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Is Psalm 82 depicting actual gods?

By Bnonn Tennant on August 2, 2019

TL;DR: yes, but accusing someone who believes this of polytheism or liberalism is
seman�ic mischief.

 11 minutes to read

God stands in the divine council;

      he holds judgment in the midst of the gods:

“How long will you judge unjustly

      and li�t up the faces of the wicked?

Judge on behalf of the weak and the fatherless;

      vindicate the a��licted and the des�itute.

Rescue the helpless and the needy;

      deliver them from the hand of the wicked.”

They neither know nor care—

      they stumble in darkness;

      all the founda�ions of the earth are shaken.

I, I have said, “You are gods,

      sons of the Most High, all of you.

Yet you will die like man,

      and you will fall like any other prince.”

Rise up, O God—judge the earth,

      for you shall inherit all the na�ions. (Psalm ��)
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S ome Chris�ians are unwilling—put
mildly—to interpret Psalm �� as
referring to spiritual beings. Perhaps

because it is such a useful nexus for
understanding the divine council in the
redemp�ive history of God’s kingdom, it tends to be the passage most strongly
attacked when divine council theology is being disputed. The counterargument
is that the elohim here are actually human judges or kings, metaphorically
called gods, or given this �itle as some kind of appella�ive or honorific.

How should we assess this?

Before we look at the text, the most significant problem is not actually
exege�ical—though there are certainly problems there. Rather, it is the unstated
assump�ion that if Psalm �� is speaking of human rulers then the en�ire
concept of the divine council unravels, along with its place in the narra�ive of
God’s kingdom. But this is obviously absurd. You can’t refute an expansive
stream of biblical theology by doing a word study on one passage that feeds it.
Neither the case for believing in spiritual rulers in the heavenly places, nor the
case for their redemp�ive-historical trajectory, rides on Psalm ��. If this psalm
were removed from the canon, nothing significant would change. We could s�ill
easily prove the divine council in Scripture, and we could s�ill certainly piece
together its redemp�ive-historical arc.

That said, it’s helpful to be prepared, so I will below give the general form of
this objec�ion, and then suggest a number of ways to respond. Here is how one
Reformed correspondent put it to me:

These verses (and remember they are poetry) must be and are saying: “You men

have been exercising God-like func�ions—judging and ruling, you think of

yourselves as gods, and I agree that you are behaving as though you were gods, but

‘like men you shall die, and fall like any prince.’ ” This alone makes sense of the

passage.

“like gods” or just gods?

Is the divine council
henotheis�ic?

<https://bnonn.com/is-the-
divine-council-henotheis�ic>
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The first thing to note is the weaseling away from what the text actually says.
This is not exegesis, which starts by analyzing the actual words; it is eisegesis,
in which a pre-prepared interpre�ive gloss is quickly applied over the top of the
actual words, to sani�ize and neutralize them.

God does not merely agree that these rulers are behaving like gods; he declares
that they are gods—and not merely gods, but sons:

I, I have said you are gods,

      sons of the Most High all of you (v. �).

Could this mean that Yahweh has assigned them the appella�ives “gods” and
“sons” owing to their ruling in his stead? Possibly. Could it mean that he is
merely agreeing that they are ac�ing like gods and sons? That is exceedingly
awkward. Certainly neither interpreta�ion is self-evident; quite the opposite. To
make this case, divine council opponents have to actually argue; and to do that,
they must shoulder a huge burden of proof:

i. they must show that the council of verse 1 is a council of men

But the Hebrew adat el is a known cognate of the Ugari�ic phrase ʿdtʾilm, which
was the term used in Canaan of the congrega�ion of the gods; not of human
rulers. Perhaps Psalm �� is seeking to correct this usage, but if so, we should
find clear evidence in the rest of the psalm to overturn their iden�ifica�ion as
divine beings and present them instead as human rulers—which we do not.

Moreover, a council of men is ba��ling on its own terms. Who are these men,
and where are they located, such that God is standing in their midst? This is
explicitly an interna�ional council; “all the founda�ions of the eretz” are shaken
by their terrible rulership. Although eretz can just mean “land,” in this case it is
paralleled with the na�ions:

Rise up, O God, judge the earth
Because you shall inherit all the na�ions. (v. �)



There can be no doubt, therefore, that this is an interna�ional council. But such
a thing does not even exist today in the way described, let alone during the �ime
of Israel! If it’s a poe�ic device, it is an opaque one without parallel in Jewish
thought. By contrast, a council of divine beings who ruled the na�ions is
attested repeatedly in both Jewish and wider religious texts. So this attempted
explana�ion is like sugges�ing that a news report about the president speaking
from the White House isn’t referring to Donald Trump speaking from his
residence in d.c., but to another unknown, possibly metaphorical president
speaking from an unknown, possibly poe�ic house that also happens to be
white.

ii. they must show scripture using the terms elohim and beney elohim to
refer to men

But is there anywhere in the Hebrew Bible—or the wider contemporary
literature—where this is the case?

Elohim never refers to men. It always refers to spiritual beings; that is, in fact,
the very thing that circumscribes its seman�ic range! Divine council opponents
will some�imes appeal to Exodus ��:�; ��:�, but there is no compelling reason to
translate elohim as seman�ically plural in these instances. “God” is the simplest
reading, and indeed the only obvious one—aside from a circular requirement
to find precedent for Psalm ��. The consistent usage of the Hebrew Bible is that
elohim refers (exclusively, and with some diversity) to residents of the spirit
world; never to living human beings.

The plural beney elohim, “sons of God” and its varia�ions, is a term of art in
Scripture, also never used of human beings. True—people are some�imes called
God’s sons (e.g., � Samuel �:��), but the specific plural wording, beney elohim, is
not used on those occasions—precisely because it was a term of art, a religious
meme referring to the divine council. Some would argue that it is used of
human spirits in Job � and �, but even if we grant that in the teeth of the
evidence, that interpreta�ion runs aground when it hits Psalm ��. Consider the
implica�ions:
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�. Deceased human spirits are rulers over the na�ions from heaven. This is an
awkward posi�ion for someone to take while simultaneously objec�ing to
angelic spirits being rulers over the na�ions from heaven!

�. Deceased human spirits judge wickedly from heaven. Needless to say, this is
incoherent on any orthodox soteriology—humans in heaven do not sin,
because they are like God (� John �:� etc). You cannot enter heaven, but then
lose it again.

�. Deceased human spirits are sentenced to die. This is again embarrassing
nonsense. How can God say, “you will die like men” when they have already
died? And if this is the second death, how can they be subject to it as his
redeemed people in heaven?

iii. they must make sense of jesus’ appeal to psalm 82 in john 10:34–39

Seeing the losing case for a word studies approach here, divine council
opponents will typically try to short-circuit the exege�ical problems by
appealing to Jesus’ own interpreta�ion of Psalm �� in John ��. But this fumbles
the clear reading of what Jesus, and his audience, actually think:

The Jews picked up stones again to stone him. Jesus answered them, “I have shown

you many good works from the Father; for which of them are you going to stone

me?” The Jews answered him, “It is not for a good work that we are going to stone

you but for blasphemy, because you, being a man, make yourself God.”

Jesus answered them, “Is it not written in your Law, ‘I said, you are gods’? If he

called them gods to whom the word of God came—and Scripture cannot be broken

—do you say of him whom the Father consecrated and sent into the world, ‘You are

blaspheming,’ because I said, ‘I am the Son of God’? If I am not doing the works of

my Father, then do not believe me; but if I do them, even though you do not believe

me, believe the works, that you may know and understand that the Father is in me

and I am in the Father.”

Again they sought to arrest him, but he escaped from their hands. (John ��:��–��)
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Jesus’ argument here is an a for�iori one—probably his favorite form of
inference. If we lay it out syllogis�ically, it would look roughly like this:

�. God himself calls lesser divine beings gods and makes them adop�ive sons of
the Most High (Psalm ��:�);

�. Jesus is not merely an adopted son; he is in the Father, and the Father is in
him (John ��:��);

�. Therefore, how much more a son and how much more equal with God is he.

On the other hand, if you take the word of God to have come to human beings
in Psalm ��, then the argument runs aground:

�. God himself calls human rulers gods and makes them adop�ive sons of the
Most High (Psalm ��:�);

�. Jesus is not merely an adopted son; he is in the Father, and the Father is in
him (John ��:��);

�. Therefore, how much more a son and how much more equal with God is he.

The problem here is that the connec�ion between (�) to (�) is fatally equivocal.
Under this interpreta�ion, the term “gods” is honorific; it is an appella�ive that
doesn’t denote a divine role or non-human ontology. But the Jews’ outrage is
prompted precisely because the claims Jesus is making are about role and
ontology. This interpreta�ion has him jus�ifying his claim to divinity on the
basis of an honorific �itle that can be applied to any man—which is an obvious
non sequitur.

The fact that the Jews again seek to stone him a�ter hearing this argument is
ample demonstra�ion that they did not interpret Psalm �� as referring to
human beings, nor Jesus as saying, in e�fect, “Cool it guys, we’re all gods here.”
Rather, they see him as doubling down on what they suppose is blasphemy. The
repeated emphasis in John is on Jesus’ divinity as the Word of God, so we should
expect Jesus to amplify, rather than downplay or backpedal, his claim to
divinity. Which is more likely in view of Jesus’ mission and John’s theological
focus: that we should understand him to be emptying the term gods of so much
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import that it can be applied even to his unbelieving audience—or using its
import to expand and jus�ify his own claim to godhood? The former is
obviously ��� degrees from what we should expect. It is unsurprising, then,
that the human interpreta�ion makes no sense of Jesus’ argument, nor his
opponents’ response.

iv. they must make sense of men dying like men

A final rejoinder at this point, as the lines of argument run dry, is that gods
cannot die—so even if the human council interpreta�ion of Psalm �� is poor,
the divine council alterna�ive is incoherent in light of verse �:

However, you will die like man [or men],

and you will fall like one of the princes.

I think this objec�ion arises only on the spur of the moment, because if you take
the �ime to think it through, it actually obliterates the human council
interpreta�ion. Consider: God says that, despite his declaring these beings to be
gods, they will nonetheless die like man and fall like any prince. This contrast
only works if there is a contrast; i.e., if these gods are greater than the typical
prince, and if it is unnatural for them to die like man. What possible sense does
it make to tell men that they will die like men, or princes that they will fall like
princes? Such an interpreta�ion turns the psalmist into a rhetorical dunce with
no competence in his cra�t.

While men dying like men makes no sense at all, gods dying like men certainly
does. Confusion only arises if we ignore the theology of death ar�iculated in
Scripture, and think of it in purely biological terms. But in the Bible, death is
not primarily a biological event; it is a rela�ional one. Biology is incidental: death
itself is separa�ion from God’s benevolence, and exposure to his wrath. The very
first �ime we see death, in Genesis �:��–��, God solemnly promises it to Adam
and Eve should they eat from the tree. He neither lied nor changed his mind—
they did die on the day they ate, as presupposed by Paul in Ephesians �:�;
Colossians �:�� etc. Death simply isn’t biological at root.

https://bible.faithlife.com/bible/leb/Gen%202.16%E2%80%9317
https://bible.faithlife.com/bible/leb/Eph%202.1
https://bible.faithlife.com/bible/leb/Col%202.13


The first death was in Eden; the second death is in the lake of fire (Revela�ion
��:�). Neither of these is biological. To the contrary, the second death involves
eternal biological life.

Now, here’s the kicker: Jesus in Matthew ��:�� explicitly states that this lake of
fire, this second death, is prepared for the devil and his angels—some of whom
are the very beings addressed in Psalm ��. If the lake of fire is explicitly
described as (i) death, and (ii) originally for wicked spiritual beings, then the
judgment of Psalm �� makes explicit sense when applied to wicked spiritual
beings!

So Psalm ��:� does not require us think that biological death is in view; rather,
it is establishing a contrast between these gods’ status (v. �) and their
punishment (v. �). The parallelism emphasizes that their fate will be the same as
that of men. It is an ironic reversal—indeed, an allusion to the original ironic
reversal in Genesis �:��–��. By failing to fulfill the role of divinity, these beings
are made lower than the men they were supposed to rule. Just as Satan does not
eat literal dust in Genesis �:��, and just as he is not brought down into a literal
pit in Isaiah ��:��, so these gods are not literally killed in Psalm ��:�–�. The
point is much like that in Isaiah ��—indeed, the language of “falling” is even
the same:

How you have fallen from heaven, O morning star, son of dawn!

      You are cut down to the ground, conqueror of na�ions!

And you said in your heart,

      “I will ascend to heaven;

      I will raise up my throne above the stars of God;

and I will sit on the mountain of assembly

      on the summit of Tsaphon;

I will ascend to the high places of the clouds,

      I will make myself like the Most High.”

But you are brought down to Sheol,
      to the far reaches of the pit. (Isaiah ��:��–��)
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To be brought down to Sheol, of course, is to be brought down to the grave, to
the underworld. It is a metaphor for biological death when applied to human
beings. Yet we do not think that Isaiah is therefore teaching that Satan dies in
that sense; nor do we suppose the passage can only be speaking of a human
king, and not of Satan. For the same reason, it strains Psalm ��:� to take the
judgment of death as strictly biological. It is referring, rather, to the gods faring
no better than human rulers who are weak and mortal, who cannot rule
forever.

 15 comments

steve hays

Unless as missed it as I was skimming the ar�icle, you never define
what you mean by actual gods.
 August �nd, ���� <https://bnonn.com/is-psalm-��-depic�ing-

actual-gods/#comment-�����>

steve hays

Put another way, while you systema�ically explain what you don’t
think it means (process of elimina�ion), you don’t discuss the
ontological status of the “actual gods” in this passage. What’s their
nature? In what respect are they designated “gods”? (Unless that got
past me.)
 August �nd, ���� <https://bnonn.com/is-psalm-��-depic�ing-

actual-gods/#comment-�����>
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andrew
schumache
<http://beg

Well, met, Bnonn. While one can squint and see human rulers here,
I don’t see how one could read this in light of the rest of the Hebrew
Bible as only metaphorically referring to human beings as Elohim.

As you point out, we do see a human king being addressed
metaphorically, but the real second person in Isaiah �� is a spiritual
being. When the metaphor happens at all, it happens the other way
round, and we recognize the human ruler to be the one only
figura�ively addressed, and the spiritual ruler is the one that is real.
 August �rd, ���� <https://bnonn.com/is-psalm-��-depic�ing-

actual-gods/#comment-�����>

dominic
bnonn

tennant
<https://bn

This is an oversight caused by turning a book appendix into an
ar�icle ;p They are archangels.

 August �rd, ���� <https://bnonn.com/is-psalm-��-depic�ing-

actual-gods/#comment-�����>

gw

I think Heiser’s done a good job on this topic, yet for now he’s not
been able to convince those who’ve been taught di�ferently their
whole lives. But as the younger genera�ions begin to assume more
responsibility in the churches and seminaries, we’ll see a shi�t in
thinking on this topic. If I were to summarize a thesis it would be
this: Elohim are real, and are a key (spiritual) in�luence on the
world.

With that in mind, what’s your thinking on this topic as it relates to
the letters in Revela�ion �-�? Each message is not directed to each
church specifically, but rather to each angel* of the churches (“To
the angel of the church in Ephesus write”). This has obvious
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parallels to Old Testament divine council themes. In both instances,
divine beings are being judged by the LORD for where they have
failed. Of course in Revela�ion �-� it is clear that these messages also
apply to those in the churches, yet much in these letters could
reasonably be seen messages to God’s angels waging spiritual
warfare (Rev. �:��). Since our primary battle is spiritual (Eph. �:��), it
makes sense that the Lord Jesus would also be giving direc�ion to
spiritual beings. There is also a parallelism between both worlds.
The spiritual battle on earth pictures the battle in the heavenlies
(Rev. ��:�). And what happens in heaven has an e�fect on the a�fairs
of man (Rev. ��:��). Is the church missing a large por�ion of the Bible
by downplaying/ignoring the role played by angels?

I’ll admit this isn’t my idea, but was brought to my atten�ion when
an unnamed blogger brought it up to Heiser. To my surprise, Heiser
rejected any supernatural explana�ion as to the reason the letters
were addressed to angels, instead choosing to interpret these
gree�ings as poe�ic metaphors addressing the church(es).

*The Greek term (angelo) can mean (human) messenger, not just
angel, but in the other NT passages its predominant use is that of a
divine messenger. I take it as read that these instances in Rev. �-�
refer to actual angels.
 August ��rd, ���� <https://bnonn.com/is-psalm-��-depic�ing-

actual-gods/#comment-�����>
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I think what you say about heavenly and earthly “linkage” makes
sense, but I’m not convinced the angels in Revela�ion �–� are
elohim. Maybe they are, but it doesn’t seem like an open-and-shut
case. The main issue for me is why John would be wri�ing letters to
them. How is he to deliver these letters? And why would Jesus not
address them directly, like he does in Psalm ��? Earthly letters
directed to heavenly beings makes very little sense.
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I also think I know who you’re talking about, and he doesn’t couch
things quite as you have. He is honestly what people rightly refer to
as a “nutjob,” who has devoted all his energy to the no�ion that the
gospel is for angels too, and the church has been neglec�ing this
cri�ical fact for two millennia. Mike is right to discount him and his
exegesis.
 August ��rd, ���� <https://bnonn.com/is-psalm-��-depic�ing-

actual-gods/#comment-�����>

gw

Yes, that seems to be my memory of that guy as well. Very odd.

S�ill I cannot shake the idea that the peculiar way the letters are
addressed has significance. Clearly these messages are (at the least)
intended for seven churches in the late-�st century (as well as the
church universally therea�ter). We don’t need to cra�t a novel
theology to understand them.

To your point, Christ didn’t need a physical letter to direct this
message to His angels anymore than He needed prophets to write
Isaiah �� or Ezekiel �� condemning Satan. But how else would we
know about Lucifer’s fall, lest it be revealed? When the Bible reveals
anything, including that of angels and the divine realm, it does so
for our benefit (Rom. ��:�). So if these letters are addressed to divine
beings which oversee these churches in some way, what does that
reveal to us about the spiritual realm?

Not an essen�ial doctrine, but something to ponder. All the best.
 August ��rd, ���� <https://bnonn.com/is-psalm-��-depic�ing-

actual-gods/#comment-�����>

Good thoughts.
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actual-gods/#comment-�����>

greg

I applaud the work here, though I disagree with the conclusions. I
was speaking to a colleague about this today, and shared the ar�icle
with him so he’ll be able to check it out. One thing he men�ioned
though is that “Elohim” though o�ten translated as ‘gods’ (and
rightly so), is more literally ‘mighty ones’ which can certainly be
more open ended. A human can be referred to as a ‘mighty one’. You
did bring my atten�ion to some other relevant passages I’ll have to
study further. However, I disagree with both interpreta�ions given
for the passage where Jesus quotes this Psalm. It seems to me that
when the people were appalled had his claim to be the Son of God
he simply threw it back at them, “You didn’t have a problem with
the LORD calling your ancestors ‘gods’ so why are you so upset with
me claiming to be a Son of God?” Of course the reality is he is the
only Son of God, but he was poin�ing out how ridiculous their
supposed thinking was, and almost certainly made them do a
‘double take’. Such an embarrassing realiza�ion no doubt wanted to
make them kill him even more.
 September ��th, ���� <https://bnonn.com/is-psalm-��-

depic�ing-actual-gods/#comment-�����>
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Greg, I appreciate you taking the �ime to comment, but without
interac�ing with my arguments, it’s not very interes�ing to simply
re-assert the view I have already taken care to refute.

That elohim can be understood as mighty ones or powerful ones is of
little interest either, since reading any import into that commits a
kind of etymological fallacy that ignores its actual usage. As Heiser
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documents, it is a term of art that refers specifically to spirit beings.
When the Bible wants to speak of embodied mighty ones, it uses the
term gibborim.
 September ��th, ���� <https://bnonn.com/is-psalm-��-

depic�ing-actual-gods/#comment-�����>

greg

I’m just not convinced, at least not by these passages. These terms
seem like they could go either way, specifically when referring to
“sons of God”. This appears to be a way of describing those who (at
the very least) follow the Lord, and goes all the way to describing his
people. If we look at Genesis �, many people say the “sons of God”
has being angelic beings, but Moses is actually signifying a
di�ference that goes all the way back to Seth and Cain – the
descendants of Seth followed and obeyed the Lord, hence being
known as “sons of God”, in contrast to the descendants of Cain who
did not – and are described as “daughters of men”. It’s clear that God
didn’t want Seth’s descendants intermarrying with the ungodly, and
so Genesis � describes even the “sons of God” as becoming
disobedient, leading to everyone becoming unrighteous.

In Romans, Paul also uses similar language when he says, “The
Earth groans in an�icipa�ion for the sons of God to be revealed.” A
clear reference to believers, who through Christ have become
children of God. This is all consistent in the grand scheme of
salva�ion, where by our sanc�ifica�ion we are becoming more and
more like Jesus (God), and therefore can aptly be called “children of
God” or even “mighty ones”. It’s no surprise that the same ‘process’
occurred to OT Israel, who were also exclusively God’s people before
Christ, and therefore could also be called ‘gods’ in the sense that
they are children of God.

And as a side note, I think it takes a lot of reading into Isaiah ��, and
Ezekiel �� (maybe have wrong chapter) that these passages are
about a fallen angel or Satan. I understand this is where we get our
concept of that occurrence, but I was very surprised because



contextually, nothing is given to make us think they are talking
about anything other than the powerful earthly king being
described. I suppose it could have a double meaning, but I find such
arguments to be conjecture at best. I know this causes many
problems for what we think we know about the devil. Certainly I
s�ill ask myself, “Well, what exactly is The Accuser?” It May be a
fallen angel, but those passages specifically just don’t convince me.

At any rate, you’ve given me much to think about, and certainly
peeked my curiosity on the Deuteronomy and Job passages
referenced above.
 September ��th, ���� <https://bnonn.com/is-psalm-��-

depic�ing-actual-gods/#comment-�����>

aaron
adams

I’m thankful for your website; have been following silently for a
long �ime.

One issue I have with Heiser’s work on this topic is that he too easily
dismisses polemical or subversive uses of the Divine Council in
Scripture. He agrees that the Scriptures �latten the first & second
levels of the council (so YHWH occupies both posi�ions), but doesn’t,
as far as I’ve seen, entertain other possible polemical uses of the
mo�if. He tends to see only one solu�ion in any given text.

There is an alterna�ive that preserves most of the insights Heiser
proposes for Psalm �� – that Psalm �� uses the Divine Council as a
polemical mo�if for the judgment not of Israel’s judges, but divine
kings who oppress Israel. The merely human claims of Israel’s kings
set them apart from the na�ions. YHWH is the true King over all the
na�ions, and he does judge the kings of the earth.

The judgment of the kings of the na�ions is a major theme in the
prophe�ic literature. Isaiah �� is one obvious example, but Isaiah ��
is even better, because here we have an earthly king (“the king of



Babylon” in Isaiah ��:�) who claims divinity (vv��-��) but is to die
like men (vv��-��). All the kings who claim divinity end up in the
same situa�ion, in Sheol.

Heiser argues that Ezekiel �� “shi�ts” from the earthly prince of Tyre
“to a divine figure in Eden,” (Unseen Realm, p��), but of course
Heiser doesn’t think Ezekiel �� is really about Eden. It’s s�ill a
judgment on the prince of Tyre, as Heiser says on p��:

“Let’s summarize where this leaves us. Ezekiel �� browbeats the
prince of Tyre using an ancient tale of divine arrogance in Eden,
where a member of Yahweh’s council thought himself on par with
the Most High. This divine throne guardian was expelled from Eden
to the “ground” or underworld.”

The judgment of the serpent is the mo�if picked up for the judgment
of an earthly king.

So, returning to Psalm ��, the Divine Assembly (to which the king of
Babylon had aspira�ions per Isaiah ��:��) is the clear mo�if. But what
is the purpose of the Psalm and its applica�ion? Per the prophets, a
canonical approach may appropriate the Divine Council mo�if
without adop�ing Heiser’s synthesis.

In response to your take on John ��, Tremper Longman’s
commentary on the Psalm gives Carson’s interpreta�ion of John ��
its due: Jesus may not be exege�ing Psalm �� so much as
demonstra�ing the hypocrisy of judging him for the same thing they
do in Psalm ��. It’s not “We’re all gods here,” but rather, “How can
you stone me for this, when you have also done the same?” Carson is
drawing from the common rabbinical exegesis of Psalm �� as
referring to the judges of Israel. This is commensurate with Jesus’s
method elsewhere. I’m not totally convinced on this point, but it
bears men�ioning that it’s a viable alterna�ive put forth by reputable
scholars that others dismiss by caricature.

https://bible.faithlife.com/bible/leb/Isa%2014.4
https://bible.faithlife.com/bible/leb/Isa%2014.13


One other point, on the Ps ��:� statement “I said, ‘You are gods.'” If
the lament for the king of Tyre is taken as it stands in Ezek ��, God
clearly calls the king of Tyre a guardian cherub. But it’s a lament for
a human being using the Edenic rebellion as a lens through which
to see a man *who has called himself a god* but is declared to be “no
god” (Ezek ��:�). So God calls a man a cherub, and we all know he’s
s�ill just a man.
 October ��st, ���� <https://bnonn.com/is-psalm-��-depic�ing-

actual-gods/#comment-�����>

dominic
bnonn

tennant
<https://bn

Aaron, thanks for your readership. I’ll agree that Michael doesn’t
explore the connec�ion between the divine council and human
kings enough. But that agreement is predicated on the
presupposi�ion that the divine council really is a council of
supernatural beings, and that it is re�lected in the physical world by
human kings. This principle of “on earth, as in heaven” is vastly
underes�imated in biblical theology.

In my view, your alterna�ive doesn’t preserve very much at all. I
can’t make sense of Isaiah �� and Ezekiel �� if they are not speaking
of human kings as proxies for actual supernatural beings (or, put
another way, of actual supernatural beings as symbolic of human
kings). I also can’t make sense of Psalm ��, the princes of Greek and
Persia in Daniel, etc, if they are not referring to actual supernatural
beings. The watchers who decree things in Daniel aren’t a council of
human kings who claim divinity. None of this makes sense on your
view. If you check out my kingdom series </what-is-the-kingdom-of-
god-�> you’ll see these kinds of connec�ions run extraordinarily
deep, so you’re not just de-supernaturalizing Psalm �� (the
mo�iva�ion for which I don’t understand anyway), but you’re also
cut�ing a large number of important biblical-theological threads
and then leaving them hanging.

https://bible.faithlife.com/bible/leb/Ps%2082.6
https://bible.faithlife.com/bible/leb/Ezek%2028.9
https://bnonn.com/
https://bnonn.com/
https://bnonn.com/
https://bnonn.com/
https://bnonn.com/what-is-the-kingdom-of-god-1
https://bnonn.com/what-is-the-kingdom-of-god-1


Btw, your suggested reading of Psalm �� rubs the opposite direc�ion
to your suggested reading of John ��.
 October ��st, ���� <https://bnonn.com/is-psalm-��-depic�ing-

actual-gods/#comment-�����>

aaron
adams

Hi Bnonn,
Thanks for the reply. I tried not to say too much, and ended up
saying too little. I’m not really at odds with much you said. I did not
“de-supernaturalize” Psalm ��. What I said was that there is
canonical evidence that the Divine Council is being used as a
polemical mo�if against enemy kings. If the Divine Council mo�if is
widespread in the Mesopotamian literature, then it works as a
polemic or sa�ire in Psalm �� independent of its correspondence to
actual supernatural beings. The co-op�ing of Babylonian mythology
to skewer the king of Babylon in Isaiah �� works whether the Day
Star corresponds to an actual supernatural being or not.

Compare Genesis ��:�-� with Isaiah ��:��-��. The human aspira�ion
to build a ziggurat or scale a mountain and sit in the heavens as
gods can be dismissed by YHWH as ridiculous – he has to stoop
down to see their magnificent tower, and the king of Babylon will
end up in Sheol rather than on the mount in the assembly. But
neither the builders of the tower nor a king with claims to divinity
could ever have accomplished what they set out to do. So the
existence of the Divine Assembly on a mountain is irrelevant to the
text.

This isn’t to say I’m dismissing the Divine Council as nonexistent. I
agree with you that the Divine Council is a deeply-embedded Old
Testament idea. But just as Genesis �-� probably shows a polemical
rela�ionship to the Memphite Theology, we should look (for
example) at Heiser’s comparison of the �-�iered council of El to the
Bible’s council where YHWH occupies both the first and second �ier,
and conclude that the mo�if is being *subverted* at the same �ime
it’s being appropriated. If there’s one takeaway from The Unseen

https://bible.faithlife.com/bible/leb/Gen%2011.4-5
https://bible.faithlife.com/bible/leb/Isa%2014.13-14


Realm for me, it’s that Heiser’s synthesis only works if his reading of
Psalm �� and Deut �� are accurate in their details, not just the
generali�ies. That, I think, is where the system breaks down.
Building an en�ire supernatural worldview on these two texts is
backwards hermeneu�ics.

There’s a worthwhile ar�icle in JBL ��� no. � (����) by James Trotter
where he surveys lit on Ps ��, giving many more op�ions that aren’t
engaged in most of the evangelical conversa�ion, including

�) The true Elohim (YHWH but in an Elohis�ic por�ion of the Psalter,
so the Divine Name is hidden) sits in judgment of all the gods of
Canaan and their rulers. The Council of El (עדת־אל) is not the Council
of YHWH, but the that of the Canaanite god El.
�) YHWH stands as the accuser of the gods in the Council where El
presides (נצב is surveyed and Trotter convincingly argues that the
vocabulary militates against YHWH serving as the judge in the
psalm)
�) [the “human judges” posi�ion is rejected]
�) Redac�ion has brought a judgment against gods (vv �, �-�)
together with judgment against human judges (vv �-�) per
Morgenstern
�) “Canaanite o�ficials” are judged, and this directly condemns their
gods (per Herbert Niehr)
�) Assuming a late composi�ion date, either: a) the Pharisees
condemn the Hasmoneans as (essen�ially) pagans (Bernhard Duhm)
or b) post-exilic Israelites condemn the Hellenis�ic kings (Moses
Buttenwieser)
�) Trotter’s posi�ion – that the best canonical and ANE background
parallels point to failures of kings to live up to their obliga�ions.
Trotter cites both biblical precedent and Mesopotamian materials in
this regard.

As I men�ioned in my original comment, the condemna�ions of the
King of Tyre and King of Babylon are the closest biblical parallels to
Ps ��, but Trotter also points to Gen �:�, ��; � Sam ��:�-�; Ps ��:�b-�a;

https://bible.faithlife.com/bible/leb/Gen%203.5
https://bible.faithlife.com/bible/leb/Gen%203.22
https://bible.faithlife.com/bible/leb/2%20Sam%2015.2-6
https://bible.faithlife.com/bible/leb/Ps%2045.6b-7a


Ps ��; Isa �:�-�, ��:�-�; and Mic �:�-�� in support of the iden�ifica�ion
of kings with divinity within Israel as well as the obliga�ion of kings
to manifest a par�icular ideology & ethic with the help of YHWH.

From the Ugari�ic materials, Trotter finds the Legend of Kirta to
hold the nearest parallels to Psalm ��. Trotter cites the Legend in
transla�ion, and I don’t know Ugari�ic, so the best I can do is the
same. Kirta, a legendary Hurrian king, is on his deathbed, and his
son says (now I’m ci�ing from the Logos version of Ugari�ic
Narra�ive Poetry, not quo�ing Trotter):

�–� How can you, father, die like a mortal?
Your grave—will it pass into dirges?—
To a woman’s song, Father of Heights (?)?

�–� Baal’s mountain will weep for you, father—
Mount Saphon, the holy domain,
Mount Nani, the mighty domain,
A domain stretched as wide as a wingspan.

�–�� But Kirta’s a scion of El—
Son of the Gentle and Holy One!”

Smith, M. S., & Parker, S. B. (����). Ugari�ic narra�ive poetry (Vol. �,
pp. ��–��). Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press.

And later, Kirta is being accused by his son, Yassib (shades of
Absolom, by the way):

��–�� Yassib the Young departs,
He enters his father’s presence.

��–�� He raises his voice and proclaims:

��–�� “Hear now, O Noble Kirta!

https://bible.faithlife.com/bible/leb/Isa%209.2-7
https://bible.faithlife.com/bible/leb/Isa%2011.1-5
https://bible.faithlife.com/bible/leb/Micah%203.9-12


�� Hearken, alert your ear!

��–�� In �ime of attack you take �light,
And lie low in the mountains.

��–�� You’ve let your hand fall to vice.

��–�� You don’t pursue the widow’s case,
You don’t take up the wretched’s claim.

��–�� You don’t expel the poor’s oppressor.

��–�� You don’t feed the orphan who faces you,
Nor the widow who stands at your back.

��–�� Your sickbed is your consort,
Your infirmity, your company.

��–�� Step down—and I’ll be the king!
From your rule—I’ll sit on the throne!”

Smith, M. S., & Parker, S. B. (����). Ugari�ic narra�ive poetry (Vol. �,
pp. ��–��). Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press.

The ar�icle by Trotter is:
TROTTER, JAMES M. “Death of the אלהים in Psalm ��.” Journal of
Biblical Literature ���, no. � (����): ���-��. doi:��.����/��������.

I think I got full text from JBL for free, but I don’t remember.
Ugari�ic Narra�ive Poetry is not free, but I couldn’t find transla�ions
of “Kirta” anywhere except there.

One last note, on Jesus’s use of Psalm �� in John ��. Longman and
Carson are *not* saying that Jesus is endorsing the Pharisees’ use of
Psalm �� as a condemna�ion of human judges, but using their
exegesis against them. That doesn’t militate against anything I’ve



said here, because (like the use of the Divine Council mo�if as
polemic) it’s agnos�ic with respect to Jesus’s own authorita�ive
understanding of Psalm ��’s meaning. Perhaps we have to wait un�il
He returns to know whether Psalm �� condemns supernatural
beings, the gods of Canaan, kings with divine aspira�ions, or
Israelite judges.

My *opinion* is that Ps �� condemns the kings oppressing Israel,
that אלהים takes di�ferent meanings according to context (this is
obvious per Ps ��.�), that עדת־אל probably deliberately ambiguous – it
is both “the Council of El” and “the midst of the gods,” where YHWH
first assumes his “place” among them but then rises up to judge
them, that בני עליון is likewise deliberately ambiguous and therefore
ironic – he a�firms they are “sons of Elyon” the god of Canaan, and
also His own sons in truth as men, that the princes of Daniel are
iden�ified in the New Testament as archangels, and that Jesus
doesn’t tell us how to understand Psalm �� in John ��.

So, like Heiser, I’m going out on a limb with Psalm ��. Trotter
probably gets some things right, and so does Heiser. To my
knowledge, they haven’t interacted on the topic. But neither of them
explores the depth of polemic in the adop�ion of background mo�ifs
in the OT. James Ho�fmeier did this with the Memphite Theology in
Gen �-�, and he convinced me. It was in conversa�ion with him
about Israel’s early incuba�ion in the religious milieu of Egypt that I
started to wonder if many aspects of the Israelite priesthood were
subversions of tropes they learned in Egypt – YHWH’s
accommoda�ion, transforma�ion, and subversion of culture all at
once. For example, though priests were not to shave por�ions of
their heads (Lev ��:�), at their ordina�ion the Levites were set apart
by the shaving of the en�ire body (Num �:�), a one-�ime prac�ice
which matches the con�inual prac�ice of Egyp�ian priests. The
consecra�ion of the Levites then uses images familiar to the lately-
Egyp�ian Israelites, but the image is transformed & its theological
content is changed.

https://bible.faithlife.com/bible/leb/Ps%2082.1
https://bible.faithlife.com/bible/leb/Lev%2021.5
https://bible.faithlife.com/bible/leb/Num%208.7


Entering Canaan, the same thing happens – Canaanite religion is
the backdrop for the polemics of Israelite religion in Israel. Baal and
El are the foils. Dagon is unseated and killed. But Baal, El, Dagon,
and the rest are not who the Canaanites think they are, their
temples are not what they think they are, and the Council of El is
not what they think it is. We all agree on this.
 November �th, ���� <https://bnonn.com/is-psalm-��-

depic�ing-actual-gods/#comment-�����>

greg

I return to this post almost a year later to make an addi�ional
comment: as I was reading the City of God by Augus�ine, in Book �
Chapter ��, he interprets Psalm �� as referring to men. He doesn’t
rule out that angels may be considered ‘gods’ in other contexts, but
for this passage in par�icular he said the psalmist was referring to
humans.

The exact quote: “The Scriptures also use the name ‘gods’ to describe
men who belong to the people of God. ‘I have said, “You are gods,
and all of you are sons of the Highest.” Thus it is possible to take
‘God of gods’ (an allusion Psalm ���:�) as referring to ‘gods’ in this
sense, and to interpret ‘a great king above all gods’ (Psalm ��:�) in
the same way. But it may be asked: “If men are called ‘gods’, because
they belong to the people of God – that people with whom God talk
by the agency of either angels or men – are not the immortal beings
much more worthy of that name? For they now enjoy that
blessedness which men long to reach in their worship of God. The
only reply is that it is not for nothing that in the holy Scriptures
men are given the �itle of ‘gods’ more expressly than are those
immortal and blessed things, to whom, as we are promised, we shall
become equal in the resurrec�ion.”

I would encourage reading the full chapter (and all of Book � for
that matter) for full context. It’s been my favorite book of the
massive tome so far.

https://bible.faithlife.com/bible/leb/Ps%20136.2
https://bible.faithlife.com/bible/leb/Ps%2096.4
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Now of course, you can dismiss this and say that you think
Augus�ine was wrong, which is fine, but I personally find
interpreta�ions by early church fathers and theologians to be
beneficial when trying to understand a passage. Just some food for
thought.
 April ��th, ���� <https://bnonn.com/is-psalm-��-depic�ing-

actual-gods/#comment-�����>


