
LESSON ON PSALM 21-41 

June 12, 2019 

 

More Background 

Psalms look to be the work of pious individuals (although not necessarily the person named). 

Writers composed these as prayers and songs for private devotions or in response to an event. 

Tendency was to date them around the 3rd and 2nd centuries BC. 

At the very least we can say that the psalms grew out of concrete historical situations. 

Writers were real people who wanted to live their lives under God. 

 

Psalms were also related to the corporate worship of Israel and Judah.  Forms included – 

Lament of an individual    Entrance liturgies (Psalm 15 and 24) 

Song of thanksgiving from an individual  Prophetic Exhortation  

Lament of the community    Psalms of Confidence / Trust 

Song of praise      Mixed types 

Royal psalms (Psalm 2 and 18) 

Wisdom / Torah psalms (Psalm 1) 

 

Literary features include –  

Parallelism  

Repetition  

Chiasm (a special form of repetition) 

Structure  

Figurative use of language  

 

In the Midrash Tehillim it states – 

As Moses gave five books of law to Israel, so David gave five books of Psalms to Israel. 

Five-book arrangement was not the original goal of the earliest editors or collectors. 

It did become a goal of those who put the psalter together in its final form. 

Book I  Psalms 1-41 

Book II Psalms 42-72 

Book III Psalms 73-89 

Book IV  Psalms 90-106 

Book V Psalms 107-150 

 

Psalms in Our Lectionary 

Psalm 2   Transfiguration Sunday 

Psalm 8  New Year, Name of Jesus, Trinity Sunday 

Psalm 16, 19  Easter Vigil Sunday 

 

Not in our Lectionary – Psalms 3, 5, 6, 7, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 18 

 

 

 

 

 



Psalm 20 – N 

It is classified as a royal psalm due to the mention of the anointed and the king. 

Tradition is that it was used in the temple as a king prepared to go into battle. 

King was there to pray for help and the people wished him well in the name of God. 

They would have professed their faith in God to help their king and nation. 

However, the psalm is more about God than about the king. 

Post-exile generations would not have preserved the psalm as a historical recollection. 

It was a testimony to the continuing ability of God to save the people. 

From the Lord comes deliverance. 

Name of God is synonymous with his presence and power. 

It is the character of God that will assure the future of the king and his people. 

 

Psalm 21 – N  
Like the previous psalm, this one is also a royal psalm. 

It is a thankful celebration of the fulfillment of the wishes expressed in Psalm 20:1-5. 

It also points to the arrival of the anticipated victory from God in Psalm 20:5-9. 

Vs. 7 is the theological center of the psalm and points everything to God. 

Everything that can be said about the king starts and ends with the strength of God. 

 

Scholars suggest that it may have been used as a coronation ritual or for an anniversary of a king. 

As a prayer in the synagogues it would invite the protection and help of God. 

It serves as an affirmation of trust in God and in his commitment to the people and their future. 

 

Psalm 22 – Good Friday 

Superscription is ayeleth hashahar in Hebrew which means morning star or dawn doe. 

It refers to a musical instrument or a melody. 

 

In the psalm the writer complains of being forsaken but he still addresses God as my God. 

There is an intensity and inclusiveness that sets this psalm apart from the others. 

Complaint is extended (1-11) (12-21) and so is the praise part (22-26) (27-31). 

 

Communal dimension of the psalm is also noteworthy. 

Immediately upon being answered by God the writer turns to the congregation. 

His words are those of praise and he invites their participation. 

Then he gathers the community of the afflicted and the poor to a table-sharing event. 

It is there that they will be satisfied and will join the chorus of praise. 

Community of the afflicted will be the stimulus for the formation of another one. 

New community will know no bounds and the reign of God will be universal. 

Psalm portrays what God intends for the whole world. 

It affirms the reign of God in all times and places despite appearances to the contrary. 

 

By telling the story of Jesus using Psalm 22, Gospel writers affirm his suffering. 

In the suffering of the psalmist, God was present, and God was present with Jesus. 

His presence opens up new possibilities for understanding how to live the human life. 

It also helps us understand and accept death. 

Gospels saw in Psalm 22 a source for articulating the meaning of the cross and resurrection. 



Cry was not simply a cry of dereliction but an affirmation of faith in God. 

God shares human affliction and enables even the dead to praise God. 

Jesus did not welcome suffering but embraced it on behalf of others. 

He faced death with the conviction that the power of God is greater than the power of death. 

Suffering and glory are inseparable. 

 

Psalm 23 – Good Shepherd Sunday 

We read and hear this psalm at almost every funeral. 

Important that the psalm also be read and heard to live in a God-centered perspective. 

It calls us to individual assurance but also to take our place with others in the house of God. 

God is the only necessity of life.  What does that means for us? 

Proper response to the good news of this psalm is to trust God. 

We are to live humbly and gratefully as children of God.  

Daily realities are not to be taken for granted and not to be treated as rewards. 

 

When Psalm 23 is heard in the context of Psalm 22 its implications are made clearer: 

God is with us but God is not ours to own. 

The God who shepherds us in life also gives life to the world. 

Table at which we sit is one to which the whole world is invited. 

 

 

 
 

 

Psalm 24 – All Saints Sunday 

More than any other psalm, this one allows us to imagine a liturgical ceremony. 

Like Psalm 15 it is classified as an entrance liturgy. 

It starts with an opening profession of faith by the worshipers. 

An exchange between the worshipers and priests takes place at the entrance. 

A liturgy of responses takes place as the processional prepares to enter the temple gates. 

Possible the procession accompanied the bringing of the ark into the sanctuary. 

Scholars suggest that it had to do with some ritual celebrated at the Second Temple (Ezekiel). 
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Psalm 25 

It is one of 9 acrostic poems (each verse starts with a successive letter of the Hebrew alphabet). 

Sixth letter of the alphabet is missing (waw) and the nineteenth letter (qof). 

Vs. 22 stands outside the acrostic structure and may have been added. 

Addition gives it a more corporate application. 

 

Vs. 10-11 serves as a theological center for the psalm which focuses on the character of God. 

In form it is a prayer for help and deliverance from enemies. 

It is also a prayer for relief from distress, for forgiveness, and for guidance and instruction. 

It is a prayer that serves the purpose of instruction. 

Because God is loving and faithful, the psalmist entrusts his life to God. 

Faith and hope are inseparable. 

To offer one’s life to God means to wait for God and to live with hope. 

 

Psalm is used during Advent and Lent (our penitential seasons).  

 

Psalm 26 

Psalm is associated with Psalm 7 and 17. 

In all three psalms the writer asks that justice be done. 

It includes a plea that God test him because he knows he is right / innocent. 

Psalm reminds us that not anything goes and God opposes evil. 

Those who submit their lives to God will be different from those who are self-reliant. 

A faithful life has a particular shape. 

It involves a daily walk and participation in worship. 

 

Psalm 27 

First six verses are a remarkable profession of faith in God.  

In vs. 7-12 it shifts to a prayer for help. 

In vs. 13-14 it returns to a testimony of faith and exhortation to the congregation. 

Sequence demonstrates that faith in God does not spare us from difficulties but equips us. 

We are to live with courage and hope despite difficulties. 

Summary of psalm is a reflection of Jesus’ words to Jairus in Mark 5:36. 

In the presence of a dire threat to life we dare to believe. 

Opposite of faith is not so much doubt but fear. 

 

Psalm 28 – N 

Pun is used which we can only understand in the original language. 

First verb in Hebrew is teherash and the second verb is tehesheh. 

Should God turn a deaf ear to the supplicant, God will not answer his prayer. 

Hence he will be mute (and he will then perish) (becoming forever silent). 

Hence he will be incapable of imploring God or praising God. 

In this psalm the writer does both. 

 

Vs. 1 – To you, O Lord, I call.   

My rock, do not be deaf to me.   

Lest you be mute to me and I be like those gone down to the Pit. 



Psalm starts as a prayer for help. 

In vs. 5 it shifts to confidence that God will deal with the wicked. 

It prepares for the praise, profession of faith, and thanksgiving that follow. 

Because of the mention of the anointed some view it as a royal psalm. 

 

Psalm 29 – Baptism of Our Lord 

Psalm is considered the oldest of the psalms due to its archaic pattern of repetition in vs. 1-2. 

It is viewed as an adaptation of an ancient Canaanite hymn to Baal (Ugaritic poetry). 

Canaanite hymns contain some of the same phrases as those used in this psalm. 

Their poetry was the literary tradition that constituted the most immediate background. 

It would be more surprising if the biblical writers did not make use of images and phrases. 

 

Three things make the psalm distinctively Jewish and Christian: 

Thunder and lightning were the signs of the glory and majesty of the God of creation. 

Response of those who heard the voice of God was not fear but praise. 

In the last verse the God of Israel brought peace (gods of war only give war). 

 

Hebrew word qol means voice and is also the word for thunder. 

Seven times the phrase the voice of the Lord is used in this psalm. 

Psalm came to be known as the Psalm of the Seven Thunders. 

 

First Sunday after the Epiphany is known as The Baptism of Our Lord. 

Movement of the psalm from proclaiming the glory of God to peace on earth recalls Jesus’ birth. 

Birth of Jesus was the event by which the universal reign of God became manifest. 

Immediately following his baptism a heavenly voice proclaimed Jesus as my son. 

In the New Testament, Jesus became the ultimate embodiment of the kingdom of God. 

It is classified as an enthronement psalm. 

 

Psalm 30 

Superscription makes this psalm one of few associated with a specific occasion. 

Some scholars identify it with the Feast of Dedication or Hanukkah. 

Others date it older than the 2nd century BC. 

Either way it is an individual song of thanksgiving. 

Of theological significance is the fact that the psalm is a prayer but the substance is praise. 

As in Psalm 2, suffering is not an indication of the absence of God. 

Existence of suffering does not negate the good news that life is a gift from God. 

It is one reason we can say that joy can be present in suffering. 

Praise is not reserved for times of prosperity but can become a constant way of life. 

 

Psalm 31 – Holy Saturday 

Frequent expressions of trust give it a creedal character. 

Psalm is a prayer that teaches us about trusting God, both in dying and in living. 

It became a source for the gospels in understanding the passion and death of Jesus. 

Quote from vs. 5 makes the final act of Jesus’ earthly life an affirmation of trust in God.  

Power of God will not be stopped even by death. 

 



However, Psalm 31 also teaches us how to live. 

Words in vs. 5 also demonstrate how Jesus lived his whole life trusting God. 

Faithfulness and love of God enables and empowers the people to be faithful to each other. 

 

Psalm 32 

It is classified as a psalm of thanksgiving or a wisdom psalm. 

Some consider it to be a good sermon on repentance so also a penitential psalm. 

It has no actual confession of sin but it does report the writer acknowledging his wrongdoings. 

It also states that he received forgiveness. 

Most scholars agree that it was used in the post-exilic synagogues. 

 

Psalm reinforces the understanding of righteousness articulated in Psalm 1. 

To be righteous is not to obey all the rules perfectly. 

Lives of the righteous are saturated by sin and its consequences. 

Therefore to be righteous is to be forgiven and to be a witness to the grace of God. 

 

Psalm 33 

Psalm 33 seems to be a direct response to the invitation of Psalm 32:11. 

What is affirmed as the psalm unfolds is that God reigns over all things. 

Intent of the psalm is to acknowledge the comprehensive rule of God. 

 

It has 22 lines (same number as the letters in the Hebrew alphabet) but it is not an acrostic. 

Psalm 32 and 33 were meant to be read in sequence. 

Grace of God shows in forgiving sinners. 

It becomes the force that accounts for the origin of the world and the unfolding of history. 

It includes the care of individuals and the hope of his people. 

Psalm concludes with a joyful affirmation of faith in the grace and power of God. 

Psalm proclaims what lies at the heart of the good news of Jesus: God rules the world. 

 

Psalm 34 – All Saints’ Sunday 

Psalm is an acrostic poem and is similar to Psalm 25 (only the sixth letter is missing). 

Psalm ends (as it did in Psalm 25) with a wrap-up verse that starts with the verb redeem. 

Acrostic psalms are often associated with wisdom literature. 

Psalm explicitly intends to teach (which is a major theme of Proverbs). 

Goal of the teaching is to impart life. 

 

It is also classified as a psalm of thanksgiving. 

Scholars suggest that it was originally used in synagogue services. 

Anxieties and suffering were dealt with in meditation, adoration, and instruction. 

Writer narrates his own experience of deliverance. 

It serves as the basis for inviting others to turn to God.  

Psalm teaches us that life starts with fearing God which fosters gratitude. 

 

In vs. 19 the writer articulates a moving vision of hope for the desperate. 

One of the value of the psalms is that it recognizes the bleakness but evokes a caring presence. 

 



Psalm 35 – N  

Psalm is a prayer for help that is classified as an individual lament. 

Usual elements are present but written in a chaotic manner. 

It could indicate the chaotic conditions that prevailed in the life of the writer. 

Original setting could have been a private cultic ritual. 

It remains a source of hope for those who suffer. 

It is a prayer for help and a testimony to the character of God.  

It is aggressive and defensive which may be the reason it is omitted from our lectionary. 

 

Psalm 36 – Holy Monday 

Beginning of the psalm is different.   

In Hebrew the translation would read Crime’s utterance to the wicked. 

Crime is a personified figure and speaks within the heart of the wicked person. 

 

In the end it is a radical profession of faith. 

God gives life and God will provide for the life of the world and its people. 

Writer trusts that the love of God is the fundamental reality in the universe. 

It is the righteousness of God that holds the world together. 

Good news is that there is hope for the world despite the fact we have ceased to act wisely. 

However, it also calls us to a reverence for all creatures. 

 

Psalm 37 

Form of the psalm is an acrostic with the letter ayin missing. 

Two lines of verses are assigned to each letter of the alphabet. 

It is a wisdom psalm and describes that the wicked will pay the price in the end (like in Psalm 1). 

Righteous will be duly rewarded in the end. 

Good people are not to get stirred up by the seeming success of the wicked. 

 

It is so self-contained that it is another psalm considered by some to be a sermon. 

It addresses a theological issue (the apparent prosperity of the wicked). 

Along with Psalm 49, 73, and the Book of Job it is labeled as a theodicy (justice of God). 

It may not satisfactorily answer the difficult question but the psalm invites trust and hope. 

God will set things right. 

Response of the question is to tell the story of the love of God and the passion of Jesus Christ. 

 

Psalm 38 – N  

It is considered one of the most impressive individual laments. 

Originally it could have been used by sick people as a prayer for help. 

Psalm suggests that the wrath of God was provoked by the sins of the writer. 

It demonstrates the ancient belief that sin causes sickness. 

Purpose of the prayer is to invite God to remember his gracious character and promises. 

 

 

 

 

 



Psalm 39 – N 

Psalm articulates despair and hope simultaneously. 

In so doing it portrays life the way it really is (fearful yet wonderful). 

It represents the tension involved in our response to life (hopeful awe and unspeakable despair). 

It is not an affirmation of futility but a profession of faith.  

Like the writer we are invited to live with hope in an otherwise hopeless world. 

In vs. 6 the Hebrew word for shadow or image is the same word used in Genesis 1:26-27. 

In Genesis it describes the creation of humankind in the image of God. 

Just as God spoke humanity into being, so humanity is called to continue the conversation. 

 

Psalm 40 – Annunciation of Our Lord  

Psalm is often treated as two separate psalms (vs. 1-10 and vs. 12-17) with vs. 11 as transition. 

Vs. 1-10 has the character of a song of thanksgiving. 

Vs. 11 shifts the focus to petition. 

Vs. 12-17 is a typical lament (vs. 13-17 is virtually identical to Psalm 70). 

Vs. 6-8 is quoted by the author of Hebrews in 10:5-9a. 

In the psalm the proper sacrifice is the offering of the obedient self. 

 

Psalm 41 

At the heart of the psalm lies a prayer for help which is framed by identical petitions in vs. 4, 10. 

Scholars suggest the psalm is an individual song of thanksgiving. 

As the conclusion of Book I, this psalm (with Psalm 1) frames everything in-between. 

Framework of Book I portrays happy people as those who love God and neighbor. 

Book opens with a portrayal of those who delight in God.  

It concludes with an affirmation of God delighting in the writer. 

Effect is to articulate the mutuality of the relationship between God and humanity. 

From the human side, the essence of the relationship is to trust or to take refuge in God. 

From the divine side, the relationship is grounded in the way God is . . .  

God is committed to those who are weak, poor, needy, afflicted, humble, meek and oppressed. 

God helps those who cannot help themselves. 

 

N – Not in our Lectionary  

 

Main Source 

Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching by James Luther Mays 

Hebrew Bible  

 

Assignment 

June 19 Psalm 42-56   

June 26 No Class 

July 3  Psalm 57-72  

July 10  Psalm 73-81 

July 17  Psalm 82-89 

 

Question: Should we meet on July 3? 


