Psalm 14
This psalm is unusual in that it is neither a
prayer nor a hymn. It resembles more
closely the oracles of the prophets, railing
against the ungodly and especially those
who oppress the poor. It is almost
identical to Psalm 53. However, in the
Greek translation (the Septuagint), v.3 of
Psalm 14 is a lot longer, elaborating upon
the evil of the unrighteous - rather
graphically! Helpfully, it is the Septuagint
version of Psalm 14 which Paul cites in
Romans 3.10-18, vv. 13-18 comprising the Greek embellishments.
In spite of the psalmist appearing to refer to all people (all “the children of man”) as foolish,
corrupt and having turned aside from God (vv.2-3), it becomes clear in the second half of
the psalm that this is not the case. Rather like in Gen 6.5-13, where all flesh is described as
totally evil and set to be wiped out, there are some who (like Noah) are righteous. Here they
are the psalmist’s own people (v.4), also called “the generation of the righteous” (v.5), and
including the poor of v.6. Not surprisingly, they turn out to be the Lord’s people, the
descendants of Jacob, whose fortunes the psalmist longs to see restored (v.7).
The presenting issue, then, is a recurrent one in these early psalms: the godless, who
oppress God’s people, “eating them up like bread”, seem to be thumbing their nose at God
with impunity. As if with a deep sigh, the psalmist expresses his longing for God’s justice to
come from Zion, restoring the fortunes of his people. While this is expressed as a wish in v.7,
it is based on the psalmist’s confidence that God is indeed “with the generation of the
righteous” and the refuge of the poor, and a terror to evildoers (vv.5-6).
While the Greek Septuagint is expansive in its detailing of the vile ways of the wicked (see
Rom 3.13-18), the Hebrew text focuses on their foolishness. It is unlikely they were atheists,
not believing in God at all. Atheism was unknown in the Ancient Near East. Rather, they
were what might be termed “practical/functional atheists” i.e. even though they believed
God existed, they lived as though he didn’t. Their belief in God had no impact on their lives.
It was as if they would never have to account for their deeds. They were not unintelligent
though (v.2b); they simply had no understanding of how to live wisely, i.e. according to
God’s Law. This is precisely Jesus’ point at the end of the Sermon on the Mount. It isn’t
enough to believe; one’s life should be built on the foundation of God’s word, supremely
the teaching of Christ (Matt 7.21-27).
To ponder
How are you building your life on the foundation of Christ (1 Cor 3.11f.)?
To pray
Heavenly Father, thank you that you have shone your light into my heart, giving me the
knowledge of your glory in the face of Jesus Christ. Help me to be wise and walk in that
light, so that all I think and say and do might reflect your glory. In Jesus’ name I pray. Amen.

