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INTRODUCTION

The Psalms are (mostly) short and quickly read. Throughout these 150 songs, 
the reader experiences the full range of the human experience. Through them, 
we understand what being God’s child is like in all the stages and times of 
life. As such, the small section of Scripture that makes up the Psalms forms 
a wonderful introduction to more in-depth Bible reading. At the same time, 
their richness appeals to Christians of all ages and all levels of maturity.

Martin Luther identified the Psalms as a summary of the Bible. He 
was not alone. Throughout the history of God’s people, the Psalms have 
served as a foundational core of personal and corporate meditation as well 
as reflection on God’s life-giving Word.

Why use the Book of Psalms, and why should you start now? It is 
critical that you begin by understanding that the Psalms (or sacred songs) 
are God’s Word, and God’s Word gives life. In discovering and rediscovering 
the richness of the Book of Psalms, God will enrich your daily discipleship. 
The depths of God’s Word are unending; as you hear, read, and consider 
the Psalms, the Holy Spirit will continually form your faith and transform 
how you understand the Christian life. There has never been a better time 
to take a break from the routines of life, open the pages of this book, and 
spend some time meditating on God’s Word.

The Psalter constituted the first hymnal, as it were, for God’s people. 
Recognizing this fact, a generous selection of psalms is located first in 
Lutheran Service Book. All the hymns written later and included further on 
in the hymnal take their place in the tradition begun by the Lord Himself 
when by inspiration He gave the Psalms.

The Psalms remain contemporary. They are also your songs—not 
merely the sentiments of ancient people. These songs speak compellingly, 
even frighteningly, of sin and the consequences of living in a sinful world. 
They also soothe your troubled heart with the grace and forgiveness of God 
and His promised Messiah—Jesus, our Lord.

Rev. Dr. Pete Jurchen,  
Editor
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PREFACE TO THE  
ENGLISH STANDARD VERSION

The Bible
“This Book [is] the most valuable thing that this world affords. Here is 
Wisdom; this is the royal Law; these are the lively Oracles of God.” With 
these words the Moderator of the Church of Scotland hands a Bible to the 
new monarch in Britain’s coronation service. These words echo the King 
James Bible translators, who wrote in 1611, “God’s sacred Word . . . is 
that inestimable treasure that excelleth all the riches of the earth.” This 
assessment of the Bible is the motivating force behind the publication of 
the English Standard Version.

Translation Legacy
The English Standard Version (ESV) stands in the classic mainstream of 
English Bible translations over the past half-millennium. The fountainhead 
of that stream was William Tyndale’s New Testament of 1526; marking 
its course were the King James Version of 1611 (KJV), the English Revised 
Version of 1885 (RV), the American Standard Version of 1901 (ASV), and 
the Revised Standard Version of 1952 and 1971 (RSV). In that stream, 
faithfulness to the text and vigorous pursuit of precision were combined 
with simplicity, beauty, and dignity of expression. Our goal has been to 
carry forward this legacy for this generation and generations to come. 

To this end each word and phrase in the ESV has been carefully 
weighed against the original Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek, to ensure the 
fullest accuracy and clarity and to avoid under-translating or overlooking any 
nuance of the original text. The words and phrases themselves grow out of 
the Tyndale–King James legacy, and most recently out of the RSV, with the 
1971 RSV text providing the starting point for our work. Archaic language 
has been brought into line with current usage and significant corrections 
have been made in the translation of key texts. But throughout, our goal 
has been to retain the depth of meaning and enduring quality of language 
that have made their indelible mark on the English-speaking world and 
have defined the life and doctrine of its church over the last five centuries.

Translation Philosophy
The ESV is an “essentially literal” translation that seeks as far as possible to 
reproduce the precise wording of the original text and the personal style of 
each Bible writer. As such, its emphasis is on “word-for-word” correspondence, 
at the same time taking full account of differences in grammar, syntax, and 
idiom between current literary English and the original languages. Thus it 
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seeks to be transparent to the original text, letting the reader see as directly 
as possible the structure and exact force of the original.

In contrast to the ESV, some Bible versions have followed a “thought-
for-thought” rather than “word-for-word” translation philosophy, emphasizing 
“dynamic equivalence” rather than the “essentially literal” meaning of the 
original. A “thought-for-thought” translation is of necessity more inclined 
to reflect the interpretive views of the translator and the influences of con-
temporary culture.

Every translation is at many points a trade-off between literal precision 
and readability, between “formal equivalence” in expression and “functional 
equivalence” in communication, and the ESV is no exception. Within this 
framework we have sought to be “as literal as possible” while maintaining 
clarity of expression and literary excellence. Therefore, to the extent that 
plain English permits and the meaning in each case allows, we have sought 
to use the same English word for important recurring words in the original; 
and, as far as grammar and syntax allow, we have rendered Old Testament 
passages cited in the New in ways that show their correspondence. Thus 
in each of these areas, as well as throughout the Bible as a whole, we have 
sought to capture all the echoes and overtones of meaning that are so 
abundantly present in the original texts.

As an essentially literal translation, taking into account grammar and 
syntax, the ESV thus seeks to carry over every possible nuance of meaning 
in the original words of Scripture into our own language. As such, the ESV 
is ideally suited for in-depth study of the Bible. Indeed, with its commit-
ment to literary excellence, the ESV is equally well suited for public reading 
and preaching, for private reading and reflection, for both academic and 
devotional study, and for Scripture memorization.

Translation Principles and Style
The ESV also carries forward classic translation principles in its literary 
style. Accordingly it retains theological terminology—words such as grace, 
faith, justification, sanctification, redemption, regeneration, reconciliation, 
propitiation—because of their central importance for Christian doctrine and 
also because the underlying Greek words were already becoming key words 
and technical terms among Christians in New Testament times.

The ESV lets the stylistic variety of the biblical writers fully express 
itself—from the exalted prose that opens Genesis, to the flowing narratives 
of the historical books, to the rich metaphors and dramatic imagery of the 
poetic books, to the ringing rhetoric in the prophetic books, to the smooth 
elegance of Luke, to the profound simplicities of John, and the closely 
reasoned logic of Paul.

In punctuating, paragraphing, dividing long sentences, and rendering 
connectives, the ESV follows the path that seems to make the ongoing flow of 
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thought clearest in English. The biblical languages regularly connect sentences 
by frequent repetition of words such as “and,” “but,” and “for,” in a way that 
goes beyond the conventions of current literary English. Effective translation, 
however, requires that these links in the original be reproduced so that the 
flow of the argument will be transparent to the reader. We have therefore 
normally translated these connectives, though occasionally we have varied 
the rendering by using alternatives (such as “also,” “however,” “now,” “so,” 
“then,” or “thus”) when they better express the linkage in specific instances.

In the area of gender language, the goal of the ESV is to render literally 
what is in the original. For example, “anyone” replaces “any man” where there 
is no word corresponding to “man” in the original languages, and “people” 
rather than “men” is regularly used where the original languages refer to 
both men and women. But the words “man” and “men” are retained where a 
male meaning component is part of the original Greek or Hebrew. Likewise, 
the word “man” has been retained where the original text intends to convey 
a clear contrast between “God” on the one hand and “man” on the other 
hand, with “man” being used in the collective sense of the whole human 
race (see Luke 2:52). Similarly, the English word “brothers” (translating the 
Greek word adelphoi) is retained as an important familial form of address 
between fellow-Jews and fellow-Christians in the first century. A recurring 
note is included to indicate that the term “brothers” (adelphoi) was often 
used in Greek to refer to both men and women, and to indicate the specific 
instances in the text where this is the case. In addition, the English word 
“sons” (translating the Greek word huioi) is retained in specific instances 
because the underlying Greek term usually includes a male meaning com-
ponent and it was used as a legal term in the adoption and inheritance laws 
of first-century Rome. As used by the apostle Paul, this term refers to the 
status of all Christians, both men and women, who, having been adopted 
into God’s family, now enjoy all the privileges, obligations, and inheritance 
rights of God’s children.

The inclusive use of the generic “he” has also regularly been retained, 
because this is consistent with similar usage in the original languages and 
because an essentially literal translation would be impossible without it.

In each case the objective has been transparency to the original text, 
allowing the reader to understand the original on its own terms rather than 
in the terms of our present-day Western culture.

The Translation of Specialized Terms
The Greek word Christos has been translated consistently as “Christ.” 
Although the term originally meant simply “anointed,” among Jews in New 
Testament times it had specifically come to designate the Messiah, the great 
Savior that God had promised to raise up. In other New Testament contexts, 
however, especially among Gentiles, Christos (“Christ”) was on its way to 
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becoming a proper name. It is important, therefore, to keep the context in 
mind in understanding the various ways that Christos (“Christ”) is used in 
the New Testament. At the same time, in accord with its “essentially literal” 
translation philosophy, the ESV has retained consistency and concordance 
in the translation of Christos (“Christ”) throughout the New Testament.

Second, a particular difficulty is presented when words in biblical 
Greek refer to ancient practices and institutions that do not correspond 
directly to those in the modern world. Such is the case in the translation of 
doulos, a term which is often rendered “slave.” This term, however, actually 
covers a range of relationships that requires a range of renderings—“slave,” 
“bondservant,” or “servant”—depending on the context. Further, the word 
“slave” currently carries associations with the often brutal and dehuman-
izing institution of slavery particularly in nineteenth-century America. For 
this reason, the ESV translation of the word doulos has been undertaken 
with particular attention to its meaning in each specific context. In New 
Testament times, a doulos is often best described as a “bondservant”—that 
is, someone in the Roman Empire officially bound under contract to serve his 
master for seven years (except for those in Caesar’s household in Rome who 
were contracted for fourteen years). When the contract expired, the person 
was freed, given his wage that had been saved by the master, and officially 
declared a freedman. The ESV usage thus seeks to express the most fitting 
nuance of meaning in each context. Where absolute ownership by a master 
is envisaged (as in Romans 6), “slave” is used; where a more limited form of 
servitude is in view, “bondservant” is used (as in 1 Corinthians 7:21–24); 
where the context indicates a wide range of freedom (as in John 4:51), “ser-
vant” is preferred. Footnotes are generally provided to identify the Greek 
and the range of meaning that this term may carry in each case. The issues 
involved in translating the Greek word doulos apply also to the Greek word 
sundoulos, translated in the text as “fellow servant.”

Third, it is sometimes suggested that Bible translations should capitalize 
pronouns referring to deity. It has seemed best not to capitalize deity pronouns 
in the ESV, however, for the following reasons: first, there is nothing in the 
original Greek manuscripts that corresponds to such capitalization; second, 
the practice of capitalizing deity pronouns in English Bible translations is 
a recent innovation, which began only in the mid-twentieth century; and, 
third, such capitalization is absent from the KJV Bible and the whole stream 
of Bible translations that the ESV carries forward.

A fourth specialized term, the word “behold,” usually has been retained 
as the most common translation for the Greek word idou, which means 
something like “Pay careful attention to what follows! This is important!” 
Other than the word “behold,” there is no single word in English that fits 
well in most contexts. Although “Look!” and “See!” and “Listen!” would 
be workable in some contexts, in many others these words lack sufficient 
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weight and dignity. Given the principles of “essentially literal” translation, 
it is important not to leave idou completely untranslated and so to lose the 
intended emphasis in the original language. The older and more formal 
word “behold” has usually been retained, therefore, as the best available 
option for conveying the original weight of meaning.

Textual Basis and Resources
The ESV New Testament is based on the Greek text in the 2014 editions of 
the Greek New Testament (5th corrected ed.), published by the United Bible 
Societies (UBS), and Novum Testamentum Graece (28th ed., 2012), edited by 
Nestle and Aland. In a few difficult cases in the New Testament, the ESV has 
followed a Greek text different from the text given preference in the UBS/
Nestle-Aland 28th edition. Throughout, the translation team has benefited 
greatly from the massive textual resources that have become readily available 
recently, from new insights into biblical laws and culture, and from current 
advances in Greek lexicography and grammatical understanding.

Textual Footnotes
The footnotes that are included in most editions of the ESV are therefore 
an integral part of the ESV translation, informing the reader of textual 
variations and difficulties and showing how these have been resolved by the 
ESV translation team. In addition to this, the footnotes indicate significant 
alternative readings and occasionally provide an explanation for technical 
terms or for a difficult reading in the text.

Publishing Team
The ESV publishing team has included more than a hundred people. The 
fourteen-member Translation Oversight Committee benefited from the work 
of more than fifty biblical experts serving as Translation Review Scholars 
and from the comments of the more than fifty members of the Advisory 
Council, all of which was carried out under the auspices of the Crossway 
Board of Directors. This hundred-plus-member team shares a common 
commitment to the truth of God’s Word and to historic Christian orthodoxy 
and is international in scope, including leaders in many denominations.

To God’s Honor and Praise
We know that no Bible translation is perfect; but we also know that God uses 
imperfect and inadequate things to his honor and praise. So to our triune 
God and to his people we offer what we have done, with our prayers that 
it may prove useful, with gratitude for much help given, and with ongoing 
wonder that our God should ever have entrusted to us so momentous a task.

Soli Deo Gloria!—To God alone be the glory!
The Translation Oversight Committee
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FEATURES OF THE FOOTNOTES

TEXTUAL FOOTNOTES

Several kinds of footnotes related to the ESV text are provided throughout the 
ESV Bible to assist the reader. These footnotes appear at the bottom of the 
page and are indicated in the ESV text by a superscript number that follows 
the word or phrase to which the footnote applies (e.g., “Isaac2 ”). Superscript 
letters that precede a word indicate cross-references (see explanation on the 
following page).

The footnotes included in the ESV Bible are an integral part of the 
text and provide important information concerning the understanding and 
translation of the text. The footnotes fall mainly into four categories, as 
illustrated in the examples below.

Types of Textual Footnotes
(1) Alternative Translations. Footnotes of this kind provide alternative trans-

lations for specific words or phrases when there is a strong possibility that 
such words or phrases could be translated in another way, such as: “Or keep 
awake” (see Matt. 26:38); and “Or down payment” (see Eph. 1:14). In such 
cases, the translation deemed to have the stronger support is in the text 
while other possible renderings are given in the note.

(2) Explanation of Greek and Hebrew Terms. Notes of this kind relate primarily  
to the meaning of specific Greek or Hebrew terms, as illustrated by the fol-
lowing examples:

(a) Notes about the meaning of names in the original languages, such 
as: “Isaac means he laughs” (see Gen. 17:19); and “Simeon sounds like the  
Hebrew for heard” (see Gen. 29:33).

(b) Notes that give the literal translation of a Greek or Hebrew 
word or phrase deemed too awkward to be used in the English text, 
such as: “Greek girding up the loins of your mind” (see 1 Pet. 1:13).

(c) Notes indicating that absolute certainty of the meaning of a 
word or phrase is not possible given our best understanding of the 
original language (e.g., Hebrew words occurring so infrequently in 
the Old Testament that their meaning cannot be determined with 
certainty). Such words are identified with a note stating that “The 
meaning of the Hebrew is uncertain” (see, e.g., Josh. 17:11).
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(d) Notes that indicate the specialized use of a Greek word, such 
as: “brothers,” translating the Greek word adelphoi (see, e.g., the 
extended note on Rom. 1:13, corresponding to the first occurrence of 
adelphoi in any New Testament book, and the abbreviated note, e.g., 
on Rom. 7:1, corresponding to subsequent occurrences of adelphoi 
in any New Testament book); and “sons,” translating the Greek word 
huioi (see, e.g., Rom. 8:14). See also the discussion of adelphoi and 
huioi in the Preface.

(3) Other Explanatory Notes. Footnotes of this kind provide clarifying infor-
mation as illustrated by the following examples:

(a) Notes clarifying additional meanings that may not otherwise 
be apparent in the text, such as: “Leprosy was a term for several skin 
diseases; see Leviticus 13.”

(b) Notes clarifying important grammatical points that would not 
otherwise be apparent in English, such as: “In Hebrew you is plural 
in verses 1–5” (see Gen. 3:1).

(c) Notes clarifying when the referent for a pronoun has been sup-
plied in the English text, such as: “Greek he” (see, e.g., Mark 1:43).

(d) Notes giving English equivalents for weights, measures, and 
monetary values.

(4) Technical Translation Notes. Footnotes of this kind indicate how decisions 
have been made in the translation of difficult Hebrew and Greek passages. 
Such notes occasionally include technical terms. For an explanation of these 
terms the reader is referred to standard Bible study reference works. See 
further the section in the Preface on “Textual Basis and Resources” for an 
explanation of the original-language texts used in the translation of the ESV 
Bible and how the translation of difficult passages has been resolved.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

You may notice that this book is arranged a bit differently than other books 
that encourage personal and group Bible study. First, the bulk of this book 
is the text of the 150 ancient Psalms. You may also notice, however, that 
immediately following the text of each psalm, this book incorporates personal 
reflection spaces on the Word as well as applications through prayer into 
daily life. Each one-page reflection gives a basic introduction to the psalm 
and a structured way to pray, meditate on, and apply the psalm to daily 
life. The specific form of the reflection pages is based on two methods of 
meditating on Scripture and prayer that come from the Lutheran tradition.

The first of these methods is based on the key Lutheran understanding 
of the study of God’s Word: oratio, meditatio, tentatio. These three Latin 
words can be roughly translated as prayer, meditation, and struggle. Luther 
advocated for this method from reading the Psalms themselves (specifically 
Psalm 119). To study in this way, said Luther, was to participate in the 
way that God makes theologians. Therefore, this book naturally uses this 
three-fold approach as a model for helping you reflect on God’s Word. For 
the sake of simplifying and making the process easier to remember, in this 
book, we refer to these steps as three Rs: Request the Spirit’s Help in Prayer, 
Read and Repeat the Word, and Return to the Lord in Prayer. 

Request the Spirit’s Help in Prayer
It is important to prepare yourself before digging into the Holy Scriptures. We 
trust that the Holy Spirit works through God’s Word. In following David’s 
example from the Psalms, we learn to humble ourselves before God before 
meditating on His Word. If possible, find a quiet space and time where 
you can prepare yourself to receive the gifts of God’s Word. Pray that God 
would help you to view Scripture as not simply another piece of information, 
but rather the Means of Grace by which He creates and sustains faith for 
life. Pray that God’s Word would form and transform your mind so that by 
receiving it you may better understand who He is, who you are, and what 
He has done for you. A list of prayers for you to use, if you desire, can be 
found on pages 450–53 in this book.

Read and Repeat God’s Word
The second step in the process is spending time reading and repeating the 
words of the psalm. For the Christian, meditation on God’s Word is not 
glancing over the text once and then coming to your own conclusions. Instead, 
meditating on God’s Word, following David’s example from the Psalms, 
includes going over the text again and again. Read it once to yourself, then 
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consider reading it out loud. Look over the words for details, especially what 
the author is saying and the impact that the words of the text have on you.

Consider underlining or highlighting sentences as you go or circling 
important words in the text itself. As you do, consider also reflecting in 
writing to the given prompts on the page. What words or phrases stick 
out to you? How do those words or phrases reveal the poet’s purpose for 
the psalm? What effect does this psalm have on you as you meditate on 
it? Many Christians throughout history have found great benefit to jotting 
down their reflections in writing, and by so doing, you can better organize 
your thoughts.

Space is provided in this book for you to do just that. In addition, by 
taking some time to reflect and meditate on the words of the psalm through 
writing, you will also record your meditation for later. As you return to the 
book and the psalm in the future, you will be able to continue to build your 
understanding of the depths of the text.

Timothy Saleska, in his Concordia Commentary Psalms 1–50, offers 
excellent advice for how to read the Psalms and enjoy the experience. He 
suggests:

1. When you read a psalm, remember to continually stop 
and ask yourself, “What is the poet doing?” What is the 
force of his language? Is he confessing or praising or 
condemning or predicting or commanding or encouraging 
or something else? Why is he repeating himself? Why 
does he keep rewording? Why this metaphor or figure of 
speech? What does he intend for me to understand?

2. What am I doing as I read his psalm? Ask yourself ques-
tions like these: What connections am I making on the 
basis of my own experiences and understanding? What 
conclusions am I drawing? What judgments am I making? 
What questions do I have? What do I not understand? Can 
I identify with the circumstances of the voice in the psalm, 
or does his experience sound foreign to me? All of this 
involves reading yourself even as you are reading the text.

3. I have tried to show that interpretation of a psalm takes 
place on both a cognitive as well as an affective level. 
Sometimes subtle. Sometimes bold. The poet expresses his 
emotions and feelings, his desires and needs through his 
language. He shows you the inner landscape of his heart, 
and this is part of the meaning of the psalm. . . . A psalm 
gives us not just propositional truth but also affective and 
relational truth.
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4. We read the Psalms with an expectation that the language 
of these poems is complex, and we find that meaning can 
take multiple directions. This is different than the way a 
judge, for example, is taught to read legal texts such as 
the Constitution, statutes, legal precedents, and so on. 
The goal of members of the legal community is to resolve 
interpretive disputes. In their interpretations, they seek to 
derive single lines of meaning from their particular texts. 
That is, to put it more bluntly, the aim of judges (and com-
munities like scientists) is to constrict meaning.

We read poetry with the expectation that meaning will take many 
directions. We expect that the Psalms will offer us any number 
of interpretive possibilities. So we are on the lookout for (and are 
satisfied to find) ambiguities, ironies, paradoxes. From one end of 
a psalm to the other, there are all kinds of things to see and think 
about. This is not a problem (instead, it’s a pleasure) if we remember 
that one vital purpose of the Psalms is to enable us to reflect deeply 
on the complex and many-sided nature of truth, to contemplate life’s 
paradoxes, and to give voice to our—often conflicting—emotions 
and experiences. These texts can open up conversations around 
the important theological and anthropological questions they 
raise. (Saleska, Psalms 1–50, Concordia Commentary [St. Louis: 
Concordia Publishing House, 2020], 27–28)

Return to the Lord in Prayer
The third step in the process is, translated roughly from German, to struggle 
with the text. The devil, the world, and the sinful flesh will never cease 
working to tempt God’s people away from the faith. In addition, once God’s 
people receive God’s Word, Satan’s attacks will surely intensify. However, 
you do not need to fear; this wrestling against the lies and temptations of 
these ancient enemies is another way that God forms our faith and life. What 
the devil tries to do often backfires, as the faith that God has planted in our 
hearts through His Word grows and flourishes as we continually meditate 
on it. This struggle also continually draws us back time and again to God’s 
Word, which once again forms our faith and life.

In this book, each section titled “Return to the Lord in Prayer” has three 
parts that will equip you and help you focus your attention toward God. This 
section is meant to help you prepare to go back to your daily walk of faith. 
First, for each psalm, there is a devotional meditation paragraph. This text 
will help you dig into the deeper meaning of the psalm. It will also highlight 
the Law, which shows us our sin and the wrath of God, and the Gospel, 
which shows us our Savior, Jesus Christ, and brings God’s grace and favor. 
This meditation is not meant to be a substitute for your own meditation on 
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God’s Word; instead, it is an extra aid to help you get the most out of your 
meditation as you look to Christ in the Psalms.

The second part of this section is a space for prayers and notes. Here 
you are encouraged to look at the psalm upon which you have just meditated 
and the content of God’s Word that you have received as the fuel for your 
prayers. Though there are different prayer prompts written with particular 
psalms in mind, many of them follow a three-step pattern for prayer. These 
three steps are as follows: (1) giving thanks to God, (2) confessing sins, and 
then (3) bringing your requests to God. This pattern of praying is based 
on suggestions from Luther himself on how to pray. This prayer pattern 
makes up the second method of meditation from the Lutheran tradition that 
is incorporated in this book. Often, the prompts for the prayers of request 
are divided into four categories based on the major vocations, or callings, 
through which God uses His people to love and serve their neighbor: the 
household, work or livelihood, the congregation, and society. Other times, 
the prayer section is left more open-ended, but you can use any pattern you 
so choose for prayer. This section also has space to write down words or 
phrases specific to your prayers, and you are encouraged to do some writing 
to help organize your thoughts and prayers.

 The last part of the “Return to the Lord in Prayer” section is a final 
prayer at the bottom of the page, which you can use as a way to close out 
your period of meditating on the psalm.

The three Rs—Request, Read and Repeat, and Return—should help 
you better understand the rhythms of receiving the gifts of God’s Word for 
life. These are included to help you get the most out of reading the Psalms, 
but feel free to use them or not, as you decide. The real purpose of this book 
is to help you develop the attitudes, skills, understandings, and habits of 
meditating on God’s Word. As you grow as a lifelong learner of God’s Word, 
meditating on and storing up the Scriptures in your heart, the Holy Spirit 
will strengthen and aid you as you walk daily in the Christian faith and life. 

You will also notice that throughout the book are a variety of articles 
and other resources that are meant to help you better understand the Psalms. 
These are interspersed at strategic locations throughout the book, and hope-
fully, they will be helpful for you as you dig in and seek to understand the 
nuances of this incredible treasure.

Finally, the concluding pages of this volume include a section with five 
different Bible studies that can be used in large and small groups. These Bible 
studies are designed to be simple and easy to use, with suggested reading 
plans for each of the Bible studies. Consider using these as a springboard 
to help get your learners more deeply engaged in the lifelong process of 
meditating on the Psalms.
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No other book of the Bible is quite like the book we know as the Psalms. 
The Book of Psalms is not one continuous writing, broken into chapters. 
It consists of independent units. Rather than a single author, it has multiple 
authors. Although some of them are identified, a third of the Psalms say 
nothing regarding authorship. This article will help you get to know the lay 
of the land in this unique book. 

Organization
The book’s name comes from the Greek psalmos, which generally means a 
song sung with a stringed instrument. An alternate name, psalterion, came 
into English as “psalter,” which is used as another name for the entire collec-
tion. The 150 psalms are divided into five books, containing from seventeen 
to forty-four psalms each. The psalms comprising each book come from a 
variety of sources. At the conclusion of the last psalm in each of the first 
four books, there is some form of blessing of God, followed by an “amen” 
(Psalm 41:13; 72:18–19; 89:52; 106:48).

The circumstances surrounding the compilation of the five books of 
the Psalter are not clear. Chronology was not the organizing principle. The 
oldest entry, Psalm 90, composed by Moses, appears in the same book (Book 
Four) as several of David’s psalms. It could be that each book existed on its 
own at one time. For instance, Psalm 14 (Book One) appears in essentially 
the same form in Psalm 53 (Book Two). Other examples of such borrowing 
of materials between books of the Psalter can be found in Psalm 40 and 70, 
and 57/60 and 108. It remains a mystery precisely when all five books were 
eventually brought together. This compilation had to have taken place by 
the third century BC since the translation of the Hebrew Psalter into Greek 
includes all of the psalms in the order we know—although several psalms 
are combined into one and several other psalms are divided into two.
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Outline

BOOK PRINCIPAL AUTHORS POSSIBLE HISTORICAL 
CONTEXT

I. Psalms 1–41 Intensely personal psalms of 
David

Life of David; 11th century 
BC; time of the tabernacle

II. Psalms 42–72 Psalms of David and the 
kingdom; nationalistic

Reigns of David and Solomon; 
11th and 10th centuries BC; 
time of the first temple

 III. Psalms 73–89 Psalms of Asaph and the Sons 
of Korah; nationalistic

Reign of Solomon; 10th 
century BC; some difficult 
to date

IV. Psalms 90–106 Anonymous psalms and 
laments

Historical context less clear; 
some of the psalms refer to 
earlier writers such as Moses 
(Psalm 90) and David (for 
example, Psalm 122), but 
others refer to the time of 
exile in Babylon (Psalm 137), 
6th century BC

V. Psalms 107–50 Songs of ascents and praise; 
psalms of David

Headings
Many of the psalms have headings identifying authorship or circumstances 
of composition. Nearly half of the psalms are identified as having been writ-
ten by David. The account of 1 Chronicles 16 suggests that he also wrote 
Psalm 96 and portions of Psalm 105. 

Others wrote psalms as well. One psalm is attributed to Moses (90) 
and two to Solomon (72; 127). Asaph, a cymbal player in 1 Chronicles 
15:19, composed a dozen psalms (50; 73–83). The Sons of Korah, who 
were descendants of Korah the Levite and in charge of the threshold of the 
tent of meeting (1 Chronicles 9:19), are responsible for eleven psalms (42; 
44–49; 84–85; 87–88).
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Names in the Psalms

NAME PSALM ASSOCIATION CONTRIBUTION

Moses: died around 1406 BC. 
Prophet who led Israel out 
of Egypt and received God’s 
Law.

Psalm 90 Moses led or provided for 
leadership in worship at the 
beginning of Israel’s indepen-
dence (Exodus 15).

David: 1040–970 BC. Second 
king of Israel; warrior, 
prophet, and poet.

Psalms 3–9; 10?; 11–32; 
34–41; 51–65; 68–70; 86; 
101; 103; 108–10; 122; 124; 
131; 133; 138–45

David appointed 4,000 
singers and musicians for the 
tabernacle. About half of all 
the psalms are attributed to 
David.

Jeduthun (Ethan): Time of 
David; family of Merari?

Psalm 39 Levites/prophets appointed 
by David for praise at the tab-
ernacle (1 Chronicles 25:1–3, 
6). They used harps, lyres, 
and cymbals as accompani-
ment. Different family groups 
cast lots to determine when 
they would serve.

Heman: Time of David; 
family of Kohath.

Psalm 88

Asaph: Time of David and 
Solomon; family of Gershon.

Psalms 50; 73–83

Sons of Korah: Time of David 
and Solomon.

Psalms 42; 44–49; 84–85; 
87–88

Doorkeepers and musicians 
of the tabernacle and temple.

Solomon: died 931 BC.  
Israel’s third king; wrote 
Proverbs, Song of Solomon, 
and Ecclesiastes.

Psalms 72; 127 Builder of the first temple; 
3,000 proverbs and 1,005 
songs, but very few psalms, 
are attributed to Solomon.

Ethan: Time of Solomon. Psalm 89 An Ezrahite, renowned for 
wisdom (1 Kings 4:31).

Anonymous: Some of these 
psalms connect with the 
psalm that precedes them. 
Most anonymous psalms are 
in Book Five of the Psalter.

Psalms 1–2; 10?; 33; 43; 
66–67; 71; 91–100; 102; 
104–7; 111–21; 123; 125–26; 
128–30; 132; 134–37; 
146–50

Psalms 113–18 form the 
“Egyptian Hallel” of later 
Jewish liturgy, used at fes-
tivals. Psalms 120–36 form 
the “Great Hallel.”

Occasionally, psalm headings refer to specific historical occasions. The 
heading for Psalm 51 indicates that it was written when David was called 
to repentance for his sins of adultery and murder. Knowing the situation 
contributes to understanding the psalm. More than a dozen other psalms of 
David provide similar kinds of references (for example, Psalms 52 and 57).

Many psalm headings include instructions with meanings that are 
not always clear. Six psalms, for example, include the description miktam, 
which may refer to a song inscribed on a tablet or to a poem of memorable 
thoughts. Thirteen psalms have the heading maskil, which may have meant 
a psalm intended for teaching or meditation. Musical terms include Gittith, 
Sheminith, and Shiggaion. Nothing definite can be said about these. The 
same holds true for other designations, such as According to Lilies (Psalm 
45) or According to The Dove on Far-off Terebinths (Psalm 56). In any case, 
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these headings remind us that the psalms were intended to be sung, not 
just spoken.

Another term that appears in numerous places within the psalm texts 
themselves is Selah. Various meanings have been suggested for this word. 
It appears to be some sort of musical or liturgical direction, perhaps calling 
on the singers to pause in order to ponder the text.

Hebrew Names for Psalms

HEBREW NAME POSSIBLE ENGLISH 
TRANSLATION EXAMPLES FROM PSALMS

Mizmor “Psalm”; refers to sound 
made by strings of a harp

Psalm 3; 4; etc.

Shir Song Psalm 18

Shir yedidoth Song of love Psalm 45

Shir hammaloth Song of ascents Psalms 120–34

Shir tehillah Song of praise Psalm 145

Tepillah Prayer Psalms 17; 86

Miktam (meaning unknown) Psalms 16; 56–60

Maskil Skilled or artistic piece? Psalms 32; 42; 45; 52–55; 
74; 78; 88–89; 142

Shiggaion (meaning unknown) Psalm 7

Musical instruments
References to musical instruments are made throughout the Book of Psalms 
and elsewhere in the Old Testament. The importance of making music is 
evident: “David and all Israel were celebrating before God with all their 
might, with song and lyres and harps and tambourines and cymbals and 
trumpets” (1 Chronicles 13:8). At times, the psalm prescripts give titles 
of tunes. Examples include “The Death of the Son” (9); “The Doe of the 
Morning” (22); “Lilies” (45; 69); “The Dove on Far-off Terebinths” (56), “Do 
Not Destroy” (57–59; 75), “Lily of the Covenant” (60; 80), and “Suffering of 
Affliction” (88). Such titles inspire the imagination, pointing to the range of 
sorrow, beauty, and joy expressed in ancient Israelite music.

Our knowledge of ancient instruments is limited, but some generaliza-
tions can be made. Of primary importance were stringed instruments with 
various numbers of strings. A ten-stringed lyre or harp is mentioned in Psalm 
144:9. When David served in Saul’s court, he played the lyre to soothe the 
king’s troubled soul (1 Samuel 16:23). Hebrew has a variety of words for 
stringed instruments, but harps seem to be the basic instruments of worship. 
Large orchestras were formed for special services (see 2 Chronicles 5:12–13).
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Another category was wind instruments. Chief among them was the 
shofar, the ram’s horn, often translated as “trumpet.” The priests blew this 
horn as Israel marched around Jericho (Joshua 6). Only two or three notes 
could be sounded by such instruments. Other blown instruments included 
pipes, similar to flutes, and reed-type instruments.

Finally, there were percussive instruments, including tambourines and 
cymbals (Psalm 150:4–5). The three most famous Levitical musicians, Asaph, 
Heman, and Ethan, were cymbal players (1 Chronicles 15:19). Another 
instrument was the castanets (2 Samuel 6:5). The Jewish Talmud records 
that the Levites usually played cymbals for beating time, nine soprano harps 
for melody, and two bass harps (see 1 Chronicles 25:1, 6).

Below is a list of different instruments or musical terms described in 
either the psalms themselves or in the superscript (or headings) of different 
psalms. Consider using this list as a reference as you engage in meditation 
on the different psalms.

 bell Small bronze bells were sewn to the hem of the 
high priest’s garment so that they sounded as he 
walked (see Exodus 28:33–35).

 castanets Small shells or pieces of wood or ivory fastened to 
thumb and finger and then clicked together (see 
2 Samuel 6:5).

 choir The chief “instrument” for praising God is the 
human voice, which can make music in combina-
tion with God’s own Word (see Nehemiah 12:40 
for more). See voice.

 choirmaster Probably a liturgical notation, indicating either that 
the director of music should collect the psalm for 
Israel’s worship services or that the leader of the 
Levitical choir should speak this psalm (for more, 
see 1 Chronicles 23:5, 30; 25; Nehemiah 11:17).

 clapping Even hands can keep rhythm in praise to God (see 
Psalm 47:1).

 cymbals Copper or bronze percussion instruments 
(1 Chronicles 15:19). The Hebrew term describes 
“ringing” or “resounding” (see Psalm 150:5).

 dance Hebrew words for dance mean to skip, hop, leap, 
and whirl. Dances could be performed in a 
circle. Women are described dancing together 
(for example, in Exodus 15:20). David danced 
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in priestly garb when the ark was brought to 
Jerusalem (2 Samuel 6:14–16). This is the only 
specific reference to male dancing.

 flute In Hebrew chalil; from a term meaning “to pierce” 
or “to bore.” A double-piped flute with holes 
bored in it for creating different musical notes 
(see 1 Samuel 10:5–6). Numerous clay figurines 
have been discovered depicting the playing of 
this instrument.

 harp In Hebrew nebel. The name refers to the instru-
ment’s shape, like that of a bottle or jar. It was a 
large instrument with ten or twelve strings of vary-
ing length, which were plucked (see Psalm 33:2).

 lute In Hebrew kinor. Smaller than the harp, with five or 
so strings, which were plucked or strummed with 
a plectrum.

 lyre See lute.

 pipes See flute.

 Selah This Hebrew word is untranslatable. It is used 
mainly in the first two books of Psalms, and 
probably refers to the accompaniment of the 
harps during the psalm.

 strings See harp.

 tambourine The Hebrew term includes hand drums. These 
were usually played by women (Exodus 15:20), 
as shown by numerous clay figurines of women 
playing such instruments.

 trumpet In Hebrew shofar, or “ram’s horn.” The most fre-
quently mentioned instrument in the Bible, it 
had both religious and military uses. Priests 
sounded the trumpet to call people to worship 
(Psalms 81:3–4; 98:6). Its loud blast was used 
as a signal rather than as music (see 2 Samuel 
6:15). Trumpets were not played with other 
instruments.

 trumpet(s) In Hebrew chatsotserah, or “bugle.” This instru-
ment, made of silver or bronze, was long and 
straight and had limited musical range. Like the 
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shofar, this instrument had sacred and military 
functions. It marked the progress of the offerings 
(Numbers 10:1–10; Psalm 98:6). Trumpets were 
not played with other instruments.

 voice Most common and best instrument of music, 
because it can convey God’s Word (see 
2 Chronicles 29:27–28; Psalm 47:6). See choir.

Some Protestant churches do not use musical instruments to accom-
pany their singing and even forbid their use in worship. They argue that 
the New Testament does not teach the use of musical instruments for wor-
ship. The Psalms clearly record how important instrumental music was 
for worshipers who gathered at the temple (for example, Psalm 47; 150). 
Likewise, the Book of Revelation notes the use of musical instruments in 
heaven! (Note the mention of harps in Revelation 5:8; 15:2; and trumpets 
in Revelation 8:2, 6, 13.)

Categories of the Psalms 
Some psalms are marked in their headings, or superscripts, into a thematic 
category of psalms. The best example of this is the Psalms of Ascents, Psalms 
120–134. Other psalms have been categorized over the years into different 
themes; some psalms fall into two or more categories. A selection of these 
different psalms and how they are categorized can be found below. 

1. Wisdom psalms: 1; 19:8–15; 34; 37; 49; 73; 78; 111; 112; 
119; 127; 128; 133; 139

2. Messianic/royal psalms: 2; 20; 21; 45; 72; 89; 101; 110; 
132; 144; and enthronement psalms: 47; 93; 96–99

3. Individual laments: 3–7; 10–14; 16; 17; 22; 25–28; 31; 35; 
36; 38–43; 51–59; 61–64; 69; 71; 73; 86; 88; 102; 109; 
130

4. Community laments: 44; 60; 74; 77; 79; 80; 83; 85; 89; 
90; 94; 123; 126; 129; 137

5. Imprecatory psalms: 35; 69; 79; 109

6. Individual psalms of praise: 9; 18; 30–32; 40; 66; 92; 
116; 138

7. Psalms of trust: 23; 27; 62; 63; 71; and 131

8. Community psalms of praise: 106; 124; 129
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9. Hymns/psalms of descriptive praise: 8; 19; 29; 33; 57; 
65; 66; 89; 100; 103; 104; 111; 113; 117; 134–36; 139; 
145–50

10. Psalms of creation: 8; 19; 104; 39

11. Psalms of Zion: 46; 48; 76; 84; and 87

12. Liturgical psalms: 24; 66; 107; 118; 121; 122. Psalms 
120–34 are Songs of Ascents to the temple for the Feast 
of Weeks. The Hallel psalms (113–18) were sung at the 
Passover meal and at other major festivals.

Parallelism
Psalms are written in a specific style of poetry. Unlike English poetry, which 
is distinguished by meter and rhyme, Hebrew poetry has no rhyme scheme. 
Any sense of meter is better described as balance between two parallel parts 
of connected thoughts.

There are three main types of Hebrew parallelism:

1. Synonymous parallelism repeats the thought in the first 
line by using synonymous language in the second, often 
intensifying the emotion.  
 The heavens declare the glory of God,  
   and the sky above proclaims His handiwork. 

(Psalm 19:1) 

2. Antithetic parallelism contrasts two opposite ideas. It is 
found in both Psalms and Proverbs.  
 In the morning it flourishes and is renewed;  
   in the evening it fades and withers.  

(Psalm 90:6, emphasis added)

3. In synthetic parallelism, the second statement adds to what 
is presented in the first. Not quite parallel in meaning, the 
succeeding lines carry the thought a little further.  
 Blessed is the man 
  who walks not in the counsel of the wicked,  
  nor stands in the way of sinners,  
       nor sits in the seat of scoffers.  

(Psalm 1:1, emphasis added)

Take some time to get to know these three different kinds of paral-
lelism. As you meditate on the Psalms, it will be helpful to reflect. What 
kind of parallel is the author using, and what might that tell you about the 
meaning of the psalm?
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Psalm 1

1 Blessed is the mana

    who walks not in the counsel of the wicked, 
nor stands in the way of sinners, 
    nor sits in the seat of scoffers;

2 but his delight is in the lawb of the Lord, 
    and on his law he meditates day and night.

3 He is like a tree 
    planted by streams of water 
that yields its fruit in its season, 
    and its leaf does not wither. 
In all that he does, he prospers.

4 The wicked are not so, 
    but are like chaff that the wind drives away.

5 Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment, 
    nor sinners in the congregation of the righteous;

6 for the Lord knows the way of the righteous, 
    but the way of the wicked will perish.

a Psalm 1:1 The singular Hebrew word for man (ish) is used here to portray a representative example of a godly 
person; see Preface

b Psalm 1:2 Or instruction
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PSALM 1

The author and date of Psalm 1 are unknown. Based on the psalm’s high 
regard for God’s Word, the author may have been a scholar of the Law. 

 x Request the Spirit’s Help in Prayer

 x Read and Repeat the Word

What words or phrases stick out to you? How do those words or phrases reveal 
the poet’s purpose for the psalm? What effect does this psalm have on you as 
you meditate on it? 

 x Return to the Lord in Prayer

Psalm 1 shows us the destiny of both the righteous and the wicked. The 
wicked, all sinners, will receive judgment. Yet God has provided a different 
way. He sets us on the way of righteousness through His Word. The Means 
of Grace forever remind us that through the death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ, our destination is certain. We will stand holy before God in the final 
judgment as the congregation of the righteous. 

Lord God, I thank You:

MercIfuL God, I confess to You:

PraYers of request

For members of my household to delight in the Lord, i pray:

For faithfulness in my everyday work, i pray:

For my congregation, i pray:

For my neighbor in the world, i pray:

notes: 

O Lord, bless our meditation on the accomplished fact 
of our salvation through Christ Jesus. Amen.
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Psalm 2

1 Why do the nations ragea

    and the peoples plot in vain?
2 The kings of the earth set themselves, 

    and the rulers take counsel together, 
    against the Lord and against his Anointed, saying,

3 “Let us burst their bonds apart 
    and cast away their cords from us.”

4 He who sits in the heavens laughs; 
    the Lord holds them in derision.

5 Then he will speak to them in his wrath, 
    and terrify them in his fury, saying,

6 “As for me, I have set my King 
    on Zion, my holy hill.”

7 I will tell of the decree: 
The Lord said to me, “You are my Son; 
    today I have begotten you.

8 Ask of me, and I will make the nations your heritage, 
    and the ends of the earth your possession.

9 You shall breakb them with a rod of iron 
    and dash them in pieces like a potter’s vessel.”

10 Now therefore, O kings, be wise; 
    be warned, O rulers of the earth.

11 Serve the Lord with fear, 
    and rejoice with trembling.

12 Kiss the Son, 
    lest he be angry, and you perish in the way, 
    for his wrath is quickly kindled. 
Blessed are all who take refuge in him.

a Psalm 2:1 Or nations noisily assemble
b Psalm 2:9 Revocalization yields (compare Septuagint) You shall rule
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PSALM 2

Psalm 2 is ascribed to David in Acts 4:25, perhaps because the whole Psalter 
is associated with him. The context of the psalm may be David’s coronation 
or the coronation of one of Jerusalem’s other kings. The beginning verses 
may hint at some of King David’s later wars, perhaps from 2 Samuel 8; 10.

 x Request the Spirit’s Help in Prayer

 x Read and Repeat the Word

What words or phrases stick out to you? How do those words or phrases reveal 
the poet’s purpose for the psalm? What effect does this psalm have on you as 
you meditate on it? 

 x Return to the Lord in Prayer

Those who plot against God’s elect and anointed ones incite God’s wrath. 
The Lord, not human beings, anointed Israel’s king and elected this nation 
for His plan of salvation. Ultimately, the Messiah—which means “Anointed 
One”—was born from the nation of Israel. God preserved Israel so that 
through one of David’s descendants, Mary, the Savior of humankind was 
born (for more, see Genesis 3:15). Those “who take refuge in Him” (v. 12), 
trusting in Him through faith for their salvation, are truly blessed. 

PraYers:

 Lord Jesus, despite our miserable and constant 
rebellion, You rescue us from sin. Lead us to embrace 

Your gracious rule with joyful hearts. Amen.
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Psalm 3

1 O Lord, how many are my foes! 
    Many are rising against me;

2 many are saying of my soul, 
    “There is no salvation for him in God.” Selah a

3 But you, O Lord, are a shield about me, 
    my glory, and the lifter of my head.

4 I cried aloud to the Lord, 
    and he answered me from his holy hill. Selah

5 I lay down and slept; 
    I woke again, for the Lord sustained me.

6 I will not be afraid of many thousands of people 
    who have set themselves against me all around.

7 Arise, O Lord! 
    Save me, O my God! 
For you strike all my enemies on the cheek; 
    you break the teeth of the wicked.

8 Salvation belongs to the Lord; 
    your blessing be on your people! Selah

a Psalm 3:2 The meaning of the Hebrew word Selah, used frequently in the Psalms, is uncertain. It may be a musi-
cal or liturgical direction
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PSALM 3

This psalm of David describes Absalom’s attempt to undermine his father’s 
rule (2 Samuel 15–17). Thus, it was written toward the end of David’s reign.

 x Request the Spirit’s Help in Prayer

 x Read and Repeat the Word

What words or phrases stick out to you? How do those words or phrases reveal 
the poet’s purpose for the psalm? What effect does this psalm have on you as 
you meditate on it? 

 x Return to the Lord in Prayer

This psalm recounts a dark period in David’s life. His enemies, including his 
own son, have overwhelmed and opposed him. Despite his foes’ claim that 
David’s sins preclude him from salvation, David remains confident that God 
will protect and deliver him. Despite our miserable condition and certain 
end, God shields us from our foes, lifts us, and directs our eyes to His great 
mercy, displayed in the cross of Christ. He assures us that salvation belongs 
to Him and is given to those who trust in Him. 

Lord God, I thank You:

MercIfuL God, I confess to You:

PraYers of request

For those in my household and in my family both near and far, i pray:

That i may remain focused and faithful in my everyday work, i pray:

For the sick and hurting in my congregation, i pray:

For my neighbor and those who suffer in society, i pray:

notes: 

“You, O Lord, are a shield about me, my glory, 
and the lifter of my head. . . . Arise, O Lord! Save 

me, O my God!” (Psalm 3:3, 7). Amen.
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Psalm 4

To the choirmaster: with stringed instruments. A Psalm of David.

1 Answer me when I call, O God of my righteousness! 
    You have given me relief when I was in distress. 
    Be gracious to me and hear my prayer!

2 O men,a how long shall my honor be turned into shame? 
    How long will you love vain words and seek after lies? Selah

3 But know that the Lord has set apart the godly for himself; 
    the Lord hears when I call to him.

4 Be angry,b and do not sin; 
    ponder in your own hearts on your beds,  
    and be silent. Selah

5 Offer right sacrifices, 
    and put your trust in the Lord.

6 There are many who say, “Who will show us some good? 
    Lift up the light of your face upon us, O Lord!”

7 You have put more joy in my heart 
    than they have when their grain and wine abound.

8 In peace I will both lie down and sleep; 
    for you alone, O Lord, make me dwell in safety.

a Psalm 4:2 Or O men of rank
b Psalm 4:4 Or Be agitated
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PSALM 4

Psalm 4 was for the director of Israel’s worship services, or perhaps it was 
to be spoken or sung by the director of a liturgical choir.

 x Request the Spirit’s Help in Prayer

 x Read and Repeat the Word

What words or phrases stick out to you? How do those words or phrases reveal 
the poet’s purpose for the psalm? What effect does this psalm have on you as 
you meditate on it? 

 x Return to the Lord in Prayer

David complains that his enemies are speaking ill of him as king in an attempt 
to shame him. He reminds them that God sets apart the godly from those 
who behave in such a manner. How often do we find ourselves speaking ill 
of people in positions of authority, of colleagues, and of peers? God’s Word 
condemns unjust complaints. Through David, God encourages us to turn 
from our sinful ways and “trust in the Lord” (Psalm 4:5). Such trust brings 
peace of mind and eternal peace. 

Lord God, You have created Me, redeeMed Me bY the bLood of 
chrIst, and GIven Me faIth and new LIfe throuGh the Power of the 
hoLY sPIrIt. I brInG MY PraYers before You, esPecIaLLY PraYers for 
trust In You and Your word and for Peace. I esPecIaLLY PraY:

“You alone, O Lord, make me dwell in safety” (Psalm 4:8). 
Teach me to judge rightly and dwell in peace. Amen.
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Psalm 5

To the choirmaster: for the flutes. A Psalm of David.

1 Give ear to my words, O Lord; 
    consider my groaning.

2 Give attention to the sound of my cry, 
    my King and my God, 
    for to you do I pray.

3 O Lord, in the morning you hear my voice; 
    in the morning I prepare a sacrifice for youa and watch.

4 For you are not a God who delights in wickedness; 
    evil may not dwell with you.

5 The boastful shall not stand before your eyes; 
    you hate all evildoers.

6 You destroy those who speak lies; 
    the Lord abhors the bloodthirsty and deceitful man.

7 But I, through the abundance of your steadfast love, 
    will enter your house. 
I will bow down toward your holy temple 
    in the fear of you.

8 Lead me, O Lord, in your righteousness 
    because of my enemies; 
    make your way straight before me.

9 For there is no truth in their mouth; 
    their inmost self is destruction; 
their throat is an open grave; 
    they flatter with their tongue.

10 Make them bear their guilt, O God; 
    let them fall by their own counsels; 
because of the abundance of their transgressions cast them out, 
    for they have rebelled against you.

11 But let all who take refuge in you rejoice; 
    let them ever sing for joy, 
and spread your protection over them, 
    that those who love your name may exult in you.

12 For you bless the righteous, O Lord; 
    you cover him with favor as with a shield.

a Psalm 5:3 Or I direct my prayer to you
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PSALM 5

This psalm of David, written for the choirmaster, was written to include 
flutes. These were likely double-piped instruments with holes bored into 
them to create different notes. 

 x Request the Spirit’s Help in Prayer

 x Read and Repeat the Word

What words or phrases stick out to you? How do those words or phrases reveal 
the poet’s purpose for the psalm? What effect does this psalm have on you as 
you meditate on it? 

 x Return to the Lord in Prayer

Boasting and deceit inevitably lead to destruction. David’s petition reveals 
that God leads us out of such sins and covers us with His favor. God declares 
us righteous and covers us with His favor through faith in Christ’s atoning 
sacrifice for all of our sins. 

Lord God, I thank You:

MercIfuL God, I confess to You:

God our refuGe, I aLso PraY todaY:

Lord Jesus Christ, You are the light of the world; You alone 
are the way to eternal life. Restrain the corrupters of Your 
Word and all the enemies of Your truth. Preserve the truth 

of Your Gospel in these latter days, through faithful teachers 
who will lead us in the way everlasting. Grant us to serve 

You in steadfast faith and in good conscience. Amen. 
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PSALM 5

Psalm 5 is a psalm of prayer against the false teachers and the 

rebellious spirits. It harshly condemns both their glistening 

teaching and their works, by which—under the name of 

God—they do great harm to the pure Word of God and the 

true worship of God. The psalm prays for the righteous, that 

is, for the pure Word of God and the pure worship of God. 

In the last verse it promises that such a prayer will be heard 

and the rebellious spirits will be condemned.

This psalm belongs to the Second and Third Commandments, 

in which we are commanded to keep both God’s name and 

God’s Word holy. It belongs to the First and Second Petitions 

of the Lord’s Prayer, in which we pray that God’s name, 

honor, and kingdom will be advanced. (Martin Luther)
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HOW LONG, O LORD, HOW LONG?

Often, things are not as they seem. Seeds planted in the ground appear to 
be dead, but the experienced farmer or gardener knows that beneath the 
surface a miracle is taking place. The seed is preparing to sprout and begin 
its growth. Things are not as they seem.

So it is in the Christian life. While one might logically expect life to be 
good for God’s children, this is not always the case. Often, it seems to be 
quite the opposite, as though God has abandoned His followers and hidden 
Himself from them. That is the sense one gets when reading the psalms of 
lament, especially those of David. 

David’s Lament
Considering David’s struggles, it’s not surprising to hear him wrestle 
with God. For example, in Psalm 6, David voices his confidence in God’s 
deliverance. Yet he also expresses the agony of waiting for God to act: “My 
soul also is greatly troubled. But You, O Lord—how long?” (v. 3). David 
continues, “I am weary with my moaning; every night I flood my bed with 
tears; I drench my couch with my weeping. My eye wastes away because of 
grief; it grows weak because of all my foes” (vv. 6–7). David’s confidence, 
however, remains solely in the Lord, even in the face of seeming abandon-
ment: “The Lord has heard my plea; the Lord accepts my prayer” (v. 9).

Asaph’s Lament
Of the various types of psalms, psalms of lament, including Psalm 6, are by 
far the most numerous. They are not limited to David’s psalms. Psalm 77, 
written by Asaph, provides an excellent example of how God’s faithful 
people struggle during times of doubt. “Will the Lord spurn forever, and 
never again be favorable? Has His steadfast love forever ceased? Are His 
promises at an end for all time? Has God forgotten to be gracious? Has He 
in anger shut up His compassion?” (vv. 7–9).

To the one who is undergoing trial and hardship, the answer to such 
questions might seem a disheartening yes. But believers cling in faith to 
a deeper, more profound truth—namely, that God will not abandon His 
faithful. In that light, the psalmist confesses, “Then I said, ‘I will appeal to 
this, to the years of the right hand of the Most High.’ I will remember the 
deeds of the Lord; yes, I will remember Your wonders of old. I will ponder 
all Your work, and meditate on Your mighty deeds” (vv. 10–12).

Even when all evidence points to the contrary, the psalmist—and the 
Christian—appeals to God’s saving deeds, confident that He will carry us 
through even the worst trials.
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ENGAGING THE PSALMS: A GUIDE FOR REFLECTION AND PRAYER

How Long?
One of the phrases frequently used in the psalms of lament is “How long?” 
We see it in Psalm 6. Consider other examples: 

How long, O Lord? Will You forget me forever? How 
long will You hide Your face from me? How long must I 
take counsel in my soul and have sorrow in my heart all 
the day? How long shall my enemy be exalted over me? 
(Psalm 13:1–2)

How long, O Lord, will You look on? Rescue me from their 
destruction, my precious life from the lions! (Psalm 35:17)

How long, O God, is the foe to scoff? (Psalm 74:10)

In each case, the heartfelt plea to God is followed by a confident 
confession of faith: 

But I have trusted in Your steadfast love; my heart shall 
rejoice in Your salvation. I will sing to the Lord, because 
He has dealt bountifully with me. (Psalm 13:5–6)

I will thank You in the great congregation; in the mighty 
throng I will praise You. (Psalm 35:18)

Yet God my King is from of old, working salvation in the 
midst of the earth. (Psalm 74:12)

Psalm 22
Perhaps the most famous of the psalms of lament is Psalm 22. Better known 
as a messianic psalm, it expresses feelings of anguish and abandonment 
that sometimes accompany us in times of severe trial: “My God, my God, 
why have You forsaken me? Why are You so far from saving me, from the 
words of my groaning? O my God, I cry by day, but You do not answer, 
and by night, but I find no rest” (vv. 1–2).

Have you ever felt this way? Of course, no one can know the utter 
abandonment that our Lord underwent as He bore the sin of the world on 
the cross. Even in our own moments of agony, though, we can confess, “Yet 
You are holy, enthroned on the praises of Israel. In You our fathers trusted; 
they trusted, and You delivered them. To You they cried and were rescued; 
in You they trusted and were not put to shame” (vv. 3–5).

Like Jesus, whose confidence was completely in His Father, you can 
confidently trust that God will deliver you from your tribulations.
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HOW LONG, O LORD, HOW LONG?

Theology of the Cross
Early in the Reformation, Martin Luther had to wrestle with suffering. In 
a collection of theses on grace and good works that Luther prepared for a 
disputation at Heidelberg, he wrote, “He deserves to be called a theologian, 
however, who comprehends the visible and manifest things of God seen 
through suffering and the cross” (AE 31:40). In the explanation of the follow-
ing thesis, Luther wrote, “This is clear: He who does not know Christ does 
not know God hidden in suffering. . . . God can be found only in suffering 
and the cross, as has already been said” (AE 31:53).

The more Luther studied Scripture, including the Psalms, the more he 
came to realize that God’s true heart of mercy is found not in the grand and 
obvious works of His creation but rather in the sufferings of Christ, who 
bore the world’s sin. Those who think that evidence of God’s approval is 
found in one’s success, Luther says, are not theologians of the cross; they 
are theologians of glory. Luther could find great comfort in promises such 
as this passage from Hebrews 4:15–16:

We do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize 
with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has 
been tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us then with 
confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may 
receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.

 As you study and meditate upon the Psalms, always keep your eyes 
fixed on Jesus. Like the psalmist, you, too, will experience hardships and 
trials in life. Difficult things will happen to you: things that you have brought 
upon yourself through your sins, evils that others do to you, and events in 
nature or different sicknesses or diseases that seem to happen for no reason 
at all. Though Christians ultimately know that God is in control of all things, 
this often is little comfort when God does not tell us why, and it is not a 
good habit to speculate and try to come up with reasons for God when He 
gives none. Instead, we can call evil what it is, and instead fix our eyes and 
minds on what we do know: that Christ suffered and died for you to give 
you the gifts of forgiveness, life, and salvation. Fix your eyes on Him in your 
laments, trials, and suffering, remembering that He understands your pain 
and struggle more than you know. Pray to Him in all things. Look forward 
to the day when Jesus will return to destroy the power of sin, death, and the 
devil once and for all. He will restore a new creation, free from all suffering 
and death, for His people. 
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