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THE SILENT MESSAGERS and SILLENT MESSAGES 

An Expository practice of Psalm 19: 2 and 12

By Dwi Maria Handayani

I.  INTRODUCTION


One of the uniqueness of Psalm 19 laid on verse 3 that speaks about the silence of creation and verse 12 about the hidden (silent) sin. The similarity of these two verses is their silence. Both of them talk about the message that carries on in silence. In verse 3, the creation in its silence loudly reveals the glory of its creator. In verse 12, the sinner realized of his sins in silence.


The questions that arose from these two verses are how can silence speak loudly in its message and how these two verses related to each other to convey the main idea of Psalm 19 as Psalm of Glory. 

This present study is an attempt to address these of “silence” in Psalm 19, with the purpose to analyze its nature and character and to listen to messages they implied. The thesis the writer tries to post in this paper is that the strength of the message in Psalm 19 is in the silence that reveals the glory of God and the sin of the sinner.

II. SILENCE THAT SPEAKS

A. THE SILENCE OF THE CREATION

Verse 3


אֵין־‍אמֶר וְ‍אֵין דְּבָרִים בְּלִי נִשְׁמָע קולָם 

( NIV ‑ there is no speech or language (where) their voice is not heard. 

This verse renders no speech; there are no language or words yet their voice is heard. In the midst of their silence, speechless and quietness, their voice is inevitably audible. This phrase is so powerful, because the silence does speak, it witnesses to the glory of God loudly. 

There are some differences in translating the word בְּלִי נִשְׁמָע 
 For this issue C.F. Keil & F. Delitzch state that בְּלִי with the part. is a poetical expression for the Alpha privat. (2 Sam 1:21). Consequently בְּלִי נִשְׁמָע renders the meaning “unheard” or “inaudible,” as the opposite of נִשְׁמָע audible, Jer 31:15. Thus, the only reading that remains is that of the LXX., Vitringa, and Hitzig, rendering the reading that there is no language and no words, whose voice is unheard, i.e., inaudible.
.  

In spite of these differences in translation, the meaning of this verse remains the same: there is no place where people cannot hear the testimony of the heavens, and yet, verse four adds, “Their voice goes out into all the earth, their words to the ends of the world.” There is silent testimony anyhow. 

There are two readings on this verse so far, the first translation emphasizes verse four by saying the same thing as previous verse; and the second translation emphasizes that verse four saying the opposite thing. Either way, the message remains the same: that heavens speak and render a silent testimony to the glory and the power of God.
 

A.1.  Creation Traces the Existence of God 

In its silence, creation loudly talks about the existence of God. The question on the existence of God has been a debate throughout centuries. How can human beings recognize the existence of this transcendent Reality, the invisible God? Although the vast philosophical literature dealing with proofs for God's existence is beyond the scope of this anthology, yet there are certain arguments, the scripture put forth. God is invisible, yet He has left much evidences of His reality by which people can know Him. The clearest evidence that God put in this universe is the His handiwork in the glories of the creation.  

Centuries later, the Apostle Paul echoed the psalmist's word of witness, even went that far in asserting that no man can dismiss the obvious evidences all around us that God exists, and that God is exceedingly creative and worthy of human praise. Here is Paul's statement from Romans 1:19-20: For what can be known about God is plain to (humans), because God has shown it to them. Ever since the creation of the world his invisible nature, namely, his eternal power and deity, has been clearly perceived in the things that have been made. 

A.l.i. Only God can create

When other religion and philosophy sought the explanation of the world by offering many of mythological and philosophical theories, the Bible clearly states that God alone is the creator of the universe. 

The Hebrew word for create (arb) always has God as the subject of the verb. This word is used for God’s work of creation and is also used to indicate that God would do something unusual and unprecedented. When the earth opened up to swallow the rebellious Korah, the phrase “brings about something totally new” is literally “create a creation” (Numbers 16:30).  It is also used when God said to Israel at Sinai: “I will do wonders never before done (arb, created) in any nation in all the world” (Exodus 34:10).

A.1.ii. God has purpose in His creation

God has purpose in creation. He created “for his own ends”, or for His own pleasure (Proverbs 16:4; Revelation 4:11), and for His own glory (Isaiah 43:7). 

He wants the earth to be inhabited (Isaiah 45:18). All creation is thus an expression of His will and His power. The creation explicitly shows God’s great power and wisdom, far above anything that could be imagined by any creature (Jer. 10:12). 

A.2.  Creation reveals human sin

In its silence, creation also reveals human sinfulness. This is well explained in verse 6, when the Psalmist talks about the sun, It rises at one end of the heavens and makes its circuit to the other; nothing is hidden from its heat. 

The word ‘hidden’ rts in verse 16 is written in niphal form which means to hide oneself, to be hidden, or be concealed. The glory of the sun and its heat exposes everything under the earth, therefore nothing can be hidden from it. Even though people have tried to hide something but still he cannot hide anything under the sun. 

Matthew Henry pointed out that this word refers to God’s universal influence on this earth: There is nothing hidden from the heart thereof, no, not metals in the bowels of the earth, which the sun has none influence upon. To whom this declaration is made of the glory of God? It is made to all parts of the world (v. 3, 4).


It is very clear that no one can hide himself on earth. But the function of creation to reveal human sin can also be explained by the fact that man failed to fulfilled the mandate God has given them as to maintain and take a good care of His creation (Genesis 1:26-28). The failure of God’s people well manifested, damaged creation by man’s exploitation and misused of the creation.  Jer 12:4 clearly shows that ecological harm comes from sin and evil in human society. In this sense we can see that creation reveals human sin. 

B. THE SILENCE OF SINNERS 

Verse 12

  שְׁגִיאוֹת מִי-יָבִין;ִנִּסְתָּרוֹת נַקֵּנִי
( NIV- who can discern his errors? Forgive my hidden faults.


Hidden sin that was mentioned in verse 12 undoubtedly is one of the uniqueness of Psalm 19. The concept of the “hidden sin” first introduced in verse 12 in the form of personal prayer and confession. However, the concept itself is commonly used by David in his Psalms.  


The problem that arose in this Psalm concerning “hidden sin” is the mystery of the sin itself, and how previous descriptions about nature and torah connected to this sin?   


B.1.  The sin of David in Psalm 19 is Remain Hidden 

The psalmist’s prayer for his life to be cleansed from transgression and to be free from the effects of sin in verse 12 corresponds to the God who is so prevalently testified to in both nature and torah.  

The first section ends with the statement in verse 6, “and nothing is hidden from its heat.” The same Hebrew word translated ‘hidden’ (rts) is also used in the second section in the psalmist’s prayer for cleansing from “hidden faults” (v. 12). The psalmist seems to be clearly indicating that just as nothing is hidden from the heat of the sun, so no sin is hidden from God.

The word ‘hidden’ (rts) here means to hide oneself, to be hidden, or be concealed. This word was used in many places in Psalms and usually was referring to God as God who hides himself from man. Nevertheless, only in this psalm this word was used in relation to sin. 

In his Psalms, David mentioned about hidden sin several times (Psalm 90:8; 44:15). The hidden sin is a sin that unconfessed, the sin that no body else know because the person that committed it hides it, keeps it as secret or covered it. Another possibility that a sin is hidden because the person who committed it does not realize what he has committed therefore the sin remains hidden for him as well as for others.
  

Psalmist did not explain any further in this psalm about what is the sin that he has committed.  Assuming that David is the writer of this Psalm, some commentators propose that such sin possibly refers to David’s sin with Bathsheba (2 Sam. 12:12). Many scholars have also so noted.
 This view is supported by the fact that David had tried to cover up his sin with Bathsheba by setting up the killing of her husband,  Uria. He even kept his sin secret and did not make any confession to God until Nathan came to rebuke him. He himself seems to forget or did not realize when Nathan told him a story that implicates him. This view appears to be acceptable and make sense. The point is that the hidden sin is actually unhidden to God. How hard man tried to cover it up, God still knew it.       

B.2.  The Power of Torah 

B.2.i. Warning but not preventing

In verse 11 the psalmist moved to the application of the Torah for himself. Rolf. O. Knierim noted that the desirability of the judgment of the Lord provides the motif for the transition from the descriptive praise of the objective effect of the Torah to psalmist personal prayer, in which he himself is the subject and the Torah being the object.
 

The word “keep”  בְּשָׁמְרָם in verse 11 which means to guard or to observe, implies the fact that instead of the psalmist who called himself as ‘your servant’  עַבְדְּך becoming the subject who observes and guards the Torah, the Torah rather acts as a guardian to guard and to observe the psalmist, therefore the implication of the judgment of the Lord becomes clear in this verse. The torah is not only functioning as a guardian or observer but also it functions as “warning”. 

However, we have to acknowledge that Torah does prevent such a sin happens in someone’s life. The fact that this sin exits itself proved that nothing can prevent this kind of sin. Torah, as Psalmist noted in Psalms, functions as a guardian for the life of the people who fear God, in a sense that converting him (19:6), guarding him (37:31), instructing him (119:1), and giving direction to him (119:105), etc. But it does not prevent the them to commit sin.

B.2.ii. Revealing and Forgiving

In placing this prayer right after the section concerning the Excellency of the torah, it indicates the value of the torah in exposing sin in a person’s life. As Adam Clarke states, it is not possible, without much of the Divine light, to understand all our deviations and sins.
  

The word “forgive” in verse 12 referred to free forgiveness. The Hebrew verb hqn here used in piel stem means to hold innocent, to acquit, and to leave unpunished. Here, the focus is on sins that are remains hidden, which for this reason, constitutes an uncontrollable adverse influence on a person’s life and must therefore be removed. Against such, “error” the Torah can warn, but it cannot prevent, let alone forgive them. In light of such situations, the perspective continues to switch, now from the Torah to Yahweh himself, who alone can forgive the offends, if not prevent them. Yahweh declares the person free from them.

II. CONCLUSION

Silence becomes one of uniqueness of Psalm 19. The silence found in verse 3 that speaks about the silence creation and the silence in verse 12 talking about the hidden sin. The similarity of these two verses is its silence. Both of them talk about the significance of silence in the message it carries. In verse 3, the creation in its silence loudly reveals the glory of its creator. In verse 12, the sinner was silent about his sin, but then his sin was revealed by the presence of Torah.

The transition from the silence creation to the silence sinner implies that the glory of God cannot be spoiled by the sins of the sinners even the hidden sin. The meditation of the Psalmist about the glory of God that revealed through His creation and the Torah make him come to the point of self-reflection. Contemplating God’s creation and the Torah, he realized his condition as a sinner that is totally contradictive to the glory of God. Therefore he immediately made a confession of his hidden sin and asked of forgiveness.

Taking this Psalm to out daily lives, are we live in silence as if God does not speak to us? Certainly not! It is in the silence, God speaks loudly though things around us. Do we hear him through his creation, and especially his Words.  




�. ASV translate it as, “Their voice is not hear.” 





�.  C.F.Keil&F. Delitzch, Commentary On The Old Testament Vol. 5: Psalms, (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1984)., 282. 





�. Charles Spurgeon explained that is to say, their teaching is not addressed to the ear, and is not uttered in articulate sounds; it is pictorial, and directed to the eye and heart; it touches not the sense by which faith comes, for faith cometh by hearing.  The Treasury of David, Psalms 1-57, (Massachusetts: Hendrickson Publishers, 1980).





�. Edited by G.Johannes Botterweck, Theological Dictionary of The Old Testament (Grand Rapids, Michigan: W.B.Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1975), 245. 


�.  Matthew Henry, Commentary On The Old Testament (Peabody, Massachusetts, 2003), 767.





�. George Knight classified sins in Psalm 19 in two categories: (a) Hidden fault are those “sins of inadvertence” that could be dealt with by the sacrificial system outlined in Leviticus. (b) But presumptuous sins, what are called in Hebrew sins with a high hand, could not be. Murder and adultery were two particular sins that excluded a person from obtaining forgiveness through sacrifice- the very two sins that David committed, as Nathan his court chaplain has to point out to him. But here both kinds of sin are covered by the mercy and grace of God. [George A.F. Knight, Psalm (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1982), 99.     


 


�. John Gill 





�. Rolf. O. Knierim, The Task of Old Testament Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995)


333. 


�. Adam Clarke, Clarke’s Commentary on The Old Testament, Electronic Edition (Cedar Rapids, Iowa: Parson Technology Inc).,577.  





�. Rolf P. Knierim, 334.  





