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THE PSALMS
PSALMS, OR THE PSALTER, as it is sometimes called, is a collection of prayers and songs composed throughout Israel’s history. Its title, Psalms, is derived from a Greek term meaning “song.” The Hebrew title of the book, Tehillim, means more specifically “hymns” or “songs of praise.”
Poetry and Music
THE POETIC CHARACTER OF THE PSALMS is manifest in the balance or symmetry of each line. A line of poetry, which is often identical with a numbered verse, is composed of two or three parts, usually sentences or clauses, called cola (singular, colon). The balance between or among the cola is evident in three ways, often more approximate than precise: sound or rhythm (accented or stressed syllables), length of line (the number of syllables), and especially parallelism of meaning, in which members or words in one colon are seconded or paralleled in some fashion in another. The forms of such parallelism are many and may involve contrasting elements as well as synonymous ones. The highly poetic form of the psalms is evident also in the use of figures of thought and speech, word pairs, rhyme, and other common poetic devices. The musical character of the psalms is reflected in the title to the book, in many of the superscriptions, or headings, which often contain what seem to be technical music terms, and the long tradition of the musical use of Psalms that continues to the present day.
Psalm Types
THE PSALMS FALL GENERALLY INTO CERTAIN TYPES or genres that reflect usage in various contexts, especially in the worship life of ancient Israel. The title of the book characterizes the psalms as hymns and thus identifies the praise of God in worship as their purpose. The conclusion to the first half of the Psalter (Pss 1-72), “the prayers of David ... are ended,” indicates, however, that much of this biblical book was understood as prayer, often that of an individual in distress and needing help. In a number of cases one can see that prayers and hymns that may have been originally intended for a setting in worship have become more like instruction in character. The reverse may have happened as well. A didactic function for the psalms is confirmed by the introduction to the Psalter, Ps 1, with its focus upon the law, or instruction of the Lord, and its study (cf. Ps 119, which, it has been suggested, may have been the conclusion to an
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earlier form of the Psalter). Thus, prayers for help, songs of praise, and instruction for life were all joined in this book as different and changing intentions shaped its formation,
PRAYERS FOR HELP (LAMENTS)
THE LARGEST CATEGORY OF PSALMS is composed of prayers for help—usually called laments— either on the part of an individual (e.g., Pss 3-7) or the community as a whole (e.g., Pss 83; 85). In some cases individual prayers have been transformed into community prayers, and in some community prayers one can hear individual and representative voices. These psalms were prayed in situations of severe distress, although the particular circumstances out of which they originated are no longer discernible except in the broadest sense. Sickness and adversity, betrayal and abandonment, sin and guilt, and slander and false accusation as well as other acts of persecution and oppression by those called “enemies” and “wicked” are aspects of suffering reflected in the individual prayers. For the community prayers, situations of national disaster and defeat are indicated, and in some instances it appears as if the Babylonian destruction of Judah (587 BCE) and the exile that followed are in view (e.g., Pss 74; 79; 137). In all of these prayers the circumstances and the effects of the distress on the ones who prayed are set forth in generalized, stylized, and metaphorical ways that have served to loosen these prayers from whatever original setting they may have had and made them more broadly applicable in the life of the community over long periods and for different situations.
The focus of the prayers is on petitions or pleas for help that incorporate lamenting descriptions of the psalmist’s distress, including references to physical and emotional suffering, divine affliction, or persecution by other persons. Such prayers, however, also express the petitioner’s confidence or trust in God’s power and willingness to help and often give reasons why the deity should do so. These usually have to do with the character of the deity, the plight of the psalmist, or the sufferer’s trust in God. Frequently the one who prays vows to sacrifice and offer praise to God when deliverance comes. One also may discern indications that the prayer has been heard and God has responded.
SONGS OF THANKSGIVING
THE PROMISE OF PRAISE in the prayer for help is what evokes the song of thanksgiving (e.g., Ps 30). Here the psalmist sings praise to God in gratitude for the help that was given, frequently giving some account of the distress and God’s deliverance. Sacrifices may have accompanied these songs. They were, at least, sung in the sanctuary and before the congregation. The song of the psalmist is a testimony inviting others to praise the Lord because of the help God has shown. A few psalms may be communal songs of thanksgiving.
HYMNS
ANOTHER FORM OF PRAISE closely related to the song of thanksgiving is the hymn (e.g., Pss 117; 145). Here the congregation is called to praise or declares its intent to praise the Lord. Reasons for that praise are then given either briefly or at length. These usually have to do with the character and power of God demonstrated in the works of creation and in God’s acts of faithfulness and love toward Israel.
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ROYAL PSALMS
A NUMBER OF PSALMS center on the king and so have been called royal psalms. Some are prayers and songs of thanksgiving for or by the king (e.g., Ps 18); others may have been composed for occasions such as coronations (e.g., Ps 2) or weddings (e.g., Ps 45). Sporadic references to the king occur in other psalms, and it is possible that sometimes when a voice speaks in the psalms as a representative of the people it is the voice of a king.
OTHER TYPES
OTHER TYPES OF PSALMS occur in smaller numbers, for example, liturgies of thanksgiving (e.g., Ps 118) and liturgies for entrance into the sanctuary (e.g., Pss 15; 24). Some of the other types are developments of particular aspects of the prayer or hymn: the psalms of trust (e.g., Pss 23; 62), the songs exalting Zion (e.g., Pss 48; 87), and those hymns celebrating God’s universal rule (commonly called “enthronement psalms,” e.g., Pss 47; 93; 96-99). Some psalms with prominent didactic and instructional features must have been initially composed with that aim in mind (e.g., Pss 37; 49).
Setting of the Psalms
THE SPECIFIC RELATIONSHIP of all the psalms to corporate and individual acts of worship is much debated. It is likely that a number of them were a part of public worship. Surely some of them were associated with the great annual festivals. The hymns and liturgies, as well as the songs of thanksgiving, had their place in the worship of the congregation. The relation of the individual prayers for help to the sanctuary and the priestly officials is less clear. There are indications that prayers were uttered in the sanctuary, often at night. They sometimes incorporate or allude to oracles of salvation that may have been mediated through a priest. Some interpreters, however, have claimed that the individual prayers were associated more with the family or clan and less with the sanctuary and its priests.
Composition and Authorship
THE DATE OF COMPOSITION varies from psalm to psalm and is in most cases impossible to determine. Some psalms were probably composed fairly early in Israel’s history (e.g., Pss 18; 29; 68). Many may have been composed after the exile. Some psalms show indications of having undergone a process of transmission that, in the course of time, changed them from their original form. That process, which is difficult to reconstruct, has involved adapting individual psalms for communal use, royal motifs for a postmonarchical context, and cultic psalms for noncultic uses (and probably the reverse).
In its present form the Psalter is arranged in five collections, or “books,” an arrangement thought to be on analogy with the five books of the Torah. Although the rationale for the internal processes of organization is much debated, the book divisions are evident by the closing doxological verses in Pss 41.13; 72.18-19; 89.52; 106.48; 150.1-6.
Although many of the psalms are associated in their headings with David, who may have written some of them, the authorship of the individual psalms is unknown. The superscriptions of the psalms are secondary to their composition and identify persons other than David with whom the psalms are associated either because of content (e.g., Pss 72; 127) or because the individuals named
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had some role in the music and worship of the temple (e.g., Asaph and the Korahites). Musical notations of various sorts appear in these headings, but their meaning is often uncertain. Indications of the type of psalm (e.g., Ps 90) or of its use in worship (e.g., Ps 92) are given on occasion.
The superscriptions also serve to identify collections or groupings of psalms within—or sometimes overlapping—the five “book” divisions. At the end of Book II (72.20), for example, a note indicates “the prayers of David son of Jesse are ended.” Although, in fact, David’s name appears in the headings of several more psalms—especially toward the end of the Psalter (Pss 138-145)—the majority of the psalms in Books I and II have some reference to David in their superscriptions, indicating a sense of these as a collection of Davidic prayers. A few have no name in the title, and there is a small collection of Korahite psalms (Pss 44-49) in their midst. Another collection of Korahite psalms appears in Pss 84-88, and one group of psalms is associated with another musician, Asaph (Pss 73-83; cf. Ps 50). The most obvious collection within the Psalter is the “Songs of Ascents” (Pss 120-134), fifteen psalms that share various features and probably were added as a group (see note on 120.1-7). Contemporary interpretation of Psalms has identified a number of groups of psalms that may be read together as subunits on the basis of formal connections as well as resonances of language and content, without necessarily showing explicit signs of collection such as may be reflected in the superscriptions and the doxologies. Furthermore, important proposals have been put forth for reading the whole Psalter as a book that has not only a beginning and an end, but thematic movement as well.
The formation of the Psalter was a long and complex process. Individual songs and prayers were composed, some of which were used repeatedly by the community; these were brought together into smaller collections first and eventually formed into the larger whole that is now the Psalter. Pss 1 and 2 were placed as an introduction to the whole, probably late in the process of formation, and Ps 150 (or possibly Pss 145-150) seems to have been put at the end as a doxological conclusion. Additional psalms appear in some of the ancient versions as well as in the large Psalms manuscript from Qumran. [PATRICK D. MILLER]
BOOK I: PSALMS 1-41
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Royal Thanksgiving for Victory
To the leader. A Psalm of David the servant of
the LORD, who addressed the words of this
song to the LORD on the day when the LORD
delivered him from the hand of all his
enemies, and from the hand of Saul. He said:
18
I love you, O LORD, my strength.
 2 The LORD is my rock, my fortress,
and my deliverer,
my God, my rock in whom I take
refuge,
my shield, and the horn of my
salvation, my stronghold.
3	I call upon the LORD, who is worthy to be
praised,
so I shall be saved from my enemies.
4	The cords of death encompassed me;
the torrents of perdition assailed me;
5	the cords of Sheol entangled me;
the snares of death confronted me.
6	In my distress I called upon the LORD;
to my God I cried for help.
From his temple he heard my voice,
and my cry to him reached his ears.
7	Then the earth reeled and rocked;
the foundations also of the mountains
trembled
and quaked, because he was angry.
8	Smoke went up from his nostrils,
and devouring fire from his mouth;
glowing coals flamed forth from him.
9	He bowed the heavens, and came down;
thick darkness was under his feet.
10	He rode on a cherub, and flew;
he came swiftly upon the wings of the
wind.
11	He made darkness his covering around
him,
his canopy thick clouds dark with
water.
12	Out of the brightness before him
there broke through his clouds
hailstones and coals of fire.
13	The LORD also thundered in the heavens,
and the Most High uttered his voice. a
14	And he sent out his arrows, and scattered
them;
he flashed forth lightnings, and routed
them.
15	Then the channels of the sea were seen,
and the foundations of the world were
laid bare
at your rebuke, O LORD,
a Gk See 2 Sam 22.14: Heb adds hailstones and coals of fire
18.1-50 A royal psalm of thanksgiving, presumably fulfilling a vow to give thanks and praise after God has helped (see 7.17; 13.6). Although the superscription may not be historical, it suggests the circumstances in which such a song by a king would be appropriate. The psalm is found also in 2 Sam 22. To the leader. See note on 4.1-8. 18.1-3 Hymnic praise of God by heaping up metaphors to underscore God’s protecting help. 18.2 Horn of my salvation. See note on 75.4-5. Refuge. See v. 30; note on 2.10-12. 18.4-5 The near-death distress that evoked the cry to God for help. 18.5 Sheol. See note on 6.5. 18.6 From his temple . . . voice. See 1 Kings 8.37-40. My cry. . . ears. See 2 Chr 6.40; Sir 21.5 (cf. Gen 18.21; Ex 2.23-24; 3.7). 18.7-19 The appearance of God to deliver the king in trouble. The description is in typical storm- god imagery, depicting the coming of God as a mighty warrior from the cosmic abode, represented on earth by the sanctuary. The elements of nature are both disturbed and used by the Divine Warrior (cf. Ex 15; Deut 33.2-3; Judg 5.4-5; Ps 68.7-8; Hab 3.15). 18.10 Cherub, possibly a synonym for “cloud,” but also referring to the cherubim or winged figures that served as the throne of the invisible God on the ark of the covenant (1 Sam 4.4). 18.14 Arrows, i.e., flashes of lightning. 18.16 Mighty waters, a common image for
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at the blast of the breath of your
nostrils.
16	He reached down from on high, he took
me;
he drew me out of mighty waters.
17	He delivered me from my strong enemy,
and from those who hated me;
for they were too mighty for me.
18	They confronted me in the day of my
calamity;
but the LORD was my support.
19	He brought me out into a broad place;
he delivered me, because he delighted
in me.
20	The LORD rewarded me according to my
righteousness;
according to the cleanness of my hands
he recompensed me.
21	For I have kept the ways of the LORD,
and have not wickedly departed from
my God.
22	For all his ordinances were before me,
and his statutes I did not put away
from me.
23	I was blameless before him,
and 1 kept myself from guilt.
24	Therefore the LORD has recompensed me
according to my righteousness,
according to the cleanness of my hands
in his sight.
25	With the loyal you show yourself loyal;
with the blameless you show yourself
blameless;
26	with the pure you show yourself pure;
and with the crooked you show
yourself perverse.
27	For you deliver a humble people,
but the haughty eyes you bring down.
28	It is you who light my lamp;
the LORD, my God, lights up my
darkness.
29	By you I can crush a troop,
and by my God I can leap over a wall.
30	This God—his way is perfect;
the promise of the LORD proves true;
he is a shield for all who take refuge in
him.
31	For who is God except the LORD?
And who is a rock besides our God?—
32	the God who girded me with strength,
and made my way safe.
33	He made my feet like the feet of a deer,
and set me secure on the heights.
34	He trains my hands for war,
so that my arms can bend a bow of
bronze.
35	You have given me the shield of your
salvation,
and your right hand has supported me;
your helpa has made me great.
36	You gave me a wide place for my steps
under me,
and my feet did not slip.
37	I pursued my enemies and overtook
them;
and did not turn back until they were
consumed.
38	I struck them down, so that they were not
able to rise;
they fell under my feet.
39	For you girded me with strength for the
battle;
you made my assailants sink under me.
40 You made my enemies turn their backs to
me,
and those who hated me I destroyed.
41	They cried for help, but there was no one
to save them;
they cried to the LORD, but he did not
answer them.
42	I beat them fine, like dust before the
wind;
I cast them out like the mire of the
streets.
43	You delivered me from strife with the
peoples;b
you made me head of the nations;

a Or gentleness b Gk'Ig Heb people
terrible distress that threatens to overwhelm the sufferer (42.7; 69.1-2, 14-15; 144.7). 18.19 A broad place (cf. v. 36) is a characteristic way of describing God’s gift of salvation (31.8; 66.12; 118.5; cf. Gen 26.22). 18.20-24 Because of the moral integrity of the ruler, the enemies’ persecution has not expressed divine judgment but rather the grounds for God’s powerful help and protection (see Pss 1; 15). 18.25-29 The reason for the assertions of w. 20-24 is that God responds appropriately to human conduct. 18.28 Light is an image for life. 18.30-45 The king gives thanks and praises God (vv. 30-31) by recounting how the Lord prepared him to fight against his enemies (vv. 32-34) and gave him power over them (vv. 35-42).
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people whom I had not known served
me.
44	As soon as they heard of me they obeyed
me;
foreigners came cringing to me.
45	Foreigners lost heart,
and came trembling out of their
strongholds.
46	The LORD lives! Blessed be my rock,
and exalted be the God of my
salvation,
47	the God who gave me vengeance
and subdued peoples under me;
48	who delivered me from my enemies;
indeed, you exalted me above my
adversaries;
you delivered me from the violent.
49	For this I will extol you, O LORD, among
the nations,
and sing praises to your name.
50	Great triumphs he gives to his king,
and shows steadfast love to his
anointed,
to David and his descendants forever.

a Or dome b Gk Jerome Compal e Syr. Heb line c Heb In them d Or from proud thoughts
18.30 Refuge. See note on 2.10-12. 18.46-50 Concluding praise and thanksgiving. 18.49 1 will extol. Cf. Rom 15.9.18.50 The victories over enemies described in the song are here specifically said to be those of the ruler. Anointed. See note on 2.2.
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Plea for Help in Time of National Humiliation
A Maskil of Asaph.
74
O God, why do you cast us off
forever?
Why does your anger smoke against
the sheep of your pasture?
2	Remember your congregation, which you
acquired long ago,
which you redeemed to be the tribe of
your heritage.
Remember Mount Zion, where you
came to dwell.
3	Direct your steps to the perpetual ruins;
the enemy has destroyed everything in
the sanctuary.
4	Your foes have roared within your holy
place;
they set up their emblems there.
5	At the upper entrance they hacked
the wooden trellis with axes.f
6	And then, with hatchets and hammers,
they smashed all its carved work.
7	They set your sanctuary on fire;
they desecrated the dwelling place of
your name,
bringing it to the ground.
8	They said to themselves, “We will utterly
subdue them”;

a Cn: Heb his people return here b Cn: Heb abundant waters are drained by them c Cn. Heb Lord d Or to glory e Heb rock f Cn Compare Gk Syr Meaning of Heb uncertain
74.1-23 A community prayer for help that seems to assume the destruction of Jerusalem and so may date between 587 and 520 BCE. Maskil. See note on 32.1— 11. Asaph. See note on 50.1-23. 74.1-2 Address and introductory cry for help. 74.1 Why... forever? anticipates the later complaint How long? (v. 10). 74.3-8 A description of the destruction of Jerusalem. 74.4 Emblems, lit. “signs” (cf. v. 10), perhaps military stan-
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they burned all the meeting places of
God in the land.
9	We do not see our emblems;
there is no longer any prophet,
and there is no one among us who
knows how long.
10	How long, O God, is the foe to scoff?
Is the enemy to revile your name
forever?
11	Why do you hold back your hand;
why do you keep your hand ina your
bosom?
12	Yet God my King is from of old,
working salvation in the earth.
13	You divided the sea by your might;
you broke the heads of the dragons in
the waters.
14	You crushed the head s of Leviathan;
you gave him as foodb for the creatures
of the wilderness.
15	You cut openings for springs and
torrents;
you dried up ever-flowing streams.
16	Yours is the day, yours also the night;
you established the luminariesc and the
sun.
17	You have fixed all the bounds of the
earth;
you made summer and winter.
18	Remember this, O LORD, how the enemy
scoffs,
and an impious people reviles your
name.
19	Do not deliver the soul of your dove to
the wild animals;
do not forget the life of your poor
forever.
20	Have regard for yourd covenant,
for the dark places of the land are full
of the haunts of violence.
21	Do not let the downtrodden be put to
shame;
let the poor and needy praise your
name.
22	Rise up, O God, plead your cause;
remember how the impious scoff at
you all day long.
23	Do not forget the clamor of your foes,
the uproar of your adversaries that
goes up continually.

a Cn: Heb do you consume your right hand from b Heb food for the people c Or moon; Heb light d Gk Syr ' Heb the
dards. 74.8 Meeting places of God, perhaps other places of worship besides the temple. 74.9-11A complaint to God over the absence of divine intervention. 74.9 Emblems, probably “signs” here. It may mean that the prophetic signs that promised a quick end to suffering have not come true. There is no... prophet may mean that the speakers have lost all confidence in those prophets still around. There is no prophet who knows how long the suffering is to last. For prophetic signs that tell how long something will last, see 2 Kings 19.29; Isa 7.14-16. Such failure of contemporary prophecy may be demonstrated in Jer 28.1-4. 74.10 How long? See note on 6.3.74.12-17 Expression of trust and praise of the creator. 74.13-15 The picture is of the mythological creation battle in which the watery forces of chaos, portrayed as monsters, are defeated by the Lord at the beginning of creation. See 93.3; 104.7-9; Job 38.8-11; cf. Isa 27.1. Israel associated this language with God’s “creation” of the people in the crossing of the sea (cf. Ex 15.1-18; Isa 51.9-11). Both images may be in view here. 74.18-23 A series of petitions urging God to help and giving various motivations that suggest that God’s cause, name, and covenant are at stake in Israel’s distress.
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A Plea for Justice
A Psalm of Asaph.
82
God has taken his place in the divine
council;
in the midst of the gods he holds
judgment:
2	“How long will you judge unjustly
and show partiality to the wicked? Selah
3	Give justice to the weak and the orphan;
maintain the right of the lowly and the
destitute.
4	Rescue the weak and the needy;
deliver them from the hand of the
wicked.”
5	They have neither knowledge nor
understanding,
they walk around in darkness;
all the foundations of the earth are
shaken.
6	I say, “You are gods,
children of the Most High, all of you;
7	nevertheless, you shall die like mortals,
and fall like any prince.”a
8	Rise up, O God, judge the earth;
for all the nations belong to you!

a Or fall as one man, O princes b Or a tumbleweed
82.1-8 A call for God’s rule of the nations to ensure justice for the weak. The psalm is a literary report of the action of the divine council or heavenly assembly similar to the prophetic reports recounted in 1 Kings 22.19-23; Isa 6.1-13; Jer 23.18-22. As commonly conceived in the ancient Near East, the council of the gods was where the governance of the universe was managed. Asaph. See note on 50.1-23. 82.1-4 The God of Israel rises in the council of the gods to accuse the gods of the nations of not having maintained the right to justice of the weak and the poor, the primary criterion of a just order in ancient Israel. 82.2 How long? is the typical complaint against God of the sufferer in prayer. Here it is taken up by God on behalf of the victims of oppression (cf. 6.3; 13.1-2; 74.10; 94.3). It also becomes a part of prophetic indictment of the wickedness of the people (Jer 4.14; 13.27; 23.26; Hos 8.5; Hab 2.6). Selah. See note on 3.2. 82.5 Either blindly or intentionally the gods do not know the way of justice. As a consequence, the just order of the universe is undermined. 82.6-7 The God of Israel strips the heavenly powers of their divine character and condemns the immortal gods to mortality. V. 6a is quoted in Jn 10.34. 82.8 The psalmist, perhaps a priestly or prophetic voice, calls upon God to take over the rule of the nations from all the other gods.


