Chapter #52- Rabbi Yair Lichtman
Goliath’s Sword and The Sharpened Razor

Like other chapters of Tehillim with historical headers, Psalm 52 invites us to
consider its content in the context of the story of King David’s life. In our chapter, verse
2 recalls the incident of Doeg’s report to Shaul, recorded in | Samuel 21-22:
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When Doeg the Edomite came and informed Saul, telling him, “David came to
Ahimelech’s house.”

David, upon learning of King Saul’s intentions to murder him, flees to Nov, the
city of priests and then-home to the Tabernacle. Claiming to be on a classified mission
on behalf of Saul, he requests provisions. Ahimelech supplies him with the sanctified
showbread and the sword of Goliath, who David vanquished when he was a boy. Doeg,
one of Saul's prominent officers, withesses these events and reports them to Saul,
implicating Ahimelech as a traitor against Saul’s kingship. Saul proceeds to interrogate
Achimelech for his alleged treachery. Unconvinced by the High Priest’s protestations of
ignorance, Shaul pronounces a death sentence upon him and his entire city, then
deputizes Doeg to carry out the punishment.

With this in mind, we read the Psalm as David’s rebuke of Doeg and those like
him, who consider slander and falsehood sources of pride and confidence. Doeg’s
arrogance led him to believe that his political jockeying justified nefarious, treacherous,
and eventually murderous acts. And yet, as the Psalm promises in verse 7, Doeg’s
machinations will eventually lead to destruction (a fitting coda to his life, as his ultimate
fate remains untold in the book of Samuel):
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But G-d will tear you down once and for all;
He will snatch you up and uproot you from your home,
Your roots from the land of the living—Selah

The contrast between the fates of the wicked and the righteous is highlighted by the
subsequent verses (52:9-10):
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“Here was a fellow who did not make God his refuge,
but trusted in his great wealth,
relied upon his mischief.
But | am like a verdant olive tree in the house of God.
| trust in God’s kindness forever.”

Doeg’s rejection of Hashem’s hesed (kindness) and trust (n.v.1) in his own material
means leads to his being uprooted, while David’s trust (n.0.1) in that same hesed leads
to his being planted eternally in God’s house.

A number of medieval commentators understand the word maskil, which begins
our chapter, to imply that this psalm means to communicate some moral understanding.
Some lessons are transparent from the text of Psalm 52, such as the ultimate truth of
schar v'onesh, reward and punishment (Moshe ibn Gikatilla, Ibn Ezra), and the dangers
of evil speech (Metzudot).

Others are embedded in the poem’s imagery, specifically the comparison of
Doeg’s speech to a “sharpened razor.”" R. David Kimchi explains that the true danger of
such a blade is that one can unintentionally cause much more harm than intended;
those who shave with razors can be excused for “cutting their flesh along with their hair”
(Metzudot). Doeg’s life reflects this subtler danger of leshon hara (evil speech) as well:
his initial crime involved bringing a misleading report to Shaul’s attention to cement his
status as a leader in the kingly court, yet his story ends with the total execution of an
entire city, including women and children. When considering the lengths to which one
might go for personal gain, Doeg’s fate reminds the reader that even a small step down
the path of evil can begin a terrible journey.

1 One can't help but appreciate the implicit mockery in this image. King David, who wields the blade of the
giant Goliath, depicts his enemy wielding a shaving razor.



