Preservation of God’s Word, or His People or Both?  Psalm 12
By Dr. Larry Bednar
Scolars today often say Psalm 12 deals with preservation of God’s people, not His

Word, but the main emphasis is on His Word, though His people are included.

     KJB   

1. Help Lord; for the godly man ceaseth; for the faithful fail from among the children of men.
2. They speak vanity every one with his neighbor: with flattering lips and with a double heart do they speak.

3. The Lord shall cut off all flattering lips, and the tongue that speaketh proud things:
4. Who have said, With our tongue will we prevail; our lips are our own: who is lord over us?
5. For the oppression of the poor, for the sighing of the needy, now will I arise, saith the Lord; I will set him in safety from him that puffeth at him.
6. The words of the Lord are pure words: as silver tried in a furnace of earth, purified seven times.

7. Thou shalt keep them O Lord, thou shalt preserve them from this generation for ever (to eternity).
8.The wicked walk on every side when the vilest men are exalted.

      NASV

5.  Now I will arise,”says the Lord; “I will set him in the safety for which he longs.” 6. The words of the Lord are pure words;as silver tried in a furnace on the earth, refined seven times.
7. Thou O Lord, wilt keep them; Thou wilt preserve him from this generation forever.

       NIV 

5. I will now arise,” says the Lord.“I will protect them from those who malign them.
6. And the words of the Lord are flawless, like silver refined in a furnace of clay, purified seven times.
7. O Lord you Will keep us safe and protect us from such people forever.
The KJB verse 5 says of the oppressed needy godly man…saith the Lord, I will set him in safety…Verse 6 says God’s words are pure (true), and verse 7 says He keeps (performs) them forever. Deliverance of the poor and needy is stressed, but that’s only an object of God’s words ensuring deliverance (and our existence), and the main emphasis is on what saith the Lord, His words of promise. Verse 7 stresses God keeping and preserving them, His words certifying His care of the poor and needy, not only in David’s time, but forever. Declared eternal preservation stresses the written form of His words that certify deliverance of people today and forever. 
It’s said 12:7 them is 12:5 people, but them loses its sure sense if separated from its 
12:6 immediate antecedent words (12:6 changes emphasis from people to words). If people were meant, the text would distort pronoun reference. Those who suggest people dismiss the antecedent factor, saying gender discord denies words, for 12:7 them (verb suffix) is masculine, and 12:6 words (substantive) is feminine. Hebrew pronouns and their antecedents usually agree in gender, but Gesenius says mascul-ine suffixes (especially in the plural) are not infrequently used to refer to feminine substantives.22 Waltke & O’Connor say, The masculine pronoun is often used for a feminine antecedent.23 Strouse notes normal gender discord in Ps.119:111,129,152, 167; God’s Words, testimonies (f), link to they/them (m),24 and to the present writer this is designed gender discord 25 relating our need of God’s Word for sustenance (f) to His power as provider (m). More examples are, midwives in Ex.1:21, daughters in Is.3:16 and wells [f] in Gn.26:15, that are antecedents to a masculine them.

       Hebrew gender discord is common, but antecedent discord is not, thus avoiding  much confusion of sense. And passage sense has priority over grammar issues like gender discord,23 and Ps.12:6,7 sense ties them to words in the immediate context.26
22. Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar. Ed. & enlarged by E. Kautzsch. Clarendon Press. 2nd English Ed, Cowley, A.E. 1910. Para.135o.

23. Waltke, B.K. & O’Connor, M.P.  1990. An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax.  Eisenbraums.  Winona Lake, IN.  #16.4b, p302.

24. Strouse, T.M.  A Critique of “God’s Word in Our Hands:” The Bible Preserved for Us. The Burning Bush.  11/1 June 2005.  p28
25. Gesenius, Op. Cit. para. 110k illustrates this.
26. Some scholars say chiasmus poetry parallelism links 12:5 & 7 as verses of like content on the godly man, separated by a dissimilar 12:6 on God’s Words (a:b:a). That’s denied by result-ant pronoun ambiguity and style/language too dissimilar to link separated verses. Dissimilarity includes style mismatch of 12:5 him to the first 12:7 them and different speakers in 12:5 & 7, plus excessive language mismatch in lengthy verses, him being protected once in 12:5 and them being kept and preserved in 12:7, plus the absence of reference to God’s arising and its cause in 12:7, and the absence of reference to the generation and eternality aspects in 12:5. 

     A basic Psalm 12 parallelism, couplet clauses within each verse, offers no  possibility of the proposed inversion. Another basic parallelism is couplet verses, one verse stating an action, and the next stating the reason for the action, and this too offers no possibility of the inversion. 

       No chiastic inversion appears, but there is a verse link beyond simple parallelism. 12:1 and 12:8 show a cause/effect relationship. In between are parallel contrasting couplets, 12:2,3 and 12:6,7, and at the heart is an antithetical contrasting couplet, 12:4,5 (a: b,c: d,e: b1, c1: a1). 12:1 notes the godly man’s plight, and 12:8, a potential result to be averted. At the heart of the contrast is evil men saying We will in 12:4, and God replying No, I will in 12:5. Contrast develops as 12:2,3 evil men’s intent of impure/vain/ temporal nature contrasts with the 12:6,7 pure/reliable/eternal nature of God’s promise. Regarding the words/people issue, the poetic style isolates 12:5 from 12:7 to deny them is people. The style relates them to words regarding the gender-discord issue, the 12:5 godly man (m) being delivered by God’s 12:6 words of compassion (f), and 12:7 them being words also of power (m) to deliver. And, while 12:5 & 7 differ by speaker and pronoun number to refute a link in a common reference to people, 12:6 & 12:7 link God’s words to them in both ways to affirm a reference to words.

In Psalms-poetry parallelism, a theme repeats in related wording, and 12:7 repeats a 12:6 theme on purity of God’s words. 12:6 likens the purity to that of truly refined silver to stress that they aren’t idle words, but pure ones that will be kept. The initial
12:7 clause repeats the theme, stressing God’s word-keeping to link 12:7 them to 12:6 words, and they (2nd them) are preserved forever to signify being kept forever. 12:7 further stresses purity of words kept by God by making Thou in the first clause a separate word in Hebrew, a device for emphasis, thou otherwise being limited to a prefix on a Hebrew imperfect verb here (KJB Thou & O Lord in the first clause retain the emphasis in English style). The major purity theme relates directly to God’s words, His people being the objects of His pure words (Eph.5:26, Jn.15:3). 
Word-keeping emphasis grows as Hebrew-text gender discord ties them to words (designed gender discord). A masculine pronoun and feminine antecedent reflect Hebrew use of masculine gender to signify power, and feminine to signify com-passion.27 Ps.12:6, 7 ties masculine them to feminine words, relating God’s power to keep them to His compassion (stressed in 12:5) applying the power (similar to Hebrew prior-gender masculine language inclusive of both natural genders;28 - e.g. the Ps.12 godly man signifies men & women). And in compassion God preserves His words forever to certify that He obligates Himself to keep them forever. 
An initial NASV them suggests words, but him for the next them implies people as objects of preserving, when they’re objects of word-keeping. Teaching on words certifying people deliverance is lost, and him ties to them, mixing the singular and plural in ambiguity of sense (here them can be words or people). Him, good Heb-rew, is poor English, for this 3rd-person/singular/masculine pronoun signifies, not people, but 3rd-person/singular/masculine word. Hebrew lacks neuter gender, him/he often signifying neuter terms called it / that in English 29 (e.g. in Num.22:20 God speaks, the Hebrew saying, the word that I shall speak to you, him (it / that) you shall do. Thus Ps.12:7 Hebrew says, Thou shalt keep thy words (them) O Lord, thou shalt preserve thy word forever. Thy word is thy words, and them rightly signifies word for clarity, it/that being awkward and confusing. Psalms number discord, usually a poetic-style factor, is didactic here, stressing God’s written words preserved forever. Words is written or spoken scripture, but word stresses the written (God’s word on it is His written words). His words are preserved for us, requiring the written form; He preserves them forever to prove He obligates Himself to keep them forever (by the Living Word). The KJB second them doesn’t lose the purpose of the shift, the declared eternal preservation (for us) establishing the written form. 
27. Gesenius,  Op. Cit.  paragraph 122h – see footnote #3

28. Gesenius, Op. Cit. para.122g

29. Another NASV error involving him/he is, safety for which he longs. The sense of the Hebrew is the KJB puffeth, a blast of evil men’s breath, not a needy man’s longing. The NIV has the right sense, but word choice is inadequate.

The NIV, like the extant Septuagint text, has a wrong us for the 12:7 double them. Us, wrong by definition in the first use and pointing in the second,30 incorrectly makes people objects of keeping and preserving, for they’re objects only of word-keeping. Us can’t fit passage sense unless language is altered, and using such people serves to justify us. Both terms mask possible interpretation error that results from making them signify people, a sense of eternal preservation of needy men from a generation of evil men of David’s time that can’t live forever. This error would be invoked by using us in conjunction with a correct this generation, making incorrect such people necessary. More linguistic error due to this approach further shows such people is wrong translation, from people being poor language; this generation is that of David and joins from with to  / for  to note a period from that time to eternity (the Hebrew says this), or for ever. And this acts as a relative pronoun,31 so such is poor; i.e. we read from the generation this (which) is to forever, not from the generation such is to forever.  But eternal preservation of God’s written Words is fully logical, with no linguistic problem or faulty sense. 
Scholars omit God’s preservation role (their New Testament text favors the West-cott/Hort type that was lost for ~1500 years and is scattered among manuscripts). To them Ps.119:89 For ever O Lord thy word is settled in heaven, means  preservation exists in heaven only. But the Hebrew sense is God’s Word supervised/verified in heaven where confusion is absent. Context supports this, earthly preservation being why the writer can obey God’s testimonies (Ps.119:88) and why earth endures by God’s laws (119:91). Verse 119:96 notes an end, or a limit, to typical earthly perfection, but calls God’s commandments (to people) exceeding broad, or unlimited in perfection, so God’s words known on earth are fully preserved.
The KJB preserves Hebrew-text accuracy precisely in a vital passage that is the strongest one that teaches word preservation, but modern translators miss the grammar and the sense. 

30. See Keil & Delitzsch Commentary. 2006. Hendrickson. Vol.5. p122
31. Gesenius said the Masora teaches this. Op. Cit. para. 126y
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