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Introduction

The study of the Bible is nothing less than an exploration into the
thoughts and desires of God for ordinary people like you and me. It
takes us from this hardened and selfish world into the promise of a world
where God’s peace, justice, and mercy will be complete.

Delving into the Bible for the first time can be somewhat intimidat-
ing. We are taken to a distant past that is full of unfamiliar customs and
traditions. We must become acquainted with a nation that viewed the
world differently than many people do today. And we must begin to alter
some of our current definitions to grasp the full meaning of our Lord’s
love and compassion.

As foreign as many customs and traditions might seem to us today, we
will discover that people’s natures remain the same. We are trapped
today—as people were centuries ago—in an imperfect world where evil
and pain seem all too prevalent. We, too, can view the world as mean-
ingless and without hope. But Jesus Christ came to rescue the world
from its quagmire, and His deliverance continues to change our life.
Pray that the Word of God will begin to alter your perspective. May His
promises give you rich and lasting hope and joy!

How to Use This Study
The Study Guide will direct your study of Psalms. The typical session

is divided into five parts:
1. Approaching This Study
2. An Overview
3. Working with the Text
4. Applying the Message
5. Taking the Message Home

“Approaching This Study” is intended to whet the reader’s appetite
for the topics at hand. It leads participants into the world of the Old Tes-
tament while summarizing the issues to be examined. “An Overview”
summarizes the textual material used in each session. Before the text is
examined in detail, it is viewed as a whole, allowing participants to “see
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the forest” before “exploring the trees.” “Working with the Text” draws
participants into deeper biblical study, encouraging them to discover the
gems of universal truth that lie in the details of God’s Word. When ques-
tions appear difficult or unclear, the Leader Guide provides a doorway
to the answers. “Applying the Message” leads participants from the
recorded Word of God to its possible application in our present lives. It
helps participants more fully realize the implications of God’s Word for
their daily experience as a Christian. Finally, “Taking the Message
Home” invites participants to continue their scriptural meditation at
home. Suggestions are given for personal reflection, for preview of the
following session, and for private study of topics raised by the session.
The study of God’s Word will be greatly enhanced by those actively pur-
suing the suggestions offered in this section.

Each session ends with some trivia that is intended to spark interest
and generate additional discussion. This can be used to develop inquis-
itiveness and enthusiasm about related issues that are ripe for explo-
ration.

A glossary is provided at the end of the Study Guide. Because a study
of the Bible will lead participants to language that may occasionally seem
foreign and difficult, the glossary will make participants more comfort-
able with unfamiliar terms, phrases, and customs. The glossary will help
them understand biblical concepts such as love and grace, whose defin-
itions may differ from current definitions.
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Session 1

How to Read the Psalms: 
Be in the Covenant

Psalm 1

Approaching This Study
“Cheaters never prosper,” says the old proverb. But it’s not hard for

us to think of many times when this isn’t true. We know of many situa-
tions when cheaters do prosper and the “nice guys finish last.” We wish
the world was so simple that those who do good were rewarded and
those who do evil were always punished. But life on this earth is not so
simple.

These experiences might make us suspicious of the words of Psalm
1. It boldly notes the differences between the way of the righteous—
those made right with God through faith in Jesus—and the way of the
wicked—those who do not possess saving faith. We might be inclined to
ignore the psalm and say it is too simplistic. But when we see it in con-
text, its proclamation of God’s truth shines through.

Psalm 1, along with the second psalm, serves as an introduction to the
entire book and teaches us essential truths necessary if we want to
understand the psalms. Psalm 1 reminds us that to understand the
psalms, we must be among the righteous. However, an honest self-
appraisal of our own life tells us that we are often in the way of the
wicked. But God has made us righteous people through our faith in
Christ Jesus—we are people who not only understand the psalms, but
apply the truths they teach to our life.

An Overview
Psalms are written in a poetic form and are designed for use as songs

in worship. Psalm 1, which serves as an introduction to the entire psalter,
teaches that understanding the psalms requires a faith relationship with
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God. God alone provides understanding. Psalm 1 can be divided into
three basic sections:

The Way of the Righteous (verses 1–3)

The Way of the Wicked (verses 4–5)

Conclusion (verse 6)

Working with the Text

Hebrew Poetry
1. Psalms is a book of poetry. However, Hebrew poetry may not seem

like poetry to a modern English reader. These poems do not rhyme—
either in English or in Hebrew. There is little sense of rhythm to them
when translated. Two things distinguish Hebrew poetry from prose.
First, Hebrew poetry uses very descriptive language, filled with
metaphors and vivid comparisons. For example, Psalm 23:1 begins “The
LORD is my shepherd.” The words are familiar to us, but the language is
metaphorical. Through this metaphor, the psalmist reveals the amazing
care that God provides. What other examples of descriptive language in
the psalms or the rest of the Bible can you think of?

2. A second major characteristic of Hebrew poetry is parallelism. An
idea may be stated several times, each time in a different, more intense
manner. Psalm 51:2 is a good example of parallelism. How does the par-
allel emphasize the point?

Wash away all my iniquity
and cleanse me from my sin. (Psalm 51:2)

Another example is found in the opening verses of Psalm 96. How
does the writer expand the idea with each repetition?
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Sing to the LORD a new song;
sing to the LORD, all the earth.
Sing to the LORD, praise His name.
(Psalm 96:1–2a)

Another example of Hebrew poetry is usually spoken at the end of
the divine service. The pastor blesses the congregation with the words
of Numbers 6:24–26. What does this parallel suggest to you about the
nature of God?

The LORD bless you and keep you;

the LORD make His face shine upon you and be gracious to you;

the LORD turn His face toward you and give you peace.

(Numbers 6:24–26)

As you read the psalms, watch for the richness of images and paral-
lels.

The Psalms and Music
Remember that psalms were written to be sung. The psalter is a hym-

nal. Many of the psalms begin with an ascription giving specific infor-
mation. Psalm 5, for example, is prefaced with the words “For the direc-
tor of music. For flutes. A psalm of David.”

Not only does this tell us the author (one of 73 psalms ascribed to
David), but it also reminds us that the psalm is a song and directs what
instruments should be used. Some of the psalms are even more specif-
ic, providing the name of the tune that the author has in mind. So Psalm
22 comes with these words: “For the director of music. To the tune of
‘The Doe of the Morning.’ A psalm of David.”
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While we don’t know the specific tunes first used with these psalms,
we do know that the psalms have been repeatedly set to music through-
out the centuries and are still being set to new music today.

The Way of the Righteous (verses 1–3)
1. Read Psalm 1:1–3. Verse 1 defines the righteous person by things

they avoid. This is a good example of parallelism. With each repetition,
the psalmist compares wickedness to three actions—walking, standing,
and sitting. Describe the wickedness he associates with each action.
How does each action get progressively worse?

2. Describe the pattern of a righteous life (verse 2). How do Joshua
1:8 and Deuteronomy 6:6–9 amplify this point? At what times of our life
are we to focus on God’s Word?

Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate
on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything
written in it. Then you will be prosperous and successful. (Joshua
1:8)

These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your
hearts. Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you
sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down
and when you get up. Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind
them on your foreheads. Write them on the doorframes of your
houses and on your gates. (Deuteronomy 6:6–9)

3. The psalmist describes the righteous as “blessed.” The word
applies to many areas of life and is often translated “oh, how happy.”
Jesus uses similar language in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew
5:3–12). For example, in Matthew 5:7 Jesus teaches, “Blessed are the
merciful, for they will be shown mercy.” This psalm certainly implies
that God will bless the person who does the things mentioned in verse
2. How might these things result in a happy life?
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4. We might be tempted to quickly identify ourselves as the righteous
(and therefore the blessed). What words or phrases in these verses indi-
cate that we are unable to live a righteous life by our own power?

5. Verse 3 explains verses 1 and 2 by comparing the righteous person
to a productive tree. Why does this tree do so well? See also Jeremiah
17:7–8 and John 15:5.

But blessed is the man who trusts in the LORD, whose confidence
is in Him.
He will be like a tree planted by the water that sends out its roots
by the stream.
It does not fear when heat comes; its leaves are always green.
It has no worries in a year of drought and never fails to bear fruit.
(Jeremiah 17:7–8)

I am the vine; you are the branches. If a man remains in Me and
I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from Me you can do
nothing. (John 15:5)

The Way of the Wicked (verses 4–5)
1. Read Psalm 1:4–5. The psalmist now turns his attention to the

wicked. In verse 4 he describes them as chaff. In biblical times, the pro-
duction of grain was very time-consuming. After cutting the stalks of
wheat, workers would beat them to separate the grain from the rest of
the plant (the chaff). Once this was done, they would separate the wheat
from the chaff by flinging both into the air. The grain was heavy and
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would fall back to the ground, while the chaff was carried away by the
wind. Contrast this description of the wicked with the depiction of the
righteous found in verse 3. What are the differences, according to the
psalmist?

2. Verse 1 says that the righteous do not stand in the way of sinners.
According to verse 5, where will the wicked and the sinners not stand?
What does this mean?

Conclusion (verse 6)
1. Read verse 6. This verse offers a summary and conclusion to the

psalm. Compare the way of the righteous and the way of the wicked.

2. “The LORD watches over the way of the righteous” might more lit-
erally be translated “the Lord knows the way of the righteous.” In
Hebrew, this word—knows—indicates the deepest, most intimate form
of knowledge. In what way does the Lord know us as righteous?

Applying the Message
1. Many people would read this psalm and interpret it to say that

good people always prosper (vv. 1–3) and wicked people always fail (vv.
4–5). Does your experience indicate that this is true? Does the Bible
indicate that this is true? See Matthew 5:11–12 and Luke 9:23.
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Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely
say all kinds of evil against you because of Me. Rejoice and be
glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way
they persecuted the prophets who were before you. (Matthew
5:11–12)

If anyone would come after Me, he must deny himself and take
up his cross daily and follow Me. (Luke 9:23)

2. The psalm says that the righteous man will be blessed and that the
way of the wicked will perish. We might hope to be counted among the
righteous, but what does God say about our righteousness in Romans
3:10–12 and Isaiah 64:6?

There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who
understands, no one who seeks God. All have turned away, they
have together become worthless; there is no one who does good,
not even one. (Romans 3:10–12)

All of us have become like one who is unclean, and all our
righteous acts are like filthy rags; we all shrivel up like a leaf, and
like the wind our sins sweep us away. (Isaiah 64:6)

3. How then can we see Psalm 1 as good news for us? See Romans
3:21–24 and Galatians 3:11.

But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been
made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. This
righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all
who believe. There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall
short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by His grace
through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. (Romans
3:21–24)
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Clearly no one is justified before God by the law, because, “The
righteous will live by faith.” (Galatians 3:11)

4. Psalm 1 serves as an introduction to the entire Book of Psalms.
Understanding Psalm 1 is essential for understanding all the other
psalms. What do you think Psalm 1 teaches that will help us understand
the rest of the psalms?

Taking the Message Home

Review
Read Psalm 1 again. How does this psalm qualify as poetry? Notice

the author’s use of imagery and parallelism. Also read John 15:1–8 and
Romans 3:9–21. Contemplate the wonder revealed in these passages.
Though we truly “walk in the counsel of the wicked … stand in the way
of sinners [and] sit in the seat of mockers” (Psalm 1:1), God nonetheless
forgives us for Christ’s sake. He “plant[s] [us] by streams of water”
(Psalm 1:3), causing us to prosper as He continually watches over us.

Looking Ahead
Psalm 1 served as an introduction to the psalter. Psalm 2, which we

will consider in the next session, provides another essential key for
understanding the psalms: if we want to understand them, we must
know Christ.

Working Ahead
1. Read Psalm 2. You may want to read it from a number of different

translations.
2. During the week, consider how our world and society react to God

and to His followers. Are they accepted and welcomed by the world?
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