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Bible 101   
Psalms 

April 13, 2022 
 
Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts! 
 
The book of Psalms, also known as the Psalter, is Israel’s songbook.  Martin Luther wrote that "The 
Psalter might well be called a little Bible. In it is comprehended most beautifully and briefly 
everything that is in the entire Bible."   
 
The goal of this summary is to provide a high-level overview of the Psalms so that readers can 
have a deeper understanding of them when they are used in worship, for individual study, and 
meditation. 
 
The texts of the Psalms are written in the style of Hebrew poetry, initially presented in the Bible 
101 series introduction to the book of Job.  Some of the information from the Job summary is 
repeated here, but in greater detail with expanded examples.   
   
Important sections to read 
 Psalm 1 – “Happy are those” 

Psalm 23 – “The Lord is my shepherd” 
Psalm 46  -- “God is our refuge and strength” 

 Psalm 51 – David’s confession after his adultery with Bathsheba 
 Psalm 104  -- God as creator and provider 
 Psalm 150 – A praise hymn with list of instruments 
 
Authorship/time period/location of the Psalms 
 
Most of the Psalms do not have any references to authors or events.  Psalms were established as 
part of Israel’s worship life by the time of Kings David and Solomon as attested by: 

• 1 Chronicles 15:22 states that David appointed Chenaniah as music director. 

• 1 Chronicles 16:1-7 describes how David appointed Asaph and Zechariah to lead the 
Levites that were selected to minister to the Ark of the Covenant and that David 
committed a song of praise to them. 

• Some of the Psalms have brief introductions of an author or sponsor (the Hebrew is 
vague).  The most frequent ones are “of David”, “of Solomon”, and “of Asaph”, which 
would locate them in the time of the United Kingdom,, about 1100-950 BCE.  Thus, 
psalms and hymns are at least 3,000 years old! 

• Psalms 120 through 134 are identified as “psalms of ascents”.  They would be sung by the 
travelers walking up Mount Zion to Jerusalem, which was captured by David.  
 

Structure of the Book 
 
Scholars have divided the book of Psalms into these five sections or books to correspond to the 
five books of the Torah.  Here are the contents of the books, with each book ending in a doxology 
or hymn of praise: 

• Book 1 – Psalms 1 – 41 
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• Book 2 – Psalms 42 – 72 

• Book 3 – Psalms 73 – 89 

• Book 4 – Psalms 90 - 106  

• Book 5 – Psalms 107 – 150 
 
There is no set format to the Psalms.  They range in length from Psalm 117 with just two verses to 
the 107 verses of Psalm 119.   
 
The Psalter and its Music 
 
The texts from 1 Chronicles show that the psalms were written to be sung.  Some of the 
introductions to the Psalms have notes to the choirmaster and instructions on the instruments to 
be used.   An example is the introduction to Psalm 76:  “To the leader:  with stringed instruments.  
A psalm of Asaph.  A song”.  Psalm 150 is a praise hymn that references these instruments:  
trumpet, lute, harp, tambourine, string, pipe, and cymbals. 
 
Literary Style 
 
As mentioned above, the texts of the Psalms are examples of Hebrew poetry.  The poetic style is 
also found in Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the oracles of the prophetic writings, most notably 
the Servant Songs of Isaiah in Chapters 42, 49, 50, and 53.   
 
The Hebrew poets used imagery and word play to portray intense emotions and frequently used 
exaggerated language.  Throughout the Psalms expressions of praise and thanksgiving, accusation, 
rage, lament, anguish, bewilderment, cries for God to avenge personal and national enemies, and 
faith that God will vindicate and relieve the oppressed. What is readily available to us in our 
English versions are the structure and imagery of the texts that deliver the experiences and 
emotions of the Hebrew poets.  
 
Classic English poetry, such as Shakespeare’s Sonnets, features meter and rhyme structures.  
Hebrew poetry, as translated to English, does not appear to follow a similar meter or rhyme 
structure.   (Using a study Bible or a commentary can identify idioms and nuances that were lost in 
the translation process.) In place of the English meter and rhyme pattern, the core element of 
Hebrew poetry is the use of pairs or triplets of phrases or sentences to explore a topic.  Sometimes 
the pairs open with the expression of a topic in a positive statement followed by a negative one.  
An example is the familiar opening of Psalms 23.  The topic is that the Lord provides, and the 
opening is the positive shepherd image, “The Lord is my shepherd” followed by this stated in 
negative terms, “I will not be in want”.   
 
These pairs or triplets can be fitted into a larger structures of texts.  Good analogies are: 
essays and other works that have a structure of topic, subtopics, paragraphs, and sentences; 
musical compositions that develop or present variations on a theme; and, for those that have 
done any programming, nested If-Then-Else logic, or functions within functions in Excel. 
 
A good example of the pair or A/B format is Psalm 22, which is traditionally chanted on Good 
Friday.  The first 21 verses are a bitter cry of anguish that open with “My God, My God, why have 
you forsaken me” but the concluding verses are a song of vindication. 
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The pair or A/B structure lends itself to pairs of extremes, as shown by these examples: 

• Righteous and the wicked, Psalm 1:6 
“[F]or the Lord watches over the ways of the righteous, 
but the ways of the wicked will perish.” 
 
Psalm 32:10 
“Many are the torments of the wicked, 
but steadfast love surrounds those who dwell in the Lord.” 
 

• Wise and foolish, Psalm 14:1-2 
“Fools say in their hearts ‘There is no God’. 
They attempt to do abominable deeds, there is no one that does good. 
The Lord looks down from heaven on humankind to see if any are wise, 
who seek after God.” 
 

Triplets are frequently used to give an extensive or expanded set of images or descriptions.  
Turning again to Psalm 23, verse 5 extols the bountiful blessings of the Lord in this triplet: 
 

“You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies, 
 You anoint my head with oil, 
 My cup runs over.” 

 
Hebrew poetry extensively uses imagery and comparisons familiar items.  Here are some 
examples: 

• Nature, especially storms, earthquakes, and other powerful events; mountains; and seas 
and oceans.  Here is a panoramic view of Upper Galilee: 
 

 
 

Psalm 104 has multiple references to the extent of God’s creation.  Here are some excerpts 
from other psalms: 
 
o Psalm 36:5-6  

“Your steadfast love, O Lord, extends to the heavens, 
your faithfulness to the clouds. 
Your righteousness is like the mighty mountains,  
your judgment is like the great deep, 
you save humans and animals alike, O Lord.” 
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o Psalm 65:6-7 
“By your strength you established the mountains, 
you are girded with might. 
You silence the roaring of the seas, 
the roaring of the waves, 
the tumult of the peoples.” 
 

• Animals, familiar and mythical 
 
o Deer -- Psalm 18:33                                                          

“He made my feet like the feet of a deer 
 and set me secure on the heights.” 
 
(Roe deer are found in the Mediterraean area.  Pictured 
are a  male (left) and female roe deer.) 
 

o Lion  -- Psalm 57:4 
“I lie down with young lions that greedily devour human prey, 
their teeth are spears and arrows, their tongues like sharp swords.” 
 

o Eagle  –  Psalm 103:1, 5 
“Bless the Lord O my soul, …  
so your youth is renewed like the eagle’s.” 
 
(To the left is a golden eagle which is found throughout North 
America, Europe, and Asia.) 

 
 

Leviathan, the great sea monster, 
Psalm 104:26              
 “There go the ships, 
and Leviathan, 
 hat you made for the sport of it.” 
 
 
 

 

• Agriculture 
 

o The pastoral imagery from Psalm 23:1, 2: 
“The Lord is my shepherd.  He makes me lie down in green pastures. 
 

o Psalm 1::3 
“They (the righteous) are like trees planted by streams of water, 
which yield their fruit in its season, and their leaves do not wither, 
In all that they do, they prosper.” 
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o Psalm 65:9-13 praises God for the blessings of the land  
(The reference to “grain” is to barley, shown in the 
picture, which as been grown in Egypt and the Fertile 
Crescent for centuries.) 
 
“You visit the earth and water it, 
you greatly enrich it, 
the river of God is full of water, 
you provide the people with grain, 
for you have prepared it . 
You water its furrows abundantly, setting it with ridges 
softening it with showers, and blessing its growth. 
You crown the year with your bounty; 
your wagon tracks overflow with richness. 
The pastures of the wilderness overflow, the hills gird themselves with joy, 
the meadows clothe themselves with flocks, 
the valleys deck themselves with grain, they shout and sing together with joy.” 

 

• Other inspirations for the Psalmists are kings and their royal courts; military—armies, 
weapons, shields and armor; and weddings and other events from family life. 

 
Psalms in the New Testament 
 
In the New Testament, there are about 300 references to the Old Testaments texts and about 100 
of them are from the Psalms (counts vary depending on who is counting).  There are no full 
quotations of a Psalm in the Gospels, so these references are to phrases and verses. 
 
The Gospel of John records that Jesus and the disciples made three pilgrimages to Jerusalem.  
Undoubtedly, they sang Psalms during their travels and especially Psalms of ascent as they drew 
near to Mount Zion. 
 
The most important reference to a psalm or hymn is from the accounts of the Last Supper in the 
Gospels of Mark and Matthew.  Both state that:  "When they had sung the hymn, they went out to 
the Mount of Olives" (Matt. 26:30, Mark 14:26).  Scholars have identified that the hymn most 
likely was one of the traditional Psalms sung at Passover—Psalms 113 through 118. 
 
Hymns are also mentioned in the New Testament.  Here are some examples: 
 

• Acts 16:16-40 is the story of Paul and Silas’s missionary journey to Philippi.  As usual, Paul 
got in trouble and he and Silas were thrown in jail.  Verse 26 opens with “About midnight, 
Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns…”.  To complete the story, Paul and Silas 
made a miraculous escape and the jailer and his household became believers. 
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• 1 Corinthians 14:26 – “When you come together, everyone has a hymn…”. 
 

• Ephesians 5:18-19a – “Be filled with the Spirit.  Speak to one another with psalms, hymns, 
and spiritual songs.” 
 

• Philippians 2:6-11 has been identified as an early hymn of the church. 
 

Psalms in use today 
 
In worship at Redeemer, the usual practice is to recite the Psalms responsively.  That is, the leader 
and the congregation will speak alternate lines.  Our hymnal, “Evangelical Lutheran Worship” (the 
cranberry book) provides a method for singing the Psalms.  On pages 335-338   are directions for 
“Singing the Psalms”.  Those are followed by all 150  Psalms that are marked to show shifts in 
notes corresponding to the changes of notes in whatever setting is used. 
 
We are familiar with many examples of this poetry in worship through Bible readings, chants and 
other uses in the liturgy, and choral compositions.  An example is in the liturgy we use in the 
traditional services during Lent, we sing the verses 10-12 of Psalm 51 as the offertory prayer: 
 

“Create in me a clean heart O God and renew a right spirit with me. 
Cast me not away from your presence and take not your Holy Spirit from me. 
Restore to me the joy of your salvation and uphold me with your free Spirit.” 
 

Additionally, some Psalms have been reset to hymns.  Two examples are “The King of Love My 
Shepherd Is”, from Psalm 23, and Psalm 46 was the source for Martin Luther’s great Reformation 
hymn “A Mighty Fortress is Our God”.  
 
Reflections 
 
Do you have a favorite Psalm or, as the Psalms are songs, what is your top 10 list of Psalms?  What 
are the characteristics of these Psalms that appeal to you? 
 
The modern equivalent of the Psalter is the hymnal with its collections of liturgies, carols, 
canticles, and hymns.  What are your favorite hymns? 
 
There are many musical compositions that have enriched worship and inspired the faithful that are 
not found in hymnals.  Examples from over the centuries include Gregorian chants, the fugues and 
cantatas of Johan Sebastian Bach, “Messiah” and other oratorios of George Frederick Handel, 
masses and choral compositions by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart and Franz Josef Haydn, works by 
modern composers like Marty Haugen and John Rutter, and the latest Gospel songs.  What are the 
oldest and newest songs or compositions that you enjoy or inspire you? 
 
In the cranberry hymnal on pages 15-17 is a list of Lesser Festivals and Commemorations   
July 28 is dedicated to Johan Sebastian Bach, Heinrich Schütz, and George Frederick Handel and 
October 26 for they hymnwriters Philipp Nicolai, Johann Heermann, Paul Gerhardt .  We thank 
God for the blessing of the psalmists, librettists, hymn and song writers, and composers who 
enrich our worship experiences 


