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Psalms, |1

Let us begin now to talk about the Psalms, thet®sand perhaps a good way to begin is with these
reviewers’ comments. Martin Luther, to begin wihys, “The Psalter is the favorite book of all the
saints for in the Psalter, the true believer, watdis circumstances, may find psalms and wordstwh
are appropriate to the circumstances to whichrasthimself and meet his needs as adequately as if
they were composed exclusively for his sake argligh a way that he himself could not improve on
them nor could find or desire any better psalmwands.” Indeed, as Luther goes on to point out, “If
you get hold of the Psalter, you will have in ypassession a fine, clear, pure mirror which withsh
you what Christianity really is. You will find yoself in it and know yourself and God Himself, afid a
His creatures.” | think the riches of Psalms areliisdom literature are extremely pertinent to
counseling. After all, what is counseling if notatempt to see into the soul of a person in suchya
as to help that person or to see that person &fal?hAnd the psalms provide that—a fine, cleargpur
mirror.

John Calvin often referred to Psalms as “an anatoihayl the parts of the soul.” In the preface i® h
commentary on Psalms Calvin explained:

There is not an emotion of which anyone can beadons that is not here represented as in a
mirror. The Holy Spirit has here drawn to the Eiéthe griefs, sorrows, fears, doubts, hopes,
cares, perplexities, in short, all the distractmgotions with which the minds of men are often
agitated. The other parts of Scripture containchramandments which God enjoined his
servants to announce to us, but here the propihatsselves seeing they are exhibited to us as
speaking to God and laying open all their innerintlesughts and affections call, or rather draw,
each of us to the examination of himself in pattcin order that none of the many infirmities to
which we are subject and of the many vices witlictvive abound may remain concealed. It is
certainly a rare and singular advantage wherugdiig places are discovered and the heart is
brought into the light, purged from that most falitnfection, hypocrisy. In short, as calling
upon God is one of the principle means of secusimgsafety and as a better and more unerring
rule for guiding us as in this exercise cannotdamd elsewhere than in the Psalms, it follows
that in proportion to the proficiency which a n&rall have attained in understanding them will
be the knowledge of his most important part oésehl doctrine. Genuine and earnest prayer
proceeds first from a sense of our need and memnt faith in the promises of God. It is by
perusing these inspired compositions that menbeilinost effectually awakened to a sense of
their maladies and, at the same time, instructesgteéking remedies for their cure. In a word,
whatever may serve to encourage us when we arg sbpray to God is taught us in this book.

Here | think Calvin says much that we need to ladaut the Psalter.

Lest it be thought that the testimonies of Lutheat &alvin are simply antiquated notions about the
Psalter, | have purposely chosen a man by the oémehur Weiser who is a liberal, German 20
century, Old Testament scholar. | have read a tyaniehis works, and | was pleased to run across th
guotation from him. He emphasizes not only the jgublt the private use of the Psalter. He says,
“Apart from its use in public worship, it servesameans of individual edification, as the founolatbf
family worship, as a book of comfort, as a boolkEyers, and as a guide to God in times of joy and
affliction.” | think sometimes we tend to forgettithose who may disagree with us and whom we may
regard as misdirected theologically may nevertlsedtifl have that longing for God. Rather than dyoi
anathematize, or simply criticize them, we shouwdathem with open hearts and open minds willong t
share what God has done for us. We did not do itlfm, but He did it for us.
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Brevard Childs, who teaches at Yale Universitypdlas some good things to say. He begins by saying,
“With all due respect to Gunkel’—who has sort df tbe stage for much of what goes on in Psalms
studies—"the truly great expositors for probing theological heart of the Psalms or the Psalteanem
Augustine, Kimchi,”—a medieval rabbinic commentatéi uther, Calvin, the long-forgotten puritans
buried in Spurgeon’s treasury [...]" It is interegfito hear this from the man who is a very prominent
Old Testament scholar at Yale: “Go back to Callzuther, and Spurgeon’s treasury.” This is a very
refreshing thing to hear from him.

The Psalms confront and challenge us and providgpartunity to see ourselves as we are. They not
only show us our maladies, which often is what psYyagy does best, but they also lead us to the One
who can heal us, which sometimes psychology isht# to do. “Our world today needs to hear
testimony from people who have plumbed the deptiuafian experience, but who have also learned to
draw upon the infinite resources of the Good Shephed the gracious host.”

The Hebrew title of Psalms ishilim, which means simply “praisesTehilim, in fact, is related to the
same word from which we gkallelujah Hallelujah means “Praise the Lord.” Thus thesepaises or
perhaps songs of praises. We do not know how fek thas Hebrew title goes. It goes back at least to
40 AD when Philo referred to the Psaltehgmnoj “hymns,” or “songs of praise.” The word occurs a
number of times in various psalms, but it doesaoour once in the psalm titles. So the Hebrew ititle
“praises” or “songs of praises.” The English tittesthe book are “Psalms” or sometimes “the Psélte
Both of these reflect Greek titles, but they prdpdbund their way into English via the Latin vutga
the Latin having transliterated the Greek terms Thneek titlepsalmoior psalterion two Greek words,
Psalms and Psalter, both come from the Greek psatbwhich means “to pluck” or “to twang.” So it
is clear that the name is derived from a noundleabted a stringed instrument which is plucked or
twanged. This eventually came, by transfer, to neaang or a collection of songs. Thus the title,
Psalms or the Psalter, means a collection of psatraengs. None of the titles we use, | think,yfull
does justice to the book, because there are manesitngs here. There are not simply praises. Trere
prayers, laments and wisdom psalms, as well agtiidaortions. The book is a rich library of
compositions that is difficult to describe with ctitée.

Is it proper to assume that many of the psalmg, theatime of their compaosition, were accompanigd b
musical instruments? Yes, and some of the psalkal@ut praising the Lord with an instrument.
“Make a joyful noise to the Lord” means not simghg human voice but also instrumentation.
However, we should not always assume that a psasiaecompanied by a musical instrument. Some
could have arisen more as prayers that were prayie service or even in private.

In the late 18 and early 28 century, the idea among many commentators onitile &as that most of
the psalms were exilic or post-exilic, coming attex southern kingdom of Israel was deported into
Babylon. Most people have now moved away from d¢ipgttion, and | think the consensus now would
be that most of the psalms are pre-exilic. Ancoiii yake seriously the association of David with the
psalms and David’s reputation as the sweet psathistael, then many of them would have come from
his time. And depending on what you make of theessgriptions, we have one that is ascribed to or
associated with Moses, so that one could go batikettime of Moses. What is the significance o$thi
There was a time when people thought the psalme alefrom a late period, and so they despaired of
learning much from the psalms about the true r@figind the piety of Israel prior to the exile. Wdees
now, this move back to an earlier dating has brbabbut a renewed appreciation of the significarfce
the Psalter and of the psalms for understandingefigion and the spiritual life of Israel duringettime
of David and the monarchy. Ron Clements obsenastie Psalms are now seen to stand in a
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remarkably central position in the Old Testamermt tnprovide an essential backcloth against which
other religious developments can be viewed. If ggally want to get at the heart of true belief indG
you can see it in the psalms. You can hear theesgmns of those who truly believed.

Let us move on to classification schemes. There baen various attempts to group the psalms togethe
in terms of some common feature or features rgJdbrthem, whether it is their origin, associatain

the psalms with David or some other author, théjexct matter, their form, or their function. The
superscriptions, the titles of the psalms, areraigiahe Hebrew text of these psalms. They aramot
small type or italics in the Hebrew text. They wendten just like everything else, and they evend

a verse number in the Hebrew text. Not every psama superscription, a title. The ones that daret
called “orphan psalms.” Many of the psalms are @ased with David, particularly in the early portio

of the Psalter. The majority of the first book iavidic psalms. Psalm 42, which begins book two, is
written by the sons of Korah, followed by some RiwiPsalms, then the psalm of Asaph, followed by
more Davidic Psalms. At the beginning of book thtesre are many psalms of Asaph, some by the sons
of Korah, and a few more Davidic psalms. Towarddhé of the Psalter, beginning in Psalm 120, there
are songs of ascent, which are sometimes callgdmipsalms, and a few more Davidic psalms are
threaded throughout the Psalter, although mosiscdite in the earlier portions, and some orphan
psalms. The last five psalms are orphan psalmshndrie also called Hallelujah Hiallel Psalms. So

we have this collection before us of 150 psalms.né&ed to make some sense of it and get a handle on
it. One way would be to group the psalms as thadi@aPsalms, the Psalms written by the sons of
Korah, the Psalms written by Asaph or his desceisdetc. That is what some have done. Many of
these schemes for organizing and understandingsidens, which | will describe, are operating on
different levels or looking at the Psalter fromfelient angles and so there is no reason to asdwane t
they are mutually exclusive. All of them can wovike can group and analyze the Psalter in a number of
different ways.

It is interesting to note that the Psalter is daddnto five books. This is somewhat of a mysterthbse
who study the Psalms. They are not sure why iivisied into five books. It does appear that theltesa
was built up over time, like a cathedral. In othrds, it was not constructed all in one decadeven

in one century. After all, we have a psalm assediatith Moses and another psalm that is clearly-pos
exilic. There was a span of maybe a thousand yeenswhich the various psalms in the Psalter were
composed. Most cathedrals had a portion built @mucy and then a century later something else was
added, and then maybe a century later anotheiopostas added. And there is sort of a beautifulyunit
to the cathedral even though you can see the diyarsd the fact that things were added over time.
Well, the same is true of the Psalter. There ishratady being done on this very interesting questio
and | think that is something we will be learningneabout in the future.

The five books are distinguished this way: book @nesalms 1-41, book two is Psalms 42-72, book
three is Psalms 73-89, book four is Psalms 90-406 book five is Psalms 107-150. How do we know
about these divisions? There is nothing in the Bleliext that says, “Book one.” The way we know
about the divisions is that each of these books entth a doxology and the word, “Amen,” except for
the last psalm, which ends the entire book. Thisstlie doxological conclusion that suggests thesé
divisions were known and were a part of the corsima of the Psalter. Now, some have generalized
about the nature of these five books. For instaa@®mmentator named Kirkpatrick says, “Book one
tends to be personal, books two and three tend teabonal, and books four and five tend to be
liturgical, concerned with regular corporate praa$&od.” Those are generalizations, but | thinis it
useful to understand. A more recent commentatogsMaho has written a Psalms commentary in the
Interpretation series, says that “the first [foooks] of the Psalter are concerned more with prdger
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the last book, you have more praises.” For an ogenthat kind of information can be helpful. Bhat
is not the only way to group the psalms. This whgrouping is according to the superscriptions.

Another way of grouping the psalms is to clasdiignh according to theme, content, or referent. iBhis

a very popular way of categorizing the Psalms,itindn be quite useful. S.R. Driver in his introtian

to the literature of the Old Testament said: “la Bsalter we have meditations on different aspscts
God’s providence as manifested in creation or hystoe have reflections on God’s moral government
of the world. We have psalms of faith, resignatimmd joy in God’s presence. We have psalms with the
more distinct reference to the circumstances opamist, petitions for help or forgiveness, and f
thanksgiving. We have national psalms, historicalms, and psalms relating to the King.” That & th
kind of classification we would come up with if yest read them looking at their content and subject
matter. A conservative scholar, R.K. Harrison, imihtroduction to the Old Testament also cate@sriz
by subject matter. He says:

We have prayers, whether for divine affectionjwigbnce, intervention or blessing. We have
praises both general and specific. We have pdratgsalms, including acts of confession,
intercessions for the king, the nation, Jerusalachother nations. We have confession of faith in
God as king, as ruler, as moral judge, as goveshtite universe. We have homiletical psalms—
preaching psalms dealing with wisdom, divine pqwleg true service of God, and the place of
the Torah in national and individual life. We hangrecatory psalms constituting calling down

a curse on either national enemies or personahiese We have psalms dealing with problems

in the moral order involving the suffering of thghteous, the prosperity of the wicked, and hope
of immortality.

We have all of these kinds of psalms that we cassifly according to subject matter. J. Barton Payne
who used to teach at Covenant Seminary does the tang. More briefly, he says we have psalms of
praise, nature, historical psalms, social psalmprecatory psalms, penitential psalms, messianic
psalms, and liturgical psalms. This is a way ofugiag them together, saying, “This Psalm is adlittl
like that Psalm in terms of this feature.”

Let us move to classification by form. We needeachreful whenever we use the term “criticism.”
Criticism can mean fault finding, but it can alsean careful, thoughtful appraisal of somethingnfror
criticism is often done by those who are not realtybracing the authority of Scripture. Thus it i@l
that has been misused, but | think there is sometiiat we can learn from it. Longman talks about
formal categories of psalms: hymns, laments, sohgsanksgiving, psalms of confidence, kingly
psalms, royal psalms, and wisdom psalms. Thesalldiemal categories. It was Hermann Gunkel who
first talked about them or at least whose workestlsemembered in this regard. He took a three-part
approach: form criticism with three emphases. Fitemphasized the stereotypical forms in terma of
structure, or formal elements, in particular psal8econdly, corresponding to a particular formpkty
there is what was called the “setting in life.\as believed that each of these formal categoraaddv
have been used in a certain life setting. The tmghhasis was on the evolution of form, tracing a
history of the literature. This last one emphasia little misdirected. But the first one, the idleat there
are ideal forms that will help those approachirgtdéxt with the right expectation, is very good &nd
think we can learn from it.

The most common psalm in the Psalter is the lampsaiim. You find more laments than anything else in
the Psalter. And if that is not true to life, | dot know what is. We probably complain and grunsdid
bring more requests to God than anything else. Wiaare of that than thanking Him, but that is the
nature of our lives, | suppose, in the human coolitSo what are the basic elements of the lament
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psalms? They begin with an address to God. Oftémeabeginning of a lament you will have God
addressed in the second person. There will be wapithets employed, various descriptions of God.
There may be in this address to God a prelimingryar help, petition, or description anticipatindat
the problem is and what the psalmist would likealahout it. First is an address to God. Then tisere
the complaint proper. | do not mean whining and glamning, but the complaint, the lament, what the
problem is. Sometimes this element is explicitlyoduced, as in Psalm 142:2: “I pour out my
complaint before Him; before Him I tell my troubley as in the superscription of Psalm 102: “The
prayer of an afflicted man. When he is faint andrgamut his anguish before the Lord.” Many timess th
complaint is not explicitly called a complaint, e know that when we hear a complaint a problem is
being voiced.

What is the motivation for pouring out our heart$doe God? One motivation is simply to appease the
heart. Many times we talk to someone about a prolaled we feel better simply for having talked about
it. This last weekend | had a chance to talk tocaug of women on how men think. If a wife begins to
pour out her heart to her husband, what is the sn@sponse? To try to fix it. “You have a probléen;

us solve your problem.” But what the woman mostmfivants more than solutions is an understanding
ear. She wants to pour out her heart and appeasedrt by knowing that someone has heard and
understands. That is one of the functions of the®ent psalms. But primarily, lament psalms areegim
at calling on God to act.

The third element of these psalms is the confessidrust. This is an element that is rarely abskent
should probably say at the outset, though, thabtter of these elements is not always the sameé. An
the various elements do not always just occur ovioa.can have a confession of trust and thenla litt
later you could have a confession of trust agaut.tBese are the kinds of elements we find. A
subcategory of the lament psalms, called psalnesmfidence, has been created for the psalms where
this expression of trust in God predominates. Theth element is the petition. So you see the logic
this manner of addressing God: “God, | have a daimf a problem. | trust you because | know who
you are. | know you can do something about it, sald/ You please? This is my petition.” The psalmist
expresses his request. Often the intimacy of mathip to God finds expression in various
anthropomorphisms that sometimes shock us. “Ligiene. Open your ear. Look, rouse yourself.”
What kind of way is that to talk to God—“Rouse yself’—to He who neither slumbers nor sleeps?
“Wake up. Hurry to answer me. Save me. Return.”RiMaw that He has not gone anywhere, but these
are anthropomorphisms, ways that we as human berggsut to God. A singer, Michael Card, has his
elders check out his music to make sure they agpobit. After singing a new song, one of the edder
said, “Well, | like the music, but | do not thinly can say that. You are coming on rather strorigen
way you are addressing God in the song.” But Cadithken the song directly from the Psalter. So
sometimes we are shocked by this language of “Ryoseself. Wake up,” but it is an anthropomorphic
way of expressing our petition to God. The fifterakent is a vow of praise. The psalm often concludes
with a vow of praise, a vow to give thanksgivingashGod has done what the psalmist is asking or
when He has answered him in some way.

Some have speculated that the vow of praise maydmeded by some word of assurance. For instance,
if you went to the temple and had addressed Gateagstyour complaint, expressed your trust in Him,
and laid out your petition, “Lord, this is whatéed. Would you please answer me,” some have
speculated that the priest may have given some wfomdsurance. They may have said something like,
“The Lord has heard your prayer and will surelyvegisyou” and this would inspire the vow of praise.
However, we do not know that for sure. There araestndications that this may have taken place, such
as in the story of Hannah. Once Eli the high prniggterstood that she was not drunk, he comforted he
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and said, “The Lord has heard your prayer.” Thalddde something that inspires the vow of praise.
That is the final element in the lament psalms, andry important element.

There are special kinds of laments. Different degiigns are given to the lament psalms depending on
what the problem or complaint is. They are whatsmm@etimes called, God lament Psalms, when God
Himself seems to be the problem to the psalmistl G@bsent or inactive, He is not helping the
psalmist and the psalmist asks, “Where are YouReOtimes, the problem is the psalmist’'s enemies,
and that is where we begin to get the imprecatsgym. The psalms often have a petition like, “I am
surrounded by my enemies. God, do something! Dahlttvem.” There is something healthy about that.
Usually our tendency is to want to deal with themselves. Turning to God and saying, “Lord, | am
really mad at this person, but | will not do anwti | leave that person in your hands,” is bettant
dealing with them ourselves. And finally, there psalms where the problem really is in the heathef
psalmist—the psalmist’s own sin. The psalmist pawtshis heart to God and says, “I have sinned
against you.” This is a penitential psalm. Thushwithis broad category of lament psalms, you have
God lament psalms, imprecatory psalms, and peratgggalms. Some of these categories we have
heard in other systems.

We will now look at the structure of a song of tkegiving. There is not necessarily an address this
time, but rather an announcement of the psalmistét to give thanks. The songs of thanksgivirey ar
closely related to the psalms of lament. What mighthe relationship of a song of thanksgiving to a
psalm of lament? The vow of praise. Remember,aheeht psalm concludes by saying, “Lord, | will
thank You. | will offer a vow of praise among thesambly when You have answered me.” And this
may be the materialization of that promise as samist actually said what he would do. We camlear
a lesson from that. So often we are caught up eutimeeds that we only pour out our hearts and
petitions to God; we may not even promise to thdimk openly in the assembly when He answers. But
we need to not only remember to promise that, ddbtit. We and others would be encouraged if we
would. Therefore these psalms begin with the anocennent of the intention to give thanks. Usually
there is an address to the Lord as a part of tiraduncement of intent. Then there is the major etgm
the recounting of the psalmist’'s experience. Taunting of the psalmist’'s experience involvesiai m
lament. It goes back and describes three elentéings.of all, it describes what the psalmist’'s neexk.
Secondly, it describes his petition, what he h&gasAnd thirdly, it describes the deliverance, how
God delivered him out of his distress, whetheraswhe distress of a guilty conscience, enemy
oppression, or the seeming distance and silenGodf Then the final element is conclusion. The
conclusion contains an exhortation of praise ocdeson of the fulfilment of the vows: “I saidwould
do it and now | have done it.” Distinctive concluss are not always present. This is a simple
structure—an easy way to remember what a songaokfgiving entails.
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