Reading Psalms

Overview of Psalms

· Authors:  Various (David wrote the most -- 73)

· Date:  Compiled over a period of approximately 1000 years beginning with Moses (Ps. 90, ca. 1400 B.C.) and ending with the return from the Babylonian captivity (Ps. 126, ca. 450 B.C.).

· Theme:  Worship -- God is worthy of all praise because of who He is, what He has done, and what He will do.

· Uniqueness:  Many Psalms (at least 21) anticipate Christ as the Messiah (e.g., Pss. 2, 23, 24, 40, 110, 118).  This is one reason why NT writers quote Psalms more than any OT book.

· Key verses:  1:1-2; 19:14; 119:11.

· Key chapters:  1, 8, 19, 23, 24, 37, 100, 119, 121, 139, 150.

Nature of the Psalms

It is quite obvious that each of the Psalms is independent of the others, yet Archer points out that all the Psalms do “embody at least an element of personal response on the part of the believer toward the goodness and grace of God. Often they include a record of the psalmists own inner emotions of discouragement, anxiety or thankful joy in the face of the opposition of God’s enemies or in view of God’s varied providences.” [Gleason Archer, A Survey of Old Testament Introduction, p. 424.]

The book of Psalms is among the more popular books in Scripture because its themes resonates with readers — they address the common problems and spiritual conflicts that are endured and experienced by all God’s people in every age.  Among the themes that are commonly addressed in the psalms are Messianic prophecies, suffering and particularly the suffering that comes from the sin of others, the turmoil of the godly remnant in Israel, and the future prophecy of glory for Israel in the Millennium.  And in the midst of all the troubles, still the psalmists praise, worship, confess, and pour out their hearts in prayers of trust and adoration of a sovereign and trustworthy God. 

Classification of the Psalms

Unger sees the Psalms as falling into eight basic categories. They are as follows: 

· Royal Psalms: 2, 18, 20-1, 45, 72, 89, 101, 110, 144. They anticipate Christ as King. 

· Alphabetic Psalms: 9, 10, 25, 37, 111-2, 119, 145. They employ some arrangement based on the Hebrew Alphabet. 

· Penitential Psalms: 6, 25, 32, 38-40, 51, 102, 130. These Psalms breathe deep contrition for sin committed. 

· Messianic Psalms: 2, 8, 16, 22, 45, 69, 72, 89, 110, 118, 132. They preview the person and work of the coming Messiah. 

· Imprecatory Psalms: 52, 58-9, 69, 109, 140. All of these implore God’s vindication of His own against godless persecutors. 

· Hallelujah Psalms: 111-3, 115-7, 46-150. These psalms employ the term Hallelujah, meaning “Praise [Jehovah]. 

· Elohistic Psalms: 42-83. They employ the name Elohim for God. Others use the name Jehovah.

· Ascent Psalms: 1-34. They were recited or sung as the pilgrims went up to Jerusalem to celebrate the feasts.

Imprecatory Psalms

The imprecatory psalms have been troublesome for many liberal scholars, for they cannot understand how the Psalmists can call for damnation upon other men in the name of God. However, there are several reasons for these psalms, as Payne points out. The main reasons center around the fact that God is a Holy God, and cannot tolerate sin, and hence it must be punished. “What the OT essentially curses is the Satanic evil of sin (cf. Nah. 3:19); and when the man is condemned (as in Ps. 50:21) it is because the punishment of the sin inevitably involves the individual sinner (101:8; 139:21).” [J. Barton Payne, ZPEB, p. 939.]  Payne concludes that “imprecatory psalms are truly normative examples of the proper human appreciation for the vindication of divine justice. 

Hence, the imprecatory psalms should not be an interpretive problem, as the liberals would have them be. It seems merely that the liberals merely have a faulty view of God. They do not understand the OT imperative that God hates sin, and that sin cannot go unpunished.

In conjunction with this thought, Archer reminds one that since the OT was under a different dispensation, “as long as the wicked continued to triumph, their prosperity seemed to refute the holiness and sovereignty of the God of Israel.…Identifying himself completely with God’s cause, [the OT believer] could only regard God’s enemies as his own, and implore God to uphold His own honor and justify His own righteousness by inflicting a crushing destruction upon those who either in theory or in practice denied His sovereignty and His law.” [Archer, p. 437.]

To understand these Psalms, it’s also helpful to see how the NT writers handle the imprecatory Psalms.  John Piper notes how the Apostle Paul uses Psalm 69 in his quotation of it in Romans 11 — 

…the way Paul interprets the words of David is not as sinful personal vengeance but as a reliable expression of what happens to the adversaries of God’s anointed. David is God’s anointed king, and he is being rejected and reproached and reviled. David manifests a lot of patience in his life (Psalm 109:4). But there comes a point when David speaks as God’s inspired, anointed one and by his prayer consigns his adversaries to darkness and hardness. They will experience this judgment because David is speaking on God’s behalf.

Paul does not hear merely emotional words of retaliation in David’s voice. He hears sober, prophetic words of judgment that God’s anointed wills to bring on his adversaries. That is why he quotes these words in Romans 11 where he is making this very point: The adversaries of Christ, the Messiah of God, are going to be darkened and hardened as part of God’s judgment. [“Pour Out Your Indignation Upon Them.”]

Conclusion

The Psalms are filled with praises, prophecies, confession and worship. And while the Psalms were used by the Jews as a worship manual [Unger, p. 273.], they remain very pertinent to believers today as a source of encouragement and instruction. One writer said, “the Psalms, like all other scripture, are for our teaching, our rebuke, correction, and training in righteousness, so that we may be equipped for every good work (see 2 Ti 3:16-17).” [Robert Alden, Psalms, 3: 5.] They contain instruction on all the major aspects of Christian living. In fact, Unger points out that “Martin Luther called the Psalter ‘a Bible in miniature.”’ [Unger, p. 273.]

