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To the Director
This student folder contains nine study leaflets 

and the enrichment magazine. Remove the staples 

and distribute the leaflets as indicated in the leader’s 

guide. This magazine should be distributed at the first 

session for use throughout the course.© 
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Selected Psalms

No other book of the Bible is quite like Psalms. 

This book 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. 

Introducing the  
Book of Psalms
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Selected Psalms

Book I
(1–41)

Book II
(42–72)

Book III
(73–89)

Book IV
(90–106)

Book V
(107–150) Complete

David 37 18 1 2 15 73
Asaph 1 11 12

Sons of Korah 8 3 11

Solomon 1 1 2

Moses 1 1

Heman 1 1

Ethan 1 1

Anonymous 4 3 14 28 49

Total 41 31 17 17 44 150

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 collection.

The Psalter is 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 (IV) as several of David’s 

psalms. It could be that each “book” existed on its own at one 

time. For instance, Psalm 14 (Book I) appears in essentially the 

same form in Psalm 53 (Book II). Several other examples of 

such borrowing of materials between books of the Psalter can 

be found in Psalms 40 and 70, and 57/60 and 108. It remains a 

mystery precisely when all five books were eventually brought 

together. This had to take 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. 

Headings
Many of the psalms have headings identifying authorship 

and/or circumstances of composition. Nearly half of the psalms 

are identified as having been written by David. 1  Chronicles 

16:7–36 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, descendants of Korah, the Levite 

in charge of the threshold of the tent of meeting (1 Chronicles 

9:19) are responsible for eleven psalms.

Occasionally, Psalm headings refer to specific historical 

occasions. 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 (e.g., Psalms 52 and 57).

Many psalm headings include instructions whose meanings 

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, 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.
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Musical Instruments
References to musical instruments are made throughout 

the Psalter and elsewhere in the Old Testament. The 

importance of making music is evident: “David and all 

Israel were rejoicing before God with all their might, with 

song and lyres and harps and tambourines and cymbals and 

trumpets” (1 Chronicles 13:8). 

Our knowledge of ancient instruments is limited, but 

some generalizations 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). 

Another category was wind instruments. Chief among 

them was the shophar, the ram’s horn, often translated as 

“trumpet.” The priests blew this 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). 
Tambourine      © Andrew Parfenov / iStockphoto.com

Shophar      © GWImages / Shutterstock, Inc.

Bowed psaltery with recorders      © Robert Yoder / iStockphoto.com
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Parallelism
Psalms are 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. Synthetic parallelism uses the second statement to add 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)

Your Songs
The Psalter constituted the first hymnal, as it were, for God’s people. Recognizing this fact, a generous selection 

of psalms is located in the front of Lutheran Service Book. All the hymns written later and included further on in 

this 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 your songs, not only the sentiments of ancient people. These songs 

speak compellingly, even frighteningly, of your 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.

© Acky Yeung / iStockphoto.com
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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 abandonment:

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 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:

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. 

© Daniel Yordanov / Shutterstock, Inc.
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How Long?
One of the phrases frequently used in the lament psalms is “How long?” We saw 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 13:1–3)

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. (13:5–6)

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

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

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 to believers, there is a deeper, more profound truth to which faith must cling—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 them through even the worst trials.
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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 his explanation 
of the 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, 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 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.

Something to Ponder

In 1981, the book When Bad Things Happen to 
Good People became a best seller. Written by 
Harold Kushner, a conservative rabbi, the book 
looked at the problem of human suffering from 
a decidedly “theology of glory” point of view. 
Had Luther been around to review this book, 
he would have likely asked two questions: Who 
determines what things in life are bad? And 
who says that people are good?
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Psalm 22
Perhaps the most famous of the lament psalms is Psalm 22. Better known 

as a messianic psalm (see session 7), it expresses the 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. Even in our own moments of 

agony, though, we can confess:

Yet You are holy, enthroned on the praises of Israel. In You our fa-

thers 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, confidently 

trust that God will deliver you from your tribulations.
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