
An Overview Of The Bible
Psalms

I. Introduction
A. It is difficult to find words adequate to introduce the Book of Psalms. It 

is a book of poetry of downright reality, and the reality is greater than 
the poetry which expresses it. It is vividly full of the human 
experience.

B. John Calvin stated, “This book I am inclined to style an anatomy of all 
parts of the soul; for no one will discover in himself a single feeling 
whereof the image is not reflected in this mirror. Nay, all griefs, 
sorrows, fears, doubts, hopes, cares, anxieties -- in short, all those 
tumultuous agitations wherewith the minds of men are inclined to be 
tossed -- the Holy Ghost hath here represented to the life.”

C. Of all the Old Testament books, none has meant more to modern 
Christians than Psalms. Psalms captures the essence of what it means 
to walk by faith with God. It displays the outpouring of the human 
heart to God through praise and prayer. It is a simple collection of the 
sighings and singings of men; an unmatched treasury of devotion, 
comfort, sympathy, and delightful reassurance -- all beautifully 
expressed in Hebrew poetry.

D. Over the years Christians have felt the usefulness of this poetic book 
so necessary that many of our printed editions of the New Testament 
also contain the Psalms. Psalms is the emotional book of the Bible. 
While other scriptures provide for faith and action, Psalms provides for 
our emotions and feelings.

E. The Book of Psalms is first and foremost God’s word to His people. We 
hear the voice of God in each individual psalm. Its purpose is the same 
as that of any part of scripture; Psalms is “profitable for doctrine, for 
reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness: That the man 
of God may be perfect, throughly furnished unto all good works” (2 
Timothy 3:16-17). Nevertheless, Psalms is unique. In it not only does 
God speak to His people, but the people speak to God. By applying 
these ancient psalms to our time, the life of faith, hope, and love of 
the individual Christian, the family, and the church may be greatly 
enhanced.

F. The central spiritual message of the Book of Psalms may be said to be 
“praise through prayer.” Again and again, in individual psalms, we see 
how sighing is turned into singing through praying; while if we take 
the book as a whole, we see this idea moving forward until the whole 
book is finished in the five “Hallelujah” Psalms with which it closes, 



each of which begins and ends with the exclamation, “Praise ye the 
Lord.”

II. Spiritual Value
A. This book provides for our emotions and feelings the same kind of 

guidance as the other scriptures provide for our faith and actions. 
Ambrose of Milan wrote, “History instructions, the Law teaches, 
prophecy announces, rebukes, and chastens, morality persuades; but 
in the Book of Psalms we have the fruit of all these, and a kind of 
medicine for the salvation of men.”

B. Ever since they were written, the Psalms have played a large part in 
the life of God’s people. The ancient Hebrews used them in the temple 
worship; and the Jews of today still use them in the synagogue. The 
Christians of the New Testament times sang them (Colossians 3:16; 
James 5:13). To the godly these Psalms are an unmatched treasury of 
devotion, comfort, sympathy, and reassurance.

C. The word “psalm” is from the Greek word psalmos, which means “a 
poem to be sung to a stringed instrument,” a translation of the Hebrew 
mizmor (“a song accompanied by musical instruments”). The Hebrew 
title (tehillim) signifies the contents of the book: “songs of praise.” It 
was in the third century B.C., in the Septuagint translation of the 
Hebrew scriptures into Greek, that this word psalmoi was first used as 
the general title for this collection of Hebrew poems; and from there, 
per the Latin Vulgate, the name reappears in our English version.
1. This name is certainly appropriate, for many of these poems are 

undoubtedly odes, or poems written to be set to music, as is shown 
by the fact that 55 of them are addressed to “the chief musician;” 
that is, to the choir leader, or precentor, of Hebrew religious 
worship.

2. Many of them are lyrics, or poems expressing the individual 
emotions of the poet, and intended for accompaniment by the lyre 
or “stringed instruments,” as one can see in those which have the 
word “Neginoth” attached to them. It is because of this that the 
Book of Psalms is known almost equally as well as the “Psalter,” 
which means “a harp or stringed instrument.”

D. The values of the Psalms to the individual and to all Christians in 
general are many.
1. It is a book of prayers -- a human being’s communion with God.
2. It expresses one’s praise to God for acts fulfilled in the past. God’s 

goodness in fulfilling His past promises becomes the occasion for 
hope in the future.



3. The Psalms reflect the experience of faith of God’s people. Their 
expressions of frustration, impatience, anger, and joy reflect the 
tension between reward and condemnation.

4. God addresses both the individual and all His people collectively in 
the Psalms.

5. The Psalms also connect the Old Testament and the New 
Testament. Although they belong to the Old Testament, the 
psalmists longed for the day of redemption. From the early church 
we have inherited a new perspective of reading the Psalms in the 
light of Jesus’ mission and work. Psalms is perhaps the most used 
book of the Bible. Besides Isaiah, it is the most quoted book in the 
New Testament.

III. A Poetic Pentateuch
A. According to the Midrash on the Psalms, an ancient Jewish 

commentary, the five books were intentionally created to parallel the 
five books of Moses.
1. From the time of Ezra downwards, and coinciding with the first 

appearance of synagogues among the dispersed Jews, there arose a 
system of commenting upon and explaining the meaning of the 
Hebrews scriptures.

2. This probably arose from the necessity of expounding the Law to 
congregations of Jews in which many did not understand the 
language in which it was read. At first the commentaries were oral, 
but later were recorded in writing.

B. The Midrash on Psalm 1:1 speaks of the fivefold division of Psalms.
1. The Book of Psalms is the fivefold book of the congregation to God, 

and the Law is the fivefold book of God to the congregation.
2. The first group of Psalms, which correspond to Genesis, has much 

to say about man. The second group, corresponding with Exodus, 
has much to say about deliverance. The third group, corresponding 
with Leviticus, has its emphasis in the Asaph psalms, and deal with 
the sanctuary. The fourth group, corresponding with Numbers, and 
beginning with Psalm 90, the prayer of Moses, stresses the time 
when unrest and wandering will cease, such as the in the time of 
Christ. The fifth group, corresponding with Deuteronomy, contains 
much thanksgiving for divine faithfulness, and emphasizes the word 
of the Lord.

IV. Psalm Inscriptions
A. The antiquity of the inscriptions attached to the psalms is undoubted.

1. They were in existence when the Septuagint translation was made 
in the third century B.C., and must have existed for a good while 



before then, since the meaning of several inscriptions had already 
by that time gradually become lost, as is evidenced by the fact that 
the Septuagint translators did not attempt to translate these words, 
but simply let them stand untranslated in the inscriptions.

2. Their antiquity is thus moved back easily to the fifth century B.C., 
to the time of Ezra, who, it is generally agreed, made a revision of 
the scriptures as existing in his day, and therefore had much to do 
with assembling the Book of Psalms into its present form.

B. All but 34 of the Psalms bear some type of title as a superscription. 
The Jews referred to these 34 as “orphans.” The heading or 
superscription may contain any or all of several categories of 
information.
1. Identification with a person.
2. Association with a historical event.
3. Music and worship details.
4. The type or genre of the psalm.

V. Collections Of Psalms
A. The Book of Psalms is obviously a collection. The superscriptions in the 

Hebrew text ascribe 73 of them to David; 12 to Asaph (50, 73-83), 
who was one of the heads of David’s choir at Jerusalem; 12 to the 
sons of Korah (42-49, 84-85, 87-88); two to Solomon (72, 127); one 
to Heman the Ezrahite (88); one to Ethan the Ezrahite (89); and one 
to Moses (90). The other 50 are left anonymous.

B. Either by a single editor or by several, these poems, written by 
different persons at different times, were brought together into one 
volume under the guidance of the Holy Spirit; and it is probable that 
the formation of the collection was gradual. It is likely that a first 
collection of the Davidic Psalms was made soon after David’s death, 
that the Korahite Psalms were added a little later, and the Asaph 
Psalms still later, with a number of further, anonymous psalms; while 
probably Ezra the scribe had much to do with the bringing of them into 
their present arrangement.

C. There are several categories of psalms.
1. Praise Psalms -- offer praise to God.
2. Messianic Psalms -- speak of the Person and the work of the 

Messiah.
a) The Book of Psalms is quoted more frequently in the New 

Testament than any other book of the Old Testament, and most 
of the quotations from it are prophetic lines.

b) Many of the psalms can never be truly appreciated without 
recognizing that they address the humiliation and exaltation of 



the Messiah, the sorrows and deliverance of Israel, and the 
future blessing of all the nations through Israel’s Messiah.

3. Lament Psalms -- a cry to God for help.
4. Testimonial Psalms -- communicate what God has done for Israel.
5. The Songs of Ascent -- sung during pilgrimages to the city of 

Jerusalem.
6. Imprecatory Psalms -- asking for judgment on wicked men.

a) This category of psalms express vehement anger and curses 
against enemies and evildoers, which seems, on the surface, 
against the teaching and spirit of the New Testament.

b) However, the imprecation is against ungodly evildoers as such; it 
is not from personal malice. For example, David’s words in Psalm 
5:10 are those of a man who sees sin in its real nature as 
rebellion against God. They are the words of a man who has 
identified himself with God against sin, and who hates sin 
because God hates it.

c) If the deeds of the wicked go unpunished, then the moral 
constitution of the very universe would be violated.

7. Penitential Psalms -- sorrowing over sin.
8. Wisdom Psalms -- guidelines for godly people.
9. Historical Psalms -- looking back on God’s dealings with the nation 

of Israel.
10.Nature Psalms -- the handiwork of God in Creation.

D. Several collections arose over the centuries.
1. Smaller collections included the psalms associated with the sons of 

Korah, Asaph, the second Davidic Psalter (51-71), and the 
Hallelujah Psalms (146-50).
a) The Hallel or Hallelujah Psalms are not to be confused with a 

literary genre.
(1) Instead, they form three separate collections.

(a) The “Egyptian Hallel” (113-118).
(b) The “Great Hallel” (120-136 or 135-136; Jewish sources 

vary on the extent).
(2) The concluding Hallel Psalms (146-150).

(a) The Hallel Psalms had a significant part in the praise 
(hallel) of the Lord.

(b) The Egyptian Hallel and the Great Hallel (most of which 
are pilgrimage songs: 120-134) were sung during the 
annual feasts.

b) The concluding Hallel Psalms (146-150) constituted a part of the 
daily prayers in the synagogues after the destruction of the 
temple and Jerusalem in A.D. 70.



2. The larger collections consisted of the psalms associated with David 
(3-41; cf. 72:20), and the Elohistic Psalter (42-83) -- itself a 
collection of smaller collections: the Korahite (42-49) and Davidic 
Psalms (51-71); the Asaphite Psalter (73-83); and the Songs of 
Ascent (120-34). The process of collection began with smaller 
collections, to which individual psalms or other collections were 
added, resulting in the final 150 psalms.

3. In our English Bibles, the psalms are now commonly divided into 
five books, each ending with a doxology (1-41; 42-72; 73-89; 
90-106; 107-150).
a) Psalm 150 is a universal doxology while Psalm 1 is a universal 

introduction to the book.
b) Psalm 2, 42, 73, 90 and 107 serve as introductions to their 

respective books.

VI. Individual Psalms
A. Psalm 19.

1. This is a psalm of science and religion, and the two are 
fundamentally shown to be one. The psalm handles the issue with 
majestic, clear vision.

2. The first 14 lines are devoted to the revelation of God in the works 
of nature. The next 14 lines are devoted to the revelation of God in 
the words of scripture. The psalm then closes with a prayer.

B. Psalm 23.
1. The opening words, “I shall not want,” are the key to the whole. 

Because the Lord is my shepherd, I lack nothing.
2. In a beautiful way, the psalmist does not lack provision, peace, 

restoration, guidance, courage, comfort, honor, joy, blessing, favor, 
and a heavenly home.

C. Psalm 90.
1. Divine sovereignty and human history (vss. 1-6).
2. Divine severity and human iniquity (vss. 7-11).
3. Human appeal for compassion and favor (vss. 12-17).

D. Psalm 139.
1. Divine omniscience (vss. 1-6).
2. Divine omnipresence (vss. 7-12).
3. Divine omnipotence (vss. 13-18).
4. The psalmist’s reaction (vss. 19-24).

VII.Conclusion
A. People identify with the Book of Psalms because they express the 

sentiments of real people. Here the suffering and sorrowful find a 
fellowship of sympathy. Here the persecuted and forsaken find 



reassurance in their time of need. Here the contrite, penitent sinner 
finds comfort for a broken heart. Psalms is a people book; but not just 
any people -- Psalms is the book of God’s people timelessly expressing 
their deepest feelings toward their heavenly Father.

B. The exhaustless treasury of the Book of Psalms needs to be prayerfully 
explored by every Christian. The joy and enrichment which these 
precious poems of human experience and divine inspiration bring to 
the people of God down through the ages can never be measured or 
expressed.


