but all came through a woman, and all 
are from men. For the woman comes from the 
man, and the man through the woman.

This also must be said, that genealogies are 
impassively, wisely, and piously produced when 
they are derived from fathers, for the geneal-
ogy that stems from women is discredited. She 
alone, then, who gives birth without a hus-
band, has truly “given birth.” And because of 
this the Savior has come from a woman, not 
through a woman, even though many others 
come who do not say “from Mary” but 
“through Mary.” [3] In this way, many pro-
claim docetism.

Now, he is God from the Father, and 
without a cause, while he is man from David 

7 Cf. Mic 5:2 (5:1).
8 Mic 5:3 (5:2).
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and Mary and with a cause. He has come for 
the salvation of the world: to destroy death, to 
give many things to mortals that they had lost 
because of their own indolence.

Why, then, am I saying these things? The 
things said about the Savior manifest his 
divinity. And all that is proclaimed about his 
divinity is inapplicable to any other, since he is 
unique. However, the virtuous actions that 
concern the Man9 as a man apply in a certain 
sense to the righteous also. The virtuous 
become imitators of the Man. However, they 
do not imitate the divinity—for this is unholy 
to say—they imitate the Man.

Therefore, whatever is said about the Man 
could also be said about angels and perfect 
men. On the other hand, whatever is said 
about the divinity will be said neither of 
angels nor holy men. I am not saying that 
Wisdom, or the radiance of God’s glory, or 
the exact impression of the divine being, or 
the only-begotten Son of God is a kind of 
created being. Rather, whatever is said about 
the Man could be said about others. For 
example, “You are trying to kill me,” because I 
am “a man who has told you the truth that I 
heard from God.”10 Many others also spoke the 
truth after they learned it from God. He, 
however, did so more often; he did so more 
weightily; he did so incomparably. And again, 
“But because I tell the truth, you do not 
believe me.”11 Others also speak the truth; for 
if we grant that no one spoke the truth except 
Christ himself, we yield ground to the 
 nameless heresy.12

9 Didymus does not employ the abstraction “humanity” to speak 
of what would later be termed Christ’s human nature. He refers 
to the Man assumed by the Word. Throughout I capitalize the 
word to distinguish the humanity of the Savior from the human-
ity of others.

10 Jn 8:40 NRSV.
11 Jn 8:45 NRSV.
12 More literally, to “give mortar to” or “build up” the nameless her-

esy. As described in the next paragraph, the nameless heresy has 
much in common with forms of Gnosticism, especially the 
Gnostic system proposed by Marcion.

There is a certain nameless heresy that 
seems to be born or to have come into being by 
means of books. And many people own books 
and systematic treatises that say the following: 
that the truth has never appeared among men 
except during the Savior’s appearance. For 
“grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.”13

But look where their argument brings them! 
Since they desire the ancient Scripture and the 
Prophets not to be from God, they say that the 
truth had never come to men except when the 
appearance of Christ had taken place. And 
when they say these things, they split apart the 
one divinity, and they claim that the Creator of 
the world before the appearance is one person, 
and they seek for another as the Father 
of Christ.

But we do not say this, that the truth was at 
one time suppressed. The truth always sends 
forth testimonies about itself. And it is the 
province of humans either to perceive it or not 
to perceive it. In the case of the perceptible sun, 
just as it happens that the one who closes his 
eyes does not see it, and we certainly do not 
conclude that there is no sun, so we do not say 
that the truth had at one time not come among 
men, because we do not wish to split the 
Scripture in two. And I say, if you consider the 
fruits of a fruit tree—such as the fruits of a fig 
tree—it is necessary for the fruits to be distinct 
from each other as soon as you separate them 
from their stalk. So then, it is impossible for the 
instruction of the Gospel [4] to have brought 
the truth to men, and that which is called “old” 
before Christ’s appearance not to have brought 
illumination in the truth. Clearly they inferred 
from the different fruits a different quality as 
well—not that there is a different divinity, but 
this follows from their absurd first principle.

When, therefore, the Savior says, “I am the 
truth,”14 and “shepherd,”15 and “gate,”16 and the 

13 Jn 1:17 NRSV.
14 Jn 14:6.
15 Jn 10:11.
16 Jn 10:9.
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rest, these names and the things signified by 
them cannot be shared with creatures. But 
when he says, “I am a man,”17 when it is said of 
him that he is righteous—“You killed the 
righteous one,”18 says Peter—these names 
relate both to men and to angels.

In the case of the word king, understand it 
in the same way. Since there is a certain 
kingdom that is naturally connected with the 
Word, neither acquired nor able to be lost, he 
is the “kingdom” in person. And just as he is 
not called righteous because he possesses 
righteousness but rather is righteousness itself, 
so also he is king not by virtue of his corona-
tion, but is in person king from the King, as he 
is God from God. He also has an acquired 
kingdom, which he wished to have when he 
appeared, that he should destroy those who 
war against the human race and lead them into 
their lawful dominion so that they might be 
ruled justly. Therefore, when he says, “But I 
was established king by him, on Sion, his holy 
mountain,”19 he is not speaking about his 
innate and eternal kingdom, but of the one he 
has received for our sake.

In God’s case, kingdom means instruction. 
There was one instruction before his appear-
ance, which I said that he produces from 
within himself as God the Word, and there is 
another instruction that exists for other 
purposes. This latter one, then, has a begin-
ning and an end. For example, it was said in 
one of the Twelve Prophets, “And the Lord 
will reign from Zion from now until the age.”20 
The words from and until designate time. But 
when it is said of a man that he reigns from 
this time until that, this implies his defi-
ciency, for before the time from which he 
began his reign, he was not a king, and when 
his reign comes to its end, he is no longer a 
king. We do not say this about the Savior, 

17 Cf. Jn 8:40.
18 Cf. Acts 3:14-15.
19 Ps 2:6 (2:6 NETS).
20 Mic 4:7.

however; on the contrary, he reigned from the 
time when he took up his rule by coronation, 
but he reigns no longer when this rule of his 
accomplishes its goal. Indeed, that other 
kingdom of his exists in himself. As divinity 
does not befit him because of another, so 
neither does this kingdom, nor does holiness. 
“God is our King from of old.”21 And the 
kingdom from of old exists for his own sake. 
Again, “Your kingdom is a kingdom of all the 
ages.”22 This is said in reference to God the 
Word. The Word has a kingdom that neither 
begins nor ends, for “the Lord is king through-
out the age, forever and beyond.”23 The writer 
was at a loss to signify what was beyond time 
and the age, and he said, “and beyond.” We 
understand the word beyond in this way: even 
if you assume another age, he still reigns, and 
if you take another still, he continues to reign, 
and if you take all the ages, he still reigns. 
From this it is shown that his rule is without 
end. For the kingdom that he had in his 
condescension will be ended [5] at some time 
and has received a beginning. For it exists 
because of something, because of the salvation 
of the world, for the taking away of “the sin of 
the world.”24 And just as a doctor is continu-
ally a doctor from the time when he has the 
profession and for as long as he practices 
medicine, yet in relation to his patient he has 
a beginning and an end of his being the doctor 
of that person any longer, when the patient is 
brought into health and into a treatable 
condition. You can say the same things about 
instructions as well. A person is a teacher 
from the time when he has received knowl-
edge. And he becomes an instructor of 
someone when he dedicates himself to him. 
And when that other person is instructed and 
completely receives the knowledge that the 
teacher has, he is finished being his teacher. 

21 Ps 74:12 (73:12 NETS).
22 Ps 145:13 (144:13 NETS).
23 Ex 15:18.
24 Jn 1:29 NRSV.
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And in a way it is a virtue of a teacher to cease 
at some time from being the teacher of others, 
for when he has perfected them he teaches 
them no longer. If, however, a person always 
remains the teacher of someone, no one is 
perfected by him in the teaching.

Therefore, when people hear such passages 
and do not understand the Scriptures in this 
way—for example, “when he hands over the 
kingdom to God the Father,”25 he rules no 
longer in this way. For it is not that he rules no 
longer in an absolute sense; rather, he rules no 
longer in this way.

In our passage a king and his kingdom are 
named, for the king will be made glad by your 
power, O Lord. If we receive this expression in 
relation to God the Word, he himself is found 
to be both king and power, for “Christ is the 
power of God”26 and “the power of the Most 
High”—which is himself—“overshadowed”27 
Mary, in order that she should become preg-
nant and become the mother of the temple.28 If 
instead we wish to understand the power as 
coming from God the Word, we take the word 
king as indicating the Lord ’s Man. This one is 
made glad by God’s power. Did his appearance 
not accomplish things for which one must 
rejoice and be glad? These accomplishments 
have not come from the side of the Man toward 
the power, but rather from the side of the 
power toward the Man. In any case, so says 
Paul, insisting that the resurrection of the 
Savior took place in this way: “He was cruci-
fied in weakness, but lives by the power of 
God.”29 We do not say that life lives from the 
power of God, nor that power lives from the 
power of God. “Being put to death,” therefore, 
“in the f lesh, he was made alive in the spirit.”30 

25 1 Cor 15:24 NRSV.
26 1 Cor 1:24.
27 Cf. Lk 1:35.
28 “Temple” is another of Didymus’s favored ways of referring to 

the humanity assumed by the Word.
29 2 Cor 13:4 NRSV.
30 1 Pet 3:18.

He is put to death in the f lesh; he is not put to 
death in his divinity.

We therefore understand that the following 
was said about the Man: The king will be made 
glad by your power. For if he has prevailed over 
the enemies and subjected them, and has given 
to others “authority to tread on snakes and 
scorpions,”31 this has taken place by power, for 
power itself empowered him, who is the temple 
and the king, to become “the author of 
salvation.”32 “You killed the Author of life.”33 
In all things he has the primacy, for it says, 
“that in everything he might be preeminent.”34 
He is second to none, nor is anyone his equal 
in the common things. I was saying earlier that 
there are things that are shared in common 
between the Lord ’s Man and holy men. Yet 
none is his equal, nor is he second to anyone, 
for which reason he is also called “author.”

O Lord, by your power the king will be made 
glad. Now, this may be said about each king-
dom that exists in relation to God. Abraham 
was a commoner, as far as his ordinary life was 
concerned, and it was said that he was “a king 
from God.”35 He possessed another kingdom, 
then: [6] the preservation of the divine and 
spiritual laws. And the one who rules in this 
way, even if he does not govern others, rules 
over himself. First one must govern oneself, 
then others. Again, “Quite apart from us you 
have become kings! Indeed, I wish that you 
had become kings, so that we might be kings 
with you!”36 “Do not suppose, O Corinthians,” 
he is saying—and these were haughty people 
who thought great things about themselves—
“do not suppose that we are envious of you 
when you rule. We ourselves do not rule with 
respect to you. It is for this very reason that we 
do not rule: because you do not yet rule. If 

31 Lk 10:19 NRSV.
32 Heb 2:10.
33 Acts 3:15 NRSV.
34 Col 1:18 ESV.
35 Gen 23:6.
36 1 Cor 4:8 NRSV.
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then you become kings, we are ready to become 
kings as well.”

To illustrate, certain great ones were invited 
by the king to a banquet. The king’s philan-
thropy also invited some who were inferior to 
those present. He said, “Let us not eat without 
them, lest those who come to be fed be ne-
glected in consequence.” So, these later ones 
have those who both preceded them and were 
invited to the meal as the main guests.

In a psalm it says the following: “The 
righteous ones wait for me, until you respond 
to me.”37 No one, upon obtaining things that 
are expected, is said to “wait for” them, but is 
one who has already received them and has the 
intention of using these things.

Each of the saints, then, is a king. And I 
was saying earlier that the things which are 
appropriate to the Man of the Savior befit the 
righteous as well, albeit incompletely and to a 
lesser degree. He says, therefore, about each 
saint: O Lord, by your power the king will be 
made glad. He did not say, “is made glad” but 
“will be made glad.” When the time of joyful 
serenity arrives, then the saint will be 
made glad.

This can also be said about David in 
particular and his human and perceptible 
kingdom, because he, having governed the 
kingdom well, will receive a reward for this. 
For each person, when he fulfills well those 
things that are entrusted to him, receives a 
reward for them. When he is faithful in a few 
things, he enters “into the joy”38 of his neigh-
bor and his God.

[20:2] O Lord, by your power the king will be 
made glad.

He calls the Savior the power that gladdens 
the king, since he is God the Word. I was 
saying just now that one must receive the 

37 Ps 142:7 (141:8).
38 Cf. Mt 25:21, 23.

words just as their underlying realities are and 
not drive out these realities by forcing one’s 
way to the sense. The word power has been 
handled by us already. It means many things. I 
observe that power means the same thing as 
strength. But not in this way do I mean that the 
Savior is the power of God. I observe that 
power means “capability.” Someone will think 
that this signification of the word is not 
present in Scripture. It is. “God is faithful, and 
he will not let you be tested beyond your 
strength, but with the testing he will also 
provide the way out so that you may be able to 
endure it.”39 He is speaking of the capability, 
for both words communicate the same thing. 
And so the contestant has the capability of 
enduring and of seizing the victorious way out. 
You see, this meaning is present.

And again, [7] “The power of sin is the 
law.”40 The law can be transgressed. It does not 
have this ability by its own activity. Both well 
and opportunely has the apostle said in this 
passage, “The power of sin is the law,” for he 
wishes that we be in the ability of sin and not 
in its activity. Now, if this were said: “The 
power of righteousness is the law,” we would 
not be righteous in activity, but only in 
capability. And though we were capable of 
righteousness, we would in fact be unrighteous 
in our activity. Therefore, the apostle set down 
the propitious word, since the law has the 
capability of both in equal measure: to be kept 
and to be transgressed. But he wrote what he 
did because of its usefulness. The word power 
also means “capability.”

And it also signifies the army of the king: 
“The chariots of Pharaoh and his power he 
threw into the sea.”41 “A king is not saved 
because of much power,”42 because of his 
mighty hand and his troops.

39 1 Cor 10:13 NRSV.
40 1 Cor 15:56 NRSV.
41 Ex 15:4.
42 Ps 33:16 (32:16 LES2).
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The Savior, quite apart from these significa-
tions, is called the power of God. Indeed, in a 
similar way that the Father is powerful—not 
having this from a power, but from his essence, 
and his essence is that in which he is powerful 
so that he may be called power itself—it is 
thus also with the Son. It says therefore, “He 
was crucified in weakness, but lives by the 
power of God.”43 Inasmuch as it befits human 
weakness, he submitted to a cross. God was 
incapable of enduring this; rather, as a man he 
was able to suffer this. And indeed he has 
suffered it but now lives from the power of 
God. The power of God, therefore, is Christ, 
since Christ is God.

The king, then, is made glad by your power. 
The word king was used in many figural 
senses. We have mentioned David in the 
historical sense, the Man who is from Mary in 
the anagogical sense, by whose imitation and 
discipleship those who imitate him become 
kings. And we established from the letter to 
the Corinthians that there is another kingdom 
besides the temporal one.

O Lord, then, by your power the king will be 
made glad. This phrase is spoken either by the 
Spirit-bearing man or by the Holy Spirit 
himself, who abides in him, for whenever the 
Holy Spirit says, “O Lord,” he does not say this 
alone and apart from a man, but he says this 
when he prepares someone to be a bearer of the 
Spirit. That person, then, is the one who says 
as follows: “The Lord says to my Lord,”44 and 
the Savior says, “If by the Holy Spirit he called 
him ‘Lord,’ how is he his Son?”45 If he is his 
Son, how is he a servant? And if a servant, how 
is he his Son? The word Lord reveals a kind of 
relation and disposition. For even when the 
Savior says, “The Lord created me,”46 he is 
speaking suitably, since he did not say, “The 
Lord begot me.” Truly begetting belongs to the 

43 2 Cor 13:4 NRSV.
44 Ps 110:1 (109:1).
45 Cf. Mt 22:43-45; Mk 12:35-37.
46 Prov 8:22 NETS. The Hebrew has “the Lord possessed me.”

Father, and creating to the Lord. Whenever he 
speaks of his own divinity, he does not say, 
“Lord,” but rather, “I am in the Father and the 
Father is in me.”47 “My Father and I are one.”48 
Lord and Father are different words.

Often when we talk about a single quality, 
we join together the attributes of the quality 
to the condition of something as a whole, and 
we also join together the attributes of the 
whole condition [8] to a single quality. I say 
that knowledge knows. And it is a falsehood 
to say that knowledge is ignorant. The oppo-
sites are found to coexist: knowledge and 
ignorance. And I also say that the knowledge-
able person knows. And again, people often 
say that the physician must not be greedy for 
money. Then they say that medical science 
understands how to avoid greed. One names 
the habit, without excluding the person who 
has the habit, and the person who has the 
habit, without excluding the habit. Therefore, 
such attributes are common both to the one 
who possesses the quality and to the quality 
that is possessed.

And we established many times from the 
teaching of the apostle that he calls the one 
who has love “ love,” for when he says, “Love is 
never rude; it is not boastful,”49 he calls the 
one who has the habit by the name of the 
habit. And I also say about the one who 
possesses love that he is beneficial. He benefits 
with that benefit that love bestows.

Therefore, when I say that the saint says 
this—the psalmist, for example—I am not 
separating the Holy Spirit from the one who 
possesses him, nor do I say that the one who 
possesses the Spirit says these things without 
the Holy Spirit. If then “David in the Holy 
Spirit calls him ‘Lord,’” it is in this manner 
so that the one who is partaken of is not 
sundered from the one who participates, 

47 Jn 14:10 NRSV.
48 Cf. Jn 10:30.
49 Cf. 1 Cor 13:4-5.
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just as knowledge is not separate from the 
knowledgeable person.

[20:2] And at your deliverance he shall 
rejoice exceedingly.

Just as the king is gladdened by your power, so 
he rejoices exceedingly at your deliverance. 
The deliverance and the power are the same 
thing, understood in two different concep-
tions. Power is that which maintains all things 
and so leads them as seems good to it. So also 
is deliverance: for what it does, it does for the 
sake of salvation; what it accomplishes among 
men, it does for the salvation of men.

[20:3] You gave him the desire of his soul.

You know that the word him signifies the 
substance, not the accidents. The desire of the 
soul is bad when one presupposes a wicked 
soul. But when I say that the soul itself has a 
desire, I am speaking of the desire that is 
essential to it. The one who makes use of this 
desire loves none of the wicked things but only 
the good ones, because he received both the 
appetitive faculty and the desire in order that 
he might pursue good things, in order that he 
might reach toward things that profit. Come 
then! If someone is greedy for wealth, he did 
not receive the desire of his own soul but the 
desire of greed. It is then a great thing to 
obtain the desire of the soul, when the word 
wicked is not adjoined to it. Take, for instance, 
what it says in another psalm: “who satisfies 
your desire with good.”50 [9] It is speaking 
about the soul.

Many times it was said by us in other places 
that things that are proper to the soul do not 
create a contradiction. If I say, “The desire of 
the soul is good,” and then I say on the other 
hand, “The desire of the righteous person is 
good,” that which is added does not create a 

50 Ps 103:5 (102:5 NETS).

contradiction. When I say, “The shameful 
desire, the wicked desire, the desire of the 
unrighteous,” then a contradiction arises. That 
is not simply the desire of the soul but of such 
a soul. Therefore, there are times when the 
accidents agree together with the substance; 
but when they war against it, they create a 
contradiction. So, for example, was it said, 
“The desire of the righteous is completely 
good.”51 To consider the desire of the righteous 
soul and the desire of the soul, without further 
qualification, is one and the same thing.

This appears even in the case of perceptible 
things. If I say now, “Such and such a father 
desires for his children to live well,” since I have 
made mention of a “father,” I want to say next 
that his children live well. But if I say, “The 
wicked father wishes for his children to do such 
and such,” I have annulled fatherly compassion.

“With great desire I have desired to eat this 
Passover with you.”52 The phrases “with desire” 
and “I desired” mean the following: “I pursued 
what was righteous in a righteous way,” what is 
worthy of being desired. However, there are 
times when someone desires what is unworthy 
of being desired, as it says: “passion, evil 
desire.”53 The evil desire is not desirable, since 
nothing that is falsely called “good” is said to 
be choice, even if some choose it.

[20:3] And you did not deprive him of the 
prayer of his lips.

If the discourse is about the one who came 
from Mary, clearly he advances his request on 
behalf of those he has come to save. You have, 
for example, “Consequently he is able for all 
time to save, since he always lives to make 
intercession for them.”54 He always lives in 
intercession. And understand the word always 
in this sense: for as long as they have need of 

51 Prov 11:23 LES2.
52 Lk 22:15.
53 Col 3:5 NRSV.
54 Cf. Heb 7:25 NRSV.
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an advocate and arbiter. “But if anyone does 
sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus 
Christ the righteous.”55 And so, since others 
also eagerly agree with the teacher, they also 
desire to advocate for those with whom they 
were entrusted, not arranging for their own 
consolation as though it were of primary 
importance but establishing an intercession 
that follows after the righteousness of the one 
who summons them to imitate him.

Therefore, in relation to all the definitions 
of the word king, one must understand that he 
is not deprived of his prayer. When we say, for 
example, of one who is king in a perceptible 
way that the prayer of his lips was not taken 
away but that it has come to fulfillment, we 
intend his praise. And if we say this about the 
saints—for they too were called “kings”—their 
praise is also great when their prayer is 
received. For “the eyes of the Lord are upon the 
righteous, and his ears are attentive to their 
prayer.”56 And “he listens to the prayers of 
the righteous.”57

[20:3] Diapsalma.

[10] The word diapsalma appears nowhere else 
but in the Hebrew Scriptures, especially in the 
Psalms. And it appears also in the song of 
Habakkuk. Those who understand the 
Hebrew language can say what it means best of 
all. All the same, we report what has come to 
us. There are those who say that it signifies a 
change of person. But this is a fallacious 
conclusion: we have found a change of persons 
in the Psalms even without the diapsalma.

Again, they say that the diapsalma signifies 
a kind of interval—as though the speaker 
ceased talking and then resumed on another 
occasion—and the diapsalma signifies this: the 
temporal interval. We are unable to affirm 

55 1 Jn 2:1 NRSV.
56 Ps 34:15 (33:16).
57 Prov 15:29.

this, however, for it is never explicitly stated 
that, having spoken these verses of the psalm, 
the psalmist spoke again after another period 
of time.

Those who are slightly familiar with the 
Hebrew interpretations say this: that it is the 
rhythm of a musical composition, just as they 
talk about rhythms and melody in the study of 
music. These matters are not ours to know; 
they belong instead to those who are familiar 
with the language. In any case, it can be 
appropriate for music in every language. And 
music is nothing other than a rhythm of 
sounds, harmoniously composed.

At some point, I hope to understand the 
Hebrew letters and dedicate myself to their 
interpretations. But when we see something on 
a farm, although it is named by a farmer, since 
we do not understand what it is, we learn it 
from him. And, so long as we do not reject it 
as unworthy of our knowledge, we remain 
ignorant no longer, because we asked him. 
So also in this case: when we do not under-
stand the Hebrew language, yet we hear 
that it signifies a musical rhythm in the 
Hebrew language.

[20:4] For you went before him with blessings 
of kindness.

God went before the king, according to every 
interpretation, with blessings of kindness. The 
phrase You went before with blessings is the 
equivalent of the phrase “while you are still 
speaking, I will say, ‘See! Here I am!’”58 Take 
this as an example: someone sends up a prayer 
for one who lives well, for one who possesses 
virtue. God says, “while you are still speaking,” 
though you have not yet finished the words of 
the prayer, I tell you that I am present by 
granting it.

We understand kindness here to mean 
“goodness.” For often we understand the word 

58 Cf. Is 58:9.
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kind as though it were an accusation: “Bad 
company ruins kind morals,”59 meaning good 
morals that are superficial. And the phrase 
“good character” is indeed understood as a 
compliment, when someone has good conduct 
that is more than superficial. Likewise also 
with the word innocent, for “by smooth talk 
they deceive the hearts of the innocent,”60 and 
again, “The innocent believes every word.”61

[20:4] You placed on his head a crown made of 
precious stone.

If this was said about the Lord ’s Man, this 
crown that will be placed on his head is 
composed of precious stones, which are either 
the virtues or those who [11] possess the 
virtues. In the construction of this crown are 
found those stones that are wrought together 
with gold and silver on the foundation: 
Christ.62 Clearly neither gold, nor silver, nor 
stones are to be taken in a literal sense.

But if this was said about each king, such as 
Abraham was, such as the rest of the saints 
are, we say the following: just as the king of 
Tyre, when he lived well and was placed with 
the cherubim on God’s holy mountain, when 
he was “signet of likeness” and “a crown of 
beauty,”63 was not encircled with sensible 
stones, with such stones by which someone is 
crowned. Come now! Joseph found delight in 
chastity. Chastity is a precious stone. These 
virtues crowned him, Susanna, and the 
martyrs. And since the virtues are interdepen-
dent with each other, and the one who has one 
of them has them all, the crown that is created 
is not merely one stone.

You placed on his head a crown made of 
precious stone. The word precious is joined to it. 
The word precious belongs among the relative 

59 1 Cor 15:33.
60 Rom 16:18.
61 Prov 14:15 NETS.
62 Cf. 1 Cor 3:11-12.
63 Cf. Ezek 28:12-14.

words. These stones here, such as pearls, 
sapphires, and the rest, we call “precious,” since 
there are also stones that are different from 
them. Since, therefore, these great stones are 
also the specific kinds of virtue, see how 
precious these stones are and how they surpass 
all the stones that seem to be good in the world!

Now, Paul taught that disciples are the 
crowns of their teachers, addressing the church 
that followed his instruction as “my joy 
and crown.”64

“On that day the Lord Sabaoth will be the 
crown of hope.”65 The material of this crown is 
the Lord of Sabaoth, for “the Lord Sabaoth 
will be the crown of hope.” And since a person 
in this circumstance is not yet able to possess a 
perfect participation in God, yet this will 
happen at that time when “God becomes all in 
all,”66 when the final object of desire is in the 
possession of all. This is why it called him a 
crown of hope: for if we will know him at the 
time when we see him as he is,67 and we see 
him as he is to appear at the time when we 
approach the goal, then this crown is a crown 
of hope. In the meantime, it is a crown of 
hope; it is being anticipated.

[20:5] He asked you for life, and you gave it 
to him.

We were saying that the Savior as Man—and 
when I say “as Man,” do not separate him from 
the Word—that the Savior is “an advocate 
with the Father.”68 The Word is not separated 
from the Man; neither is the Man separated 
from the Word, but he, having been composed 
of both, becomes an advocate and advocates 
“since he always lives to make intercession 
for them.”69

64 Phil 4:1 NRSV.
65 Is 28:5 LES2.
66 1 Cor 15:28.
67 Cf. 1 Jn 3:2.
68 1 Jn 2:1 NRSV.
69 Heb 7:25 NRSV.
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He asks for that life, which he wishes to be 
revived. By him comes vivification, for “he was 
put to death in the f lesh, but made alive in the 
spirit.”70 [12] Now, the soul of Jesus is not life, 
but he has life from God who assigns and gives 
it to him. So it is with all other souls as well, 
so that each says, “My soul lives for him.”71 
The soul has the dignity of living in immortal-
ity. “To live for God,” however, is a fruit that is 
produced out of our free will, just as to live 
again for sin is produced out of our free will.

[20:5] Length of days forever and unto all ages.

Again, we cannot understand length of days 
literally. It says, forever and unto all ages. 
These days that are given to us and exist 
because of the sun are spoken of in this age 
only. It was also said, “When will these things 
be? And what will be the sign of your coming 
and of the end of the age?”72 and, “to the end 
of this age.”73 And when the Scriptures say, 
“ in these days,” they are speaking of the days 
of this age. But this one who prayed is a great 
man and was not offering up a prayer about 
something small and indifferent, so that his 
prayer is also remembered, and it is not about 
these days that are limited by sun and moon. 
Therefore, one must contemplate these words 
differently. Observe that in the Scriptures 
such things often fail and seem as though they 
are impossible. “Honor,” they say, “your father 
and your mother, so that it may be well for 
you and so that you live for a long time upon 
the earth.”74 He who honors his parents, 
however, does not always remain for many 
years on the earth. Many younger people are 
carried away. For example, of such people it 
was said in the Wisdom of Solomon: “He was 
taken away so that wickedness would not 

70 1 Pet 3:18 NRSV.
71 Ps 22:29 (21:30 NETS).
72 Cf. Mt 24:3 NRSV.
73 Mt 28:20.
74 Ex 20:12.

change his understanding or treachery deceive 
his soul.”75 And it says, “Being perfected in a 
short time, he fulfilled long years,”76 and it 
says that Wisdom is gray-haired and that the 
unstained life is aged.77 However, if the 
spotless life is old-aged, and this is not 
composed of days but of virtue, one must 
understand the days differently.

He asked you for life, then, not that he 
himself might live but those for whom he 
offers up his prayer. We spoke not of the 
common life but of the life that accords with 
virtue. He who knew no sin nor performed it,78 
and had no deceit in his heart,79 did not 
experience the state of death that separates us 
from the blessed life. For this reason, when he 
asked for life, he did not ask for himself, but he 
desires that life be given to those for whom he 
offers up his petition: for he “always lives to 
make intercession for”80 those who are going to 
receive life from him.

He asked you for life, then, and you gave it to 
him. Either the psalmist, or the Holy Spirit in 
him, says this to God. And great is the testi-
mony when the one who offered up the prayer 
receives his requests. You gave it to him, 
therefore: length of days forever and unto 
all ages.

In general, the saints do not wish to have 
their common life prolonged for a long time in 
this life. Take as an example when he says, “It 
is better to depart and be with Christ,”81 and 
again, “Woe is me, that my sojourning was 
prolonged.”82 [13] “I am a sojourner on the 
earth.”83 He who is “a sojourner and a 

75 Wis 4:11 LES2.
76 Wis 4:13 NETS.
77 Cf. Wis 4:9.
78 Cf. 2 Cor 5:21; 1 Pet 2:22.
79 Cf. Is 53:9; Ps 32:2 (31:2).
80 Heb 7:25.
81 Phil 1:23.
82 Ps 120:5 (119:5 LES2). The English translations take mešek as a 

place name, where the Greek translates the verbal form māšak 
(to draw out, prolong).

83 Ps 39:12 (38:13); 119:19 (118:19).
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foreigner”84 has the desire and goal of remov-
ing himself from his exile, in order that he 
might dwell in his homeland. Therefore, just 
as it is not a common life that is meant here—
the life that both impious men and unreason-
ing animals live—so neither is he saying that 
length of days is a long-lasting life; rather, 
length of days is meant in the same sense as the 
one who honored his parents will be long-lived 
and of many days. In Deuteronomy, it is also 
said, “This is your life and this is length of 
days,”85 that “you love me, the Lord your God, 
with all your heart and with all your soul.”86 
See how length of days is to love him with all of 
one’s soul, with all of one’s might, and with all 
of one’s desire.

Length of days, then, forever. It is possible to 
take these words about the blessed life in this 
manner, for this is a life that is identical with 
the knowledge of God. When the following 
was said: “And this is eternal life, that they 
know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ 
whom you sent,”87 this life is the knowledge of 
the Father and the Son. And again, “whoever 
believes in me has eternal life.”88 The one who 
believes in the Savior does not have a common 
life. The ungodly one often is found to be more 
long-lived than the virtuous. These people 
ardently desire this life to be of many days, 
since they in fact hold that there is no other 
good but such a condition.

Therefore, just as the present life and the 
life to come are praiseworthy, so also is length 
of days in the present age, so that someone has 
great illumination, each doctrine of the truth 
being understood and giving him light.

Each practical virtue that is successfully 
performed is also a praiseworthy day. Since 
then, just as perfect and total knowledge will 
succeed the knowledge that at present is only 

84 Gen 23:4.
85 Deut 30:20.
86 Cf. Deut 6:5; 10:12.
87 Jn 17:3.
88 Jn 6:47.

partial, so also in the case of practical virtue, 
those who are shown to be righteous in 
practical virtue from now on will be virtuous 
in another way—for again, they have righ-
teousness now and in the future—length of 
days referring to the present age, not to this 
common day, but to the day that can exist, of 
which they say, “This is the day that the Lord 
made.”89 For they have spoken in demonstra-
tion of it. No one, however, demonstrates 
something that is to come but that which is 
already at hand and present. The future, 
whenever that time arrives in which it comes, 
is no longer future. Then in its turn it will fall 
under demonstration.

In whatever way, then, you understand the 
king—whether the holy man or him who has 
come forth from Mary—they do not pray 
about that life or length of perceptible [14] 
days, but about the days already mentioned. 
They have in mind a long life and they are 
sending up a petition about this. Long life is 
not the life of a single age. Understand the life 
in correspondence to each age: at first pri-
mary and introductory, then intermediate, 
and then perfect.

Question: What comes after all these days 
that are mentioned?

Each doctrine that illuminates the soul, 
being emitted by the Sun of Righteousness,90 
we have called a “day.” After these progressive 
illuminations, there is a kind of perfect state of 
light. That day is not interrupted by night; a 
multitude of days does not elapse.

One can also understand it thus: since the 
virtues have a connection to each other—for 
each virtue is full of light—a single length of 
days comes from their interdependence; it is 
not interrupted.

I say: each theory of knowledge is detached 
from the others, for the wise man knows many 
things. For example, just as in the case of 

89 Ps 117:24 NETS.
90 Mal 4:2 (3:20).
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medical science, there is surgical theory and 
dietary theory, in the case of grammatical 
science, it is the same. Whenever someone 
becomes perfect, he no longer holds them as 
though they were different. Indeed, at present it 
is possible for someone to master surgical 
theory to a greater degree while mastering 
dietary theory to a lesser degree. But when you 
presuppose a perfect physician, someone who 
possesses all the theories perfectly and without 
a superior, the theories are no longer disparate, 
nor do they have any difference in their subject 
matter. Presuppose a man who has perfect 
health in his body. He no longer requires a strict 
diet; he does not require a surgical incision. He 
has left behind those conditions because of 
which he had need of these things. At length he 
has a health that no longer brings something 
else into being. For his sake all these things are 
attempted. And the possession of health is 
pursued with a certain eagerness. In fact, just as 
there are some things that produce health, so 
also there are some that preserve it: for example, 
physical exercise or a particular kind of food.

That long day, then, is uninterrupted; for at 
some time in the evening there arrives that 
time when the saying is fulfilled: “The Lord 
will be to you an everlasting light,” when the 
sun no longer fails, “nor shall the rising of the 
moon illuminate the night.”91 These words are 
not spoken about sensible bodies of light, for 
“immediately after the suffering of those days 
the sun will be darkened, and the moon will 
not give its light.”92 These will no longer grant 
the light that is so dear to the people of this 
age, for the sun will be seven times brighter 
and the moon will be like the sun. It was said 
of the heavens in general that “they will be 
changed.”93 And when he says that the heavens 
are changed [15], he means the stars and the 
luminous bodies in them, just as we say of the 

91 Is 60:19.
92 Mt 24:29 NRSV.
93 Ps 102:26 (101:27).

earth, “The whole earth worships,”94 and we 
mean those who dwell on the earth. “Sing to 
the Lord, all the earth.”95

[20:6] Great is his glory in your salvation.

If we understand glory in a strict sense, we do 
not mean the glory that is the happiest state. For 
example, we do not mean the glory that is human 
authority, nor do we mean reputation; for all 
these things are the little glories of narrow-
minded and foolish men. Physicians, then, who 
bestow healing on those who recover from 
sickness seem to earn glory for their patients—
for the one who is cured has been glorified rather 
than the sickness—but this glory is not great. So 
it is with the pilot of a ship as well.96

In the salvation of God, therefore, there is 
great glory. For this salvation reaches intellect 
and soul. The intellect, however, is superior to 
all that is in us, and the soul is superior to the 
body, even if others do not think so.

And it is also possible to call the Savior 
himself “salvation,” as appears in many pas-
sages: “All the ends of the earth saw the 
salvation of our God,”97 and: “All f lesh shall 
see the salvation of God,”98 instead of “every 
man” or “every soul endowed with perception.” 
In this salvation, then, the glory is great. If the 
death that he endured seems to be dishonor-
able—for according to the law, “cursed is 
everyone who is hanged on a tree”99—yet the 
apparent dishonor succeeded in obtaining such 
great glory because of the object of salvation. 
For salvation was accomplished not for 
animals, nor simply for men, but for soul, 
intellect, and spirit, as Paul writes, “your whole 

94 Cf. Ps 66:4 (65:4).
95 Ps 96:1 (95:1 NETS).
96 That is, the pilot of a ship glorifies his fellow passengers over the 

trials of the sea when he delivers them safely to the destination of 
their voyage.

97 Ps 98:3 (97:3 LES2).
98 Lk 3:6.
99 Gal 3:13.
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spirit, soul, and body.”100 The apparent 
dishonor, then, is a surpassing glory.

I want to suggest an idea. When I was 
speaking about the Gospel, in that passage 
that says, “The one who believes in me will 
also do the works that I do, and will do greater 
works than these,”101 in addition to other 
interpretations this one has also been given: 
when you consider the analogy of the one who 
does the works, even the great things he does 
are small, since they are small in comparison 
with God. The apostles have not performed 
perceptible works that are greater than those 
of the Savior. The Savior raised Lazarus even 
though he was already dead for four days, was 
near to decaying, and had already begun to 
stink. The apostles have done nothing like 
this. Jesus led into sight a man blind from 
birth. But if you consider these works of the 
Savior, they are small when compared with the 
creation of the rational essence, the heavens, 
and souls. And the works of the apostles, even 
if they were inferior to those [16] of the Savior, 
since they are beyond their power they are 
called greater than those things the Savior has 
done, for they were not capable of doing things 
greater than these. Jesus, however, has both 
done such things and is always doing them.

And the apostle also says: indeed, “we see 
Jesus, who is made lower because of the 
suffering of death.”102 He was made lower 
because of the suffering of death but was 
crowned “with glory and honor.”103 The 
diminution brought him glory, and even glory 
of the greatest kind. “I consider that the 
sufferings of this present time are not worth 
comparing with the glory about to be 
revealed.”104 Now, those are the sufferings of 
Christ, which those who imitate him have 
suffered, though he suffered first. Great, then 

100 1 Thess 5:23.
101 Cf. Jn 14:12 NRSV.
102 Cf. Heb 2:9.
103 Heb 2:9.
104 Rom 8:18 NRSV.

is his glory. Even though there was a cross, even 
though there was death, how great is his glory 
when you contemplate the object of salvation 
and the Savior! And the glory of all the rest is 
not great. Most certainly there was a time 
when they had glory, but the glory of some of 
them departed even while they were still alive.

So also have I understood what is said in 
Isaiah: “And there is no boundary to his 
peace.”105 “In his days righteousness will 
sprout, and an abundance of peace, until the 
moon vanishes.”106 Observe the peace that 
arises, for it prevails until the consummation. 
For the annihilation of the moon signifies 
nothing other than the consummation of all 
things, when “the sun will be darkened and the 
moon will not give its light.”107 The peace does 
not prevail in one nation, nor does it prevail 
over the earth alone, for “he reconciled by the 
blood of his cross” not only “the things on 
earth” but also “the things in heaven.”108

[20:6] Glory and magnificence you will confer 
on him.

The glory and magnificence are conferred on him 
together with this great glory that began at his 
salvation. Now, the magnificence is the actions 
and zealous deeds done by those in whom that 
which is fitting is found. The deeds that stem 
from virtue are performed fittingly. While many 
deeds seem to be done fittingly by men, they are 
not truly fitting. As I have said about glory, the 
signs of honor and little glories are not so great a 
thing as men suppose them to be; nonetheless, 
such honors were welcomed by them.

With the word magnificence people also 
mean the following—first of all understand 
the meaning from the literal sense—there are 
organizers of athletic contests, and if they are 
stingy, they diminish the contests and the 

105 Is 9:7 (9:6 LES2).
106 Ps 72:7 (71:7 NETS).
107 Is 13:10; Mt 24:29; Mk 13:24.
108 Cf. Col 1:20.
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related expenses as a result of their petty 
deliberation, and they appear also to be doing 
that which befits an organizer of the games. 
However, they do it in a trif ling way, and these 
men are called “stingy,” for they do not distin-
guish themselves, while they are found to be in 
no way inferior to those who were organizers 
of the games before them in “what is fitting.”

This, then, is called magnificence: when 
there is greatness in that which is fittingly 
done. Magnificence exists especially at the 
time when one does what is fitting not because 
of some other person but because of oneself.

Take another example: if someone, being 
wealthy, [17] during small occasions and at 
small gatherings spends lots of money, this 
person is not magnificent. This is an excess of 
magnificence, as when we say that audacity is 
an excess of courage and superstition an excess 
of piety. For example, suppose someone serves 
his fellow dice players the very finest banquet 
and squanders more on it than another spends 
at a wedding feast. This happens for the sake 
of vainglory. And magnificence does not 
happen for the sake of vainglory.

Being led by the hand by perceptible exam-
ples, let us come to the things of which the 
word is speaking: the Savior accomplished what 
is fitting in great things. The righteous man 
also demonstrates what is fitting in great 
things. What is greater than saving the world, 
than making peace not with things that are on 
the earth alone, but also with things that are in 
heaven?109 What is greater than to accomplish 
that for which the things in heaven, the things 
on earth, and the things under the earth bow 
the knee to the Savior to the glory of God the 
Father?110 This glory is magnificence, and it has 
a kinship with majesty. It is said of God 
himself, therefore: “The Lord is king! He is 
clothed in majesty!”111 This majesty and 

109 Cf. Col 1:20.
110 Cf. Phil 2:10-11.
111 Ps 93:1 (92:1).

magnificence are the same thing. For whom was 
it fitting to save men other than one who had no 
sin?112 He had no sin, knowing that it is good to 
avoid sin and to possess righteousness, that it is 
good not to repay insult to one who insults 
another,113 not to avenge oneself on those who 
are disposed to evil. “When he suffered,” it says, 
“he did not threaten.”114 Not only was he not 
doing things that are unworthy, but neither did 
he threaten to do them. A threat is an anticipa-
tion of fearful things. Indeed, when there is no 
longer an anticipation but something comes as a 
result, then there is no longer a threat.

Glory, then, and magnificence you will confer 
on him. And the statement you will confer is 
well said. This is conferred in addition to 
something else that is already established: for 
he did not begin to display this glory and 
magnificence among rational creatures for the 
first time when he appeared, but he did this at 
every moment and everywhere it was possible. 
The glory and magnificence that came by 
means of his appearance—through the cross, 
for example—have come as an addition.

[20:7] Because you will give him blessing until 
the farthest age.

Just as we have spoken about life—not that he 
himself should have it, for he has it already, but 
that those who draw near to him, who gather 
around his teachings, should have this.

And this blessing until the farthest age is 
distinct from the blessing that seems to exist 
among mortals, for this blessing is also spoken 
of on one occasion: “Because in his life his soul 
will be blessed; he will never again see light.”115 
He will not see the light, even if he now seems 
to see clearly. He does not possess this glory on 
his own.

112 Cf. 1 Pet 2:22.
113 Cf. 1 Pet 2:23.
114 1 Pet 2:23 NRSV.
115 Ps 49:18-19 (cf. 48:19-20 NETS).



Lectures on Psalm 20 [20:7] 

16

414999RXQ_LECTURES_CC2021_PC.indd 16 07/11/2023  11:03:43

Therefore, the spiritual [18] blessings that 
are given in the heavenly places116 are identical 
with this blessing that remains until the 
farthest age. For when someone supposes that 
he has received wealth as a blessing, he does 
not possess it until the farthest age, for it passes 
away together with the material life.

It is also possible to interpret this with 
grace and elegance in a moral sense: when one 
who has wealth so spends it that he finds a 
glory after these things are gone, of which 
glory it says, “As for the those who in the 
present age are rich, command them not to be 
haughty.”117 Then it says, “Storing up for 
themselves a foundation of good works.”118 
The blessing of this person remains until the 
farthest age. And the things accomplished by 
this wealth remain indestructible. Likewise 
also in the case of other things: if in keeping 
with prudence—with what is truly prudence—
a person should be glorified and blessed, he 
has the blessing remaining until the farthest 
age. If, however, someone presumes to be 
blessed by virtue in pretense, he has a blessing 
that is ended; for when the truth shines forth 
and deeds appear just as they are by nature, 
the blessing that accords with mere thinking is 
dissolved. At times it even presents a danger.

[20:7] You will gladden him in joy with 
your face.

The saying seems to be ambiguous, for by the 
phrase you will gladden him in joy with your face, 
on the one hand the following is meant: when 
you gladden your face, you will gladden him also.

Or perhaps both things gladden him: you 
will gladden him in joy, and your face will 
gladden him along with you.

This kind of saying appears also in Isaiah: 
“And the Lord, the Lord has sent me and his 

116 Cf. Eph 1:3.
117 1 Tim 6:17 NRSV.
118 1 Tim 6:19.

Spirit.”119 Some take it thus: “The Lord sent 
me; meanwhile his Spirit also sent me.” And 
they say that the sending of the Savior in his 
appearance has taken place from the Father 
and the Holy Spirit. For it was said to her who 
conceived him or carried him in the womb, 
“The Spirit of the Lord will come upon you 
and the power of the Most High.”120 See! It 
seems here that he was sent from the Father 
and the Holy Spirit.

Others, however, read it thus, and this 
reading is better: “And the Lord, the Lord has 
sent me; and he has sent his Spirit also,” the 
Father sending the Son and the Holy Spirit.

The former interpretation says this, that 
the Father and the Holy Spirit sent the Son. 
And each receives an interpretation of the 
reading that suits himself, as was already said.

Here too, then, is the face of the Lord who 
is spoken of here. And the Son is his image, 
“the exact imprint of his very being.”121 There-
fore, about the face assumed by the Savior and 
every righteous face is it said, You will gladden 
him in joy with your face, for when the Son 
comes, then someone, having seen the exact 
impression, immediately sees the one whose 
impression he is also, for “whoever has seen me 
[19] has seen the Father.”122 The joy comes 
from God and his face.

One can also understand the words You will 
gladden him in joy with your face in the following 
way. He is now saying this about every righ-
teous person, for your face—by which the 
righteous person has been created “in the image 
and likeness”123—will be shown to be his.

And I say: accidents, even though they are 
separable from essences, often occur as 
coexistent with them. Take color, for example, 
for the body is not first created and then 
colored; it is created colored. Nevertheless, we 

119 Is 48:16.
120 Lk 1:35.
121 Cf. Heb 1:3 NRSV.
122 Jn 14:9 NRSV.
123 Gen 1:26.



Lectures on Psalm 20 [20:8]   

17

414999RXQ_LECTURES_CC2021_PC.indd 17 07/11/2023  11:03:43

say that color in some cases belongs among the 
accidents and can be absent. I added the words 
“in some cases,” since in the realm of sensible 
things, color is neither added to nor lost from 
snow. Neither is humidity added to water, for 
it is essential to it.

Therefore, given that the rational being 
has been created good from the beginning, 
it is not good in the same way that God is, 
for man is not good in essence but in habit 
and disposition. Even if man, then, has 
been created “in the image and likeness of 
God,”124 this is separable from man in the sense 
that it has an appearance that is able to be cast 
away and taken up again. But when God saves, 
every appearance will change. And this will be 
shown in the one that is saved.

[20:8] For the king hopes in the Lord.

This king hopes in the Lord. He hopes that 
there will be salvation for those on whose 
behalf he has come to suffer. He is not uncer-
tain about the goal of what is pursued with 
zeal, but he hopes steadfastly, for “in the mercy 
of the Most High he is not shaken.”125 There-
fore his hope does not fail.

And I give an example, though perhaps it is 
forced. No one hopes for things that are 
present. The one who is well does not hope to 
be made well; the wealthy does not hope to be 
rich. Hope, then, is concerned with future 
things. Hope and expectation are identical. 
Expectation is the genus to which hope 
belongs; specifically, hope is an expectation of 
good things from God.

Of things future, then, some have potential 
reality, so that they might happen and might 
not, since both outcomes transpire by chance, 
while other things will certainly transpire: as, 
for example, when I say knowledgeably that 
after so long a period of time there will be an 

124 Gen 1:26.
125 Ps 21:7 (20:8).

eclipse of the sun. Only the wise person hopes 
for this, for the other is wholly ignorant of it, 
whether it happens or not.

It is good to remember this: that there are 
four questions to be resolved, two of them being 
simple and two being complex. The simple 
questions are that something is and what it is. 
Then the complex questions are how it is and 
why it is. Therefore, it is characteristic of the 
wise person to expect, according to knowledge, 
these things that will always come to pass.

For he understands both that there is such a 
thing as an eclipse and what an eclipse is: 
namely, a covering of the sun by the moon. 
And he understands how it happens: when the 
moon passes in a vertical line beneath the sun, 
an eclipse occurs. See! This is the “how” 
question. And the “why” question is as follows: 
when the sun travels around, it appears in 
different positions. Sometimes the circle of the 
moon is below the circle of the sun. It does not 
always pass directly below it. That is, there are 
two circles. When a body comes here and 
passes again into the position directly below 
the other, that which comes below conceals the 
one above it. In any case, they say that an 
eclipse is an interposition of the moon [20] 
before the sun.

It belongs to the wise person, therefore, to 
know this unerring expectation. And one can 
anticipate the things that happen by chance, 
for example, rain or a good harvest. But these 
predictions are often wrong.

Therefore he says, You will gladden him in 
joy, for the king hopes in the Lord. The one who 
hopes is a king. The hope and expectation of 
such a person is unerring. And he says,

[20:8] In the mercy of the Most High he will 
never be shaken.

Being pitied by the Most High, he is un-
shaken. For he is shaken at the time when his 
subjects are found to be unworthy of his rule. 
And he leaves them and abandons them.
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And, in their intent, we understand hoping 
in God to be the same as repenting.

It is characteristic of the Most High to bless 
rational creatures, just as the following also 
shows: “Glory to God in the highest, and on 
earth peace.”126

[20:9] May your hand be found against all your 
enemies, your right hand find out all who 
hate you.

In the case of the body, one may contrast the 
right hand with the hand, for the right hand is a 
hand, but not every hand is a right hand. We 
have here a hand and a right hand that are 
named in relation to God. Of the true David 
who comes from David’s seed this is also said in 
another psalm: “And he will set his hand upon 
the sea and his right hand on the rivers.”127 And 
note that it is simply the hand that is set on the 
sea, for the right hand is not on the sea but on 
his rivers. And again, “Your hand destroyed 
nations.”128 Observe: the military power of a 
king is often called hand, and executioners are 
called the hands of judges. The devil also knew 
that there is a hand that causes harm, for he did 
not say, “Stretch out your right hand,” but 
rather, “your hand, and touch all that he has.”129

May your hand be found against all 
your enemies.

Your hand that punishes your enemies will 
appear. So also do I understand the saying, 
“But the Lord ’s face is against evildoers, to 
destroy the remembrance of them from earth.”130 
When they do evil things, they suppose that 
there is no providence, that there is no punish-
ment for the sins that they commit. But when 
they receive an experience of a certain suffer-
ing, sometimes when they become aware of it 
they see the face of God. Now, “the face” I 

126 Lk 2:14.
127 Ps 89:25 (88:26).
128 Ps 44:3 (43:3 NETS).
129 Job 1:11 NETS.
130 Ps 34:16 (33:17 NETS).

understand in this way: they know that there 
is a God. And just as “we contemplate the 
Creator by analogy from the greatness and 
beauty of creatures,”131 so also from the 
greatness and harmony of the things that relate 
to his government the Judge is observed.

We have found, then, Pharaoh first behaving 
with contempt, and then, when he was stricken, 
laying hold of a conception of God. Once at least 
he says, “The Lord is just.”132 He who says 
earlier, “I do not know the Lord,”133 now con-
fesses that he both knows him and knows that 
he is just. “But I and my people are impious.”134 
And when the face of God comes on Pharaoh, 
the worker of evil, the hand is found as well: for 
at some time evildoers need to know that there is 
a Judge, even if it does not happen in this life, 
but it must happen at some point. For this 
reason it is said, May your hand be found.

May your right hand find.
The hand is found by the enemies; the right 

hand, however, finds those who hate. Those 
who hate can be less wicked than enemies. Not 
everyone who hates is an enemy, but every 
enemy hates.

And as it was said that the hand of God is 
set on the sea, in order that by its sufferings he 
should bring an end to its agitation and 
saltiness, the right hand of the Savior [21] is 
on the rivers—and these are people who have 
life in the Spirit, “out of whose heart f low 
rivers of living water”;135 “the rivers lifted, O 
Lord; the rivers lifted up their voices”136—so 
the right hand of the Savior is found to be the 
one that saves, the one that exalts, according to 
the saying: “The right hand of the Lord exalted 
me, the right hand of the Lord did mightily. I 
shall not die, but I shall live.”137

131 Wis 13:5.
132 Ex 9:27 NETS.
133 Ex 5:2 NETS.
134 Ex 9:27 NETS.
135 Jn 7:38.
136 Ps 93:3 (92:3 LES2).
137 Ps 118:16-17 (117:16-17).
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[20:10] You have placed them as an oven of fire 
for the time of your face.

This could be said about the enemies who are 
handed over to punishment.

If, however, it applies to both the enemies 
and those who hate, understand what is 
written in this way: see, those who are built on 
the foundation, Christ, if they are gold and 
silver, are only tested with fire, but they do not 
disappear. They are not consumed even when 
they are found by the fire. But if they are 
“wood, hay, or straw,”138 they do disappear and 
they are set like an oven of fire—they are at 
last like smoke. Now, smoke is a byproduct of 
the useful activity of the fire. Therefore, when 
wood, hay, and straw are for the time of God’s 
face, as it is set down—for there will be an 
appointed time when the Judge will be 
shown—those who are called “wood, hay, and 
straw” do not disappear so that they exist no 
longer—for it is impossible for them to 
disappear in this way—but they disappear 
insofar as they are hay. For this fire of punish-
ment does not act on their essence but on their 
habits and qualities. This fire does not con-
sume creatures but certain kinds of conditions, 
certain habits.

And teaching accomplishes the same end: it 
takes the unlearned and it makes him disappear, 
not insofar as he is a human but insofar as he is 
unlearned, for instruction brings his ignorance 
to an end. So also righteousness abolishes the 
unrighteous person, not so that he exists no 
longer but so that he is no longer unrighteous.

[20:10] O Lord, confound them in your wrath, 
and a fire will consume them.

Someone is confounded at the time when he 
begins to hesitate and repent. And a fire will 
consume them so that they are no longer 
such people.

138 1 Cor 3:12.

[20:11] You will destroy their fruit from the 
earth and their seed from the sons of men.

The word seed is ambiguous. When it is 
defined in relation to fruit, it signifies the seed 
of a tree; when it is defined in relation to 
children, the seed of a man; for we often have 
the word seed in Scripture mentioned together 
with children.

It now falls to us to speak about the differ-
ence between the words. He is saying the 
following: While they were on the earth and 
had dealings with it, they were united to the 
earth. Instead of the works of the immaterial 
soul, they produced as their fruit the works of 
the f lesh. This fruit you will destroy from the 
earth. The good and beautiful land, which 
receives the seed of Jesus, the seed he sows, 
brings forth fruit.139 This is the same land, in 
its underlying substance, with that which 
produces thistles. And being a rational essence, 
the land is receptive of seeds. This land 
acquires its differentiation from our free will.

And their seed from the sons of men.
They sowed among the sons of men and not 

among the sons of God, for they are unreceptive 
to these seeds. Therefore, you will destroy their 
seed from the sons of men, where the [22] 
tendency toward bad fruit is present. If someone 
has virtue in his activity, the seed of vice is 
opposed so that it seems to be destroyed.

[20:12] Because they inclined toward evil things 
against you.

Against you who have made them straight. 
Their free will inclined toward evil. You know 
that in the case of perceptible works of art and 
representations bad work brings censure to the 
one who produced it, while what has been well 
done brings praise. For example, it was said in 
Sirach, “A work will be praised for the hand of 

139 The “land” is frequently taken as an allegorical reference to 
the soul.
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the craftsman.”140 . . . if someone bends from 
being “in the image.”141 Therefore, as far as it 
was up to them, they chose evil things 
against you.

[20:12] They devised plots together, which they 
could not establish.

And in order to be led by the hand from 
history to so-called history—I am not sure, 
however, whether it is a history—those who 
wished to build the tower that has its head in 
the uttermost height desired to do this but 
were unable to establish it.142 And indeed they 
were scattered. God accomplishes his counsel 
at the time when a person desires rightly and 
according to his counsel. The one who pursues 
this “does all things with counsel.”143 To this 
counsel God adds the fulfillment.

[20:13] For you will show them your back.144

Often things that relate to God are said to 
belong to his body: “You are the body of 
Christ,”145 and in this body are found eyes, 
ears, and hands.146 Hence, “You will show your 
back to them.” You will put them in their place 
behind this body of yours.

It is possible to understand this in the 
following way: the primary matters about God 
are called his “face,” whereas these perceptible 
creatures are behind him, for they are after 
him. For example, to Moses, who is unable to 
see God’s face, God passes by in his glory and 
shows him his back. Indeed, he recorded the 
book of Genesis immediately afterward.

140 Sir 9:17 LES2.
141 Gen 1:26.
142 Cf. Gen 11:4.
143 Prov 31:4 LXX. There is no corresponding statement in the 

Hebrew.
144 The NRSV has “you will put them to f light,” where the He-

brew has “you will set them backward.”
145 1 Cor 12:27 NRSV.
146 Cf. 1 Cor 12:15-17.

To them, therefore, he will show his back, 
for toward the saints his face is set according 
to the prayer that they offer up: “Show us your 
face and we shall be saved!”147

[20:13] Among your remnant you will prepare 
your face.148

The others “who remain,” besides those who 
“hate,” are saints; they are the ones who 
remained in this condition.

And well did it say you will prepare, and not 
“you will give.” He has his face ready, in order 
that everyone who desires to see it should be 
able to behold it.

[20:14] Be lifted high, O Lord, in your power; 
we will sing and play psalms about your 
sovereign acts.

For you do all things with power. At the 
beginning of the psalm the power of God is 
also praised in song: O Lord, by your power the 
king will be made glad.149

The power that gladdens the king, that 
accomplishes all that has been mentioned, is 
lifted high, not by being raised from a low 
place into a height; rather, it is lifted high 
when men no longer think mean things about 
it but think lofty things, as it truly is. And 
when we say, “I will exalt you, O Lord,”150 we 
do not mean this: that we elevate you from 
lowliness into the heights. To exalt God is to 
confess his loftiness.

Finally, he sings in triumph—for in the 
case of a king alone is dominion mentioned, 
and there are dominions that belong to this 
king—he sings of what he is able to do 
as king. [23]

147 Ps 80:3 (79:4).
148 The LXX has “among your remnant” where the Hebrew has 

“with your bows.”
149 Ps 21:1 (20:2).
150 Ps 30:1 (29:2 NETS).
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