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Biblical Literacy 
Session 4 — The Psalms 

 

THE STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK  
● There is an introduction (Psalm 1 with Psalm 2) and a conclusion (Psalm 150) 

● The book is divided into five sections with concluding doxologies in Psalms 41, 72, 89, 

106, and 150 concluding both the final section and the whole book. 

○ Psalm 41:13 — Blessed be the LORD, the God of Israel, 
   from everlasting to everlasting. Amen and Amen. 

○ Psalm 72:18-19 — Blessed be the LORD, the God of Israel, 
   who alone does wondrous things. 
19 Blessed be his glorious name for ever; 
   may his glory fill the whole earth. Amen and Amen. 

○ Psalm 89:52 — Blessed be the LORD forever. Amen and Amen. 

○ Psalm 106:48 — Blessed be the  , the God of Israel, 
   from everlasting to everlasting. 
And let all the people say, ‘Amen.’ 

   Praise the LORD! 

● Given that Psalm 1 emphasizes Torah, the fivefold division of the Psalms may be a way 
of making it correspond to the five books of the mosaic Torah. And in fact, that is the 

interpretation we find in the Midrash Tehillim (a Rabbinic commentary on the Psalms): 
“Moses gave Israel the five books, and David gave Israel the five books of the psalms.” If this is 
true, one can easily conclude that Psalm 1 introduces the Psalms themselves as torah, as 
Scripture through which God gives that which “hits the mark.”  

● Psalm 2 likewise acts as an introduction. While Psalm 1 addresses questions regarding 
the individual life, Psalm 2 addresses questions regarding community life, specifically 
the problems made by nations contending for power. Psalm 2 is a poetic speech by 

God’s messiah, asserting that the nations plot in vain. It is to be paired with other 
Psalms about God’s King (18, 20, 21, 45, 72, 89, 101, 110, 132, 144). This king will exercise 
the reign of God over the unruly, rebellious kings of the world. The Psalms about this 

king seem to reflect Israel’s history—the sequence moves from promise through disaster 
to renewed promise and expectation. For example, see the progression: 72 à 89 à 110 à 
132. 

● There is a movement in the book, broadly speaking, from prayer to praise: 



 2 

○ Psalms 3-89 contain many prayers for deliverance/salvation. Moreover, Psalm 72 
ends with this line: “The prayers of David son of Jesse are ended.” Apparently, 

the psalms started as a gathering of prayers—a Davidic prayer book of sorts. 

○ If the first 2/3 of the book carry a dominant tone of prayer, the last third moves 
toward praise. Book IV celebrates God’s reign (Psalms 95-100) and ends with a 
threefold Hallelujah (Psalms 104, 105, 106). Book V gives thanks (111-118), 

includes the worshipful Songs of Ascents (120-134) and culminates in psalms of 
praise (145-150). Thus, the reason the Hebrew title for the psalter is Tehillim, 
meaning “Praises” 

● They were written over a 1,000-year period and composed by several different authors 
including King David, Solomon, Asaph, and the sons of Korah.  

 

THE THEOLOGY OF THE PSALMS 
What understanding of God informs and shapes the language of the psalms? 

The first and most obvious answer lies in the name of God—the name revealed to Moses in 
the Torah. The psalms all praise and pray to the God whose name is YHWH. It is translated in 

our versions as LORD (printed in SMALL CAPS to distinguish the name from the title, Lord). The 

importance of the name as the identity of God cannot be overstated (cf. Psalms 8, 66, 68, 69, 92, 
113, 145). God is never just god, but always the One whose identity is as particular as that of 
any individual. For instance, see Ps. 138:1 — I will praise you, LORD, with all my heart; before the 
“gods” I will sing your praise. 

The second answer refers back to Psalm 2. Although Psalm 2 and its kin are about God’s 
king, they allude to the fact that God’s king is always subject to the God who is king. If the 
psalms are not explicitly making references to the fact that the LORD reigns (47, 93, 96, 97, 98, 

99), they imply as much. In essence, the Psalms are the praise and prayer of those who believe 
the confession “The LORD reigns.” That on line conveys a basic truth about the world and life 
lived in it.  Later, Christians would assert “Jesus is LORD“ and convey the same truth. 

The Psalms emphasize that the One who reigns, reigns over creation (8, 29, 46, 104, etc.) and 
over salvation (18, 27, 62, 79, 95, etc.). In these marvelous deeds, the holiness, power, justice, and 
righteousness, as well as the steadfast love and faithfulness of the LORD’S reign are made 
known. Those who live under and in response to that reign are the righteous, while those that 

do not are the wicked. The servants of God acquire their identity from the LORD, while enemies 
reject his reign. Likewise, the lowly are those that know they are dependent on the LORD, while 
the arrogant and the proud believe otherwise. 
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TYPES OF PSALMS 

Various scholars have devised typologies that try to capture the varieties of genre or form in 
the Psalms. The following is just one of those typologies, with some psalms fitting into more 
than one group or having a mixed type. 

● Praise hymns — 15, 24, 65, 67, 84, 95, 98, 100, 126, 133, 136, 145-150  

○ Songs of Zion — 46, 47, 48, 84, 87, 122, 125, 126, 128, 137 

● Hymns of Thanksgiving — 30, 34, 66, 92, 108, 111-118, 138 

● Psalms of Trust — 11, 16, 23, 27, 46, 62, 63, 91, 121, 125, 131 

○ A sub-set: Psalms of Presence or appetite for it — 27, 42, 73, 84, 131. 

● Wisdom Psalms — 1, 19, 49, 119, 127, 128 

○ OR similarly, Instructional Psalms — 1, 37, 49, 78, 112 

● Liturgical Psalms — esp. 120-134, each a “Song of Ascents”, also 15, 24 

● Psalms of Sacred History — 78, 105, 106, 135, 136 

● Royal Psalms (about God’s King) — 2, 18, 20, 21, 45, 72, 89, 101, 110, 132, 144 

○ Psalms 93 thru 99 celebrate God as King 

● Psalms of Lament — 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 9, 10, 12, 13, 16, 17, 22, 25, 26, 28, 31, 35, 38, 40, 41, 42, 
43, 44, 51, 52, 54, 56, 59, 60, 61, 64, 69, 70, 71, 74, 77, 79, 80, 83, 86, 88, 89, 90, 140, 141, 142, 
143.  

○ Penitential Psalms — 6, 32, 38, 51, 102, 130, 143 

○ Imprecatory Psalms — 35, 69, 83, 88, 109, 137, 140 

 

BOOK RECOMMENDATIONS 

Reflections on the Psalms C. S. Lewis (Mariner Books, 1964) 

Answering God: The Psalms as Tools for Prayer Eugene Peterson (Mariner Books, 1964) 

Christ in the Psalms Patrick Henry Reardon (Conciliar Press, 2000) 

Psalms: The Prayerbook of the Bible Dietrich Bonhoeffer (Augsburg Fortress, 1974) 

Open and Unafraid: The Psalms as a Guide to Life W. David O. Taylor (Thomas Nelson, 
2021) 
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QUOTES ABOUT THE PSALMS 
 

James Mays: “In the psalms, you may find instruction about what God is like and how God 
deals with people and the world. You can learn about the human predicament and human 
possibilities in a world populated by the powerful and the lowly, the wicked and the righteous. 
You can learn about the conduct of life and how that affects its outcome. You will be taught 
trust and the language of trust, prayer, and praise. Through this book, God will give you 
strength in adversity and gratitude in success, penitence in guilt and thanksgiving in 
forgiveness.”  

Athanasius: The psalms become like a mirror to the person singing them, so that he might 
perceive himself and the emotions of his soul  

Basil of Caesarea: To novices it is a beginning; to those who are advancing, an increase; to those 
who are concluding, a confirmation.  

John Calvin: There is not an emotion of which any one can be conscious that is not here 
represented as in a mirror. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer: It is not our prayers that interpret the Psalms but the Psalms that interpret 
our prayers. 

Ellen Davis: The psalms enable us to bring into our conversation with God feelings and 
thoughts most of us think we need to get rid of before God will be interested in hearing from us. 

CS Lewis: Most emphatically the Psalms must be read as poems; as lyrics, with all the licenses 
and all the formalities, the hyperboles, the emotional rather than logical connections, which are 
proper to lyric poetry. . . . Otherwise we shall miss what is in them and think we see what is not. 

David Augsburger: The book of the Psalms, which is the primary devotional literature of the 
whole Bible, is full of complaints. 

Carl Trueman: The psalms as the staple of Christian worship, with their elements of lament, 
confusion, and the intrusion of death into life, have been too often replaced not by songs that 
capture the same sensibilities—as the many great hymns of the past did so well—but by those 
that assert triumph over death while never really giving death its due. The tomb is certainly 
empty; but we are not sure why it would ever have been occupied in the first place. 

Bono: What's so powerful about the Psalms are, as well as they're being gospel and songs of 
praise, they are also the blues. 

Joni Eareckson Tada: The Psalms wrap nouns and verbs around our pain better than any other 
book. 

 

 


