
Psalms Commentary

Whereas most of the Bible is written with a general orientation of 
God speaking to humanity, the Psalms comprise the body of biblical 
texts where humanity is generally directing speech towards God. 
Because of this, they stand as the model for us in shaping our words 
and attitudes as we approach the throne of the Most High. However, 
even as these texts can generally be categorized in such a 
reductionist fashion, we immediately recognize that there exists a 
very large variety of ways that the psalmists were inspired to express 
themselves towards God.

Probably some of the better results of critical scholarship in recent 
centuries come from Psalms studies. Two areas are especially help-
ful: the study of Hebrew poetry, and the recognition of literary forms, 
or genres. Poetry is the common language of the Psalms; this is re-
cognized by noting the vast usage of poetic devices, especially chi-
asm and parallelism. Categories of parallelism in poetry include: 1) 
Synonymous (the repetition of a thought, e.g., Psalm 24:1, “The earth 
is the LORD's, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it.”); 
2) Antithetic (opposing thoughts, e.g., Psalm 1:6, “For the LORD 
knows the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked will 
perish.”); 3) Synthetic (the building upon of a thought or a theme, e.g., 
Psalm 1:1 “Blessed is the man who walks not in the counsel of the 
wicked, nor stands in the way of sinners, nor sits in the seat of 
scoffers…”); 4) Climactic (build upon the same word, e.g., Psalm 
29:1-2, “Ascribe to the LORD, O heavenly beings, ascribe to the 
LORD glory and strength. Ascribe to the LORD the glory due his 
name.”); and 5) Emblematic (using metaphor or simile, e.g., Psalm 
42:1, “As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants after 
you, O God.”). These devices serve to heighten the language of the 
Psalms; they increase the impact upon the hearer, help in memoriza-
tion, and inform the hearer about God’s holiness, as the language 
used to address him is special.

Another important literary aspect of the Psalms is the wide and di-
vergent personal perspective of any psalm. Some are written from a 
1st person perspective, like the well-known Psalm 23. But even within 



this Psalm, we see a movement of references to The LORD (Yah-
weh). Address to Yahweh starts with 3rd person (verses 1-3), but then 
starkly changes to 2nd person (verses 4-5), and then back to 3rd per-
son in verse 6. The context of the Psalm heightens the poetic impact, 
as the more personalized “you” is used in the verses where the 
psalmist (David in this case) is in need of Yahweh’s personal protec-
tion. Indeed, devices like this are common in the psalms, and paying 
attention to such perspectival shifts is certainly a beneficial exercise 
when seeking to understand any particular psalm. Some psalms were 
clearly written for a communal setting (e.g., Psalm 8, “O LORD, our 
Lord…”), but most originate from a personal voice.

The analysis of psalms by genre can be helpful, and offer a start-
ing point for in depth study of this body of Hebrew poetry. A common 
scheme is to categorize the Psalms into the following genres:

1) Hymns: These psalms usually include a word of, or a call to, 
praise Yahweh, and recount the reasons for such a call, typic-
ally by recounting his acts of faithfulness to God’s people. 
Sometimes his divine attributes are voiced as well. Psalms of 
this genre include 8, 19, 29, 33, 46, 47, 48, 65, 67, 68, 76, 84, 
87, 93, 96-100, 103, 104, 105, 111, 113, 117, 135, 136, 139, 
and 145-150.

2) Laments or Complaints: This is by far the most common genre, 
and many psalms that are not overall a lament or complaint 
contain at least some portion associated with this genre. These 
psalms are characterized by a call or plea or appeal or question 
to Yahweh (e.g., “How long, O Lord?). A specific complaint or 
lament is often recounted. This is then usually followed by a 
word of confidence that Yahweh will respond to the plea and 
the person(s) affected will respond with thanks or praise or will 
perform a vow. Psalms of this genre include 3, 5, 6, 7, 13, 17, 
22, 25, 28, 31, 39, 42, 43, 44, 54-57, 60, 61, 63, 64, 69, 70, 71, 
74; 79; 80, 83, 86, 88, 102, 109, 106, 120, 130, and 140-143.

3) Psalms of Thanksgiving: These psalms are a response to God 
for his active help in response to a cry for help during a crisis. 
They include a confession of God’s enduring faithfulness. Some 



thanksgiving psalms include 18, 30, 32, 34, 41, 66, 92, 100, 
107, 116, 118, 124, 129, and 138.

4) Wisdom or Torah Psalms: These psalms share themes associ-
ated with the Wisdom Literature of the Old Testament (Job, 
Proverbs, Song of Songs, and Ecclesiastes). Psalm 1 is a clas-
sic expression of such a psalm, with its stark contrasting of 
blessing for the righteous and destruction for the wicked. Other 
wisdom psalms include 37, 45, 49, 73, 91, 112, 119, 127, 128, 
and 133.

5) Kingship or Royal Psalms: These psalms focus on either the 
kingship of God or of his earthly human counterpart – David 
and his sons (which are now understood as Messianic psalms 
that reflect the eternal reign of David’s greatest son, Jesus). 
These psalms include nos. 2, 18, 20, 21, 45, 72, 101(a king’s 
vow), and the important 110, which is the most oft-quoted 
Psalm in the New Testament.

Most of these genres are further broken down into individual and 
communal categories as well. It should also be noted that not all 
scholars agree to this particular breakdown. I have presented the 
most common categories that capture most of the psalms. There are 
many psalms that mix genres (e.g., Psalms 18 and 45), and many 
sub-genres have been proposed as well.

Another helpful way to categorize the Psalms is to recognize the 
orientation of the psalmist in regards to his confidence level, and to 
understand that a psalm may reflect where a person/people of faith 
might be at any time in their lifelong faith journey. Brueggemann (The 
Message of the Psalms) has provided a helpful scheme that breaks 
down orientation into three categories:

1) Orientation: These psalms were written by people who were 
experiencing a vibrant and confident faith. In these psalms, 
God is trustworthy and reliable, and they exude an expressed 
sense of a settled orderliness and predictability. Good and 
evil are clear entities as well. Psalms that reflect this are 1, 8, 
14, 33, 37, 112, 104, 119, 133, and 145.



2) Disorientation: These psalms reflect the reality that human 
experience is not always marked by confidence and orderli-
ness, but can be, and quite often is, disordered and disori-
ented. In these psalms, there is a palpable underpinning that 
something is amiss and is in need of divine intervention. God 
is perceived as not being near and ready to help, and the 
psalmist (usually on behalf of himself or his community) is ap-
pealing to God for aid and resolution. They often include a 
“reminder” to God that he is a faithful person, as well as an 
exclamation of praise. Psalms reflecting this include 13, 35, 
51, 74, 79, 86, 88, 130, and 143.

3) New Orientation: People who moved through the process of 
orientation into disorientation, but find themselves on the oth-
er side of the process, and recognize God was behind the 
process, wrote these psalms. However, after “arriving” on the 
other side of darkness, they realize this process has brought 
them into a renewed life, with a greater sense of depth and 
commitment than had been previously known. They under-
stand what it is to be “saved.” Many psalms of thanksgiving 
reflect this new orientation, or the psalmist may simply exude 
an attitude of great confidence or adoration. This process is 
also reflected in many great narratives in Scripture, such as 
the stories of Jacob and Joseph and Daniel and Job, but ulti-
mately in the narrative of the life, death and resurrection of 
Jesus. Some of these types of psalms include 23, 30, 34, 40, 
66, 124, and 138.

     Of course, these are not hard and fast categories, and some 
psalms might contain multiple elements of orientation. For instance, 
in the delightful Psalm 73 we witness the journey of the psalmist from 
disorientation into a new orientation after he “went into God’s sanctu-
ary” (verse 17). But this scheme helps us to think about the psalms 
as being reflective of the real life of faith, and can aid us by helping us 
think about where the psalmist might have been in his journey when 
he wrote the psalm.

     Authorship of The Psalms is somewhat straightforward if we 
accept the inscriptions that are included at the beginning of many of 
the psalms. However, these inscriptions simply cannot be accepted 



as part of the inspired and authoritative texts. But they do however 
reflect a strong rabbinical tradition, so they can be helpful. And it is 
clear that David authored many of the psalms (73 are attributed to 
him in the Hebrew tradition). The inspired text declares this (Psalm 
72:20), and Jesus and Peter later confirmed Davidic authorship (e.g., 
see Matt 22:43ff and Acts 2:25). But there are also inscriptions that 
attribute other psalms to Asaph (12), the Sons of Korah (11). 
Jeduthun (4), Solomon (2), Moses, Heman, and Etan (1 each). The 
collection of psalms also took centuries to complete. If we accept 
Mosaic authorship, then they would have started during his lifetime. 
We know that at least one was written during the Babylonian captivity 
as well (Psalm 137), but Psalm 126 seems to be a post-exilic psalm. 
This would cover a span of almost 1000 years. The final form of the 
Psalms is written in five scrolls, or books. It is also clear that psalms 
were not appended to the collection as they were adopted, but were 
woven into the various books. However, the so-called “Song(s) of 
Ascents” were collected into a continuous order (Psalms 120-134).

The Psalms is the most oft-quoted book of the Old Testament in 
the New Testament. It is quoted 79 times, with next in line being 
Isaiah with 66 quotes. It is also alluded to at least 300 times. This 
undoubtedly secures its place as an important book in the ministry 
work of God’s eternal church. The importance of the Psalms as a tool 
in pastoral ministry cannot be understated. It is vitally important that 
any minister be immersed in familiarity with this body of literature, 
because ministers interacting with other Christians can always find a 
parallel situation in the Psalms. This is helped by the fact that the 
inspired text of most psalms does not contain either an historical or a 
literary context. Because of this, a wise minister can apply psalms to 
almost any life situation, as a great variety of common life 
experiences are embedded in different psalms. But even beyond that, 
we can discern general patterns for continual faith practice in the 
Psalms. For instance, an important result of the complaint or lament 
genre, or a psalm of disorientation, is that we can recognize that God 
wants us to, as a common course, to complain to him, and to daily 
cast our burdens on him, as opposed to wearing each other out with 
our complaints. He is the God of light, but also of the darkness, and 
he wants us to learn to meet him there and learn to trust him when 
we are most desperate. This is much in keeping with New Testament 
teaching, for instance where Jesus teaches to “come to me, all who 



labor and are heavy laden” (Matt 11:28), or when Paul teaches to “let 
your requests be made known to God” (Phil 4:6). The Psalms give us 
the language with which to express ourselves to God during our dark 
times, and it is not necessarily “pretty” language. Other faith-practices 
include, but are hardly limited to, the practice of offering thanks and 
praise and song to God (Psalm 147:1), to recount God’s covenant 
promises (Psalm 106), or to, at times and in the proper 
circumstances, invoke an imprecatory prayer (see, e.g., Psalm 109).

In short, the Psalms are invaluable in shaping the inner and outer 
life and character of persons, and communities, of faith. If there is an 
eschatological importance to them, then, it is to be found in the 
simple fact that the Psalms will continue to provide this service to the 
body of Christ today as well as to the countless generations of God’s 
faithful who will follow.


