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Psalm 82

There's a link here between Psalm 82:6-7 and Leviticus 18:4-5 concerning the 
commandments - "which if a man do, he shall live in them." The rabbinical 
understanding  of “live” was that this was eternal life. The Talmud says Israel had once 
received eternal life, but lost it.

Psalm 82:1 - "God (‘elohiym) standeth in the congregation of the mighty ('el); he 
judgeth among the gods (‘elohiym)."

A judge would sit when he heard causes, but stand up when he passed sentence.

Targum: "God, whose majesty (or Shechinah) dwells in the congregation of the 
righteous that are strong in the law."

i.e. God is present whenever judges deliberate and rule.

This could also picture God surrounded by His angels in the Heavenly court.

It also may prefigure Jesus standing before the Sanhedrin, being unjustly condemned.

Psalm 82:2 - "How long will ye judge unjustly, and accept the persons of the wicked? 
Selah."

Accepting men's persons i.e. favoring them unduly on account of their position or 
outward circumstances. It was strictly forbidden in the Mosaic Law (Deuteronomy 1:17; 
Deuteronomy 16:19; Leviticus 19:15)

Isaiah 1:23 - "Thy princes are rebellious, and companions of thieves: every one loveth 
gifts, and followeth after rewards: they judge not the fatherless, neither doth the cause 
of the widow come unto them."

John 7:24  - "Judge not according to the appearance, but judge righteous judgment."

Psalm 82:3-4 - "Defend the poor and fatherless: do justice to the afflicted and needy. 
Deliver the poor and needy: rid them out of the hand of the wicked."

i.e. stop NOT doing this by favoring the rich or those of your own social position, etc.

Those who have no money to enter and carry on a suit, and have no friends to assist 
and advise them, and abide by them; these should be taken under the care and wing of 
judges; their cause should be attended to, and justice done them; their persons should 
be protected, and their property defended and secured for, since they are called gods, 
they ought to imitate him whose name they bear, who is the Father of the fatherless, the 
Judge of the widows, and the helper of the poor that commit themselves to him. - Gill's 
Exposition
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- Leviticus 19:15 - "Ye shall do no unrighteousness in judgment: thou shalt not respect 
the person of the poor, nor honor the person of the mighty: but in righteousness shalt 
thou judge thy neighbor."

But...

Psalm 82:5 - "They know not, neither will they understand; they walk on in darkness: all 
the foundations of the earth are out of course."

Targum: “They know not to do well, neither will they understand the Law.”

Micah 3:1-2 - "Then I said: “Hear now, O leaders of Jacob, you rulers of the house of 
Israel. Should you not know justice? Who hate the good, and love the evil; who pluck off 
their skin from off them, and their flesh from off their bones"

They walk in darkness - blinded by bribes
 
- Deuteronomy 16:18-19 - "Judges and officers shalt thou make thee in all thy gates, 
which the LORD thy God giveth thee, throughout thy tribes: and they shall judge the 
people with just judgment. Thou shalt not wrest judgment; thou shalt not respect 
persons, neither take a gift: for a gift doth blind the eyes of the wise, and pervert the 
words of the righteous."

"all the foundations of the earth ('erets - land) are out of course (shaken)"

- Proverbs 29:4 - "By justice a king gives stability to the land, but a man who exacts 
tribute demolishes it."

Psalm 82 was quoted by Constantine at the opening of the Council of Nicæa, to remind 
the bishops that their high office should raise them above jealousy and partisanship.

Psalm 82:6 - "I have said, Ye are gods (‘elohiym); and all of you are children of the most 
High."

The Targum is, "I said, as angels are ye accounted and all of you are angels of the Most 
High”

Rashi - When I gave you the Torah, I gave it to you on the condition that the Angel of 
Death should not rule over you.

Psalm 82:7 - "But ye shall die like men, and fall like one of the princes."

“man” = 'adam 

Rashi - Indeed, as Adam, you will die since you corrupted your deeds as he did.
"and as one of the princes": the first [princes], who died, so will you fall. The Midrash 
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Aggadah (Mid. Ps. 82:3) [explains]: As one of the celestial princes, for it is said (Isaiah 
24:21): “the Lord will visit punishment upon the host of heaven on high.”

- Isaiah 24:21 - “And it shall come to pass in that day, that the LORD shall punish the 
host of the high ones that are on high, and the kings of the earth upon the earth.”
(Should read this whole apocalyptic chapter!)

- Luke 10:18 - “And he said unto them, I beheld Satan as lightning fall from heaven.”

Jesus quotes Psalm 82

Jesus was at the Feast of Dedication in the Temple when He had a disputation with 
Jewish leaders over his statement "I and my Father are one."(John 10:30) It was a 
solemn assembly of judges of the Law, gathered to question Him.

In John 10:34, Jesus quotes Psalm 82:6 to defend his claim.

- John 10:34 - "Jesus answered them, Is it not written in your law, I said, Ye are gods? If 
he called them gods, unto whom the word of God came, and the scripture cannot be 
broken; Say ye of him, whom the Father hath sanctified, and sent into the world, Thou 
blasphemest; because I said, I am the Son of God?"

The Midrash on Psalm 82:1-4, Sanh. 6b-7a, Sotah 47b and Targum Jonathan all 
explain that the term "gods" refers to Israelite judges, who were called "gods" because 
they had the high responsibility of dispensing justice according to God's Law . 

The word ‘”elohiym” is used to refer to judges in Exodus 21:6 and Exodus 22:8-9  who 
are vicegerents and deputies under God, tasked with ruling according to His Law and to 
whom they are all accountable.

- Proverbs 8:14-16 - “Counsel and sound judgment are mine; I have insight and 
strength. By me kings reign, and rulers enact just laws; By me princes rule, and all 
nobles who govern justly…”

This makes some sense, because Jesus was confronting judges in this setting, and he 
psalm begins by condemning unjust judging.

But a separate tradition, growing out of Psalm 82:6 which Jesus quotes, has a different 
view.

Tanh.B says that the Angel of Death was created for the nations of the world, but that 
God had refused him authority over the Israelites because He had made them gods. 
How was this accomplished? Abodah Zarah 5a states that the Israelites were protected 
from the power of death when God gave them the Torah. This is best summarized in 
Midrash Rabbah Ex. 32:7: "Another explanation of 'Behold I send an angel,' it is written, 
"I said: ye are godlike beings, and all of you sons of the Most High." When Israel at 
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Sinai received the Torah, the Holy One, blessed be He, said to the Angel of Death, 
"Thou hast power over all the heathen but not over this people, for they are my portion, 
and just as I live forever, so will my children be eternal, as it says, 'When the Most High 
gave to the nations their inheritance ... for the portion of the Lord is His people, Jacob 
the lot of His inheritance.'"

'Abodah Zarah states further that the Israelites were corrupt in their actions, and so God 
told them that they would die like men, referring to Psalm 82:7. 

Psalm 82:7 - "But ye shall die like men, and fall like one of the princes."

Put another way, according to Exodus 20:18-19, when the Israelites saw the mountain 
blazing with lightning and heard the thundering, they said to Moses: "You speak to us, 
and we will hear; but let not God speak to us, lest we die." In light of this, the Mekilta 
indicates that God restrained the Angel of Death, so that Israel did not die. And so 
because Israel became deathless, that is, beyond the power of the Angel of Death, 
Psalm 82:6 applied to them, "I said You are gods." Gods, then, because deathless. But 
with the worship of the golden calf, Israel sinned, and suffered once more the penalty 
for sin, which is death: "You shall die like men" (Psalm 82:7).

Another Midrash explains: You stood at Mount Sinai and said, "All that the Lord hath 
spoken will we do, and obey" (Exodus 24:7), (whereupon) "I SAID: YE ARE 
GODS' (Psalm 82:6); but when you said to the (golden) calf, "This is thy god, 0 
Israel" (Exodus 32:4), I said to you, 'NEVERTHELESS, YE SHALL DIE LIKE 
MEN' (Psalm 82:7).
--Sifre: A Tannaitic Commentary on the Book of Deuteronomy, Piska 320 

In fact, this is a repeat of the story of creation and of the Fall in the Garden - this time by 
the whole nation. And the Abodah Zarah maintains that had Israel not sinned they would 
have been like the angels, without procreation, although continuing "marital relations." 
i.e. they would have become like Adam and Eve in the Garden, and immortal.

The similarity with the Fall is brought out even more in Numbers Rabbah 16.24 -

See then the plan the Holy One, blessed be He, had made for them! Yet forthwith they 
frustrated the plan after forty days. Accordingly it says, "But ye have set at nought all my 
counsel" (Proverbs 1:25). The Holy one, blessed be He, said to them: 'I thought you 
would not sin and would live and endure for ever like Me; even as I live and endure for 
ever and to all eternity; I SAID: YE ARE GODS, AND ALL OF YOU SONS OF THE 
MOST HIGH (Psalm 82:6), like the ministering angels, who are immortal. Yet after all 
this greatness, you wanted to die! INDEED, YE SHALL DIE LIKE MEN (Psalm 82:7)--
Adam, i.e. like Adam whom I charged with one commandment which he was to perform 
and live and endure for ever'; as it says, "Behold the man was as one of us" (Genesis 
3:22). Similarly, "And God created man in His own image" (Genesis 1:27), that is to 
say, that he should live and endure like Himself. Yet [says God] he corrupted his deeds 
and nullified My decree. For he ate of the tree, and I said to him: "For dust thou 
art" (Genesis 3:19). So also in your case, 'I SAID YE ARE GODS;' but you have ruined 
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yourselves like Adam, and so "INDEED, YE SHALL DIE like Adam"

Midrash Rabbah Lev. 4:1 tells us that the Israelites' godlike status was short-lived. No 
sooner had they been given the Torah than they sinned by making the golden calf. 

What does this all have to do with Jesus’ quotation?

Jesus is referencing this story of Israel receiving the Torah - "unto whom the word of 
God came" - to counter the accusations against Him of blasphemy. But also going 
beyond their expectations.

This story certainly also influenced John in writing his prologue in John 1, which in 
many ways parallels the giving of the Law. - The Word came into the world and was 
rejected by its own. "But as many as received him, to them gave he power to become 
the sons of God" (John 1:12) 

In Sirach 24:2 it says Wisdom/Torah was first offered to all the nations of the world but 
was rejected. Then God gave her to Israel, God's special portion, as a place to dwell/
tabernacle in (at the giving of the Law at Sinai). When Israel rejects her by idolatry, 
Wisdom reascends to Heaven, to return in the Days of Messiah.

John is saying that has now happened - and now the only way to eternal life is in Christ, 
the Word made flesh who "tabernacled" among us. And that even though Jesus dies, 
He has power over death - He can lay down His life and take it up again.

And although Israel is God’s special portion, the Psalm says (verse 8) “Arise, O God, 
judge the earth: for thou shalt inherit all nations.” 

Eternal life is now available to all who believe.

Sources:
-- from 'The Rabbinic Interpretation of Psalm 82 and the Gospel of John: John 10:34,' 
The Harvard Theological Review, April 1966.

See also, Jerome H. Neyrey article, https://www3.nd.edu/~jneyrey1/Gods.html


