
Material taken from the Concordia Self-Study Bible, the Lutheran Study Bible, and The People’s Bible series. 

Psalms (January 4) 
 

Reading Psalms 

The shepherd’s weathered hand gently worked the strings of the harp. He created a sequence of harmonious tones 

that ascended and descended the rolling Judean hills. Poetry flowed from his lips like a meadow spring, recounting 

the day’s experiences and offering heavenward thanks. 

 

The shepherd boy David learned to play and sing in just such a setting, while watching his father’s flocks of sheep 

or goats. The Lord made David a warrior-poet and a prophet who united the tribes of Israel as a harmonious 

kingdom. His collection of songs accompanied by the harp is the basis of the Psalter, one of the most beloved books 

of the Bible. 

 

Collection, Arrangement, and Date 

The Psalter is a collection of collections and represents the final stage in a process that spanned centuries. It was put 

into its final form by the postexilic temple personnel, who completed it probably in the third century BC. As such, it 

served as the prayer book for the second temple and for use in the synagogues.  

 

In its final edition, the Psalter contained 150 psalms. It was divided into five Books, and each was provided with an 

appropriate concluding doxology. The first two of these Books were probably preexilic. The division of the 

remaining psalms into three Books was possibly in imitation of the five books of Moses. In spite of this five-book 

division, the Psalter was clearly thought of as a whole, with an introduction (Psalms 1-2) and a conclusion (Psalms 

146-150).  

 

Psalm Types 

Analysis of content has given rise to a classification that has proven useful for study of the Psalms. The main types 

that can be identified are: (1) prayers of the individual; (2) praise from the individual for God’s saving help; (3) 

prayers of the community; (4) praise from the community for God’s saving help; (5) confessions of confidence in 

the Lord; (6) hymns in praise of God’s majesty and virtues; (7) hymns celebrating God’s universal reign; (8) songs 

of Zion, the city of God; (9) royal psalms – by, for, or concerning the king, the Lord’s anointed; (10) pilgrimage 

songs; (11) liturgical songs; and (12) didactic (instructional) songs. 

 

Of all these psalm types, the prayers (both of the individual and of the community) are the most complex. On the 

whole, these psalms represent the conventions of the court, the psalmist(s) presenting their case before the heavenly 

King/Judge. When beset by wicked adversaries, the petitioner describes his situation, pleads his innocence, lodges 

accusation against his adversaries, and appeals for deliverance and judicial redress. When suffering at the hands of 

God (that is, when God is his adversary), he confesses his guilt and pleads for mercy.  

 

Blessings for Readers 

The Israelites used two different names for the Psalms as a collection of holy writings: tepillot (“prayers”) and 

tehillim (“praises”). These are the chief uses of the Psalms in all ages. The Psalms have a way of connecting with the 

daily concerns of our lives and guiding us in heartfelt prayer and worship. For these reasons, they remain the most 

devotional portion of Scripture and the inspiration for hymnals and prayer books. 

 

A third important use for the Psalms is instruction. They teach so much about the blessings and challenges of 

walking in the Lord’s ways. They constantly point forward to the appearance of Jesus for our salvation. New 

Testament interpreters saw the life and words of David as foretastes and prophecies of the Son of David, the 

Messiah.  


