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He Giveth His Beloved Sleep

- Chiasms in Psalms 127 and 128
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The much loved verse that we will be looking at is Ps. 127:2:

          “It is vain that you rise up early and go late to rest, 

eating the bread of anxious toil; 

for He gives to his beloved sleep.” 

For many Christians, this verse has been, and continues to be, a great blessing. Its truth has given anxious believers much comfort  - particularly during difficult and stressful times. In this essay, however, I wish to explore the structure of Psalms 127 and 128, and to see whether this can help us better understand our verse—and perhaps even point us to some deeper and more mysterious meanings also! 

It is widely recognised in the commentaries that Psalms 127 and 128 seem to form a pair - the first concentrating on God's work in securing the blessings, and the second on the part played by man. Ps. 127 is ascribed to Solomon, and given the many links of theme, structure, vocabulary etc. it seems reasonable to assume that Ps. 128 is also by Solomon.

Psalm 127 are Psalms of Ascent—and it is thought that such Psalms would have been sung by pilgrims to Jerusalem—particularly for the three main religious festivals, and especially for the final part of the journey, the ascent to Jerusalem itself. Psalms 127 and 128 occur approximately in the middle of the Psalms of Ascent, and also approximately in the middle of the fifth Book of the Psalter. Perhaps I could digress very quickly at this point with a "structural" observation that might possibly help us in our interpretation of these Psalms:

Very Brief Digression:

Psalm 127 is the middle Psalm of the Psalms of Ascent (i.e. Ps. 120-134). The 
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middle of the Psalms of Ascent  is therefore the middle of that Psalm.

The middle of Book 5 of the Psalter lies between the end of Ps. 128 and the beginning of Ps 129.

            Ps. 127 first half
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                                                                  Middle of the Psalms of Ascent
            Ps.  127 second half

             Ps. 128

                                                                 Middle of Book V of the Psalter
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 Perhaps then, there is something special, structurally, about the second half of Ps. 127 and all of Ps. 128. We will see later that this is a helpful suggestion.

 End of brief digression.

 Here is the text of Psalms 127 and 128. These Psalms are written in Hebrew, (which “goes” from right-to-left, not left-to-right!)
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As we have already mentioned, it is widely held that the "ascent" referred to is that of pilgrims going up to Jerusalem for one of the festivals - something that all Israelite males in particular were required to do three times a year for the festivals of Passover, Pentecost and Tabernacles. The position of Pss. 127 and 128 in the sequence of the Psalms of ascent fits very well with this pilgrimage scenario. The earlier Psalms of Ascent perhaps reflect earlier aspects of the journey to Jerusalem, and our two Psalms would then correspond with the exciting moment when the pilgrims have actually arrived in Jerusalem and Mt. Zion and can approach the Temple itself. I suggest that the Solomonic authorship of Pss. 127 and 128 is appropriate here because some of the earlier Psalms of Ascent are Davidic, and David did much of the earlier, preparatory work for the building of the house of God, the Temple, but Solomon (or rather his workers!) actually built it. So it is fitting that it is Solomon who gives the pilgrims something upon which to meditate regarding the safety of  Jerusalem within whose walls they will be residing and  regarding the building of  the beautiful Temple now  before them . . .

 "Except the Lord builds the house, they labour in vain that build it. Unless the Lord watches over the city, the watchmen waketh but in vain" (Ps. 127:1)

 So, house and city are main themes of our Psalms, but the house must surely be pre-eminently the house where God lives  - the Temple, and the city must surely be pre-eminently Jerusalem - the city where God, the King, has his residence amongst His people. Zion/Jerusalem is mentioned at the end of Ps. 128, and so 
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if the above suggestion regarding the identity of the house and the city in v.1 of Ps. 127 is at least partly correct, then the city and the house in Ps. 127:1 will form an inclusio with Zion/Jerusalem at the end of Ps. 128. (It is not clear to me whether "Zion" is intended to refer more specifically to the temple area, or even the temple itself, rather than as an alternate designation for Jerusalem). 

 These Psalms have Solomonic "trade marks" all over them! The thrice mentioned word translated "vanity" (127:1,2) of course reminds us of a major theme of Ecclesiastes (although the Hebrew word for vanity here is actually a different one from the word used in Ecclesiastes). The relationship between the husband and wife in these Psalms reminds us of the Beloved and His Love in the Song of Solomon, and also of the wise and  dutiful son who avoids shame and folly and who is blessed with a virtuous wife and dutiful children and who sits amongst the elders in the gates of the city—a (or even the) theme of Proverbs.

 So, we are, in these lovely Psalms deeply embedded in the thoughts and wisdom of Solomon, and the other Solomonic literature preserved in Scripture. But let us take heeds of Solomon’s warning against being contented with just  “surface” meanings! In Proverbs 1:6 we read, " . . .to understand a proverb and the interpretation; the words of the wise and their dark sayings . . "

 and again . . .

 "It is the glory of God to conceal a thing: but the honour of kings to search out a matter" (Prov. 25:2) 

 Putting these two ideas together, can I suggest that Solomon has here, in our two Psalms, "searched out a matter", but hidden it in a dark saying? We must seek diligently if we are to find out the meaning, remembering always that Jesus is the Wisdom of God, and it is He in Whom all the treasures of wisdom are hid (1 Cor. 1:30, Col. 2:3 etc.) But also we can take heart from the fact that it is easier for us as we, unlike Solomon's first hearers/readers, have the New Testament to guide us!

 So what did Solomon intend the pilgrims and others to understand, and what does the Holy Spirit intend for us modern-day pilgrims to the Heavenly Jerusalem to understand by these strange and mysterious words? In this article, I would like to suggest some of the ways in which the themes and patterns of  Scripture itself can guide us.

 If I could answer the second question first, in order to give an idea of where I hope our study will eventually lead, I would like to draw our attention to some New Testament verses that, I think, explain what is "going on" here in our Psalms. The first is Heb. 2:3-6:

 "For this man (Jesus Christ) was counted worthy of more glory than Moses, 
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inasmuch as he who hath builded the house hath more honour than the house.

For every house is builded by some man, but He that built all things is God.

And Moses was verily faithful in all his house as a servant, for a testimony of those things which were to be spoken after;

But Christ as a son over his own house; whose house are we, if we hold fast the confidence and the rejoicing of the hope firm unto the end" 

 Here then we see that God's house (the people of Israel, but symbolised by the Tabernacle)  in the Old Testament was looked after by Moses the servant, but now God's house is the Church made up of believers from all nations and looked after by Christ - the Son, not the servant, of the house.

 Elsewhere in the New Testament we read of the Church as the typological fulfilment of the temple - for example, 1 Cor 3:9: "Ye are God's building" and 1 Cor. 3:16: "Know ye not that ye are the temple of God and that the Spirit of God dwelleth in you"?

 The "ye" in these verses is plural - Paul was claiming that God's Spirit dwelt in the Corinthian church (here corporately, rather than individually, I suggest).

 Thus the temple building is fulfilled in the Church. Elsewhere, the imagery is slightly different: we are stones, and Christ Himself is the chief corner stone of this temple - for example, Eph. 2:20-22 and 1 Pet. 2:4-10.

 Finally, Jesus Himself is the replacement of the temple/tabernacle, for example, John 1:14 (the Word tabernacled amongst us) and John  2:18-22. However, this theme of Jesus replacing the temple is a major theme of John's Gospel. As we go through the Gospel, Jesus systematically replaces elements of the Old Testament Temple worship: for example, He is the Bread of life, replacing the shewbread and He is the Light of the world, replacing the seven-branched candlestick etc. Some of these aspects of Christ's work are explored in "Jesus as the Fulfilment of the Temple in the Gospel of John" (Paternoster Biblical Monographs) by Paul Hoskins.

 I think therefore we are fully justified in including in our understanding of these verses in the Psalms a consideration of how they have their fulfilment in Christ and the Church.

 When we come to consider "the city", I think that the typological application is more straightforward - the referent is the Church. Jerusalem under the Old Covenant points forward typologically to the heavenly Jerusalem in the New. The New Covenant is of course "hidden" within the Old Covenant arrangements - believers in the Old Testament looked forward to Christ, and thus embraced Him "from afar". New Testament references to the heavenly Jerusalem, "the mother of us all", include Galatians 4:26 and Heb. 12:22-23:
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But ye are come unto Mount Sion, and unto the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem and to an innumerable company of angels, to the general assembly and church of the firstborn which are written in heaven . . .”
 Finally there is the reference in Rev. 21:1-2  to the holy city, the New Jerusalem as the Bride of Christ, prepared for her Husband.

 Whilst we are looking at the typological fulfilments of people, places and things mentioned in Psalms 127 and 128, we also note that the Church is the New Testament fulfilment and anti-type of Israel under the Old Covenant. For example, in Galatians 6:15-16 Paul refers to Ps. 128:6 amongst other Old Testament verses when he says (in a chiastic structure):

  A:  For in Christ Jesus

              B:  neither circumcision availeth anything nor uncircumcision

                        C`: but a new creation

              B`: and as many as walk by this rule

                         C`: peace be on them and mercy

A`: and upon the Israel of God

 So here, the Israel of God is those in Christ Jesus (A links with A`), and they are the ones for whom circumcision is a matter of indifference. (B links with B`).

 However, we note too that Jesus Christ Himself is the obedient Israelite - the One who fulfils God's promise that in Abraham all the nations of the world (i.e. us!) would be blessed. He succeeded where earthly Israel failed through disobedience. Peter Leithart has a very interesting article, available online, which shows that Matthew's Gospel presents Jesus as "the New Israel". In the narrative of Matthew, Jesus retraces the actions of Israel, and of some of Israel's leaders such as Moses, Joshua, David and Solomon, but doing so in a better and more faithful way. It is called "Jesus as Israel - the Typological Structure of Matthew's Gospel."

 Some of the above, and of what follows, may seem strange to modern Christians, given the lack of typological understanding in modern commentaries, but it would have seemed much more familiar to our spiritual forebears: for most of the history of the Church, the typological approach - which recognises Christ and the Church as the fulfilment of the types and shadows of the Old Testament - has been seen, correctly in my view, as the primary hermeneutical modus operandi  of Scripture itself - it emerges from Scripture, rather than being externally imposed. Readers wishing to find out more about these things, particularly with regard to the two Psalms before us, could do worse than start by reading Augustine's City of God  (the original "Tale of Two Cities"!) There are other more modern commentators that I would recommend, including  Arthur Pink (A.W. Pink), 1886-1952, whose spiritual interpretations of the Old Testament 
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Scriptures can be found in books such as "Gleanings in Genesis", "Gleanings in Exodus" etc. - all available for free on-line. Another 20th Century expositor I have found extremely helpful is Rev. Charles Alexander, 1904-1991, of Liverpool. His writings are available at www.allbygrace.com. I particularly recommend his articles on the Song of Songs for exegetical insights that are useful as we approach our two Psalms. Amongst more recent expositors I recommend two American Presbyterian theologians, James B. Jordan and Peter Leithart who was mentioned earlier. They have produced many excellent commentaries and other books. If I could recommend just one it would be James Jordan's book "Through New Eyes" - it can be bought, or downloaded for free.

 We will start by analysing briefly the structure and content of these Psalms, and then we will show how they present before us nothing less than the entire sweep of redemption history from Genesis to Revelation.

 First, Psalm 127:

  We have, in v. 1, two little stories, parables even, about house building and defending a city. Building is of course, an activity of the day. (We can think for example, of Jesus' enigmatic words, "I must work the works of Him that sent me while it is day: the night cometh when no man can work"  (John 9:4). Similarly, the work of a watchman is often a night-time activity: after all everyone can see the enemy coming in broad daylight unless he is otherwise occupied in some activity. The watchmen of the Song of Solomon (Song 3:1-3, Song 5:1-7) were watching in the night on both occasions, and other watchmen long for the morning (Ps. 130:6) so that is probably the sense here also. These things are right and proper - houses are to be built, and cities guarded, but God must also somehow be doing the building and the guarding or keeping. (The verse is a sort of paradox. God is building and so are the builders, so who is actually doing the building, and the answer must be both! Paul describes himself as a co-worker with God in building the church. (See for example, 2 Cor. 6:1, but this is a common theme in Paul.)

 Conversely, the labourer will not have a house, and the city will be attacked and conquered or destroyed  if God is not with the people involved.

 Next, in v.2, Solomon  personalises things - instead of "they" it is now, "you": "it is vain for you to rise up early, to sit up late, to eat the bread of sorrows, for so he giveth his beloved sleep".
 Here, the picture is of a man getting up early so he has the whole day in which to work - presumably to build his house, and also staying up late, presumably like a watchman, to guard the city. It seems like an impossible life! However, to make things even harder, a third element is here introduced - eating the bread of sorrows. This of course reminds us of the curse imposed on Adam after the Fall:
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"And unto Adam He said, 'Because thou hast hearkened unto the voice of thy wife, and hast eaten of the tree, of which I commanded thee saying, 'Thou shalt not eat of it': cursed is the ground for thy sake; in sorrow shalt thou eat of it all the days of thy life;

 Thorns also and thistles shall it bring forth to thee; and thou shalt eat the herb of the field;

 In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread, till thou return unto the ground; for out of it wast thou taken: for dust thou art and unto dust shalt thou return.'"

 So, in these two verses, the task before the man seems impossible! How can he labour in the fields and labour to build his house and stay awake all night to guard the city in which his house is situated? Actually, I think we are to understand that the work in the fields should really come first, although it is here introduced last. For example, Proverbs 24:27 says:

 "Prepare your work outside, get everything ready for you in the field; and after that build your house".
 But, in the light of the Fall and the curse, just "getting things ready in the field" seems an arduous task in itself!

 What is to be done?

 The next sentence is surprising! "So (or therefore) He gives his beloved sleep"! This is, structurally, the central verse of the Psalm. God's solution isn't for man to work harder, it is to stop work altogether - to sleep - and given the way the word sleep is used in Scripture, perhaps even to die! See for example, Ps. 13:3:

 "Consider and answer me, O Lord my God; lighten my eyes, lest I sleep the sleep of death". 

 The structure of Ps. 127 shows, I think, sleep to be the "antidote" not just to the "staying up late" to guard, but to all three "vanities" - the labour, the wakefulness and the bread of sorrowful toil - and in all three areas of life - the field, the city and the house. But who is the Beloved who is spoken of here? Is he the same person as the "you" of  the first part of verse 2?

 Before we try to answer this question and all the other questions raised by this strange development in this Psalm, we should perhaps look at what comes next . . .

 After the sleep of the Beloved, suddenly, we are introduced to "a man" who has it all! He has a "house" for sure! (Note that a house can be a building - i.e. a 
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physical structure, or a or family - a social structure. (The locus classicus for this is 2 Sam. 7 where God exploits this ambivalence in his promise to build a "house" for David.) The emphasis is on sons, but the womb that bears them is mentioned too (v.3), and the defence of the city is also described - his sons (and perhaps daughters too: the Hebrew word for son, ben in the plural can, I think, have this more inclusive meaning) bring him honour in the gates of the city, by dealing with his enemies - either I suppose by defeating them -  or by making them his friends. (See Proverbs 16:7 for this latter understanding). That daughters are involved too is suggested by the daughters of Zelophehad who brought honour to their father at the door of the tent of meeting (equivalent to the city gates?) - see Numbers ch. 26, but daughters also could bring honour and power to their father through marriage alliances.

 Thus, Ps, 127 has, I think the following structure:
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Behold children are an heritage of the Lord:

and the fruit of the womb is his reward
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Blessed is everyone that feareth the Lord

 

 As arrows in the hand of a mighty man
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 he/they shall not be ashamed  
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the enemies in the gate
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In the above, I've indicated the location and the "personnel" in separate columns.

 It is not altogether clear, at least not to me, whether it is the children or the father who contends with the enemies in the gate. I think the Hebrew text would allow either translation. Perhaps Prov.  27:11 can help us here . . : My son, be wise, and make my heart glad. that I may answer him that reproacheth me".
Let us now continue our analysis of Psalms 127 and 128 by looking at the structure of Ps. 128:

Blessed is everyone that feareth the Lord

 and walketh in His ways
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       For thou shalt eat the labour of thine hands

       Happy shalt thou be and it will be well with thee
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      Thy wife shall be as a fruitful vine

      within (filling) thine house;

      thy children like olive plants

      round about thy table

Behold thus shall the man be blessed 

who fears the Lord.

The Lord shall bless thee out of Zion:

and thou shalt see the good of Jerusalem

all the days of thy life

Yea, thou shalt see thy children’s children

and peace upon Israel.

If we now consider the structure of our two Psalms combined we see that the "pivotal" feature in all of this is "Therefore He gives His Beloved sleep". It separates the "vanity" that comes  before from the blessings that come after!

 There are three vanities, and three blessings sections - Ps. 127:3-5, Ps. 128:2-3 and Ps. 128:5-6. The two verses that speak of blessing (and the fear of the Lord that is the pre-condition of blessing) are Ps. 128:1 and 4, and these symmetrically separate the verses that describe the blessings.

 Thus, if we consider Ps. 127 and Ps. 128 together we have the following (very!)
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schematic outline:

 Ps 127:   House                                             (negative)                 (He)

                 City                                                 (negative)                (He)

                 Bread and anxious labour (Field)  (negative)                (Thou)
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                 sleep                                        (positive)           (God’s Beloved)

                                                                               (positive)                   (He)

                                                                            (positive)                  (He)

Ps 128:   

                   Eating and happy labour (Field)      (positive)              (Thou)

                                                                             (positive)                (Thou)

                                                                             (positive)               (Thou)

                                                                              (positive)              (Thou)
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We note that whereas "House" is associated with wife and children, "City" seems associated only with children. This apparent deficit would be remedied if the city herself were seen as bride, wife and mother. Can I suggest that here are the beginnings of the notion of the city, and pre-eminently Jerusalem, as the bride or wife of the man? Here in the Psalm the man would be pre-eminently the king, but, reading Messianically, this would be Christ (see for example, Ps. 45) and thus this passage looks forward, ultimately to the Church, the Heavenly Jerusalem, "Jerusalem above" as the Bride of Christ - see for example, Revelation 21:2. The Song of Solomon, which is, in part, a reflection on the mystery of Ps. 45,  frequently describes the woman,  the Love of the Beloved, using "city" imagery - gates, towers, battlements etc.  (I really recommend Charles Alexander's  articles on the Song of Solomon for more details on this). Is. 49 is a commentary on and development of, this theme of Zion as mother. Also, Is. 4:5 God speaks of a “canopy” - a wedding tent—which is, (or is over), the glory over Mount Zion. (Incidentally, I think this seems to be a key verse (unfortunately widely neglected) that Paul refers to in his discussion in 1 Corinthians about women’s head-coverings when praying or prophesying.)

 Thus the last part of Ps. 128 "looks beyond", both spatially and temporally to the next generations and to the nation as a whole.  In seeking to recognise the fulfilment of this in Christ and the Church, we note that Paul redefines Israel as those who are in Christ. As we have already noted, for example, Gal. 6:15-16, using the Received Text, says:

 A:  "For in Christ Jesus

           B:  neither circumcision nor uncircumcision is anything

                     C: But a new creation

          B': And as many as walk by this rule

                   C`: Peace on them and mercy

A`: and upon the Israel of God"

 So, the Israel of God is those who are in Christ Jesus.

 There are many other New Testament texts that make the same point.

 As regards "children's children" - we are interpreting this in terms of spiritual, not fleshly descent. Paul speaks of himself at various times as a spiritual father and mother to the churches he has brought into being, so we have there a second generation of the spiritual family of the church. (He also speaks of himself as planting ("I planted and Apollos watered but God gave the increase") and of building ("No other foundation can any man lay but Christ Jesus, but let each man take care how he buildeth thereon")) (However, there is another important sense in which Jesus Christ Himself is the true Israel, and we are all His spiritual descendents since all believers are in Christ. This is a kingdom that lasts for ever - to all generations - unlike Israel under the Old Covenant - which Covenant has 

ceased with the coming of the New Covenant. This mystery is also expressed in Paul's saying in Corinthians: "Woman is of man but man is through woman" - so Christ forms the Church, but Christ is also formed within the Church - so this is perhaps, when seen as continued through all the generations of church history, a further understanding of "children's children". Paul says at one point to the church at Galatians that he is " . . . in travail in birth again until Christ is formed in you". So there is plenty of scope for appropriating the language of the types and shadows of fleshly birth and descent within the anti-typical spiritual reality  of the New Covenant.

 We see this too in Revelation where the woman of Revelation 12 brings forth Christ. This woman is the Church - the Church in both covenants - represented by the sun that clothes her (New Covenant), and the moon under her feet (Old Covenant). She is also the Bride of Christ and is described in the Song of Solomon as, "Who is this that looks forth like  the dawn, fair as the moon, bright as the sun, terrible as an army with banners?" (Song 6:10). This woman is the Church as a comparison between Song 4:7 (also 6:9) and Eph. 5:27 demonstrates.

 The apostle John also speaks of those whom he cares for spiritually as his children. We can broaden out this concept since John describes Jesus' ministry in John's Gospel, and he describes the same pattern lived out by Jesus' followers in Revelation. This way of looking at John/Revelation has been explored by Warren Gage in "The John/Revelation Project" and details can be downloaded from the Internet - including his dissertation on this subject. Likewise, Jesus ministry in Luke's Gospel is recapitulated by his followers in Acts (See for example, Charles Talbert's book on literary patterns in Luke/Acts). This is another aspect of "children's children". Jesus spiritual children are also appointed to go and bear much fruit.

I would like to suggest also that there is a sense in which the "children's children" motif might have an additional fulfillment in the Risen Christ. In Proverbs 17:6 we read that "Children's children are the crown of old men" and in Prov. 16:31 "A hoary head is a crown of glory if it be found in the way of righteousness." So, children's children are linked with white hair (the colour of hoar frost). Jesus is pictured as a young man in the Song of Solomon with black hair, black as a raven (Song 5:11), but when John sees a vision of the risen and ascended Christ in Revelation, He has hair as white as snow - a picture of maturity and wisdom (Rev. 1:14).

 If we look at Old Testament types of Christ who represent this "children's children" aspect of our Psalm, we should consider Jacob. He saw his children's children in the form of Joseph's sons Manasseh and Ephraim who were given an inheritance with Jacob's sons. Jacob blessed them - deliberately preferring the younger brother -Ephraim whose "plural" name means "doubly fruitful" - and prophesying of him that his seed would become a multitude of nations. 

(Gen. 48:19). In line with this we read that Joseph actually went one better than Jacob - seeing the third generation of Ephraim and Manasseh! (i.e. Ephraim and Manasseh's children's children!) (Gen. 50:23)

 Whilst we are thinking of Jacob in connection with Psalms 127 and 128, we should point out that he also slept at a pivotal moment in his life. In Gen. 28:11. In his dream, God promises him descendents like the dust of the earth. However, in other respects, such as having two wives and a further two concubines, rather than a single wife, and having sons who are born when he is an older man and who cause him trouble (Simeon, Levi and Reuben) he doesn't fit the description in Pss. 127 and 128.

 Abraham also, was given the promise of many descendents following which a deep sleep fell upon Abraham - forming the central event in a covenant ratifying ceremony between God and Abraham.  is  We read all this in Genesis 15. In other respects, Abraham doesn't fit the description we read of in our two Psalms - for example, he was old when Isaac was born, he did not have a quiverful of children, and Sarah had but one child, Isaac, so she was not a fruitful vine in the literal sense of the Psalm..

 Noah also has a possible connection with the sleep motif. His name means "rest", and he was thus named by his father Lamech because, "Out of the ground which the lord has cursed this one shall bring us relief from our work and from the toil of our hands". This naming was a prophetic act of faith by Lamech since he personally died before the Flood. Nevertheless, three sons hardly constitutes a quiverful in the literal sense. In his comments on Ps. 127 James Jordan links the theme of rest - and in particular Sabbath rest - with the sleep described in the Psalm. I think James Jordan is right, and the theme of rest is there since the second half of the Psalm describes the blessings as being given by God, and the work of "man" described in Ps. 128 does not seem to be the toilsome difficult task in the first half of the Psalm—these are “Sabbath” ideas!

 Interestingly, the "arrow/quiver" motif of Ps. 127 is also applied to Christ in Is. 49. In this chapter of Isaiah, He is both "Israel" in v.2 and the One who restores the remnant of Israel as well as saving the nations of the earth in v.6. Paul specifically applies Is. 49:8 to Christ (and secondarily, possibly to his own ministry too).

 I would like now to look at Pss. 127 and 128 in their immediate historical context, and then to look backwards to earlier parts of Scripture where the same themes recur, and then forward towards Christ. We have already looked at some of these aspects in our earlier overview.

 Psalms 127 and 128 in their Historical Context

 David


King David was denied permission by God to "build the house" - that is, God's house.

The reason is that he has shed too much blood. (1 Chron. 28:3). However, because of his sins regarding Bathsheba and Uriah, the promises in Ps. 127 seem to have been "fulfilled" in a negative, inverse way. The sons of David's youth brought him unhappiness. Amnon's murder by Absalom caused David to weep very bitterly (2 Sam. 13:36). Absalom plotted against him "in the gate"(2 Sam. 15:2), David heard of Absalom's death and wept over him at the gate, (2 Sam. 18:24-19:4) and Absalom, far from being an arrow, was pierced through with arrows (2 Sam. 18:14). The next son, Adonijah was later killed by Solomon. These sons died violently and prematurely, and I think their lines died out too.  One positive connection however is that "David" means "Beloved".

 Solomon
 Solomon failed to fear the Lord, and so his reign was marked by adversaries (1 Ki. 11:1-25)  as well as splendour, and the peace of Israel in subsequent generations was lost. In fact, the kingdom divided in the next generation through the unwise policies of Solomon's son, Rheoboam. Also Solomon had many wives, not one wife as in Ps 128. Nevertheless, Solomon's other name was "Jedidiah" - "Beloved of Yah".

 In the Old Testament, it is often the case that men who are not very obedient, such as Saul, are, strangely, the ones who have exemplary and completely faithful sons - Saul's son Jonathan for example - and conversely, faithful servants of God like Samuel have unfaithful sons!

So is there anyone in the Old Testament to whom these verses in Pss. 127 and 128 completely apply?

 I think we will see that it is only Jesus who truly fulfils everything of which these verses speak. For example, Ps. 127 speaks of His children subduing his enemies in the gate. Gates in Scripture can be a symbol for warfare (see for example, George Horne's comments on Ps. 127 in his Commentary on the Psalms). Jesus said to Peter "On this rock I will build my church and the gates of hell will not prevail against it" - this describes a strategy of offence, not defence on the part of the church.

 I would like to explore this fulfilment by looking at one Old Testament patriarch whom we have not yet properly considered  - Adam.

 We have already seen that Ps. 127 points to the Fall - it speaks of eating the bread of anxious toil, a reference to the punishment of  Adam in the Garden of Eden.


However, earlier in the Genesis account, we read that Adam was created outside the Garden, but that God put him in the Garden to "till it and keep it"  (Gen. 2:15). The word for till is actually "work or serve" - it is not a specifically agricultural word, and the work for keep is "watch"  - it has the same root as the "watchman" of Ps. 127. The Garden of Eden was the first temple or house - it was where Adam and Eve would live and where  God would meet with them, and Adam had the task of working in this Garden, and also watching or guarding it. We know that Adam failed to do this, since the Serpent gained access, and Adam failed to guard his "garden", Eve, from the Serpent - he just stood by and let the serpent tempt and deceive Eve. As a result, work would become hard and unfruitful, But God's punishment of Eve involved childbearing, and in particular a multiplication of children and/or the pain of childbearing.  Nevertheless, this was the means by which the curse would be undone: the seed of the woman would crush Satan's head, which we know was fulfilled by Christ. But how was Eve formed in the first place? God caused Adam to fall into a deep sleep, formed Eve from his side, and then brought her to Adam, in the garden. Adam said, "At last, this is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh;  she shall be called woman . . ." . Just as "the two become one flesh " (Gen 2:24), so we are united as  one spirit with Christ (1 Cor. 6:17).

 So, many of the themes in Ps. 127 and Ps. 128 are found right here at the beginning. In Christ, all this is reversed. Ps. 128 speaks of the one who will eat the fruit of the labour of his hands, and we see that fulfilled in the nail-pierced hands of Christ: "He shall see the fruit of the travail of his soul and be satisfied" (Is. 53:11).

We have mentioned that sleep is a symbol for death, and in the previous essay we saw that Jesus asleep in the boat on the Sea of Galilee and then arising to still the storm was picture of His death and resurrection and the deliverance that He would  accomplish thereby. We also noted that surrounding that event in Mark’s narrative were many of the themes that we find in Psalms 127 and 128: houses (Mark 5:3, 38)  cities (5:20), sleeping and rising (4:27, 38), night and day (4:27,35, 5:5), agricultural activities (sowing and reaping—the three parables), children (daughters—Jesus calls the woman who is healed “daughter” and the girl was Jairus’ daughter), wombs and fertility. The main features of Mark Chs. 4 and 5 that are not featured in Ps. 127 and 128 are: the setting of “the sea” for the centre of Mark’s chiasm (the sea is symbolically associated with Gentiles) the “Gentile” aspect to the healing of the Gadarene Demoniac, and the heightened recognition of supernatural spiritual forces at work—both in the Person and work of Christ and in the opposition to Him in the form of unclean spirits and the wild forces of nature that need to be rebuked. Nevertheless, I think that the blessings of Christ’s kingdom are foreshadowed, admittedly in Old Covenant terms, in our two Psalms. 

 The figure or symbol of sleep for the death of Christ on the cross was something that the "Church Fathers” emphasised. They saw the way that John's 

Gospel in particular evokes themes from Adam in the Garden of Eden in describing Christ's death and also, perhaps especially, His resurrection (e.g. Tertullian, c.160-c.220 AD, also Matthew Henry.)

These themes include: 

1) In John's Gospel, Jesus is crucified and dies in a Garden - corresponding to Adam's deep sleep in the Garden of Eden.

 2) A spear pierces Jesus' side, and out flow blood and water. God opens Adam's side in order to fashion Eve from bone and flesh.

 3) Mary Magdalene supposes the Risen Christ to be the gardener: Adam had this role in the Garden of Eden.

 4) When Jesus "awakes" from death, He sees Mary Magdalene, and says, "Woman . . .". When Adam awakes, he sees Eve and calls her Woman.

 5) When Mary falls at Jesus' feet, He says, "Do not touch me .  . .", but of Adam it is said, "Therefore will a man cleave to his wife and they shall become one flesh". Here Christ points to the spiritual nature of the marriage between himself and the Church.

 6) Finally, the woman (Eve) is the one who will bring forth the Seed (Christ) who will bruise Satan's head (Gen. 3:15).

The themes of houses (the temple) and the city (Jerusalem) which are a feature of our teo Psalms are fulfilled in Christ (He is the new temple (e.g. John 2:21) and the Church (“Jerusalem Above” is the mother of us all—Gal. 4:26) and their ultimate fulfilment is at the end of Revelation where the temple is the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb (Rev. 21:22) and the city is the New Jerusalem, the bride of Christ (Rev. 21:2).

 One or Two Final Observations.

 1) In Ps. 128 we read  of children like olive trees around the table. In Zechariah, we read of two olive trees in the Temple, (providing oil for the lampstand). This reinforces the identification of the "house" of Pss. 127 and 128 with the Temple. The lampstand stands opposite and illumined the table of the shewbread. Likewise we read of eating the fruit of one's labour and (negatively) eating the bread of anxious toil. This would correspond to the shewbread, and likewise, the fruitful vine to the wine of the libations offered in connection with various sacrifices under the Old Covenant.

 Also, Jesus is the green olive tree in the house of the Lord (Ps. 52:8) so there is an analogous relationship between 1) Jesus (the olive tree) and his spiritual children (the olive shoots of Ps. 128) and 2) Jesus as the vine and the disciples as 

the branches (John 15).

 The fact that wives and children are thus symbolically in Christ's house points forward to the time when the veil has been torn, and the olive wood doors of the temple  opened, and we as God's children and His Bride have full access to God. Hebrews describes this "New Covenant" situation as being realised - made real - through Christ. "Let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith"! (Heb. 10:22)

 The theme of cities in the Bible: Cain, in disobedience to God's verdict that he was to be a fugitive on the earth, built the first city. (Augustine's book, the City of God" traces this important theme of "the two cities" through Scripture). We as believers seek a heavenly city. Likewise, Jesus' parable about the two houses has as its basis Isaiah's prophecy of the destruction of the house or "shelter" (the Temple) by means of a flood, and the other house built on the Sure Foundation See Is. 28:14-19.

The New Testament really doesn't require or particularly encourage a literal interpretation of these verses about wives and children! Are we to say that John the Baptist, Jesus, Paul and the many martyrs who didn't marry and have children and who went bravely to their deaths for the sake of Christ were not blessed, and those who were spared and who married and had many children were blessed? May it not be!

Finally, the  destruction of the City and the Temple in AD 70:  the  City was guarded in vain, and the House (the Temple) was no longer God’s house. Their destruction was God's vindication of Jesus Christ who prophesied this and who came in solemn and terrible judgement at this time on those who had rejected Him and persecuted His followers.

 Here are two final thoughts to conclude this essay. The first is that the three spheres of activity described in this Psalm—field, house (temple) and city correspond to the “three functions” ascribed to society and its institutions by the French comparative philologist Georges Dumezil. (The three functions are, sacral, martial and economic—or, (approximately) priests, warriors and farmers). The Psalm therefore covers, in principle anyway,  all aspects of man’s material, personal, social and spiritual life.

Finally, if one gets things ready in the field first, one knows how to grow a fruitful vine and olive shoots! “The field” is thus preparatory to all that follows! One gets things ready in the field by sowing seed—dying— but the seed that dies subsequently bears fruit and so one moves from death to life. Dying and resurrection was the pattern for Christ’s ministry, and so is the pattern for us also in Him.


     “Prepare thy work without, and make it fit for thyself in the field; 

          and afterwards build thine house.” (Prov. 24:27)


Psalm 128





1 שִׁ֗יר       הַֽמַּ֫עֲלֹ֥ות    אַ֭שְׁרֵי         כָּל־      יְרֵ֣א      יְהוָ֑ה     הַ֝הֹלֵ֗ךְ       בִּדְרָכָֽיו׃       


.ways His in  walks who  ,Yahweh  fears who everyone (is) Blessed   .ascents   of song A


  


2   יְגִ֣יעַ           כַּ֭פֶּיךָ      כִּ֣י       תֹאכֵ֑ל            אַ֝שְׁרֶ֗יךָ             וְטֹ֣וב         לָֽךְ׃  


.you to  (is) good and  (be) happy (shall) you ;eat shall you surely hands your  of labour The





3 אֶשְׁתְּךָ֤ ׀ כְּגֶ֥פֶן        פֹּרִיָּה֮          בְּיַרְכְּתֵ֪י        בֵ֫יתֶ֥ךָ       בָּ֭נֶיךָ       כִּשְׁתִלֵ֣י 


plants like   sons your  ;house your  of sides the by  vine fruitful a  like (be)  wife Your





זֵיתִ֑ים  סָ֝בִ֗יב  לְשֻׁלְחָנֶֽךָ׃ 4  הִנֵּ֣ה    כִי־כֵ֭ן   יְבֹ֥רַךְ            גָּ֗בֶר      יְרֵ֣א      יְהוָֽה׃   


.Yahweh fears who man the  blessed be shall  that so   Behold    .table your   around   olive





יְבָרֶכְךָ֥      יְהוָ֗ה     מִצִּ֫יֹּ֥ון            וּ֭רְאֵה         בְּט֣וּב       יְרוּשָׁלִָ֑ם  כֹּ֝֗ל   יְמֵ֣י   5


of days the  all   Jerusalem  of good the  see shall you and ;Zion of out Yahweh you bless shall





 חַיֶּֽיךָ׃ 6         וּרְאֵֽה־         בָנִ֥ים      לְבָנֶ֑יךָ      לֹ֗ום        עַל־  יִשְׂרָאֵֽל׃ 


.Israel  upon   (be) Peace .sons your of   sons the see shall you And     .life your




















 Psalm 127  





1 שִׁ֥יר      הַֽמַּֽעֲלֹ֗ות     לִשְׁלֹ֫מֹ֥ה    1  אִם־יְהוָ֤ה ׀    לֹא־יִבְנֶ֬ה        בַ֗יִת       שָׁ֤וְא ׀ 


vain in    ,house the  build does  not   Yahweh If      .Solomon Of      .ascents     of song A    





לֹֽא־  יִשְׁמָר־     עִ֝֗יר    שָׁ֤וְא ׀     שָׁקַ֬ד     שֹׁומֵֽר׃    עָמְל֣וּ     בֹונָ֣יו       בֹּ֑ו   אִם־יְהוָ֥ה 


keeper the  awake stays  vain in  city the  keep does  not  Yahweh If   ;it in   builders its  labour 





2  שָׁ֤וְא       לָכֶ֨ם ׀      מַשְׁכִּ֪ימֵי    ק֡וּם     מְאַֽחֲרֵי־    שֶׁ֗בֶת        אֹ֭כְלֵי   לֶ֣חֶם


of bread the  eat to  ;up sitting     of late being  rising   of early being  you  for  vain )  is It )


  


הִנֵּ֤ה         נַחֲלַ֣ת        יְהוָ֣ה     בָּנִ֑ים   3  הָעֲצָבִ֑ים  כֵּ֤ן     יִתֵּ֖ן         לִֽידִידֹ֣ו       שֵׁנָֽא׃


 sons (are) Yahweh   of inheritance the   ,Lo   .sleep   beloved His to   gives  He  (for)          toils                                                                  





 שָׂ֝כָ֗ר                 פְּרִ֣י       הַבָּֽטֶן׃  4  כְּחִצִּ֥ים     בְּיַד־         גִּבֹּ֑ור           כֵּ֝֗ן            (are so)   ,man’s mighty a    hand in  arrows As  .womb the  of fruit the  ,reward  a (is it)





בְּנֵ֣י           הַנְּעוּרִֽים׃ 5 אַשְׁרֵ֤י       הַגֶּ֗בֶר    אֲשֶׁ֤ר   מִלֵּ֥א    אֶת־אַשְׁפָּתֹ֗ו  מֵ֫הֶ֥ם


,them with   quiver his    filled has   who    man the  (is) blessed   .young the    of sons the   





 לֹֽא־           יֵבֹ֑שׁוּ         כִּֽי־        יְדַבְּר֖וּ          אֶת־אֹויְבִ֣ים    בַּשָּֽׁעַר׃


.gate the in    enemies their   to speak shall they   for  ,ashamed be shall they  not 
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