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The Double-Edged Sword of Words and Persuasion 

 In Psalm 64, the psalmist conveys the fear and anguish he faces 

from his enemies. However, the psalmist reflects not on a physical or 

tangible threat to his security, but rather the detrimental power and 

influence of words “from the council of the wicked men” (64:1). This 

trope has a long literary and political history dawning before the times of 

Shakespeare, spanning beyond generations to the Hamiltonian era. In 

many of his famous sonnets and playwrights, Shakespeare warns his 

readers to be wary and cautious of words and their effects. Similarly, in 

the advent of our nation, Hamilton reflects in The Federalist Papers, 

upon the dire consequences of words and their power to harm others. 

As a soldier, statesman, and “sweet singer of Israel,” King David 

uniquely understood this profound notion. As he laments: “From the 

righteous mob of evildoers, who sharpen their tongues like swords, and 

in venomous words like arrows, to shoot from ambush at the innocent, 

shooting at him suddenly, without fear” (64:3-5). The use of 

metaphorical language portrays how words like weapons, utilize the 

same militaristic strategies to disparage others. The first expression of 

this conception occurs when the psalmist conveys the vulnerability and 

weariness he feels from the “hidden snares” of his enemies. Commonly 

used in strategies of war, concealment of information, troops, and 

resources can provide an advantage over his foe. Another strategy 



found in this Psalm, is the power words hold to mobilize others. With 

words, a leader can enthrall an audience to rally more soldiers and 

strengthen their forces. Lastly, the psalmist reflects on one more war 

tactic; the psychological torment one can impose upon their enemies. 

Words encompass the potential to incite fear, which agonizes and 

cripples one’s mind. The power of words and their influence can wreak 

great havoc and despair, which the psalmist ponders in this fervent 

supplication. This idea greatly relates to the condition of modern man. In 

this age of innovation and technology, words through various media 

have become the tool of revolutions pursuing peace, justice, and 

equality, while in turn, have also inspired and fashioned some of the 

cruelest propaganda, slander, and libel. As Plato similarly reflects, 

“Rhetoric, it seems, is a producer of persuasion for belief, not for 

instruction in the matter of right and wrong.” Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks 

later amends that speech “allows us to communicate with others and 

share with them our fears, hopes, loves, plans, feelings, and intentions. 

Speech allows us to convey our inwardness to others. It is at the very 

heart of the human bond.” 

 While Psalm 64 seems absorbed with the potential harm of words, 

it also offers us one of the most important lessons about how to utilize 

language wisely and responsibly. One of the blessings recited daily in 

the Amida is derived from this Perek: “My God, Guard my tongue from 

evil and my lips from [speaking] deceit” (Elokai Netzor, Verse 2). Here 

the speaker has acknowledged the power of their words and pleads 

with God to ensure his speech is selfless to prevent devastation and 



treachery. Collectively, with Psalm 64 and Elokai Netzor, one can 

internalize this lesson and be cognizant of how they utilize their words 

to enhance and uplift others as well as themselves.


