PSALMS                                                                                          Lesson 1

Introduction


As we begin a study of the Book of Psalms, it is important to first consider some background information pertaining to the book.  In this first lesson, we will look at some aspects that will help us in our interpretation of some of the psalms in future lessons.  Due to the brevity of this study, we will be choosing only a few of the Psalms which are representative of the whole collection.  Hopefully this study will lead to a deeper interest in the Psalms, and a more in depth study on a personal basis.

What Is the Book of Psalms?


In the Hebrew manuscripts, the book has the title Tehillim or Sepher Tehillim.  This means:  Praises or Book of Praises.  It is important for us to remember that the Book of Psalms is a collection of Hebrew songs and poems.  It is not organized chronologically or topically in any way, but is a compilation of inspired songs collected across a wide time span and many different authors.  The collection is divided into five books, which will be discussed later.  Many of the psalms have a title line which appears before the psalm, which often gives us an idea about who the author is, what historical setting he may be writing in, and even some musical instruction.

Five Book Division

I.
Probably reflective of the Septuagint:  The first five books of the Old Testament.

A.  
This division was probably finalized when the final compilation took place.

B.
Each of the five books may have been an individual collection, which were eventually brought together into one collection.

II.
David was probably responsible for the collection of the first three books.

III.
No one is sure who compiled book IV, or when it was compiled.

IV.
Ezra is generally given credit for the final compilation and editing of the collection. 

Titles Given to the Psalms

I.
Were not in the original Manuscripts of the Psalms


A.  
Not Inspired


B.  
Added Later—As late as the 2nd Century BC

C.  
Most likely part of the oral traditions passed down through the generations. 

II.
Information gained through the Titles:


A.  
Author


B.
Who the Psalm was written for


B. 
Historical information—Situation when the Psalm was written


C.
Musical Information/Direction

Authorship


Authorship of each psalm can be determined in many different ways.  Often, there is some clue in the psalm itself as to the author.  Sometimes authors are quoted in the New Testament.  Many of the authors are mentioned in the titles of the Psalms.  Though these are not inspired, there is no evidence to refute the given authors.

I.  
David


A.  
Credited for a large portion of the Psalms in the titles (73)

1.  
3-9, 11-32, 34-41, 51-65, 68-70, 86, 101, 103, 108, 109, 110, 122, 124, 131, 133, 138-145


B.  
Credited for Psalm 2 in Acts 4:25-26

II.  
Sons of Korah


A.  
Korah—Rebelled against Moses and was destroyed by God  (Num. 16)



1.  
Sons not destroyed with 250 others (Num. 26:11)

2.  
Heman, one of the “sons of Korah”  was made a leader of the singing along with Aseph and Ethan (Jeduthun).  (I Chron. 6)


B.  
Given credit for 12 Psalms:



1.  
42, 44-49, 84, 85, 87, 88, 89

III.
Aseph


A.  
One of the three “directors of music” appointed by David  (Num. 25:1-7)

B.  
Probably Directed the singing of the congregation at large worship services.  Composed Psalms for such purposes.

C.  
Given credit for 12 Psalms:


1.  
50, 73-83

IV.
Solomon


A.  
Given credit for Psalm 72 and 127

B.  
Some controversy—Many feel he was not the author, but that these Psalms were written for him.

V.
Moses


A.  
Given credit for Psalm 90


B.  
Oldest Psalm in the Psalter

VII.
Unknown Authors


A.  
About 49 Psalms left as anonymous


B.  
Septuagint version gives credit for three of these to Haggai and Zechariah.  

Literary Considerations


Since the Book of Psalms is a book of poetry, it is important to recognize a couple of significant literary devices.  This is by no means an English class, but these devices are very important in the interpretation of the Psalms.

I
Parallelism


A.  
The Psalms have very little “word rhyme”


B.  
Homer Hailey refers to parallelism as “thought rhyme” 


C.  
Several types of Parallelism exhibited in the Psalms:

1.
Synonymous Parallelism:  Thought of the 1st line is repeated in the second line with different words  (Ps. 24:1-3).

2.
Antithetic Parallelism:  Idea presented in 1st  line is strengthened by contrasting statements in the 2nd  (Ps. 1:6)

3.
Synthetic Parallelism:  1st and 2nd lines have a definite relationship


a.  
Cause and Effect 


b.
Proposition and Conclusion

c. 
Both lines are necessary for the whole thought to be conveyed.

d.
Ps. 119:11



4.
Progressive Parallelism:




a.  
Composite or Stairlike

i.  
Each line contains an element of the completed thought (Ps. 1)




b. 
Climactic

i.
Principle idea in 1st line is repeated in the 2nd line and expanded to complete the thought.  (Ps. 29:1)



5.
Introverted Parallelism:  




a. 
1st and 4th lines related




b.
2nd and 3rd lines related




c.
Ps. 51:1

II.
Alphabetical Acrostic

A. 
Different sections of the Psalm are started with a new letter of the Hebrew alphabet.

B.
Psalm 119 is the most famous of this type of Psalm


1. 
Eight verses for each letter of the Hebrew alphabet

C.  
Others have a different outline

1.
Some start each new line or each new verse with a new letter of the alphabet.

2.
Psalm 37 starts every other line with a new letter.

3.
The beauty and skill of this device are often lost in translation


D.
Other Psalms using this device:  25, 34, 37, 111, 112, 145

Classification of the Psalms


There are nearly as many methods of classifying the Psalms as there are Psalms, or books about psalms.  It is important to remember that there are very few Psalms that can be restricted to one classification.  Many of the Psalms have different sections that will fall under different classifications.  One of the most concise lists of these classifications is found in Homer Hailey’s Bible Class Notes on the Psalms, which influenced the following list.  Keeping these classifications in mind while interpreting the Psalms is very helpful!

I.
Ethical:  Teach moral and ethical principles 

II.
Hallelujah:  Begin, end or begin and end with “praise Jehovah” or “Hallelujah”

III.
Historical:  Review the history of the people of the given time period

IV.
Imprecatory:  Used to invoke evil on enemies;  asking for a curse

V.  
Messianic:  Prophecies of the coming Messiah

VI.
Penitential:  Repentant, asking for forgiveness

VII.
Songs of Ascent:  Songs sung while going to Jerusalem for feasts, or worship

VIII.
Suffering:  Crying out to God about personal suffering

IX.
Thanksgiving:  Praise Jehovah, thanksgiving for deliverance, greatness, etc.

X.
Didactic:  Psalms of teaching and instruction

XI.
Liturgical:  Responsive Reading, Chants—used in special services

XII.
Meditation and Reflection

XIII.
Praise and Devotion

XIV.
Prayer and Petition
