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Psalms

At the centerpiece of the Old Testament canon is arguably the most beloved, familiar, and cherished of all Bible books apart from the New Testament. In Hebrew it was called Tehillim or Sepher Tehillim, literally “Praises” or “Book of Praises.” In the third century B.C., the translators of the Septuagint used the Greek word psalmos (psalmoi) as a general title for the collection of poetry and songs that we call the Psalms. The word psalmos means “a poem to be sung to a stringed instrument (psalter).” 

“Although all Divine Scripture breathes the grace of God, yet sweet beyond all others is the Book of Psalms. History instructs, the Law teaches, prophecy announces, rebuke chastens, morality persuades; in the Book of Psalms we have the fruit of all these, and a kind of medicine for the salvation of man.”

-St. Ambrose

Throughout the ages the book of Psalms has endeared itself first to the Jewish people from whom the writings emerged, and then, possibly even to a greater degree, the Church, who has found in the Psalms a melody that blends with the tone and tune of New Testament. 

Anyone who has fallen in love with the Bible was likely courted through the resonant and real words of the Psalmist as he prayed, praised, protested, and proclaimed His faith through poetic language that is at once human and at the same time heavenly.

“Here is poetry which more than vies with that of Milton and Shakespeare, yet it is the poetry of downright reality; and, as ‘the body is more than the raiment,’ so here, the reality is greater than the poetry which expresses it.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

In the Historical Books we find the record of the experiences of God’s people. In the Writings, particularly the Psalms, we find the record of the expression of God’s people. Here are their thoughts, prayers, emotions, frustrations, regrets, confessions, jubilations, and questions as they journeyed with Jehovah. In the first books of the Old Testament, the reader finds the history God’s people. In the Psalms he finds the heart of God’s people.

As the Spirit guided the various Psalmists’ pens, He gave to all of the people of God a timeless treasure that is as pertinent and valuable today as it was the first time its words were sung and recited in the ancient assemblies.

In surveying the Psalms, we will note three things. First of all:

I. THE COMPOSITION OF THE PSALMS

The Book of Psalms is unique and distinct from the other books of the canon, because the material that makes up the book is actually 150 separate writings. The book is therefore better described as a collection. It is a collection of writings, rather than a single book.

While the Psalms represents one volume in our Bible, it was not always so. It is therefore important to understand something about its composition, and how this collection came into being and into the Word of God.

With regard to the composition of the Psalms, notice first of all:


A. The arrangement

While it may appear to the reader at times that the Psalms were arranged at random, in actuality the Psalms are arranged in divisions called books. There are five books of the Psalms. Book I is from Psalm 1 to Psalm 41, Book II is from Psalm 42 to Psalm 72, Book III is from Psalm 73 to Psalm 89, Book IV is from Psalm 90 to Psalm 106, and Book V is from Psalm 107 to Psalm 150.

Most commentators and scholars have noted that this five-fold arrangement makes the book of Psalms a sort of “Poetic Pentateuch”. An ancient Hebrew comment, or Midrash, attached to Psalm 1 says, “Moses gave to the Israelites the five books of the Law, and as a counterpart to these, David gave them the Psalms, which consist of five books.”

Though there is much debate and speculation about the chronology of the Psalms, and when exactly the five books were compiled, Graham Scroggie suggests that, “Probably Book I belongs to the early period of the Jewish Monarchy, Books II and III to the middle period, and Books IV and V to the Post-Exilic period. In all likelihood the first Book was compiled by Solomon, the second and third by ‘the men of Hezekiah’…, and the fourth and fifth in the time of Ezra and Nehemiah.”

In considering the composition of the Psalms, notice not only the arrangement, but notice also further:


B. The authorship

Aside from the speculations of a few higher critics, the authorship of most of the Psalms is agreed, and is ascertained through the titles attached to the particular Psalms. Exactly 101 of the Psalms have an author’s name attached to them.

Of that number, 73 are assigned to the “sweet singer of Israel”, David. By far the most prolific of Israel’s poets, the Psalms are most often associated with him, and even several of the “anonymous” Psalms are suspected to be his though they do not specifically bear his name.

12 Psalms are attributed to Asaph, who was one of the heads of David’s choir at Jerusalem (I Chronicles 6:39). In II Chronicles 29:30 it says, “Moreover Hezekiah the king and the princes commanded the Levites to sing praise unto the LORD with the words of David, and of Asaph the seer.” Among Asaph’s works is Psalm 50.

At least 10 of the Psalms are attributed the family of Korahite Levites known as “the Sons of Korah”. I Chronicles 9:19 says, “…the son of Korah, and his brethren, of the house of his father, the Korahites, were over the work of the service…” Other passages indicate that the Korahites were key players in the services and worship of the Temple even into the days of Hezekiah. 

1 Psalm a piece is attributed to Moses (90), Ethan (89), and Heman (88). 2 Psalms are attributed to Solomon (72,127). The remaining fifty, are untitled and therefore classified as anonymous, although several can be attributed to different authors based on external evidence.

In reality, though the penman are varied, and the poetry colored with their unique personalities, the Author of all 150 Psalms is neither anonymous nor mysterious. He is the very God the Psalms address.

In surveying the Psalms, notice not only their composition, but notice also secondly:

II. THE COMMUNICATION IN THE PSALMS

In comparison to say, the Book of Exodus, the Psalms stand out for the fact that they communicate to the reader in a much different manner. A historical book such as Exodus is concerned with the laying down of certain facts as they relate to God and His people, and history itself. In the Psalms, the concern is with revealing and unfolding the emotion, imagination, passion, and feeling of the writer with regard to the particular truth or experience with which he is dealing.

Because of this different aim, the Psalms communicate in a special way. It is this difference in communication that makes the Psalms of such literary as well as spiritual value. That is, the Psalms are not just theologically pertinent, they are aesthetically pleasing. They are not just assertions of precepts, they are expressions of praise about those precepts.

In examining the communication in the Psalms, note firstly:


A. The style 
Hebrew poetry is predominately lyrical, which means that it was originally intended to be accompanied by music. The lyrical poetry of the Hebrews is “parallelistic” in form. That simply means that there are generally parallel truths that are expressed in successive lines. For instance, Psalm 34 contains an example of what is called “Synonymous Parallelism”, in which the same thought repeated using different words.

“The earth is the Lord’s, and the fullness thereof:

The world, and they that dwell therein (34:1).”

Poetry that follows parallelism is concerned with rhythm rather than rhyme. There is a cadence that connects the writing and flows throughout the passage. Much of this cadence is lost by the way in which the Psalms are printed in our Bible. The verse divisions often sever the original rhythms.

Along with the poetic form of the Psalter is the picturesque and vivid language that is found throughout the book. Quite unlike anywhere else in the Holy Scriptures, the copiousness of language is revealed in the Psalms. Here words swell with meaning, and pictures are painted with letters and phrases in a fashion unmatched in other piece of literature. It has been noted that several forms of figurative language are found throughout the Psalms. For example:

Metaphor – Comparison by representation. Psalm 84:11 “For the LORD God is a sun and shield…”

Simile – Comparison by resemblance; or noting that one thing is “like” another. Psalm 1:3 “And he shall be like a tree planted by the rivers of water…”
Metonymy – A word is used for another because they are related. Psalm 128:2 “For thou shalt eat the labour of thine hands…”  (You would actually eat what the labor of your hands produced)

Synecdoche – Where one part is used describe the whole. Psalm 52:4 “Thou lovest all devouring words, O thou deceitful tongue.” (The tongue is used to speak of the whole man)

Hyperbole – When exaggeration is used to express the point. Psalm 6:6 “…all the night make I my bed to swim…”

Personification – Intelligence and life is attributed to inanimate objects or ideas. Psalm 35:10 “All my bones shall say, LORD, who is like unto thee…”

Apostrophe – When inanimate objects are addressed. Psalm 114:5 “What ailed thee, O thou sea, that thou fleddest?”

The style of the Psalms is imaginative and creative. The language is provocative and colorful. “Only the wholly unimaginative can fail to appreciate the wealth and purpose of such imagery as this.”

When considering the communication in the Psalms, notice not only the style, but notice also:


B. The subject

While the language of the Psalms is ethereal and expressive, it is by no means lacking in substance, truth, or purpose. The flowery language does not cover spiritual shallowness. There is as much theology as there is poetry.

A good way to discover the subjects that are covered within the Psalms is to note the various groups of Psalms that appear within the collection, such as:

The Songs of Degrees – These run in succession from Psalm 120-134. What is meant by “Degrees” is not completely certain. It is believed that these Psalms were written to be sung by those “ascending” toward Jerusalem for the yearly festivals. They resonate with a nationalistic tone, which is a subject found throughout the Psalms.

The Hallelujah Psalms – This group of Psalms all begin with the phrase, “Praise ye the Lord.” Praise is a constant refrain throughout the Psalms, and is a central subject.

The Alphabetic Psalms – Several of the Psalms, possibly as many as nine, employ a literary device in which each stanza begins with a different letter of the Hebrew alphabet. Psalm 119 is the greatest example of this. No doubt, the reason for this was to aid in remembering and memorizing the Psalm. God’s Word and meditation upon it is a subject found often in the Psalms.

The Penitential Psalms – Psalm 32 is an example of this group. In these Psalms confession and lamenting over sin and suffering are the subject.

The Imprecatory Psalms – Much controversy and difficultly has arisen over those Psalms that seem to carry a vindictive and vengeful tone. Psalm 69 is an example of this. Regarding his enemies, the Psalmists prayed in verses 27 and 28, “Add iniquity unto their iniquity: and let them not come into thy righteousness. Let them be blotted out of the book of the living, and not be written with the righteous.”

Much has been written in an effort to justify and explain these types of utterances in light of the teachings of the New Testament. Nevertheless, when someone comes across these Psalms, they are often taken back by this sort of attitude. 

Without trying to either justify or dismiss these statements, it must be noted first of all, that the Psalmists interest in these Psalms is righteousness and justice in light of God’s holy demands. Secondly, it must remembered when reading the Psalms that these are the honest confession of a soul, and that very often a perplexed and persecuted soul. The subject of the imprecatory Psalms is that of holy justice and righteous retribution.

In surveying the Book of Psalms, notice not only the composition of the Psalms, and the communication in the Psalms, but notice also thirdly and finally:

III. THE CONNECTION WITH THE PSALMS

From the earliest days of the Church, the Psalms were held with special regard. Ephesians 5:19 mentions the use of “psalms” among the believers. James encourages those that are “merry” to sing Psalms. 

In the fourth century, the Church father, Jerome said, “…the Psalms were continually to be heard in the fields and vineyards of Palestine. The ploughman, as he held his plough, chanted the Hallelujah; and the reaper, the vine-dresser, and the shepherd sang something from the Songs of David…”

What is it that so connects the hearts of God’s people in all ages with the hearts of those first gospel songwriters? Perhaps it is first of all:


A. The emotional connection

Were someone not a believer, they could nonetheless connect with the emotional range that is displayed throughout the Psalms. The writers are dealing with timeless feelings and universal passions.

“This Book of Psalms is a limpid lake which reflects every mood of man’s changeful sky…It is a stringed instrument which registers every note of praise and prayer, of triumph and trouble, of gladness and sadness, of hope and fear, and unites them all in the full multi-chord of human experience.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

Often the wilderness wanderings of Israel or the ancient monarchies of the Kings seem foreign and strange to our present culture. However, the emotional expressions of the Psalmists are always relevant and relatable.

No doubt, the connection with the Psalms is the emotional connection, but on a deeper level it is:


B. The devotional connection

The most significant bond between the people of God and the Psalms is the one that is built by connecting the human soul to the heavenly God. In the Psalms either heaven is brought closer to the soul, or the soul is lifted from earth toward heaven, but either way, the Psalms have a way of bringing the believer closer to the Lord.

“Athanasius says: ‘They seem to me to be a kind of mirror for every one who sings them, in which he may observe the motions of the soul.’ Basil says that the Psalter ‘is a common store-house of good doctrines, providing exactly what is expedient for every one.’ Luther says that in the Psalms ‘the Scriptures are collected into a wonderful and attractive brevity’.”
 

When you listen to the prayers and praises, confessions and concerns, grief and gladness of the Psalms, the sighs of the soul are given expression, and faith in God is enhanced.

Rather than concluding a survey of the Psalms with my own words, I will let the Psalms speak for themselves. 

“Thy word is very pure: therefore thy servant loveth it.” Psalm 119:140
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