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Introduction

Eberhard Bons and Patrick Pouchelle

The idea of organizing a conference on the Psalms of solomon began in 
autumn, 2012, during a telephone conversation between two old Tes-
tament scholars, eberhard Bons (university of strasbourg, france) and 
markus Witte (humboldt universität, Berlin, Germany). Both of them 
had students who were working on the same neglected corpus of the 
Psalms of solomon: Patrick Pouchelle, who had written a master’s thesis 
on Ps. sol. 13, and sven Behnke, who was preparing a doctoral disserta-
tion on Ps. sol. 14. an initial contact between the two young scholars 
was soon accomplished. Patrick Pouchelle and sven Behnke were con-
vinced that the corpus of the Psalms of solomon still does not receive 
as much attention as it deserves in the context of biblical studies. hence, 
they decided to organize an international conference with a twofold aim: 
to take a fresh look at established views and to develop perspectives for 
future research. This first International meeting on the Psalms of solo-
mon convened in strasbourg, france, in June, 2013.

Indeed, when, in 1994,1 Joseph l. Trafton presented the status quaestio-
nis of the Psalms of solomon, he defined a framework for future research. 
In particular, he formulated the following needs:

(1) a new critical edition.
(2) fresh consideration of the authorship because the arguments 

in favor of Pharisaic authorship turn out to be invalid and no 
other identification has convinced the community of schol-
ars.2

1. Joseph l. Trafton, “The Psalms of Solomon in Recent Research,” JSP 12 (1994): 
3–19.

2. Robert B. Wright (“The Psalms of Solomon: The Pharisees and the essenes,” in 

-1 -
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2 Bons anD PouChelle

(3) new methods to be used in order to analyze the Psalms of 
solomon, for example, literary criticism.

(4) new monographs and new commentaries.

In the last twenty years, these objectives have been partly achieved. sur-
prisingly, whereas there is a degree of renewal in studies of the Pseudepig-
rapha as well as of the septuagint, the corpus of the Psalms of solomon 
remains the poor cousin of current research.

Indeed, the long-awaited critical edition by Robert B. Wright, pub-
lished in 2007, has met with a mixed response.3 That is why the Göttingen 
unternehmen has decided to edit a new edition. During the 2013 collo-
quium in strasbourg, felix albrecht explained the need for a new edition 
in an english translation of a previous contribution in German.4

The authorship of the Psalms of solomon is still debated. mikael Win-
ninge argued that this collection is of Pharisaic origin, or that it is at least 
the “ultimate link between the Chasidim and the Pharisees.”5 on the other 
hand, Kenneth atkinson contends that the authorship cannot be deter-

1972 Proceedings for the International Organization for Septuagint and Cognate Studies 
and the Society of Biblical Literature Pseudepigrapha Seminar, ed. Robert a. Kraft, sCs 
2 [missoula, mT: society of Biblical literature, 1972], 136–54) promoted the identifi-
cation with the essenees. however, this identification is also problematic; cf. Trafton, 
“The Psalms of Solomon in Recent Research,” 12.

3. Cf., e.g., Joel Willitts, “Review of Robert. B. Wright, The Psalms of Solomon: 
A Critical Edition of the Greek Text,” RBL (2009), http://www.bookreviews.org/
pdf/6010_6722.pdf; Rodney a. Werline, “Review of Robert. B. Wright, The Psalms of 
Solomon: A Critical Edition of the Greek Text,” RBL (2009), http://www.bookreviews.
org/pdf/6010_6398.pdf; and felix albrecht, “Zur notwendigkeit einer neuedition 
der Psalmen salomos,” in Die Septuaginta: Text, Wirkung, Rezeption: 4. Internatio-
nale Fachtagung veranstaltet von Septuaginta Deutsch (LXX. D), Wuppertal 19.–22. 
Juli 2012, ed. Wolfgang Kraus and siegfried Kreuzer, WunT 1/325 (Tübingen: mohr 
siebeck, 2014), 110–23.

4. albrecht, “Zur notwendigkeit.”
5. mikael Winninge, Sinners and the Righteous: A Comparative Study of the Psalms 

of Solomon and Paul’s Letters, ConBnT 26 (stockholm: almqvist & Wiksell, 1995), 
180. But his conclusions have not been widely accepted, cf. Joseph, l Trafton, “Review 
of mikael Winninge, Sinners and the Righteous: A Comparative Study of the Psalms of 
Solomon and Paul’s Letters,” RBL (2009), http://www.bookreviews.org/pdf/2815_1253.
pdf. on the contrary, cf. Jens schröter, “Gerechtigkeit und Barmherzigkeit: das Got-
tesbild der Psalmen salomos in seinem Verhältnis zu Qumran und Paulus,” NTS 44 
(198): 557–77.SBL P
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 InTRoDuCTIon 3

mined precisely.6 several essays in this volume will refer to the full range 
of possibilities and problems related to this issue.

new methods have been applied to the Psalms of solomon, mainly 
by Rodney a. Werline, who also noticed similarities between these texts 
and a genre he defined as “penitential prayer.”7 however, one of the major 
desiderata still is a literary analysis.8

finally, to the best of our knowledge, apart from the critical edition by 
Robert B. Wright, only two important monographs have been published, 
namely, by mikael Winninge and Kenneth atkinson.9 atkinson’s work 
made significant contributions to the task of relating the psalms to histori-
cal events of the era while avoiding the overly ambitious approaches of the 
old commentary by Ryle and James.10

These and other open questions were the major reasons for organizing 
the conference. admittedly, it was not our intention to answer all the long-
debated, open questions. on the contrary, our purpose was to focus schol-
arly attention on this corpus whose theological and literary importance is 

6. although Kenneth atkinson (I Cried to the Lord: A Study of the Psalms of 
Solomon’s Historical Background and Social Setting, JsJsup 84 [leiden: Brill, 2004], 
220–21) asserts that “the community of the Psalms of Solomon was theologically closer 
to the Pharisees than to the sadduccees” and that there is “no evidence to connect 
these poems with this religious sect.” as for the essenes attribution, he noticed that 
“many of the Dead sea scrolls were not written by the essenes, but were composed by 
unknown authors who apparently did not belong to the essenes.” In a nutshell, the 
Psalms of solomon cannot be attributed to any known Jewish religious sect.

7. Rodney. a Werline, Penitential Prayer in Second Temple Judaism: The Devel-
opment of a Religious Institution, eJl 13 (atlanta: scholars Press, 1985); idem, “The 
experience of God’s Paideia in the Psalms of Solomon,” in Experientia, Volume 2: Link-
ing Text and Experience, ed. Colleen shantz and Rodney a. Werline, eJl 35 (atlanta: 
society of Biblical literature, 2012), 17–44. see also, e.g., Robert R. hann, “The 
Community of the Pious: The social setting of the Psalms of Solomon,” SR 17 (1988): 
169–89.

8. Rollin J. Blackburn (“hebrew Poetic Devices in the Greek Text of the Psalms of 
Solomon,” [PhD diss., Temple university, 1995]) has done such research, but his dis-
sertation is still unpublished.

9. Winninge, Sinners and the Righteous; atkinson, I Cried to the Lord.
10. atkinson, I Cried to the Lord. see also idem, “on the herodian origins of 

the militant Davidic messianism at Qumran: new light from Psalms of Solomon 
17,” JBL 118 (1999): 435–60; herbert e. Ryle and montague R. James, ΨΑΛΜΟΙ 
ΣΟΛΟΜΩΝΤΟΣ: Psalms of the Pharisees, commonly called The Psalms of Solomon 
(Cambridge: Cambridge university Press, 1891).SBL P
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4 Bons anD PouChelle

beyond doubt. Therefore, we invited some of the most renowned experts 
on the Psalms of solomon, asking them to take a fresh look at frequently 
held assumptions. Concretely, the articles collected in the present volume 
deal with the following subjects:

(1) The question of the date of the Psalms of solomon and their impor-
tance as a historical source for the hasmonean period is addressed afresh 
by Benedikt eckhardt. he explains the bias of scholars who determined 
the date of composition of these psalms. obviously, modern approaches to 
the Psalms of solomon bear the traces of nineteenth century research, par-
ticularly negative statements about Jewish piety as well as those concern-
ing putative oriental despotism. needless to say, these approaches should 
be dismissed. for eckhardt, the date of composition of the Psalms of solo-
mon is still an open question and modern scholars should be careful about 
using them as a historical source.

(2) The question of the original language of the Psalms of solomon also 
needs fresh consideration. eberhard Bons and Jan Joosten independently 
address this issue. In their view, the former consensus about a hebrew 
Vorlage should be challenged. Jan Joosten provides an overview of words 
and expressions that would suggest a redaction of the Psalms of solomon 
in Greek. he concludes by putting forward a new hypothesis concerning 
the provenance of these psalms. for him, the Psalms of solomon display 
several points of contact with the Greek vocabulary of the revisions of the 
septuagint. eberhard Bons claims that the vocabulary of Ps. sol. 9:4 is to be 
explained against the background of contemporary Greek stoic philosophy. 
Therefore, the words in question could hardly be retranslated into hebrew.

(3) Brad embry offered a paper in which he addressed the issue of the 
genre of the Psalms of solomon. for him, the genre has more in common 
with biblical prophecy and Deuteronomic thought than with psalmic 
prayer or biblical wisdom. The corpus focuses on a specific view of his-
tory, one which describes covenantal infidelity, God’s judgment, and the 
restoration of Israel.

(4) as stated above, a crucial question concerns the community that 
lay behind the Psalms of solomon. of course, it is difficult to give clear-cut 
answers. however, by studying the corpus itself, one can arrive at a better 
understanding of this community. Kenneth atkinson, who argues that the 
Psalms of solomon were anti-sadducean,11 analyzed the way in which the 

11. atkinson, I Cried to the Lord, 221.SBL P
res
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 InTRoDuCTIon 5

psalms perceive the temple priests. such an analysis brings new insights 
into the community and the circumstances in which the Psalms of solo-
mon originated.

(5) much work remains to be done on key terms and metaphors in the 
psalms; in fact, little has been accomplished in this area. Two more articles 
deal with specific topics of the Psalms of solomon. sven Behnke focuses 
on the imagery of sleep in the Psalms of solomon, which has negative 
connotations. It is used to emphasize the difference between the righteous 
and the wicked. Patrick Pouchelle addresses the question of παιδεία in the 
Psalms of solomon. he shows how the concept that lies behind this word 
is theological and less connected to historical events than expected.

(6) new methods may also offer fresh perspectives on the interpreta-
tion of these psalms. Rodney a. Werline analyzes the Psalms of solomon 
using anthropological methods. he argues that the psalms belong to an 
emotional liturgy in which the community declares God’s righteousness 
and the condemnation of the wicked. The aim of this liturgy is to invite the 
community to live a righteous life. Therefore, the psalms have an educa-
tional rather than a didactical goal.

(7) last but not least, one of the main causes of interest in the Psalms 
of solomon lies in the fact that it is an important witness of messianic 
expectation in the last century BCe. however, Joseph l. Trafton notices 
that this source, mainly Ps. sol. 17, has been neglected in recent research. 
furthermore, he states that the biblical texts alluded to by the authors of 
the Psalms of solomon are completely different from those quoted by the 
essenes. hence, if the χριστός12 described by Ps. sol. 17 is a Davidic king, it 
is not clear why the author alludes sometimes to non-Davidic scriptures. 
Trafton rounds off his contribution by raising many fundamental ques-
tions that should be taken into account by anyone wishing to study mes-
sianism in the Psalms of solomon in particular and in the Judaism of the 
second Temple in general.

at the conclusion of this colloquium, we were able to say that some 
long-held opinions had been challenged, particularly concerning the his-
torical context, the original language, and messianic expectations. an 
analysis of content sheds some new light on the community, even if it 
appears too risky to draw definitive conclusions.

12. I.e., the messiah.SBL P
res
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6 Bons anD PouChelle

needless to say, some questions remain unaddressed. for example, 
research should be done on the syriac version and its relationship to the 
Greek texts of the Psalms of solomon. moreover, the influence of this 
corpus on the new Testament, particularly on the theology of Paul, 
should receive further consideration. however, we hope that the present 
book will draw the attention of scholars to this important but neglected 
corpus. our wish is that the articles will engender further discussions in 
biblical research on this unknown Jewish community behind the Psalms 
of solomon.

In publishing the proceedings of the colloquium, we would like 
to express our gratitude to the ea 4377, “Équipe d’accueil en Théolo-
gie Catholique,” of the university of strasbourg, and to the GIs monde 
Germanique “Groupement d’intérêts scientifiques,” an organization of 
the french Research agency that fosters academic cooperation between 
france and Germany. This has allowed sven Behnke and Patrick Pouchelle 
to fullfill their dream of organizing a small but ambitious conference with 
the most eminent specialists of their beloved corpus. our gratitude also 
goes to the mIsha (maison Interuniversitaire des sciences de l’homme, 
alsace), and particularly to ms. magali Vogt who provided the logistical 
support for this event. We are also grateful to the contributors who enthu-
siastically accepted the invitation.

Rodney a. Werline not only proofread some of the articles written 
by non-english-speaking authors but also made possible the publication 
of the proceedings in the society of Biblical literature series early Juda-
ism and Its literature. The editors are particularly indebted to him for his 
invaluable advice.
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