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Why read the psalms?
A personal reflection

When | first became enthused about reading the Bible
as a teenager, | was pretty rigorous about reading my
three chapters a day (five on Sunday) so that | would
get through it in a year. | even stuck at it through
Leviticus - though I cannot claim to have actually
read every single name in those long lists! Yet the part
of the Bible that | read the least carefully at that time
was probably the psalms. They just didn’t seem very
readable. | could readily make sense of the narrative
books of the Bible, and the laws and prophecies were
reasonably accessible (if a little dull or obscure), but
I just didn’t seem to ‘get’ the psalms.

For many years, the psalms were not part of the wor-
shipping tradition of the churches | attended, and
so they were not explicitly in my awareness. (Only
subsequently have | discovered how many songs
and hymns were based on them.) | next came across
the psalms when | was at theological college and
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we would use one as part of morning prayer each
day. | can still recall how strongly | reacted day by
day as the person leading would say something like,
‘This morning we will say Psalm 28. | was (inwardly)
shouting ‘Why?! Why are we doing that? Why are we
using these strange words to express sentiments that
I don’t even relate to?’

In time, my bafflement found a constructive outlet,
and | began my study of the psalms which has contin-
ued since. What I soon discovered was that my mind-
set, both as a teenager and as an adult, had been
awry. The psalms are not for reading in the same way
that a story is for reading, because they are much
more intense and rich. They need to be experienced
and felt as much as heard. It was when | slowed down
and dwelt with the psalms awhile that they started
to come alive. | was like someone who had only ever
drunk Americano coffee, learning how to savour and
appreciate a really good espresso. They require a dif-
ferent sort of reading.

The psalms also require a different sort of ‘saying’ -
they really make sense when they are prayed. As a
means of sharing in the faith experience of those
who wrote them, the psalms really started to hit the
mark when | learned to pray them with and for other
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people. They provide a real point of connection with
God’s people - past and present - who share the
same joys, struggles and hopes that | do. And it is this
emotional richness that has really had the most sig-
nificantimpact on me. Strong feelings do not always
find comfortable means of expression in contempo-
rary Christian life; indeed, some forms of Christian
community can be positively averse to them. Yet, in
the psalms, | have found the most extraordinary and
wonderful way to connect with God through every
shade of emotion.

So, l invite you to read the psalms with me: to learn
to appreciate their richness, their flavours and their
intensity. May they enrich your own faith and, through
your praying them, that of many others too.
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What is the book of Psalms?

Imagine 2,000 years from now, in a digital age, when
only a handful of people are allowed access to old
paper documents, one of the country’s last ever
printed hymn books (dated 2025?) is discovered. What
afascination! If you were in that situation, what would
your questions be? What would you want to investi-
gate? Perhaps which hymns/songs were included and
which not; or the order in which they were printed;
or the topics and ideas about God that they covered?
Could they be related to anything else that was known
about the Christian church in the early 21st century?
All of which would be helped enormously if there was
an editor’s Foreword to the hymn book (as there usu-
ally is) addressing those sorts of issues.

The book of Psalms is a collection of hymns, songs
and prayers from ancient Israel, originally written in
Hebrew. Sadly, it does not have an editor’s Foreword,
but it does give us a fascinating insight into the
beliefs, hopes and worship of the Israelites. And, as
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it was in use at the time of Jesus, it was particularly
influential on the New Testament writers and on
Christian traditions of devotion and worship.

The book of Psalms, also known in English as the
Psalter, consists of 150 numbered psalms. As hymns
and prayers, they are generally addressed to God.
They have always been associated with music and
being sung; several of the psalms themselves men-
tion the use of music and singing (for example, 49:4;
92:3). Some appear to be specifically intended for
congregational singing, whereas others are more
adaptable to a range of contexts. The psalms vary
in length very widely: the shortest (117) is just two
verses, whereas the longest (119) is 176 verses.

As you read the psalms, you will find that often God
and God’s actions are the sole concerns of a psalm,
while in other psalms there can be attention given to
the psalmist themselves, to God’s people generally, or
to a historical figure or specific place. In a few cases,
a psalm is neither addressed to God nor talks about
God, but is addressed to other people as a direct
means of passing on advice for good and godly living.

The Psalter is traditionally grouped into five smaller
collections or ‘books’ of psalms: 1—41,42—72,73—89,
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90—106 and 107—150. The division into books is iden-
tified by a concluding doxology - a short expression of
giving glory to God by means of the phrase ‘Blessed be
the Lord..’ Have a look at the end of Psalms 41, 72, 89
and 106 and you will see this. After the end of Psalm
72, you will find an extra fascinating comment! At the
very end of the Psalter, the same form of expression is
not used. Why do you think that might be?

This feature of the Psalter shows us that the psalms
have been assembled and rearranged over a period
of time, probably from other smaller collections.
Moreover, the insertion of these concluding expres-
sions of glorifying God suggests that the primary pur-
pose of the psalms is to be a means of giving glory to
God. They have their fullest meaning when we use
them for that purpose. In fact, the Hebrew title for
the Psalter is ‘Praises’. This does not fairly reflect the
variety of types of psalm found in the book, but does
convey the sense that all the psalms are fundamen-
tally for giving glory and honour to God.

Within the five ‘books’ of psalms, there are also some
smaller collections. Many psalms (but not all) have a
heading in the Hebrew text that associates a psalm
with a particular character or occasion. For exam-
ple, Psalms 73—83 are associated with Asaph, who
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was appointed the chief of the temple musicians in
1 Chronicles 16:7. And Psalms 120—134 are all headed
‘Song of Ascents’, which is possibly a reference to pil-
grimage up to Jerusalem. You may wonder why the
psalms are collected as they are, or put into the order
that they are. See if you can discern any connections
between psalms as you read them. Sometimes there
will be, at other times not.

The headings (known technically as ‘superscrip-
tions’, meaning ‘written at the top’) are translated
and included in some English versions of the Bible,
but not all. Have a look in your Bible and see if they
are there. For example, the heading for Psalm 73 is ‘A
Psalm of Asaph’. There might be another heading in
your Bible as well as (or instead of) that one. It would
probably be in italics and say something like ‘Plea
for relief from oppressors’. This is an extra explana-
tion of the psalm that has been added by the English
translators.

The most common phrase found in the headings is
‘Of David". This has given rise to the tradition of the
psalms having been written by King David, the second
king over all Israel as told in the book of 2 Samuel.
(Mentions of David being a musician, such as in
1 Samuel 19:9, also contribute to this tradition.) In
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some instances, it is clearly impossible that King
David could have been the author of a psalm (see
section 5 on historical context), while in others it
is plausible. However, the phrase ‘Of David’ is par-
ticularly ambiguous in its meaning (even more so
in Hebrew than in English). It could imply ‘written
by David’ but could also mean any of the following:
‘About David’, ‘In the style of David’, ‘For David’, or ‘In
honour of David’.

Be cautious in making assumptions about how a
particular psalm is related to the life of King David.
It is probably helpful to use the background of King
David’s life to add some context and character to the
psalms, but not to limit their meaning to those spe-
cific details. We can make the same point through
our analogy of a modern hymn book. We might know
that a hymn was written by John Wesley, and it might
have had particular connection to events in his life.
But the hymn will have taken on a life of its own: it will
have been used for over 200 years by many people
who did not know about the circumstances of its
origin. Therefore, its place in the hymn book and its
interpretation would not be limited by people not
knowing that John Wesley wrote it, or even if it were
discovered that in fact somebody else had written it.
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The ambiguity in the actual author(s) of the psalms is
such that we will refer to ‘the psalmist’ as the person
who originated a particular psalm. This makes read-
ing the psalms more straightforward and allows us
to hold in our mind the various people involved in
shaping the psalms, whether as authors, editors or
compilers. Some of those people may be identifiable
(such as David and Asaph), others not.

Thinking about human authors is part of seeing the
psalms as human words expressed to God. So they
originally were, and they continue to be as we read
them and pray them. But as part of scripture, they are
also God’s word to us as we read them. So, they reveal
as well as express. They make God known to us at
the very moment of our reaching out to God. Or, con-
versely, as the great early church leader Athanasius
putit, ‘While most scriptures speak to us, the Psalms
speak for us.’ See if you can discern this two-way com-
munication in your reading of the psalms. Where does
the psalmist speak for you? And what does God speak
toyou?

The next two sections will delve much deeper into
these two areas: What do the psalms say to us (as
God’s word)? And how do they say it (as a form of
human expression)?



/
BRF

Transforming

lives and communities

Christian growth and understanding of the Bible

Resourcing individuals, groups and leaders in churches for their own
spiritual journey and for their ministry

Church outreach in the local community

Offering two programmes that churches
are embracing to great effect as they 'm‘ s B

seek to engage with their local o The Glft}
communities and transform lives of Years

Teaching Christianity in primary schools

Working with children and teachers to explore Christianity creatively
and confidently

Children’s and family ministry

Working with churches and families to explore

Christianity creatively and bring the Bible alive parenting

Visit brf.org.uk for more information on BRF’s work

brf.org.uk




