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In the Psalms God has given to us an amazing gift; a gift of poetry that declares, in spirit and 
truth, the reality of His presence, goodness, power, beauty, holiness, attentiveness - ad 
infinitum. These are in continuous existence alongside our vulnerable and fickle human 
condition; a condition that effects in us continuous swings from grief to wonder.  It is my 
prayer that we would each grow deeper and deeper in the knowledge and experience of 
who He is, and that we would grow far more intelligent and articulate1 about the reality of 
our lives, the joy, the sorrow, the doubts, the fears, the victories, the wonder, the 
confusion, the perplexity, in the light of who He is.  We have the privilege of pouring out all 
of these realities in our lives to the God who hears our prayers.2 
 
In this brief paper I would like to give you some of the significant aspects of the book of 
Psalms that we will not be getting to on Sunday mornings. 
 
The structure of the book: 
 
The book of Psalms is divided into 5 books.  Each book has some general characteristics, and 
emphases that set it apart from the others, however none of these characteristics are exclusive 
to that book. 
 
Book 1 ~ Psalms 1 to 41 
Book 2 ~ Psalms 42 to 72 
Book 3 ~ Psalms 73 to 89 
Book 4 ~ Psalms 90 to 106 
Book 5 ~ Psalms 107 to 150 
 
The five books are said to parallel the five books of Moses3.  Selections from both were 
probably read aloud in the Synagogue services.   
 
The general characteristics of the books are as follows:  

• The first two books largely contain the Psalms of David, with Book 1 mainly using 
Yahweh or "LORD" as the term for God and Book 2 mainly using Elohim or "God" 
as the term for God.  In Psalms 72 the last verse says: "The prayers of David the son 

 
1 John Calvin is quoted as saying: "What various and resplendent riches are contained in this treasury, it were difficult to find 
words to describe… I have been wont to call this book not inappropriately, an anatomy of all parts of the soul, for there is not an 
emotion of which any one can be conscious that is not here represented as in a mirror." Tremper Longman III, How To Read The 
Psalms, p.13 
2 See Psalm 18:3,6 
3 also known as the Pentateuch (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy) 



of Jesse are ended."  Not all the psalms in these first two books are attributed to 
David, it appears others made it into these sets even without his authorship. 

• Book 3 contains a large set of Psalms (73-83) attributed to Asaph, who appears to be 
one of David's choirmasters and a son of Levi.  These Psalms tend to be mostly 
community centered and written for choirs.   

• Book 4 contains a significant number of Kingly or enthronement Psalms4 which 
affirm God as the king of Israel. 

• Book 5 is a compilation of several smaller collections: the Songs of Ascent (a.k.a. 
pilgrimage psalms) 120-134; the Egyptian Hallel 113-118; and Great Hallel 120-136; 
and the concluding Hallel 146-150.  Hallel is the first part of our English word 
"halleluiah" and comes from the Hebrew "to praise".  This book draws the whole 
book of Psalms to a loud, exultant, cymbal crashing conclusion of praise for the God 
of Israel. 

 
It can be hard for us to get a hold of the fact that the Psalms were written and compiled over 
a period of 1000 years.  During this time span it appears that the Psalms were an open book5 
that could be added to and shuffled around as best fit the needs of the worshiping 
community.  We don't know how "inspiration" was determined, but we do have the joyful 
confidence that Jesus himself used the completed book of Psalms to open the eyes of the 
disciples6 to the meaning of His life, death and resurrection.  Jesus affirmed the Psalms as 
another Old Testament book that anticipated the Messiah. 
 
 
Kinds of Psalms: We will find in our study many different kinds of psalms.  I will list 

examples of each. 
 
Individual Praise ~ Psalm 18, 103 
Individual Lament ~ Psalms 51-59 
Community Praise ~ Psalm 113, 147 
Community Lament ~ Psalms 74, 79, 80 
Enthronement ~ Psalm 97 
Messianic ~ Psalm 24 
Torah or Law ~ Psalm 19, 119 
Wisdom ~ Psalm 1, 37 

 
4 The theologian Mowinckel "'saw in the enthronement Psalms a literary reflection of an ancient Israelite ritual, borrowed from 
its environment.'  He argued that the ritual reenactment of Yahweh's enthronement was a dramatic ritual that helped to assure 
the presence of God and his gift of victory to Israel.  According to this view the people responded to the reenactment with the 
words "The LORD reigns" (93.1, 97.1, 99.1) or a similar phrase acclaiming his rule." Willem A. Van Gemeren, Expositor's Bible 
Commentary, Psalms, p.31 
5 Tremper Longman III, How To Read The Psalms, p.43 "The key is to see the Psalter as a living, open book during the whole Old 
Testament period.  The Psalter was in constant use individually and corporately from its very beginning.  In addition, new psalms 
were constantly added.  The additions, though, were not included systematically into the collection." 
6 Luke 24:44-49 



Folk Song ~ Psalm 137 
 
 
Poetry of the Psalms: 
 
The entire book of Psalms is written in poetry.  This fact immediately presents a problem 
for the majority of us.  One author put it this way, "Poetry departed from the American 
culture and education over two generations ago.  Because of our loss of poetry as a common 
cultural possession, we tend to be doggedly literal and literalistic, accustomed to facts and 
figures and physical explanations.  Time is compressed in our consciousness, we are hurried 
and impatient and trained by television advertising to expect the immediate message."7  In 
contrast, most poetry and Hebrew poetry specifically is written to slow the reader down, to 
cause us to pause and ponder, to meditate on the meaning of what is being said or sung.  It is 
as though "one needs to linger here and dwell a while."8 
One of the means to this end that is most often used in Hebrew poetry is Parallelism.  This 
often appears in verses that have two phrases, where the first phrase is either reemphasized 
in the second phrase; the meaning in the first is developed further by the second; or the first 
is contrasted by its opposite in the second (these are known as synonymous, synthetic and 
antithetic).  For example: 
 
 Synonymous: Psalm 103:1  Bless the LORD, O my soul, 

And all that is within me, bless His holy name. 
  
 Synthetic: Psalm 51:8  Make me to hear joy and gladness, 

Let the bones which You have broken rejoice. 
 
 Antithetic: Psalm 1: 6  For the LORD knows the way of the righteous, 

But the way of the wicked will perish. 
 
The function of Parallelism is to impede perception or create a slowness of understanding, 
to extend our thinking.  As a general rule in literary art the intent is to "make one feel 
things; to make the stone, stony."9  In a sense the goal is to make it more difficult so that we 
will slow down and spend more time perceiving or pondering the work.10 
It may be very surprising to us that God chose this kind of scripture for what amounts to 
almost half of the Old Testament.  I personally think God was saying something to us even 
in the form in which he chose to give us His word.  Maybe something like: "SLOW DOWN!  
Take My word into your heart and mind, and reason through it, wrestle with it, meditate on 
it, and rejoice in it." 

 
7 James L. Mays, Preaching and Teaching the Psalms, p.6 
8 Ibid 
9 Viktor Shklovsky, "Art as Technique" in Russian Formalist Criticism, p.18 
10 Jesus uses Parables in a similar way in the Gospels. 



In addition to Parallelism, the Psalms are also filled with all sorts of symbolism, metaphor, 
hyperbole,11 imprecation,12 etc. that require us to prayerfully meditate on them as we find 
our imaginations stimulated and provoked, and at times find ourselves feeling very 
uncomfortable and conflicted at what we are reading.  Again, all of these devices are used to 
magnify the greatness of our God and the reality that in Him we find our refuge,13 our 
hope,14 our light,15 our rock,16 our shield,17 our strength,18 our deliverer,19 our life and 
light.20 
 
 
Suggested Reading: 
 
How To Read The Psalms: Tremper Longman III, IVP Academic, ©1988 
The Psalms – Structure, Content, Message: Claus Westermann, Augsburg, ©1980  
Reflections on the Psalms: C.S. Lewis, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, ©1958 
The Treasury of David: C.H. Spurgeon, Hendrickson, ©unknown 

 
11 extravagant exaggeration (as *mile-high ice-cream cones*) – Merriam-Webster Dictionary 
12 to invoke evil on someone – Merriam-Webster Dictionary; see Psalm 139:19-22 
13 Psalm 61:3 
14 Psalm 39:7 
15 Psalm 27:1 
16 Psalm 18:1 
17 Psalm 3:3 
18 Psalm 18:1 
19 Psalm 40:17 
20 John 1:4 


