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Division of the Psalms 

Book of Psalms is divided into five sections or smaller books. 

Each of these sections ends with a doxology (41:13) (72:18-19) (89:52) (106:48) (150). 

It is not known why the psalms were divided into these five sections. 

However, there are certain characteristics which stand out within the five different books. 

Initially it was thought of as one book with an introduction (1-2) and an ending (146-150). 

 

Book 1 (1-41) 

Only four psalms are not named in the book as written by David (1, 2, 10, and 33). 

However, in Acts 4:25 the writer quotes Psalm 2:1-2 as coming from the mouth of David.   

Name of the Lord is used over 250 times while God is used only 49 times. 

 

Book 2 (42-72) 

Many of the psalms are attributed to David. 

However, the book includes seven psalms by the sons of Korah. 

Book 2 ends with the words – The prayers of David (son of Jesse) are ended. 

At the time that this section was complied, it seems to end the psalms attributed to David.  

Later editors added psalms attributed to David in the remaining three books. 

Name of the Lord is used 30 times compared to 166 times for the name of God. 

 

Book 3 (73-89) 

Asaph is the main writer in this section along with other sons of Korah. 

In this book there is a special concern for the welfare of Israel, Jerusalem, and the temple. 

 

Book 4 (90-106) 

Book focuses on the themes of praise and thanksgiving.   

Psalms emphasize the attributes of the Lord (eternal, good and majestic, powerful, righteous). 

They also give thanks to the Lord for all that God has done for his people. 

 

Book 5 (107-150) 

Theme of praise and thanksgiving resounds strongly in these last psalms. 

At least fifteen of these psalms are attributed to David. 

Several seem to have been written after the return of the exiles from Babylon (135-137). 

Several groupings are found within this book: 

Praise Psalms (111-118) (145-150) 

Song of Ascents (120-134) 

 

 



Psalm 73 - No 

We start a new book that recalls the very beginning of the psalter. 

Wicked are prominent characters in Psalm 73 as they are in Psalm 1. 

Psalm 73 is a sort of summary of what we learn in all the previous psalms. 

Happiness has to do with the assurance of God’s presence in the midst of threats and suffering. 

For scholars this psalm is the theological center of the entire Book of Psalms. 

 

Psalm introduces a book that is dominated by communal psalms of lament / complaint. 

It is also a strong profession of faith. 

 

Vs. 1-12  Outline of the problem  

   Plight of the psalmist (vs. 1-3) 

   Prosperity of the wicked (vs. 4-12) 

Vs. 13-17  Turning point of the psalm 

   It is the first instance of a direct address to God 

Vs. 18-28  Outline of the solution  

   Plight of the wicked (vs. 18-20) 

   In vs. 21 the word is heart (the seat of understanding). 

   In Hebrew the word is kidney (the seat of conscience). 

   Prosperity of the psalmist (vs. 21-28) 

 

Psalm encourages us to reflect on the concept of reward and punishment. 

Writer almost lost faith because he thought that good behavior should be rewarded materially. 

Writer came to realize that true goodness, happiness, and peace is a different kind of reward. 

Our reward is the experience of the presence of God.  

Faithful behavior is its own reward. 

Writer may have suffered but the feeling of being close to God sustained him. 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Question: Is it worth it? 

Writer is discontent because of the outside influences on his life. 

He is envious of what other people seem to have even though they do not walk with God. 

Unfaithful are healthy and wealthy and they do not seem to be struggling with issues. 

 

In the middle of the psalm the writer takes his eyes off the world and himself. 

As he focuses on God his thinking changes and his perspective shifts.   

He starts to realize what the reality is for others (and for him). 

It may look like these other people (who despise God) have it all but that is not true. 

What they seem to have will not last. 

Writer realizes that he has everything because he has God.   

He is humbled and he pours his heart to the Lord. 

 

Question: Who have I in heaven but you? 

Answer: And there is nothing on earth that I desire other than you. 

 
 
 



Psalm 74 – No 

Rejection and destruction in 74:1-11 are associated with the fall of Jerusalem in 587 BC. 

However, psalm has also been dated as late as the era of the Maccabees. 

In particular, the lament over the absence of a prophet seems congruent with 1 Maccabees. 

As with the other psalms, this one has the ability to speak in a variety of times and places. 

 

Psalm 74 is a communal lament that confronts the same problem voiced in Psalm 73. 

Links in language suggests that both psalms should be heard together.   

Psalm 73 offers a model for people in dealing with the prosperity of the wicked.    

Psalm 74 is divided into three major sections: 

Vs. 1-11  Questions in vs. 1 and 10-11 provide an inclusion for first section. 

   Framework includes petitions and direct complaints. 

Vs. 12-17  Shifts to praise of God as king. 

   It speaks of God’s activity on behalf of Israel and the whole creation. 

Vs. 18-23  It returns to petition with more complaints. 

   It may have served as motivation for God to take renewed action. 

 

Psalm 74 is known as the voice of suffering faith. 

It contains not only complaints and petitions but also a rousing affirmation of God’s reign. 

Same paradox is found throughout the Book of Psalms and the entire Bible. 

Reign of God is always proclaimed amid circumstances that seem to deny it. 

When the forces of evil seem to prevail the people of God profess their faith. 

Life of faith is lived amid constant scoffing and continual oppression. 

Real foolishness is to deny the nature and power of God. 

 

Psalm 75 – No 

Psalm 75 develops the proclamation of the rule of God that was started in Psalm 74. 

God is portrayed as savior and cosmic creator and ruler. 

Both the divine speech and the response of the writer focus on God establishing justice. 

Like Psalm 1, this psalm portrays the righteous as those who live in dependence upon God. 

In Jewish tradition the psalm is a prayer for forgiveness. 

 

Johann Sebastian Bach used the opening verse of the psalm in a cantata for an inauguration. 

Hymn based on Psalm 75 is the popular: Now Thank We All Our God. 

It was written by a Lutheran minister named Martin Rinkart. 

He was in Eilenburg, Saxony, at the start of the Thirty Year’s War (between 1618 and 1648). 

Eilenburg became the refuge for political and military fugitives. 

Result was overcrowding which led to deadly diseases and shortage of food. 

Rinkart home was a refuge for the victims even though he could hardly support his own family. 

During a severe plague in 1637, Rinkart was the only surviving pastor. 

He conducted as many as 50 funerals a day and more than 4,000 that year (including his wife). 

Hymn was written in 1636. 

 

 

 

 



Psalm 76 – No 

Psalm is a song of Zion. 

It asserts the power and reign of God in a context where opposition and defeat are evident. 

In this psalm we are invited to live under the rule of God and to adopt his values and ways. 

Rule of God is not exercised by sheer force but by the power of love. 

Invitation in vs. 11 is to respond to the love of God. 

Psalm is divided into four sections: 

Vs. 1-3   It introduces the greatness of God and his association with Zion. 

Vs. 4-6   It describes how the power of God affects the opponents. 

Vs. 7-9   It proclaims the purpose of his power. 

Vs. 10-12  Final section invites recognition and response to the power of God. 

 

Psalm 77 

Writer has become so discouraged that prayer has become impossible. 

Psalm gives way to anguished meditation that has some wrenching questions in vs. 7-9. 

Questions end in vs. 10 with an apparent sense of hopelessness. 

Tone of vs. 11-20 is so unexpected that some conclude this should be two psalms. 

Transition from despair to hope seems instantaneous. 

However, the common vocabulary connects the two sections. 

And in these latter verses the writer continues to remember and to meditate. 

Psalm reminds us that we are a people of memory and of hope. 

Even amid despair the faithful will remember that God has been our help and will be our hope. 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Psalm reminds one of a song without an ending. 

We know something else is coming but we do not get to enjoy it. 

As much as we like to hear happy endings, in this psalm the ending is unclear and incomplete. 

It speaks to those who are in process. 

We are not fully resolved in our relationship with God. 

We live in the tension between confident faith and our own fears and disappointments. 

Psalm gives us permission to be honest with God and to struggle and to doubt. 

It also encourages us to remember (not just our own past) but the history of God’s saving acts. 

  

Psalm 78 

Psalm is the second longest in the Book of Psalms (only Psalm 119 is longer). 

It is a historical psalm and was meant to inform people how to live a godly life. 

It is a creative retelling of the story of Israel and it has a particular purpose. 

It describes the life of the Israelites from the time in Egypt to the election of David as king. 

 

We will tell the 

Coming Generation 

The praiseworthy deeds of the Lord 

 



Content of the psalm is built on contrasts: 

People knew that God was their rock and salvation but their memory was short. 

Soon after a conversion they were back to their old ways (disobedience and lies). 

In contrast to the people, God is depicted as compassionate and forgiving and mild. 

Vs. 38 becomes the center verse of the psalm. 

From that point on the contrast between God and the Israelites continues.  

 

Unconditional love of God is stated against the background of the people’s behavior. 

God could have chosen wrath but he chose compassion and forgiveness. 

In one sense what is said about our Lord in vs. 38 is our only hope. 

 

Psalm 79 – No 

Scholars relate the catastrophe described in this psalm to the destruction of Jerusalem. 

It is alluded to in Revelation 16:6 and was cited by Jerome in response to the invasion of Rome. 

Psalm continues to voice the prayer of those who ask the question: Where is your God? 

Once more suffering is to be seen in the perspective of faith. 

Writer never loses sight of the harsh realities facing the people of God. 

Likewise, the writer never loses hope. 

Embrace of suffering is something other than an indication of alienation from God. 

 

Psalm 80 

Like Psalm 79 this psalm bases its appeal on the good news of the faithfulness of God. 

It is described as a sorrowful prayer. 

One confronts God in every circumstance (good or bad) and that is the heart of these prayers. 

Psalm is associated with the season of Advent. 

Our lives depend ultimately on our willingness to repent before a gracious God. 

 

Psalm expresses our longing for the face of God to turn toward us rather than away. 

Image of God as a shepherd is not that of the gentle shepherd in Psalm 23. 

In this case the shepherd is a royal figure. 

God guides and protects his people with the power of a monarch. 

God is being called to show the full power of divine radiance and to defeat the enemies. 

Desire is not for revenge but for the very presence of God to be with his people. 

Plea is for the restoration of a relationship with God. 

Plea is repeated to demonstrate the increasing anxiety of the writer. 

Instead of the bread of the presence the people have been forced to consume the bread of tears. 

In other instances the vine that is Israel was useless, wild, and unproductive. 

In this psalm the metaphor is used to demonstrate the loving care of God for his people. 

God brought this vine from its captivity in Egypt and planted it in the place that God chose. 

The vine (the people of Israel) took deep root in the land and those roots spread. 

God planted them in a place where they thrived. 

 

But once more the care of God seems to have been removed. 

Walls protecting the vine have broken down and the vine stands unprotected and vulnerable. 

They are without their stability and strength (and even of life). 

God seems to have abandoned them to destruction and that absence is the final affront. 



Psalm 81  

Psalm can be seen as a liturgical sermon in which the Word of God is delivered. 

It is possible that the sermon was preached on one of the holy days. 

Joyous praise marks the start of the festival. 

Psalm serves as an explanation of why the people suffer and it offers an encouraging word. 

However, God is serious that Israel needs to listen and respond. 

Listening to God is crucial. 

 

Psalm does not start with a crisis but with a covenant memory. 

Memory is of the faithfulness of God and that calls for a jubilant response in worship. 

Our praise of God does not exist separate and apart from the compassion and justice of God. 

 

 
 

Song: Honey in the Rock (Psalm 81:16) 

 

Assignment 

July 17  Psalm 82-89 


