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in genuine theological reflection. The third chapter wrestles
with the problem of taking seriously the context of the canon
when there is no explicit reference to an Old Testament text
within the New Testament by whích to be guided. The ffnal
chapter is an attempt at constructive theology that reflecB in
a disciplined way on a Biblical topic from within the framework
of the two Testaments.

9
PSALM 8 IN THE CONTEXT

OF THE CHRISTIAN CANON

l. O lord, our Lord,
how majestic is thy name in all the eartht
Thou whose glory above the heavens is

chanted
2. by the mouth of babes and infants,

thou hast founded a bulwark because of thy
foes,

to still the enemy and tlre avenger.
3. When I look at thy heavens, the work of thy

fingers,
the moon and the stars which thou hast

established;
4. what is man that thou art mindful of him,

and the son of man that thou dost care for
hiínP

5. Yet thou hast made him líttle less than God,
and dost crown him with glory and honor.

6. Thou hast gíven him dominion over the works
of thy hands;

thou hast put all things under his feet,
7. all sheep and oxen and also the beasts of the

field,
8. the birds of the air,, and the ffsh of the sea,

whatever passes along the paths of the sea.

'I
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9. O Lord, our Lord,

how majestic is thy name in all the eartht
(Ps. B.)
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of this materiď. There were various possibiliťes that the poet
cou]d have used to praise Goďs great pow r. He could ňave
spoken of the efiortless control by which God ruled his world.

{guio, he might have chosen to emphasize the magnitude of
the accomplishment of creatíon or Óven to descriŇ the har-
mony of 

_th_e 
product. However, the poet focuses on only one

_aspect of this creation tradition, namely, the role of man ín
his relation to God the Creator. Although in Gen., ch. 1, the
creaťon of man was not t]re culmination of the account, it is
nevertheless appar9nt that the creation of man did form a spe-
cial act of self-reflection on the part of God which disfrn-
guished it írom the creation of the rest of the world. Man
bears the image of God-admittedly a difficult verse-and
Tith th9 ima_ge also the blessing and imperative of subduing
the earth and exercising dominión over ii.

Now the psalmist goes beyond the Genesis tradition in re-
flecting on the position that God has given man. When he ob-
_seryes the magnitude of Goďs creaťve power seen in the
heavens, the moon and the stars in their overwhelming splen-
dor, a spontaneous reaction gdps him. How insigniftca]nt^then
is manl His confession that rrr"n i, lord of the crátion and his
recognitiou of the vastness of the creaťion clash ín his mind.
Yet th9 exciting p_art of this reaction ís the fact that the experi-
ence does not call forth a wave of skepticism. Rather, in- the
ligtrt of his experience and the apparenicontradicťon between
that which he confesses and that which he sees, the psalmist
breaks forth in praise and adoraťon. First, he affirms tňat man
has_indeed been_given dominion over all things. In the words
of the traditŤon, he has been made líttle ]ess tÍan the Blohim,
those divine beings which 1ake up Goďs court. This is clearly
a reference to the image of God. Šecondly, he testiftes that hís
position within the creaťon rests on an act of divine grace.
The psalm, therefore, is neither a eulog;z on mankind urt , th"
pattem of Hamlet's soliloquy nor an-expression of praise to
the creation itself, but above all, a hymri to God thJ creator

I
The ffrst task is to determine, as well as possible, how this

psalm functioned within its old Testament ietting. what did
ít mean to the ancient Hebrew peopleP Regardlás of what-
ever else we shall want to do with-the psalm,ihe responsibility
rests upon the interpreter for dealing áccurately witi the pas-
sage within its old Testament context. otherwíse the witiess
of the whole canon is impaired.

_ The psalm is a good example of what Gunkel described as a
hymn, and represents the basic form in which Israel expressed
h.e1 w9rlhip of praise to God. Briefly stated, the hyIin con-
sists of three major parts. There is an introduction, followed
by a brief transition that leads to the body of th" hy*rr, arrJ 

"conclusion. The psalmist moves from the íoiuul address to God
in the vocative to an exclamation of praise to God's maiesty:*How excellent is thy name in all the earth!" rh" ,r".r"J trrái
tollow are moIe difficult and we shall skip over vs. 1b-2 at ffrst
because their interpretation does not afiJct the major probl"*
at hand. The actual body of the psalm begins in v. 3'and ex-
!en$s 

thJolsh v. B. Looking at_thďhea,r"rr, át night, the psul--
ist breaks forth into praisě of God who has esiablisheá man
within his creation, The po"* concludes with a return to t]re
refrain of the introduction.

tr{uch of the content of the psalm is familiar from earlier
parts of the Bible. In spite of-the specific reference to his
nightly meditation, the psalmist did not create his material
simp,ly frol the inspiration of the moment, but was dependent
on tlre tradition of the priestly writer, which is reflácted in
Gen., ch. 1, Because Ps, B is an obvious reference to this bodv
of tradition, it is important to see how the psalmist -"a" "rá
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who placed man lord over all. "How majestic ís thy name in
all the earth!" In his name God has disclosed to men what he
is like, For this psalmist there is no rupture between the crea-
tion and the creator. Man can know God in the works of his
hand.

We have skipped oveT a discussion of the several lines that
separate the initial introduction from the body of the psalm.
Let us return briefly to see what we can make of them. "Thou
whose glory above the heavens is chanted by the mouth of
babes and infants, thou hast íounded a bulwark because of thy
foes, to still the enemy and the avenger." If one looks into a
modern commentary, or even an ancient one for that matter,
he will be immediately made awale of the long history of difi-
culty that these verses have caused, First of ď| the text is in
some disorder and many suggestions have been made to
amend it, either by following the reading of the versions or by
Ieading a different Hebrew text. Certain commentators sug-
gest a translation that differs considerably from the RSV:
"Thou hast a stronghold planted with thy foes in mind to make
an end to the enemy and him who claims revenge." 1 Such a
suggestion has much to commend it. However, the exegetical
problem remains essentially the same. There is no clear evi-
dence in the Old Testament to give us a lead on how to inter-
pret these velses. Obviously one can easily read a theological
meaning into them, For example, one can say that the minds of
children have an openness to God that is not there later on.
Or one can understand it as suggesting that the apparently
weak vehicle, such as children, serves God as a stronghold
against man's foolish pretension. This is not to imply that these
are in error, but only that such familiar interpretations can
claim little exegetical warrant from the Old Testament. There-
fore, it is a sound principle to work from the clearer portions
and later attempt to place these more difficult velses in the
larger context that emerges.

To summarize: In this hymn the psalmist moves to affirm
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man's place as lord of the creation because of the will of God.
The psalm is a praise to God the Creator who in his infinite
wisdom and power has placed man at the head of his creation.

II

We tum now to the use of this psalm in the New Testament,
where it is quoted explicitly a number of times. It appears in
Matt.21:16 with its parallels, again in I Cor, 15:27 and pos-
sibly Eph. l:22, and finally in an extended reference in Heb.
2:6 ff, An examination of t]rese passages will indicate that there
is a wide varie , in the use of the psalm whích is characteristic
of the New Testament. our attention will focus on the one
occuríence in Hebrews because it offers an extended and de-
tailed ínterpretation. Even more important, the function of
the psalm in its New Testament setting is totally different from
that in its original one.

The ffrst thing to notice is that the book of Hebrews is no
longer making reference to the Hebrew psalm, but is depend-
ent on thq Sepfuagint. A closer look at the Greek translation
of the psalm indicates that some important changes have taken
place. The issue is not that the Greek wríter has misunder-
stood the psalm or that he has mistranslated it by introducing
tendentious elements, Rather, the very nature of translation
from one language into another has efiected a change, This
ďteration results more from the fact that words that had a
wide semantic range in Hebrew are often rendered in Greek
wíth words of a more limited range. Or the reverse-words
that in Hebrew'have a narrow scope ale rendered in Greek
with words that are more inclusive in meaning. The Greek
translates vs, 5-6 as Íollows: "What is man that thou art mind-
ful of him, or the son of man that thou carest for him? Thou
didst make him for a little lower than the angels and hast
crowned him with glory and honor." There are two changes
from the Hebrew that strike one immediately. First, whereas
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the Hebrew has: "Thou hast made him little less than God,''
F" |"pjyigint has rendered it: "a little lower than the angels.''
In the Hebrew the word for God (étóhcrrt) is somewhat"am-
biguous. Elohím is the general Semitic name for God, but ít
is also the name for that class of heavenly beings which seryes
God, especially in his court. The Greek translo]tor has ofiered
an interpretation, but one that does not in itselí do an injustice
to the Hebrew. Second, the Hebrew word'.a little'' haŠ been
trans]ated by a literal Greek correspondent. However, the
Greek appears to have a moťe speciffó connotation than does
the Hebrew. The Greek word more frequently designates a
temporal distinction of "for a little time" (cf. acts 5,M-). How-
eve1, the Septuagint still remains unclear whether the desig-
nation in v. 5 is one of time or of degree.

The important exegetical move ís evident when one sees
what the writer of the Hebrews has done with the Sepfuagint
translation of Ps. B. The translation made possible 

" 
,r"iv di ..-

tion of intelpretation that had not been available to the reader
of the Hebrew text. The Hebrew had stated that man in his
exalted position lacked only a little from being a god himself.
The Greek now ope_ned the possibility of unáers anding this
lack as a temporal distinctior1 to hcŘ for a litt]e time, The
writer of Hebrews seizes upon this new avenue as a means of
1|aboraling his understanding of the incarnation of Jesus
Christ. In the Hebrew text the juxtaposition of ..man'' 

"oď..ro,of man" in v. 4 i]]ustrates u 
"orrr*o., 

technique of Hebrew par-
allelism wíth no distinctíon being suggesteá. But for the Ňew
Testament writer the term takes on a new meaning when read

! the light of Jesus, the Son of Man. Taking this-as his lead,
the_ writer proceeds to read_into the psalm J f"U Ch.irtology.
In his humiliation the son of Man was made a little lower tňán
the angels for a while, but then he was crowned witlr honor in
his exaltation. Thus for Hebrews, the problem of understand-
ing Ps. B is an entirely different one. The tension does not arise
between man as ru]er of the creation and man in his insignift-
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cance, but rather from the obvious fact that man does not have
control of the world. It is not now in subjection to him. 'As it
is, we do not yet see everything in subjection to him." (Heb.
2:B.) The writer of Hebrews makes the point that man in his
actual state has not fu]filled the promise of t}re psalmist. Tak-
ing this then as his clue, he moves into his Christologícal con-
fession: We see rather "Jesus, who for a little while was made
lower than the angels, crowned, with glory and honor . . . ,

so that . . . he might taste death for every one." As the Ex-
alted One, Jesus has already assumed Lordship over the new
age, "the world to comď' (". 5). For thís Christian writer the
ancient psalm is a testimony to the life and death of the In-
carnate One whom God ac}nowledged as the representaťve
íor mankind.

Again to summarize: The New Testament writer, working
on the basis of the Greek old Testament text, has been able
to move his interpretation into an entirely different direction
from that of the Hebrew Old Testament. The psalm becomes
a Christological proof text for the Son of Man who for a short
time was humiliated, but who was then exďted by God to be-
come the representative for every man.

IIT

The point to be stressed is that the psalm clearly functions
in two distinct ways. We have oversimplified a number of is-
sues in order to allow this one problem to emerge in all its
clarity. What is now our exegetical move? The fact that the
New Testament has read such a different and-in the minds
of many-strange interpretaťon into an Old Testament psalm
has convinced many that one should not attempt to relate
these two entirely difierent points of view. In all honesty the
Biblical interpreter should stick with the Old Testament and
its original meaning. Most Old Testament commentators do
iust that! One should have no objecťon to this position witbin
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a clearly deffned context. If the interpreter ís content with
simply describing what the psalmist beLieved, then it is sufi-
cient to remain within the world of the old Testament. How-
ever, if one wants to use the psalm in some broader fashion,
if one is concerned to speak theologicallg about the content of
the psalmist's faith, the simple descriptive task is not adequate.
Certainly not for Christían theology! \Me are no longer in the
community of Israel. We no longer have the temple in which
to bring our praises to God. There is a break that separates,
not only a Chrisťan, but also any moderrr man from the world
of the Old Testament. It is usuďly at this point that those who
insist most vigorously on working from only the Old Testa-
ment context make a transition. They introduce some other
framework by which to move from the world of the Old Testa-
ment to the world of modern man. For systematic theologians
the overarching categories aTe frequently philosophical.-The
same is often the case for Biblical scholars ev"r, *ň"r,, cloaked
ulder the guise of a theory of history. From the point of view
of Christian theology it seems highly dubious that one can
speak meaningfully of rnan and his relationship to God and
the creation without speaking Christologically. This position
is not a simplistic "Christomonism," but a theological convic-
tion held ín common by Christian theologians from Augustine
to Calvin, and beyoncl.

The history of interpretation illustrates how consistently in-
terpreters have tried to use the New Testament's interpreta-
tion, particularly that of {ebrews, as the key to the Old Ťesta-
ment psalm. For example, in Luther, one sees an attempt to
ffnd in the psalm only Christian teaching. Summarizing his
exege_sis, he says: "Thus the Holy Spirit through the prophet
David instructs us . about the following topics: Clrrist; the
two natures in chdst, His dívine and human nature .

Christ's dominion and kingdom , . . and of Christ's resuTrec-
tion, exaltation, and glorification." 2 Now the objection to this
type of traditional interpretation ís that in its endeavor to deal
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seriouďy with the New Testament as Christian Scriptures, it has
obliterated the Old Testament. No longer is one ibl" to h"u,
the onginal witness of the psalm; he heárs only the content of
the New Testament revelaťion. Surely ,o*"lhirrg is wrong
yi|h u" interpretation that is no longei concerned-io hear thě
old Testament on its own terms.

Calvin has a more interesting interpretation of the psalm.
Characteristically he is concerned thaithe witness of the Old
Testament is not lost in a christianization of the old covenant.
Therefore, he attempts to join together the two witnesses while
at the same time recognizing the peculiarities of each. Accord-
ing to Calvin, both Old and New Testaments are speaking of
the same doctri,ne. The task of the Biblical interpreter iŠ to
harmonize and fft them into a larger whole. Calvin reads into
the psalm the doctrine of the fall of mankind and suggests as
the context for the Hebrew psalm the ideal state of man be-
fore his disobedience ín the Garden of Eden. The difficulties of
this position are entirely obvious. A dogmatic context has been
constructed from material outside both texts which ffts the
various parts into a whole foreign to both.

Our own hermeneutical suggestíon is that the Christian in-
telpreter, ffrst of all, commit himself only to hearing both wit-
nesses as clearly as possible, but then in relation io on" an-
other. To seek a relatíon between old and New Testaments is
to take seriously the church's confession of a canon of Scrip-
ture, and to reject an appeal to a "canon within the canoi.''
The ackrrow]edgment of the role of the canon in interpretation
serves in stakingout the area of theological reflection. It estab-
lishes a context that difiers from both that of the old Testa-
ment and that of the New Testament when seen in isolation
from one another. To change the metaphor, the recognition
of the canon influences which instruments are playing*in the
orchestra, but it does not determine the co-positiorr. Ťhi, d"-
cision cannot be predetermined. One simply must listen. Sec-
ondly, the challenge to the Christian theologian is to penetrate
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these texts of Scripfure and grapple with the reality that called
both of them forth. Can we use both of these sets of testimony
to guide us to God himself and to speak of his creationP In our
opinion, this is the goal of intelpretation as a discipline of the
Christian church. Let us then move from the descriptive task
to the constructive, reflective task of interpreting Ps. 8.

Iv
The Old Testament witnesses to the apparent insigniffcance

of man in the creation and yet the place of honor that has been
given him. The New Testament writer of Hebrews testiffes
that man has not possessíon of the world; everything is not in
subjecťon to him. Rather, the author ffnds in the psalm a wit-
ness to the humiliation and exďtation of Jesus through whose
suffering man's salvation was won. How is it possíble to make
anymeaningful bridges between these divergent witnesses? Are
they even talking about the same issue? Many interpreters are
convinced that the New Testament is not really interpreting
the Old Testament, but merely using or even abusing it. The
charge is that this is an arbitary reading in of Christology that
is fundamentally aiien to the intent of tlre psalm. Is this really
so? Do the two witnesses have nothing in common?

In approaching this set of problems one needs to establish
a somewhat larger basis from which to refl,ect. How does the
Old Testament as a whole see the problem between man as a
creation of God and man living life as it actually is? What is
the relationship between man as the lord of creation and man
as a human being, limited in time and space, formed in com-
munities, striving to maintain his life? The Old Testament is
filled with reflections on this problem. The issue is not so much
that man is constantly seeking to wrench himself free from
God and to become divine himself, but rather that Hebrew
man finds himself so overwhelmed by the powels of the world
as to threaten any sense of his special role in God's creation.
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'Ihe psalms are fflled with human struggle to maintain a life
of faith aTong the dangers of everyd{r"existence. The com-
plaint psalms particularl/ oscillate bótwóen the confession that
all things are in God's control and a protest against the,actuď
state of affairs in which the psalmist is slowlyleing ground to
pieces. specifically in The Book of Job one has aňičubted in
Fu To:'terrifyin_g fashion the threát that a man experiences
in relation to his basic existence, Job acknowledges inan as a
creation of God, even 

_us_ing 
Israel's tradiťonal vócabulary. In

ch. 7 he addresses God: "I loathe my iife; I would not tvl for
e_ver. Let me alone, for my days aie a breath. What is man,
that thou dost make so much of him, and that thou dost seí.thy mind upon him, dost visit him every moming, and test
him every moment?'

It is interesting
cabulary of Ps. B.

to hear in this Job complaint the same vo-
"What is man, that thou makest so much of

himP" (Cf. Ps. 144:3b.) But the amaztng thing is the
no longer a

change
in its function. For }ob, Goďs visitation is sign of
Goďs grace, It has become part of his afliction. Life in its
grim actuality is only a "vale of tears." The presence of God
serves only to remind him of his insigniffcance, Israel's confes-
sion of a special place in the creation has become a burden.
Job reflects on the tension between life as it actually is lived
and the religious tradition of maďs special place in the crea-
tion, The issue is not that he is driven into the posítíon of
thinking that God does not exist, or that God is dead, but that
man ís dead and lacks utterl value. "Let me alone that I
may

A similar is seen in the book of Ecclesiastes (ch.3:11)
in which again the writer is caught in the hard realities of
human life as he experiences it. He writes: "He [God] has put
eternity into man's mind, yet so that he cannot find out what
God has done from the beginning to the end.'' Therefore, the
writer questions the advantage that man has over the beasts.
"For the fate of the sons of men and the fate of beasts is the

ii
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same; as one dies, so dies the other. They all have the same
breath, and man has no advantage over all the beasts. . . .

Áll go to one place."
Now it is only when one hears the confession of Ps, B in this

light that one can begin to make sense of what the New Testa-
ment writer is doing. He affirms with the psalmist in the face
of the threats of life that man's role in the creation is not sim_
ply an idea or wishful thinking on his part. The writer of He-
brews is not divorced from human sufiering. He knows man
who is threatened with the agony of everyday existence, But
he comes face-to-face with the problem of man's promised role
and man as he really is by testifying to Goďs work in Jesus,
the Son of Man. Only when one understands man in the light
of the man, Jesus Christ, can he see what God intended hu-
manity to be-not a man who was freed from the threats of
daily lífe, but one who himself entered for a while into the full
sufierings of humanity in order to bring life to all men. This is
to say, the New Testament now sees the basic problem that
lies behind the Old Testament witness in the light of Jesus
Christ, and gives its own clear witness. First, the psalmist was
right in confessing that man has a special role in God's crea-
tion. It was because God so loved this world that he sent his
Son. Secondly, the way by which man attains his position of
honor is through sufiering and death, There ís a chasm that
separates him from his intended role in the creation. He has
floundered and lost himself, and has succumbed to the threats
of the world. Finally, the New Testament writer points to the
way of hope, Because of what Jesus as the "pioneer of salva-
tion" (Heb. 2:10) has done in bringing into fulfillment the new
world to come, the invitation is extended for man to enter into
the full honor of his righďul estate as son of God. If we read
the Old Testament from the light of the New Testament in the
context of Christian faith, we confess that in Jesus Christ true
manhood has already appeared.

However, it is equally important to read this New Testa-
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ment confession in the light of the old Testament. The reverse
movement of the dialectic belongs to theological reflectíon in
the context of the canon. If we sutject the wiiness of Hebrews
to the testimony of the Hebrew psalm, we are reminded that
the l_edemption in the man Jesus is not an escape from the
world of human afiairs. The "world to come- of rreb. 2:5 must
retain its essential continuity with the created world of Ps. B.
The psalmisťs confession, "How majestic is God's name in all
the world," is an essential part of ilre redemption in Christ.
The Old Testament witness prevents the NÓw Testament's
testimony from moving toward the Gnostic heresy. What
Christ achieved was not an escape for the pious, but a redemp-
tion of the world-not a gathering together of the saints, birt
a salvation for all men. Whatever redemptíon means in the
full context of Christian faith, both Old ant New Testaments,
it has universal implications, It is cosmic in its dimensions. Be-
cause of the man }esus christ, all the creation will confess:
"How majestic is thy name in all tbe world."

_ The_ cryLl9nge of the Christian intelpreter in our day is to
heal the full range of notes within all óf scripture, to wrestle
with the theological implication of this Bibtical witness, and
above all, to come to grips with the agony of our age before a
living God who still speaks through the prophets arid apostles.
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