The Psalter


The collection of prayers we know as the Book of Psalms does not date to one specific time.  These poems reflect a long tradition of prayer both within and apart from the Temple.  While some might be dated earlier, the earliest date for the majority of them is about 1000 BC, during the reigns of David and Solomon. Many of the psalms are attributed to David in their received titles. These reflect both the personal piety of David and Temple use.


The use of Psalms as part of Temple ritual has been retained from the earliest times into present day synagogue services as well as in Christian prayer. 

Many of the psalms are self-evident in their intent for use in the Temple ritual and in other rituals related to the early monarchy.   We will explore both of these aspects as we examine the 5 divisions within the book of Psalms.


The psalms are primarily prayer, prayer that was usually sung often accompanied by the lyre, flute, timbrel or drum or some combination of these. The term 'psalm' actually means 'a poem set to instrumental music'.  They are expressions of the human longing for a relationship with God - at times filled with sorrow or agony, at other times outpourings of joy and praise. Some psalms are not so much emotional as liturgical, demonstrating by both song and accompanying gesture/ritual the psalmist’s devotion.


The psalms have long been recognized as being grouped into five smaller ‘books’, each with a different focus.  This division of scripture into fives was a common device both reflecting and honoring the Torah, the 5 books of Moses.  These five divisions in the psalms are Ps. 1-41, 42-72, 73-89, 90-106 and107-150.

It should be noted that these divisions were not the original framework of the Pslams, but the structure of the final editorial collection.


The Psalms have been used for millenia in the Christian church as part of its liturgy. As such, many of them have been given a messianic interpretation. We will look at the psalms through a Christian lense a bit later. First, we should consider them in the Jewish contexts: historical, canonical and contemporary.


While many of the Psalms have come to us with a notation such as 'for David' or 'of Solomon' or 'a song of ascents' we must be cautious in accepting such an attribution as a historical marker.  As Brueggeman notes, such titles may have been added at later stages in the editorial process (Brueggeman 278) to indicate their current, or supposed historical, setting. A psalm attributed to David or Solomon, even seemingly to particular events, might not date to that event. Rather, the title might reflect the later use of the psalm, attributing it to such an historical circumstance gave a background for the type of circumstance for which it would be applicable.


It is nearly impossible to specifically date individual psalms. The collection as it stands is accepted to have been gathered for use in the Second Temple period  (500 BC- 70 AD).  Its date of acceptance into the canon is generally given, along with the rest of the Kethuvim  as in the late 1st Century AD (70-90).  However, most of the pslams are extremely old. There are significant indications that the use of psalms began with the erection of the Tabernacle during the time of the Exodus. There is even greater evidence that psalms were used during the early monarchies, particularly by David. This is demonstrated not so much by the titles of some of the collected pslams, but by references in the historical books to such use by David and in the early years of  Solomon's Temple. There is a strong, ancient tradition reflected in the Dead Sea Scrolls that attributes 3600 psalms to King David.(Jewish Study Bible 1281) Similarly, 1 Kings 5.12 attributes 1005 songs to King Solomon. 


Those psalms which are titled 'of Korah' or  'of Asaph' are considered to have been written in choir schools of those names. There are also attributions to various other supposed authors. As with so much of scripture, such attributions do not  necessarily indicate a historical fact but rather a validation of the importance of the passage or book. 


It is agreed by most scripture scholars that the pslams were gaterhed in several stages and in various separate collections. These disparate sets of psalms eventually were accumulated into one large hymnal, what we know as the Book of Psalms. Whatever the origin, the psalms individually and collectively served as a guide for prayer both within the Temple and in personal life. As such, the psalms continue in use in both the synagogue and in Christian churches.

Literary Forms/Genres


Perhaps the most common approach to studying the Psalms is to consider them according to their literary form.  As such there are a few basic categories into which the psalms fall.  Herman Gunkel, a leading early 20th century critical scholar, was one of the first to determine these categories. The psalms are allocated to a genre based on their inclusion of specific  rehtorical patterns, sets of phrases and other consistent aspects of content.


The most common form of psalm is praise.  A great majority of the pslams are directly songs of praise. Many pslams that fall into any of the other categories also bear a connection to praise, for this is the core of all prayer – to give glory to God.  A specific subcategory of the praise psalm is the doxology – a praise that invokes the great power of God in contrast with the weakness and need of the people.


Lament is another very common form of psalm. A lament, also called a complaint or a plea for help, can be either communal or individual. Communal laments reflect events that have affected the entire people – such as the exile.  An individual lament can be either a plea for help against enemies, a complaint in times  of distress, or a penitential petition. As might be expected, any of these can overlap the others. Also, each of these usually concludes with a final set of verses in praise of God.


Another general category of psalm is that of thanksgiving.  Like the lament, these can be communal or individual.  The common element is the recognition of a time in which the speaker was in trouble and without apparent recourse but was rescued by the power of God. The psalm will  then conclude with praise and thanks to God for his saving action. 


Some scholars will also distinguish particular themes in the Psalms. The most commonly cited themes are the Temple (also the Holy City, Jerusalem, etc.), creation (very common in the praise psalms), liturgy and ritual (psalms which seem to make specific reference to a cultic setting or use), and finally what might be termed 'lived human reality' (psalms in response to varying life circumstances). 

Christological Interpretation


Having given some consideration to the historical and canonical context and development of the book of Psalms, we can now turn to the use of the psalms in Christianity.


The christological interpretation of some of the psalms began in the earliest  years of Christianity. We see such interpretation in the epistles and in the gospels, presumably reflecting a use of them by the first apostolic communities, and perhaps even by Jesus himself.  There is scarcely space here to examine all the psalms which have been interpreted christologically, so we will content ourselves with a few of the most significant ones.  (22, 31, 69, 110, 118)

  
In the opening line of Psalm 22 we find words that are familiar to us form the Passion narratives of Mark and Matthew. In those gospels, these are the final words of Christ on the cross: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”.

Taken at their surface, without knowledge of the psalm, these words could easily lead the reader to think that Jesus had lost hope, that he thought his Father had indeed abandoned him at the last. However, when understood with the Psalm 22 as the background we find an opposite conclusion. Psalm 22 is one of many laments.  As such, it does indeed begin with a cry of despair.  That despair eventually gives way to a proclamation of trust: 'For God has not spruned or disdained the misery of this poor wretch, did not turn away from me, but heard me when I cried out” (v. 25). by its conclusion, the pslam calls upon all nations to praise God, and declares God's eternal deliverance: 'All the ends of the earth will worship and turn to the Lord . . . The generation to come will be told of the Lord, that they may procalim to a people yet unborn the deliverance you have brought.” (vs. 28, 32).  In this conclusion the church fathers, and Christianity even today, find a fitting message for the evangelists to record as the last words of Christ. This proclamation of salvation for all nations and to all ages is the very message which the gospels proclaim.


The evangelist Luke chose to substitute a line from Psalm 31 as the last words of Jesus : “Into your hands I commend my spirit . . . “ (Ps. 31.6, Lk. 23.46) This psalm is not a lament, but a prayer of thanksgiving.  It begins with a recognition of God as the refuge of the psalmist,  proceeds to outline the sorrows of the pslamist in the face of those who conspire against him, and concludes with words of thanks and hope – and encouragement. These concluding words suit well the community of Luke which was already facing persecution, the tone of Luke's gospel which addresses itself more than any other to the poor and oppressed, and Luke's message of the Kingdom of God made present by the faith and acts of disciples.  “Love the Lord, all you faithful. The Lord protects the loyal, but repays the arrogant in full. Be strong and take heart, all you who hope in the Lord.” (Ps 31.24-25).


As with Pslams 22 and 31, Psalm 69 takes on its christological implications in relation to the Passion.  Verse 10 is familiar to us from the cleansing of the Temple : “zeal for your house consumes me”.  The references to gall and vinegar in verse 22 are seen as related to the vinegar offered to Jesus on the cross. The praise with which the lament concludes  again echoes the message of hope for the dispossessed that is a recurrent them in the gospels and the life of the church.


Psalm 110 is not a lament, but a royal psalm. As such it has been traditionally interpreted within the christian tradition as a messianic psalm.  We see the origins of this interpretation in the gopsel of Matthew, where Jesus uses the opening lines to confound the Pharisees : “While the Pharisees were gathered together, Jesus questioned them, saying, 'What is your opinion about the Messiah? Whose son is he?”.  When they reply that the messiah is the son of David, Jesus  confounds them with Psalm 110.1, asking how then David can call the messiah 'lord' if he is his son. The pharisees are unable to give answer.  This same psalm also provides us with the reference to the eternal priesthood of Melchizedek (v. 4)which the epistle to the Hebrews uses in relation to the eternal priesthood of Christ (Heb. 5.6, and the theme of ch. 7).


The last psalm we shall reference, but certainly not the last of those in which is seen a christological connection, is Psalm 118. This is another royal psalm, a psalm of praise and thanksgiving probably originally used for a liturgy upon the triumphant return of the king to Jerusalem.  It is the last of a sequence of five 'hallel' (praise) psalms (Psalms 114-118) used in the concluding movement of the Passover Seder. As such, it may well have been one of the songs which Jesus and the disciples were singing as the went to the Mount of Olives after the Last supper (Mt. 26.30, Mk 14.26).  The verse most familiar to us relates to the gospel narratives of Jesus' entrance into Jerusalem before the Passion:  “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord. . . . Join in procession with leafy branches up to the horns of the altar.” (Ps 118.26-27) We are equally familiar with verse 22, which   is interpreted in Judaism as referring to the people, but has been seen as referrign to Jesus since the development of the earliest Christian communities: 'The stone which the builders rejected has become the cornerstone.” (Ps. 118.22, Mt 21.42, Lk 20.17, Acts 4.11, Rom 9.33, 1 Pet 2.7)

