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The Psalter in Worship 
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March 30, 2022 

 

Psalm Basics 

 

The Book of Psalms, the Psalter, or Tehillim in Hebrew is a compilation of ancient songs and 

poems that have been used by worshippers, both Jewish and Christian, for centuries.  The 

authorship of the 150 devotions is varied and was pinned over the span of five thousand years 

with such authors mentioned as Moses, David, and Solomon.  The book itself is broken down 

into five main sections to mimic the five books of the Torah.  The main movements are 

prophecy, instruction, comfort, prayer, and thanks.  

 

Psalms in Worship – First and Second Temple Period as well as Synagogues  

 

Prior to and throughout the First Temple period the psalms were used in worship before the Ark, 

while offering sacrifices, and when marching into battle.  The earliest recorded account of the 

Psalms in worship, however, comes from the author of 1 Chronicles.  

 

"Kenaniah the head Levite was in charge of the singing; that was his responsibility because he 

was skillful at it...." (1 Chronicles 15:22) 

"He appointed some of the Levites to minister before the ark of the LORD, to make petition, to 

give thanks, and to praise the LORD, the God of Israel: Asaph was the chief, Zechariah second, 

then Jeiel .... They were to play the lyres and harps, Asaph was to sound the cymbals, and 

Benaiah and Jahaziel the priests were to blow the trumpets regularly before the ark of the 

covenant of God. That day David first committed to Asaph and his associates this psalm of 

thanks to the LORD...." (1 Chronicles 16:4-7) 

Here we read that David assembled the Levite priests to assist in worship before the Ark of the 

Covenant.  The song that was recorded as being sung in 1 Chronicles 16:7-22 directly matches 

Psalm 105:1-15.  

 

 
Temple Singers. J.J. Tissot, "The Choristers" (1896-1900), b/w image of watercolor. 

http://www.jesuswalk.com/psalms/images/tissot-choristers750x308.jpg
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Psalm 105 

God’s Faithfulness to Israel 

1 O give thanks to the LORD, call on his 

name, 

    make known his deeds among the 

peoples. 
2 Sing to him, sing praises to him; 

    tell of all his wonderful works. 
3 Glory in his holy name; 

    let the hearts of those who seek 

the LORD rejoice. 
4 Seek the LORD and his strength; 

    seek his presence continually. 
5 Remember the wonderful works he has 

done, 

    his miracles, and the judgments he has 

uttered, 
6 O offspring of his servant Abraham,[a] 

    children of Jacob, his chosen ones. 

7 He is the LORD our God; 

    his judgments are in all the earth. 
8 He is mindful of his covenant forever, 

    of the word that he commanded, for a 

thousand generations, 
9 the covenant that he made with Abraham, 

    his sworn promise to Isaac, 
10 which he confirmed to Jacob as a statute, 

    to Israel as an everlasting covenant, 
11 saying, “To you I will give the land of 

Canaan 

    as your portion for an inheritance.” 

12 When they were few in number, 

    of little account, and strangers in it, 
13 wandering from nation to nation, 

    from one kingdom to another people, 
14 he allowed no one to oppress them; 

    he rebuked kings on their account, 
15 saying, “Do not touch my anointed ones; 

    do my prophets no harm.” 

 

David’s Psalm of Thanksgiving 

7 Then on that day David first appointed the 

singing of praises to the LORD by Asaph and 

his kindred. 

8 O give thanks to the LORD, call on his 

name, 

    make known his deeds among the 

peoples. 
9 Sing to him, sing praises to him, 

    tell of all his wonderful works. 
10 Glory in his holy name; 

    let the hearts of those who seek 

the LORD rejoice. 
11 Seek the LORD and his strength, 

    seek his presence continually. 
12 Remember the wonderful works he has 

done, 

    his miracles, and the judgments he 

uttered, 
13 O offspring of his servant Israel,[b] 

    children of Jacob, his chosen ones. 
14 He is the LORD our God; 

    his judgments are in all the earth. 
15 Remember his covenant forever, 

    the word that he commanded, for a 

thousand generations, 
16 the covenant that he made with Abraham, 

    his sworn promise to Isaac, 
17 which he confirmed to Jacob as a statute, 

    to Israel as an everlasting covenant, 
18 saying, “To you I will give the land of 

Canaan 

    as your portion for an inheritance.” 
19 When they were few in number, 

    of little account, and strangers in the 

land,[c] 
20 wandering from nation to nation, 

    from one kingdom to another people, 
21 he allowed no one to oppress them; 

    he rebuked kings on their account, 
22 saying, “Do not touch my anointed ones; 

    do my prophets no harm.” 

 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm+105&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-15613a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20Chronicles%2016&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-10834b
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20Chronicles%2016&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-10840c
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By the time of the Second Temple period the Psalms were used daily in worship. According to 

Biblical scholar Alfred Edersheim, "The Levites, accompanied by instrumental music, began the 

Psalm of the day. It was sustained by no less than twelve voices, with which mingled the 

delicious treble from selected voices of young sons of the Levites, who, standing by their fathers, 

might take part in this service alone.... The psalm of the day was always sung in three sections. 

At the close of each, the priests drew three blasts from their silver trumpets and the people 

bowed down and worshipped. This closed the morning service." 

Edersheim also lifts up that certain Psalms were sung on different days.  

 For example:  

Sunday: Psalm 24 

Monday: Psalm 48 

Tuesday: Psalm 82 

Wednesday: Psalm 94 

Thursday: Psalm 81 

Friday: Psalm 93 

Saturday: Psalm 92 

 

 

 

There were also specific psalms sung at the conclusion of certain high holy days like Passover.  

This extended recitation of psalms 113-118 is called Hallel and is a way to offer praise and 

thanksgiving to God after a day of celebration in a community aspect. (As a side note, some 

scholars offer that Jesus and his disciple likely sung a portion of the Hallel after the Last Supper.) 

 

https://youtu.be/EAGvxRTCLLg  

   

Although the psalms were mainly sung by the priests there were many instruments that 

accompanied the chanting of the songs.  Looking throughout the Psalms themselves, we see such 

instruments listed as the cymbals, lyre, harp, trumpet, flute, and windpipes. Some psalms like 

Psalm 75 and 76 give instructions to the “choir master” as to what tune the psalm should be sung 

in.  

 

Again, although there is not explicit documentation, it is understood that for the diaspora the 

Psalms were also sung and chanted in the synagogues as well as during worship.  

 

The Early Christian Church  

 

There are several examples of the psalms being used in worship.  Paul among other Epistle 

writers lift up the use of the Psalms in worship.  We read: 

 

"When you come together, everyone has a hymn, or a word of instruction, a revelation, a tongue 

or an interpretation. All of these must be done for the strengthening of the church." (1 

Corinthians 14:26) 

https://youtu.be/EAGvxRTCLLg
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"Be filled with the Spirit. Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs." 

(Ephesians 5:18b-19a) 

"Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all 

wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to 

God." (Colossians 3:16) 

Later around the second century Tertullian is recorded as mentioning that scripture and the 

signing of Psalms are the main components of worship. In fact, it was only the Psalms that were 

used in early Christian worship.  As the theologian Philip Schaff writes, “So far as we are able to 

gather from our sources, nothing, except the Psalms and a few NT hymns (such as the “Gloria in 

Excelsis,” the “Magnificat,” etc.) was as a rule sung in public worship before the C4th.” 

 

The Middle Ages 

 

 Although tradition trumped scripture in the 

Middle Ages, the psalter was used as a 

scriptural means of prayer and meditation 

for the middle century monastic orders.  St. 

Benedict and the Benedictine order used the 

psalter to develop the Divine Office or the 

Liturgy of the Hours. The style most 

familiar to modern ears is that of the 

Gregorian Chant.  The psalms were Vulgate 

which was the Latin translation of the 

scripture from the original Greek. 

 

https://youtu.be/F5JtJ8Nb9Yk  

 

As a side note, the Psalter was held in such 

high regard during the Middle Ages that 

Bishops were tested on their knowledge of 

the Psalms before taking office.  If one was 

not familiar enough with its words, they 

would not be consecrated to the office.  

 

 
Graduale Aboense, hymn book of Turku, Finland. 

14th-15th century

 

The Reformation  

 

Throughout the Reformation the Psalms were used to share the message of God’s love and 

steadfast presence.  From the Lutherans, Huguenots, to even the Church of England the Psalms 

were translated from Latin to the common tongue of the people.  In fact, the Huguenots in France 

were known for singing the Psalms in the streets as a way of worship.  

 

According to the author Ralph Wilson, during this time the composer “Isaac Watts (1674-1748) 

set a new direction for independent or congregational churches when he published his Psalms of 

https://youtu.be/F5JtJ8Nb9Yk
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David in 1719. Instead of close-fitting translations, these hymns were poetic paraphrases of the 

biblical psalms. The best known of these today are probably "Our God, Our Help in Ages Past" 

(Psalm 90) and "Joy to the World, the Lord Is Come" (Psalm 98).” This again allowed the 

Psalms to be used in new ways for worship by the church.  

While not directly linked to worship I cannot pass up this opportunity to share a quote from 

Martin Luther.  Regarding the psalms, Luther writes, “The Psalms are a little Bible, wherein 

everything contained in the entire Bible is briefly and beautifully comprehend.”  

 

The Christian Church Today 

 

Finally, although many Evangelical or more contemporary denominations have solely moved on 

from the singing of the Psalms to the more modern hymns, we staunch liturgical types cannot 

fully let this powerful tradition go. For denominations that follow the liturgical practices of the 

church the Psalms are still sung to this day.  Looking at our ELW we can see the Psalms are 

printed in a way that allows for chanting with its sections and breaks.   

 

Final thought: For anyone who sat and listened to Psalm 51 being chanted for Ash Wednesday, it 

is interesting to think that those same words have been used by believers for centuries to 

meditate, pray, and prepare one’s heart and mind for worship to God.  


