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I. GENRE:  Prophetic Indictment of Corrupted Rulers  

A. Ps 82 is one of the most unique poems in the Psalter, and it does not fit 
into the more normal categories of psalm types. 

B. It functions somewhat like a prophetic indictment. 

1. Most of the ps features God’s own words in an oracle (vv. 2-5 or 2-7). 

2. The ps opens & closes with the psalmist speaking in vv. 1 & 8 (or 1 & 
6-8). This oracle recites a verdict given in God’s heavenly court. 

C. The question “How long” (v. 3) is often used in laments, but in this case 
the Judge is not complaining but holding the guilty to account. 

II. SETTING & USAGE 

A. AUTHOR: An Asaphite 

1. Pss 73-83 (as well as Ps 50) are all ascribed to “Asaph,” the chief 
musician of the sanctuary appointed by David. Asaph’s descendants 
were active when worship was restored in 536 BC. Ezra 3:10. 

2. It is unknown whether the author of Ps 81 was Asaph himself or one 
of his descendants by whom many of the Asaphite pss are written.  

B. PLACEMENT 

1. Psalm 82 is part of the 3rd book of the Pss (73-89), most of which are 
written by psalmists other than David. 

2. Pss 81 & 82 are both prophetic oracles. Whereas Ps 81 indicts Israel 
for its unfaithfulness, Ps 82 indicts rulers for their corruption. 

C. BACKGROUND: There are no historical events mentioned in the ps other 
than the name Asaph, meaning it could be no earlier than 1003 BC. 



III. CONTROVERSY. Ps 82 is a very hotly debated portion of the Psalter. 

A. TRANSLATION 

1. Many English translations obscure part of the controversy with 
interpretative readings. The Hebrew text of v. 1 reads, “God stands in 
the assembly of God; in the midst of the gods He judges.” 

2. The most debated aspects of Ps 82 involve the identity of the 
“assembly/ congregation” (1) comprised of some sort of “gods” (6). 

B. ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN BACKGROUND: Many interpreters see God 
meting out judgment on lesser gods who have failed their obligations.  

1. Liberal interpreters see here evidence that Israel’s religion used to be 
polytheistic but that it evolved through shades of monotheism. 

a. The pagan nations around Israel often believed in a pantheon of 
gods, a heavenly council which gathered periodically, sometimes 
with great dissension.  

b. In some places, this council was called “the assembly of gods,” a 
phrase almost identical to what is used in Ps 82:1. 

2. Many conservative scholars believe the ps does envision a heavenly 
council of gods but not because Israel bought into pagan mythology. 

a. Some think the ps’s court scene is imaginary, that the poem 
takes a swipe at make-believe gods, showing them to be farces. 

b. Some think the “gods” are what the NT would call “demons,” 
spirit beings who exert sinful influence among the nations. 

(1) In the Bible God does periodically hold session with spirit 
beings (angels & demons) in a divine council. Ps 89:6-8; Job 
1:6; Isa 6. 

(2) Paul explains that pagan gods are in one sense imaginary but 
also embody demonic activity (1 Cor. 10:19-20). 

C. TRADITIONAL VIEW 

1. The dominant view throughout history is that the “gods” (elohim) are 
human rulers who were supposed to be ruling on God’s behalf.  

a. The root meaning behind elohim seems to be “power.” 

b. The OT occasionally uses elohim for humans.  Exod 4:16; 7:1; 
21:6; 22:8–9; Deut. 17:8–13. 

2. In his contentions with Jewish leaders (Jn 10:34), Jesus quotes Ps 
82:6 and clearly understands the “gods” to refer to Israelites. 

3. It seems best to maintain the traditional view that human leaders are 
being condemned in this verse.  

a. This does not deny that God leads a heavenly council. 

b. The imagery of this psalm is partially imaginative. Instead of 
spirit beings sitting in session, it is Israelite leaders instead. 

c. In one sense, they were “sons of God,” appointed to rule on his 
behalf. But in the end they are mere men who face judgment. 
They’ve imagined themselves to be more powerful than they 
were, and God’s judgment puts them in their true place. 

III. NOTES: 

A. God’s Justice. The theme of justice dominates the ps with variations of 
the word appearing in vv. 1, 2, 3, 8. God’s judgment gets the first and last 
word, bringing the injustice of corrupted leaders to an end. 

B. Pronoun Switching:  

1. Vv. 2-4, God addresses the corrupted rulers (2nd person). 

2. V. 5, someone speaks about the effects of corruption (3rd person). 

3. Vv. 6-7, Someone speaks (1st person) to the rulers. Usually in the pss, 
the phrase “I said” is the voice of the psalmist. But in other OT books, 
this phrase can be found coming from God’s mouth as well. 

C. God’s Stand. The psalm opens (1) and closes (8) with references to God 
taking a stand. In v. 1, He stands to render verdict in the court session. In 
v. 8, He is called upon to rise and bring about His direct rule on the earth. 


