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THE ENTERED APPRENTICE DEGREE

Psalm 133

A Song of Degrees of David

vl. Behold, how good and how pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in unity!

v2. It is like the precious ointment upon the head, that ran down upon the beard, even Aaron's beard; that went down to the skirts of his garments.

v3. As the dew of Hermon, and as the dew that descended upon the mountains of Zion; for there the Lord commanded the blessing, even life for evermore.

HISTORY OF THE BOOK OF PSALMS

While some ascribe all of the Psalms to King David, the heavier weight of authority is that the greater part of them were written by David. The most widely accepted breakdown is 73 are attributed to King David; twelve to Asaph; eleven to the sons of Korah; two to King Solomon (the 72nd and 12th); one to Etna and one to Moses (the 90th). There is no widespread agreement on the authorship of the remaining Psalms: a few attribute some of them to the aforementioned men, while some are designated as "Anonymous".

Many of the Psalms were composed over the course of many years and were begun to be collected into a body of literature in the time of King David. As the book contains 150 independent compositions, it is not susceptible of any logical analysis. Psalms 120 to 143 are sometimes referred to as Pilgrim psalms or Songs of Degrees which may have been sung by the Jews as they ascended the heights of Jerusalem for annual feasts.

The Psalms present a wide range of human experiences: men burdened with affliction; struggling with temptation; or triumphing in the hope or enjoyment of deliverance. Admiring perfection of the Divinity, thanking God for his mercies, meditating on His truths, or delighting in His service; all of these and more are exhibited in the Book of Psalms.

King David

Since King David is considered by most authorities to have written the 133rd Psalm, a brief biographical sketch on him is in order.

David, the second king of Israel, was the great-grandson of Boaz and Ruth (Ruth, iv, 18). He was the youngest of the eight sons of Jesse of the tribe of Judah, dwelling in Bethlehem, when David was born. According to the usually accepted Biblical chronology, David was borm in 1085 B.C. and reigned as King from 1055 to 1015 B.C. Some recent writers now date his reign from 30 to 50 years later.

David first appears in Scripture as a shepherd lad, tending his father's flocks in the fields near Bethlehem. While his three elder brothers were in King Saul's army, fighting against the Philistines, David was sent to the army camp with some provisions: there he heard that the giant, Goliath, had challenged all Israel to single combat. David volunteered to accept the challenge.

David's victory over Goliath won for him the friendship of Jonathan, the son of King Saul, and a permanent position at the King's court. However, David's popularity aroused the jealousy of Saul. David, being made captain of a thousand men, encountered many dangers in order to win the hand of Merob, Saul's eldest daughter, but in spite of the King's promise, she was given to another man. Michol, Saul's other daughter loved David: King Saul, hoping that David would be killed by the Philistines, promised to give her in marriage, provided David could slay one hundred Philistines in battle. David succeeded and married Michol. This success, however, made Saul even more paranoid' about David, so he ordered David be killed. Through the intervention of Jonathan, David was spared, but Saul's hatred obliged David to flee.

A meeting with Jonathan convinced David that reconciliation with Saul was impossible, so for the rest of Saul's reign, David was an exile. Samuel, the Prophet and last of the Judges, had been sent to anoint David as King in place of Saul, whom God had rejected for disobedience. Seven years after David was anointed. King Saul and Jonathan were killed in a battle.

By God's command, David went to Hebron to claim the throne. The men of Judah accepted him as king, and he was again anointed. Civil war lasted for some time, but David's power continued to increase. After many military victories, David was anointed King of all Israel.

King David was successful in making Israel an independent state. Jerusalem was made the capital and political center of Israel. There he built a palace, took more wives and concubines, and begat many children. He resolved to make Jerusalem the religious center of his people by bringing to it the Ark of the Covenant. This he accomplished, but later, when David proposed to build a temple for it, he was told by the prophet Nathan that God had reserved this task for David's successor, David being a man of blood.

While King David's army was in the field during the campaign against the Ammonites, he fell into the sins of adultery and murder, thus bringing great calamities on himself and his people.

The last days of David were aggravated by the ambition of Adonijah, whose plans for the succession were frustrated by Nathan the prophet, and Bathsheba, the mother of Solomon. Solomon, who was born after David's repentance, was chosen in preference to his older brothers. To make sure Solomon would succeed to the throne, David had him publicly anointed. The last recorded words of the aged king are an exhortation to Solomon to be faithful to God, to reward loyal servants, and to punish the wicked.

David died at the age of seventy, having reigned for some seven years in Hebron and thirty-three years in Jerusalem.

To Solomon had been reserved the privilege of building God's House, but David made ample preparations for the work by amassing enormous treasures and materials, as well as by transmitting to his son a plan for the building.

Explanation of Psalm 133

First Verse: Behold, how good and how pleasant it is for Brethren to dwell together in unity! (Note differences in Contemporary English Version and Hebrew Scriptures.)

Abingdon's Interpreters' One Volume Commentary says this wisdom psalm was intended to combat a practice which threatened to destroy the traditional structure of Israelite society.  If brothers continued to dwell together after the death of their father, then the estate remained undivided and the family's inheritance in the Holy Land was kept intact.

The development of commerce and the urbanization of society had induced many young men to sell their share of the inheritance and go off on their own. Here King David urges that the old custom is good and pleasant.

The opening word, Behold, may suggest King David was referring to a particular instance of the blessing of brotherly concord; of that we can only guess. At least, he was telling us to "observe" or "take note" of the joy and pleasure that is derived from unity or harmony among brethren. This peaceful unity is of extreme importance to Masons as it is the cement which binds us together as a fraternity; Peace and Harmony are the strength of our Fraternity.

Second Verse: It is like the precious ointment upon the head, that ran down upon the beard, even Aaron's beard, that went down to the skirts of his garments.
The Hebrew Scripture says that the oil runs down "over the collar of his robes". Most authors of commentaries agree that the "collar" rather than the bottom of the robe is what is contemplated.

In the Dictionary of Biblical Theology is the following:

Anointing: for the Hebrews, oil penetrates deeply into the body (Psalm 109:18) and it gives the body strength, health, joy, and beauty. On the religious level, it is understandable that anointings of oil were considered signs of rejoicing or of respect. They were also used as rites of healing or consecration. With this definition of anointing in mind, we can understand the purpose of, or for, anointing with oil. Let us look at some examples:

Anointing is a sign of joy or of honor, especially when done with perfumed oil (see Proverbs 27:9 and Ecclesiastes 9:8). It was used particularly in festivals (Amos 6:6). The image of anointing served to express the joy of the people of Israel assembled at Jerusalem for the great festivals. It also played a part in the description of the Messianic banquet: On the mountain they will drink joy, they will drink wine, they will be anointed with perfumed oil upon this mountain (Isaiah 25:6, Septuagint).

It is especially in this context of Messianic joy that there recurs the formula, "Oil of Gladness" (Isaiah 61:3, Psalm 45:8, Hebrews 1:9). So, dwelling together in unity is as the "oil of gladness". Psalm 133 shows that obedience to God's law, or system of living together, is a joy, happiness, and gladness.

Verse 2 illustrates the "good" of Verse 1, by recalling the oil of joy (ointment), thinking of the oil that was used to anoint a High Priest. Aaron stood as the personification of High Priesthood and the representation of the Hebrew nation. The copious anointing which poured down over his garments symbolized the solidarity of Israel.

The first two verses of the Psalm together thus present to us the idea that brotherly unity is the spirit of God coming effusively upon the anointed one. Conversely, we may conclude the spirit of God is productive of loving goodwill and brotherly harmony.

Third Verse: As the dew of Hermon, and as the dew that descended upon the mountains of Zion; for there the Lord commanded the blessing, even life for evermore.

Mount Hermon is one of, if not the, most notable mountains in northern Israel, as well as the highest mountain in the region of Palestine. It rises to the north and east of Dan, traditionally the extreme northern limit of Israel. Zion was, in biblical times, the hill upon which the temple stood in Jerusalem. In poetical imagery we have a linking together of the two most prominent peaks of the northern and southern kingdoms, alluding to unification and therefore harmony.

Verse 3 illustrates the "pleasant" of Verse 1, by referring to the dews of Hermon, which are proverbial. This dew was known as nature's way of compensating for her failure to give rain, and symbolized refreshment and quickening. Palestine was as desolate as the desert until the brethren came together in brotherly fellowship; then, like the dews of Hermon, they brought freshness and life, and the resurrection of ideals. There, God decreed the blessing upon this great brotherhood, which would mean life and prosperity forever, a promise by God of his blessing of immortality, an endowment for obedience to God's law, for following God's way of life.

Context of Psalm 133

The first verse is the heart of this scripture — the necessity for Brethren to live in peace and harmony. Two examples are given here of how valuable the unity is. The first is that of the precious "ointment" or oil with which Aaron, Moses' older brother and spokesman, was consecrated as Israel's first High Priest.

The second example is that of the dew of Hermon, which was essential to the success of Israelite agriculture and therefore life itself. They usually got the earlier and later rains, but the dew was necessary for their crops during the long hot summers. In that arid region, the dew was essential to sustain life itself.

Unity is essential in a Masonic Lodge; unity of purpose and of execution. The 133rd Psalm then is a glorification of the beauty and necessity of brotherly love and unity, which is why this Scripture is an integral part of the Entered Apprentice Degree.

