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"The solution to the problem of the existence of evil can therefore be found in one of two 

approaches: either God is not completely good, and is therefore responsible for both good and 

evil, or he is not omnipotent or omniscient." 

- Segal, Michael. The Book of Jubilees. Rewritten Bible, Redaction, Ideology and Theology. JSJS 117. 
Leiden: Brill, 2007. 97. 
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1.  Bless, O my soul, the Lord for all of his wonders 

forever. And blessed be his name, for he has delivered the 
soul of the poor, and the  

2.  humble he has not despised, and he has not forgotten 

the distress of the helpless. He has opened his eyes to the 

helpless, and the cry of the orphans he has heard, and he 

has turned his ears to 

3.  their cry. In the abundance of his mercy, he has been 

gracious to the needy, and he has opened their eyes to see 

his ways, and their ears to hear 
4.  his teaching. And he has circumcised the foreskins of 

their heart, and he has delivered them on account of his 

loving kindness, and he set their feet to the way. In the 

abundance of their distress, he did not abandon them,  

5.  and he did not give them over into the hand of the 

violent ones. And he did not judge them with the wicked. 

He did not kindle his wrath against them, and he did not 

destroy them 

6.  in his anger. Though all his fiery anger was not 

exhausted, in the fire of (his) zeal he did not judge them.  

 
�(�4Q�434� �1 i�:�1—�6�)�
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"Heart" in Barkhi Nafshi 
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… And he has circumcised the foreskins 
of their heart, and he has delivered them 
on account of his loving kindness,  
 
And he gave them ano[th]er heart, and 

they walked in (his) w[ay] 
In the way of his heart he also brought 

them near because they pledged with 
their spirit 

 
(4Q434, frg. 1, col. i, lines 4, 10-11) 
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[The evil inclination you have driven with 
rebukes far from me and the spirit of 
ho]liness you have [set] in [my] 
heart. 

 
(4Q435, frg. 2, col. i, line 2) 
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… to strengthen the heart of the contrite 
 
And you have prevailed over the heart 
[of the contrite], so that he should walk in your 
ways. You have commanded* my heart, and 
my inmost parts you have taught well, lest 
your laws be forgotten. 
 
[the heart of stone] you have [dri]ven with 
rebukes far from me, and have set a pure heart 
in its place.  
�

(4Q436, col. I, frgs. a, b; lines 1, 4-5, 10) 
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 [and the spirit of ho]liness you have set in my 
heart. 

Haughtiness of heart and arrogance of eyes 
you have for[got]ten to reckon to me. 

and a [bro]ken heart you have given to me.  
 
 (4Q436, frgs. 1 Col. ii, lines 1, 3-4)
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 [But their swo]rd [entered] into their own heart and their bows 
were broken  

and I will praise] with my heart’s rejoicing his [go]odness. You, 
Lord, I have remembered, and my heart is unshakeable 
b[efore] you. I have hoped 

for your salvation, O Lor]d,   [     ]   have I remembered. 
And my heart has rejoiced; in you will my h[orn] 
be exalted. 

(4Q437, frg. 2, Col. i, lines 3, 14-15)
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Hodayot: 1QHa XII, 34-39 
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But as for me, trembling and quaking have seized me and all my bones shatter. My heart melts 

like wax before the fire, and my knees give way 
like water hurtling down over a slope. For I remember my guilty acts together with the 

unfaithfulness of my ancestors, when the wicked rise against your covenant 
and the vile against Your word. I said in my sin, I have been abandoned far from your 

covenant. But, when I remembered the strength of your hand together with 
your abundant compassion, I stood strong and rose up, and my spirit held fast to (its) station 

in the face of your affliction. For I am supported  
by your kindness and according to your abundant compassion to me, you pardon iniquity and 

thus clean[se] a person from guilt through your righteousness. For yourself, O [ G]od, 
and not for the sake of humankind, is all that you have made, for you yourself you created the 

righteous and the wicked [   ] 
 
 

Hodayot: 1QHa XVII, 10-12 
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You put a prayer of supplication in the mouth of your servant. And you have not 

reproached my life, nor neglected my well-being [lit.: peace], nor forsaken my 
hope… 
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You have neglected my soul of peace, I have forgotten goodness (Lamentations 3:17). 
 
- Stegemann, Hartmut with Eileen Schuller (translation of texts by Carol Newsom). 
1QHodayota. DJD 40. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2009 (pp. 158, 166, 226, 232). 
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To make vessels of knowledge, to give knowledge to the wise, and that the upright 
may gain more learning; to gain understanding about your deeds. 
 
(4Q436, col. I, frgs. a, b; lines -�) 
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DIVINE GOVERNANCE IN THE BARKHI NAFSHI POEMS (4Q434-438) 

 

In his study of the Book of Jubilees, Michael Segal succinctly summarizes the 

theological problem of evil: 

 

"The solution to the problem of the existence of evil can 

therefore be found in one of two approaches: either God is 

not completely good, and is therefore responsible for both 

good and evil, or he is not omnipotent or omniscient."P0F

1 

 

In my presentation today, I would like to explore the ways in which the 

Barkhi Nafshi texts of Qumran relate to divine governance, specifically in light of the 

problem of evil and other derivative problems. I shall argue that although the poems 

explicitly present themselves as hymns of extolment or thanksgiving, they reflect a 

concern of the End of Days that overshadows the other themes and relates directly to 

the problem of evil. 

To the passage I just quoted from Segal I would like to add an observation 

from Werner Kahl's study of the poems. In an article published in Qumran ChronicleP1F

2
P 

(not without its flaws, but nevertheless an interesting study of the poetics of the 

Barkhi Nafshi texts), Kahl notes that except for one instance, God is always the active 

subject of the poems. The term is borrowed from the Narrative Schema of Greimas, 

and while I have my own reservations of its use and applicability for a poem of this 

                                                 
1  Segal, Michael. The Book of Jubilees. Rewritten Bible, Redaction, Ideology and Theology. JSJS 117. 
Leiden / Boston: Brill, 2007. p. 97. 
2 Kahl, Werner. "The Structure of Salvation in 2Thess and 4Q434." Qumran Chronicle 5,2 (1995): 
103-21. 
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 2 

kind, I still think the observation Kahl makes is of importance (self-evident as it may 

seem at first, given the religious context of these texts). 

The speaker in the Barkhi Nafshi texts addresses his soul, encouraging it to 

bless the Lord, in a formula borrowed from Psalm 103 and 104 that gave these poems 

from Qumran their title. Therefore, although this is a religious prayer, it lacks a sign 

of liturgy. The appeal to the self, rather than to a community, does not exclude the 

possibility of liturgical use, but cannot confirm it. More importantly, it opens by 

discussing God but without petition to him. 

I turn to the first stanza in 4Q434 (p. 1 on the handout). The reasons for 

blessing God, as described in this poem, are twofold: on the one hand, for investing 

good nature upon the righteous (although they are not described as such, I will 

elaborate on this point immediately), and on the other for not sentencing and 

punishing them, specifically by delivering them to the hands of the wicked. 

So there are wicked ones, who are described in several epithets, including 

 Opposite them .(nations and gentiles) לאומים and גויים as well as ,אויבים ,רשעים ,עריצים

stand not the righteous ones, but the meek and humble ones: ויםוענ ,יתומים ,דלים . These 

humble ones were graced not only by God saving them from the hands of the wicked, 

but indeed their righteousness itself is a result of God's decision. 

As David Seely pointed out, the poem begins by describing God opening his 

own eyes, turning his own ears to the cry of the humbled (line 2), and then parallels 

that with God opening their eyes and their ears. Seely concludes his study by noting 

that "[t]hrough this series of images, the Barkhi Nafshi hymns eloquently teach God's 

Amihay, Divine Governance in Barkhi Nafshi
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total conversion of his people and his ability to transform them by implanting in them 

pious qualities."P2F

3 

I wish to argue that this is only the first half of an argument regarding sin and 

culpability. I note the sequence in the first stanza of 4Q434: "and he has opened their 

eyes to see his ways, and their ears to hear his teaching. And he has circumcised the 

foreskins of their heart, and he has delivered them on account of his loving kindness, 

and he set their feet to the way. In the abundance of their distress, he did not abandon 

them, and he did not give them over into the hand of the violent ones. And he did not 

judge them with the wicked." Thus, the grace of opening the eyes and ears for God's 

ways and teachings are related to being judged separately from the wicked. This 

might seem quite a natural relation, perhaps even an obvious one. What is significant 

here, however, is not that it makes sense to us, but that it is explicitly present in the 

text (I will return to comment on explicit and implicit upon conclusion). 

The link is thus made between two axes: first of all, a link is made between 

the corporal and the spiritual. This was already recognized by Seely: the mouth, the 

ears, the eyes, the heart and the kidneys, are all concretizations of human conduct. 

They are at the same time both a metaphor for the soul, and the actual, physical 

means by which one performs either sins or acts of righteousness. Second, the 

spiritual-corporal axis (that is, the unification and identification of two separate 

human features) is linked to the Free Will of God, not the free will of humans. 

Before I proceed to elaborate on that last point, I want to establish a little more 

solidly the first axis of this argument, namely the twofold function of the body organs 

as both a metaphor of the soul, and a concrete vehicle of the soul's inclinations, 

                                                 
3 Seely, David Rolph. "Implanting Pious Qualities as a Theme in the Barki Nafshi Hymns."  The Dead 
Sea Scrolls. Fifty Years after Their Discovery. Eds. L. H. Schiffman, E. Tov and J. C. VanderKam. 
Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society  / The Shrine of the Book, Israel Museum, 2000. 322-31 (quote 
from page 331). 
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resulting in actions. While I would be willing to argue this for all body parts 

mentioned in the Barkhi Bafshi poems, the clearest example is probably to be found 

in the case of the heart (and I listed all mentions of "heart" in these texts on p. 2 of the 

handout). 

Did the author of these texts believe there was an actual foreskin of the heart 

which God circumcised and which affected the soul? Most probably not. The image 

of the heart's foreskin is borrowed from the Hebrew Bible, of course, P3F

4
P and has been 

richly debated between Brooke and Seely. At the same time, however, I do admit that 

metaphors by definition do not disclose themselves to be as such. Therefore, it cannot 

be argued for certain that a phrase such as "you have set in my heart" (in 4Q436, 

perhaps "the spirit of holiness") was not understood literally, that is that something 

was invested in the physical organ that could, and did, affect human conduct. When 

the author states "And my heart has rejoiced" (4Q437), this is, in my view, definitely 

a concrete understanding of the heart as an organ in which feelings, and / or 

perceptions, originate. On the other hand, when God is said to have "given them 

another heart" or "a different heart" (4Q434), this is unquestionably a metaphor. We 

should obviously not misconstrue this as a description of a heart transplant, or even of 

the notion of such a thing being possible. To summarize, there are clear cases of the 

"heart" playing only a metaphoric role, clear cases of the heart depicted as the 

physical organ, and cases that are at least equivocal, that can be understood either 

way, or both. 

Therefore, God's ability to open the eyes of men to see his ways, or to place 

something in the heart of men, reflects the sole dominion of God over human actions. 

There is hardly a notion of free will in the poems. I qualify this statement because of a 

                                                 
4 Lev. 26:41; Deut. 10:16; Jer. 4:4, 9:25; Ezek. 44:7, 9. 
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single instance in 4Q438, "ואדבקה על נפשי"  (translated by the editors of the text as "I 

will cleave to myself"). The phrase is too fragmented to refute the overall picture that 

appears from the complete stanzas that have been preserved. However, I would not be 

doing justice to the text, had I ignored this instance, which I would have liked to be 

able to consider further. 

Now the fact that God is in control of human actions, and that Free Will is 

limited, is hardly a surprising view in Qumran texts (and I am purposely setting aside 

the debate over the sectarian or non-sectarian nature of the texts). This view is found 

also in the Hebrew Bible, as we all know. What I wish to add, is the idea that this 

determinist notion bears implications on the nature of sin and the possibility of a 

justifiable judgment under such circumstances. In other words, within a larger context 

of its contemporary religious thought, the Barkhi Nafshi poems are an apologetic text 

in light of divine judgment, perhaps even an eschatological judgment, that is not 

spelled out as such, for the full argument would be impertinent, if not out-right 

heretic. 

 

Admittedly, there is no mention of the End of Days in the Barkhi Nafshi 

poems. As I have noted earlier, there is mention of judgment, and more importantly 

there is a strong affinity to the Hodayot poems, which do describe the fear of the end 

of days. The affinity of these poems to the Hodayot has been discussed elsewhere, 

mostly by Seely, in a convincing manner in my view, although there is definitely 

more work to be done in this area. Briefly, I note the reliance on Psalms and Isaiah, 

the imagery of waters and drowning, the shared concern of enemies and persecution, 

the pride of election alongside the tribulations of a minority, and so forth. 

Amihay, Divine Governance in Barkhi Nafshi
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The concern of judgment and sin is also shared by these two texts. In the 

Hodayot, the narrator speaks of his fears generated by memory of past misconduct (I 

quote from column 12 of 1QH-a, p. 3 on the handout): 

 
But as for me, trembling and quaking have seized me and all P

my bones
P shatter. My heart melts 

like wax before the fire, and my knees give way 

like water hurtling down over a slope. For I remember my guilty acts together with the 

unfaithfulness of my ancestors, when the wicked rise against your covenant 

and the vile against Your word. I said in my sin, I have been abandoned far from your 

covenant. But, when I remembered the strength of your hand together with 

your abundant compassion, I stood strong and rose up, and my spirit held fast to (its) station 

in the face of your affliction. For I am supported  

by your kindness and according to your abundant compassion to me, you pardon iniquity and 

thus clean[se] a person from guilt through your righteousness. For yourself, O [ G]od, 

and not for the sake of humankind, is all that you have made, for you yourself you created the 

righteous and the wicked [   ] 

 

The narrator, who from the wider context of the scroll should be understood as 

a very devout, righteous person, not a sinner, is nevertheless trembling to the bone, 

when considering his own transgressions. His only hope lies in God's compassion and 

mercy, which, if executed at all, will be only for his own sake, knowing that he has 

created both the righteous and the wicked. 

This should be compared with the opening stanza of Barkhi Nafshi (p. 1 of the 

handout), both in the fact that God saves humans for his own sake, not for their merit 

 as well as the separation of the righteous from the ,(line 4 in 4Q434 – ויצילם למען חסדו)

wicked when it comes to judgment (line 5). 

This is stated explicitly in the Hodayot, and I hope that at this point I have 

convinced at least some of you that this is also stated explicitly in Barkhi Nafshi. But 

the only possible conclusion to follow from this statement is not spelled out: if God is 

Amihay, Divine Governance in Barkhi Nafshi

Work in Progress



 7 

the creator both of the wicked and of the righteous, if the righteous is only righteous 

because God circumcised the foreskin of his heart, and / or gave him a different, a 

new, a pure heart, then who is the only one who is responsible for the sinner's 

actions? We will never find this in the Hodayot or in Barkhi Nafshi, of course, that 

would probably be considered by them as sacrilege, but that is the only conclusion, 

and it is embedded in the parallelism of the eyes and ears in the same first stanza of 

4Q434: the point at which the humbled are saved, is the same point at which God 

opens their eyes to his ways, and their ears to his teachings. This happens after he 

opened his eyes and turned his ears to hear their cry. This claim can be argued either 

as an apologetic disclaimer of a defendant, or as an accusation. Either of these options 

would be considered too severe, I believe, so they were not made explicit – definitely 

not in writing, and I would assume that not orally, too. 

A glimpse for the fear of accusation of God is provided in another instance of 

the Hodayot. Col. 17, line 11 reads ושלומי לא הזנחתה (you have not neglected my well-

being). Jacob Licht notes that the phrase is derived from Lamentations 3:17, and 

indeed that is the only biblical instance in which the root ח.נ.ז. , to neglect, and  שלום, 

peace, appear together. However, Lamentations is describing such negligence, while 

Hodayot is claiming the contrary. I consider this allusion to Lamentations to be an 

intentional usage of a problematic verse, that accuses God, in order to turn it into a 

positive statement of God's guidance and protection. If even a negative statement 

found in scripture had to be "rectified," so to speak, all the more so should we not 

expect to find original or new claims against God in this vain. 

So as not to have my argument hinge exclusively on the opening stanza in 

4Q434, I want to focus on one more example. In 4Q436 (quoted on page 2 of the 

handout), we read:  

Amihay, Divine Governance in Barkhi Nafshi
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"And you have prevailed over the heart [of the contrite], so that he should 

walk in your ways. You have commanded P4 F

5
P my heart, and my inmost parts you have 

taught well, lest your laws be forgotten." 

Again, the concrete organ of the body, is being controlled by God, and 

specifically for the purpose of absorbing the laws. A few lines below, some heart (the 

reconstruction claims it to be a heart of stone) is replaced for a pure heart, and the evil 

inclination (יצר הרע) is rebuked – and then the text breaks off (יצר הרע does not appear 

on the handout). So again we have God's control over the body and over the soul, 

along with two significant features: the knowledge of the law and the evil inclination. 

These, of course, represent two different motivations for sin or transgression. One is 

ignorance as to what is wrong, the other is the desire to do wrong. Both are 

demarcated in these few lines as being in the hands of God. 

I am going to stop here, for lack of time, but would like to mention just a few 

more things that I am still not satisfied about, and that require further study. I already 

mentioned the affinity between Barkhi Nafshi and the Hodayot and the need to 

elaborate on the different types of connections between the two. Perhaps even more 

important would be the consideration of the relation and perhaps dependence between 

the two. Are we able to speculate on the relationship of authorship there? 

Another issue is the relationship of these texts to the biblical sources. That 

Barkhi Nafshi owes its title to Psalms 103-104 is self-evident, but an expanded 

version of this study will also relate to shared themes between the two. Divine 

Governance of this world is definitely a prominent theme of Psalms 103-104. 

Interestingly, Psalm 104 focuses on God's acts of creation, while Psalm 103 focuses 

on God's protection of the sick and the humble, similarly to the Qumran Barkhi 

                                                 
5  Not sure about the translation there 
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Nafshi poems. However, the creation of Psalm 104 is not without consequences to 

humanity, as Adele Berlin has shown in her study of the psalm. The Qumran texts 

seem to have a similar notion, since the poems do allude to Psalm 104, too. 

Specifically, I consider shared motifs, such as heart, waters, the roots לבש (to dress) 

and גער (reproach) in both Psalm 104 and Barkhi Nafshi. 

Furthermore, there is the problem of changing of voice in the poem, shifting 

from talking about God in the third person, and his actions towards a group of people, 

into talking directly to God in the second person, and his actions toward an 

individual, singular first person. This problem exists in the Hodayot, as well, marked, 

in addition to the change in verbs, also by the epithets of God, from אדוני in the 

second person to לא  in the third person. All these issues merit further consideration 

and discussion, not solely by myself, to be sure. To use the words of the Barkhi 

Nafshi author:  

       כה    עלילותי    ב     התבונן    ל      לקח      יפויוס      ישרים    ו      דעה      חכמים    ל      תת    ל      דעת      כלי      עשות    ל 

To make vessels of knowledge, to give knowledge to the wise, and that the upright 
may gain more learning; to gain understanding about your deeds. 
 
 ( 4Q 436   i : 2 )  
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