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AN OVERVIEW OF THE PSALMS 

The Psalms are a collection of inspired Hebrew prayers addressed to God or to express a 
truth about God. The Psalms were often sung.  
• The Hebrew title of this book is Tehillim which means “praises.” 
• The Psalms demonstrate to us how we can relate honestly to God; they help us express 

ourselves to God and to consider His ways 
• The Psalms demonstrate the importance of reflection and meditation on that which God has done 

• The Psalms invite us to pray    

• The Psalms help us in expressing joys and sorrows, successes and failures, hopes and regrets, or to 
simply worship God.  

• The Psalms are not imperatives (commands), so they do not function for teaching doctrine or moral 
behavior as the New Testament letters do. However, we find instruction and personal application in 
them, as we do in all of the Bible. 

• The Psalms do not guarantee a pleasant life 

The Psalms are poetry, but Hebrew poetry differs from English poetry—no rhyme or repetitiveness exists. 
Hebrew poetry was addressed to the mind through the heart. The vocabulary of Hebrew poetry is 
metaphorical. The Psalms are to be read and treated as a whole, not by pulling out single verses or sets of 
verses. Keep the individual verses in the context of the entire psalm and of the book division. 

BOOK DIVISIONS 
Book 1: Psalms 1-41 - Man, his state of blessedness, fall, and recovery 
Book 2: Psalms 41-72 - Israel, her ruin, her Redeemer, and her redemption 
Book 3: Psalms 73-89 - The Sanctuary, looking forward to its establishment in blessing 

Book 4: Psalms 90-106 - The Earth, blessing needed, anticipated and enjoyed 

Book 5: Psalms 107-150 - The Word of God 
 
THINGS TO LOOK FOR WHEN STUDYING TO PSALMS 
 

    Vocabulary is metaphorical, not literal—look for the imagery used and the intent of the metaphor 

Type/Sub-genre - there are several types (see the list below of the seven most common types)— 
 Ask: what type of psalm is this? 

Function - each type of psalm was intended to have a given function in the life of Israel— 
 Ask: what is the intended purpose of this type of psalm? 

Mood & Meaning are conveyed mainly through parallelism—where the two lines grouped  
 together relate to one another in one of several different ways. 
Most Common Types of Parallelism: 

Synonymous - second line repeats much of the idea as the first line using similar words (Psalm 27:1) 

  Developmental - second line further develops or builds on the idea of the first line (Psalm 23:1) 

  Illustrative - first line conveys the idea, the second line illustrates with an example/symbol (Psalm 42:1) 

  Contrastive/Antithetic - second line contrasts the first line (Psalm 1; 20:7-8) 
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SEVEN MOST COMMON TYPES OF PSALMS (SUB-GENRES) 

LAMENT PSALMS 
About one-third of the psalms are lament psalms. In a lament, an individual or group cries out to God in 
distress.  
Commonly found in a lament is the following seven-part structure: 

1. Address to God 
2. Description of distress  
3. Plea for deliverance 
4. Statement of confidence in God 
5. Confession of sin 
6. Vow to do certain things when God answers 
7. Praise or restatement of request 

It is noteworthy that even when the psalmist is unrestrained in his request, in nearly the same breath, he 
expresses confidence in God. Lament and faith are complementary expressions! 

PRAISE PSALMS 
These psalms are characterized by the prominence of praising God (103, 14, 111-113, 146, 149, 150). 
The structure of a praise psalm includes:  

1. Address to God 
2. Call to oneself and/or others to join in worship 
3. Enumeration of reasons to praise God 
4. Blessing or repetition of the initial call to worship 

THANKSGIVING PSALMS 
These psalms thank God for answering the request of the worshipper. The psalms were written for 
individuals (18, 32, 40, 92) or groups (65, 75, 107, 136). 
The structure of a thanksgiving psalm includes: 

1. Invitation to others to thank or praise God 
2. Recounting the psalmist’s need for divine intervention 
3. Praise to God for his salvation 
4. “Temple language” of sacrifice, festive processions, pilgrimage, music, dancing, or incense 
5. Blessing pronounced over worshipers 
6. Final exhortation 

CELEBRATION PSALMS 
These psalms celebrate God’s covenant relationship with “the king and nation”. There are two subsets, the 
royal psalms, and the songs of Zion. Royal psalms (2, 24, 93, 101, 110) celebrate the king of Israel as God’s 
representative ruler and also the representative of the nation before God. In some sense, the royal psalms 
present the speaker as the king of Israel. Songs of Zion (46,76, 87, 125)  

WISDOM PSALMS 
A hybrid of song and wisdom literature, these deal with topics such as the divine source and nature of true 
wisdom (1, 19, 119) and questions about injustices experienced or witnessed in this life (Ps 73).  

PENITENTIAL PSALMS 
Penitential psalms, whether individual or corporate, give voice to the psalmist’s repentance (32, 38, 51 102, 
130, 143). 

IMPRECATORY PSALMS 
These are the “cursing psalms,” of which the best known is Psalm 137. In these psalms, the speaker calls on 
God to enact his divine justice against the psalmist’s enemies (35, 60, 70, 109, 140). 
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 TIMELINE & AUDIENCE OF THE BOOK OF PSALMS 

The Psalms were written between the time of Moses and the Exodus and the return of the nation of Israel 
from exile in Babylon/Persia. The Psalter as we know it was compiled after the exile but before the time of 
Christ. The original audience of the Psalms would have been the nation of Israel in the Old Testament and 
into the New Testament. But remember that the original audience had not yet experienced the death, burial, 
resurrection, and ascension of Jesus. 

As we study through the five books of the Psalms, we will be noting where each book falls in the timeline 
above. Some are written during the time of David’s reign as king and the kings that followed him. Some are 
written during the time of the exile of the Israelites, which occurred because of the idolatry and rebellion of 
God’s people against God. Some were written during the time of their return to land after the exile.  

COMMON THEOLOGICAL THEMES 
• Creation 
• The universality of Yahweh’s presence and sovereign reign 
• Yahweh as King (Ex: Psalms 2, 18:7-15, 110) 
• Yahweh as Refuge - typically appears in the Psalms of lament and uses metaphors such as rock, wings, 

holy mountain, etc. 
• Yahweh as Creator - used to emphasize God’s power. (Ex: Psalm 19, 29, 93, 104) 
• Enemies - individuals who issue threats and taunts to individuals. Sometimes the enemies are the 

nations hostile to Israel and Judah. 
• Divine-Human Encounter - this emphasizes the relationship between God and human beings. It is the 

focus of the Old Testament and the book of Psalms.  
• God’s awesome deeds in Israel’s history 

POETIC TERMS 
• Image - a word naming a thing or action. 
• Imagery - either the totality of images in a poem or a cluster of images from a single area of life (such as 

nature, storm, or shepherd). 
• Allusion - a reference to past history or literature. 
• Apostrophe - an address to someone or something absent as though present. 
• Connotation - the feelings, associations, or overtones that a word or image carries in addition to its 

denotative meaning. 
• Hyperbole - conscious exaggeration for the sake of effect (usually emotional effect). 
• Metaphor - an implied comparison between two things, without using the formula like or as; a metaphor 

asserts that A is B, not simply that it is like B. 
• Paradox - an apparent contradiction between two things that, upon analysis, can be resolved and 

thereby seen to express a truth. 
• Personification - attributing human qualities to something non-human. 
• Simile - a comparison between two things using the formula like or as. 
• Symbol - an image or event that possesses, in addition to a literal meaning, one or more other 

meanings; in symbolism, something literal represents or stands for something in addition. 

Copyright ©2020 Susan Cady, Dig In: Psalms, susancady.com

http://susancady.com


 
COMMON METAPHORS FOR GOD IN THE PSALMS 

Horn (18:2; 75:10; 89:17; 92:10; 112:9; 132:17; 148:14). This metaphor is only used for God in one place in 
the Psalms (18:2). In ancient Near Eastern iconography, rays or horns on the crowns of deities symbolize 
power. These are related to the divine glory (Akkadian, melammu) that emanated from the gods and 
especially from their heads or crowns. So, for instance, one text makes reference to the god Enlil “whose 
horns gleam like the rays of the sun.” It was common in Mesopotamia for kings and gods to wear crowns 
featuring protruding or embossed horns. Sometimes the sets of horns were stacked one on another in tiers. 
The winged lion from Ashurnasirpal’s palace has a conical crown on its human head with three pairs of 
tiered horns embossed on it. Both in the Bible and the ancient Near East, then, the awe-inspiring power of 
the deity could be invested in humans, particularly the king. 

Judge. The judge had the responsibility of making decisions concerning legal cases that were brought 
before him. In the cultures of the ancient Near East the king represented the highest court of appeals from a 
human standpoint. In many cases, however, there was simply insufficient evidence to allow a human being 
to arrive at a confident decision. As a result, cases were often settled by deity, thus giving rise to the concept 
of deity as the judge who sees all the evidence and gives an informed and just decision. There were three 
significant mechanisms by which this system worked. First was the oath. An oath was taken in cases where 
physical evidence was unavailable or responsibility for loss was uncertain (Ex 22:10–13; Hammurabi). In this 
way God was solicited as a witness, and the person taking the oath laid himself open to divine justice. 
Second was the oracle. In this situation a priest would oversee a process by which the deity would be 
questioned concerning the innocence or guilt of the accused party. In the ancient Near East omens were 
generally used in oracular cases. An animal would be sacrificed and the entrails examined to determine 
what the deity’s verdict was (favorable meant innocent; unfavorable meant guilty). In Israel the Urim and 
Thummim were used for this purpose. The third mechanism by which deity was involved was trial by ordeal. 
“Ordeal” describes a judicial situation in which the accused is placed in the hand of God using some 
mechanism, generally one that will put the accused in jeopardy. If the deity intervenes to protect the 
accused from harm, the verdict is innocent. Most trials by ordeal in the ancient Near East involved dangers 
such as water, fire or poison. When the accused was exposed to these threats they were in effect being 
assumed guilty until the deity declared otherwise by action on their behalf. In each of these situations, God 
was understood to be the judge who was rendering verdicts. Beyond these more formal contexts, deity was 
also understood as the judge in the sense that he maintained justice in society. This meant taking up the 
cause of the unfortunate, the poor, the vulnerable and the oppressed. In Ugaritic literature, Baal is 
sometimes given the title “Judge,” but more frequently it is associated with Yamm (“sea”), who is regularly 
called “Judge River” (perhaps alluding to the river ordeal by which judgments were passed). In Akkadian 
literature the sun god Shamash is the god of justice and therefore frequently cast in the role of divine judge. 
In Egypt, Amon-Re, also the sun god, was seen as responsible for justice. 
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King. In the ancient Near East the role of king was attributed to the chief national god, the head of the 
pantheon. During the Old Testament period this included El or Baal for Canaanites, Marduk for Babylon, 
Chemosh for Moab, Milcom for Ammon, Ashur for Assyria, Dagon for Philistia, Ra for Egypt, Qos for Edom 
and Hadad for Aram. The rule of these gods in the divine realm was exercised over the other locally 
worshiped gods (as head of the divine assembly). In the human realm these gods would be closely 
identified with the human king as they were involved together in military exploits, building projects 
(especially temples) and maintaining justice in society. All of the areas that the human king was seen as 
responsible for, the divine king was ultimately responsible for. Military success meant that the rule of the 
deity was extended over other national deities  whom he had conquered. Thus Sennacherib tried to 
intimidate Hezekiah by listing the gods that had fallen before him (see comment on 2 Chron 32:11). In the 
days of Ahab, Yahweh had to compete with Baal for kingship of Israel (see comment on 1 Kings 17:1). In the 
days of Samuel the people had lost faith in Yahweh’s kingship and sought to replace him with a human king 
(see comment on 1 Sam 8:7). In Psalms, Yahweh is repeatedly proclaimed as king. Whether or not this is 
associated with a formal enthronement festival in Israel (see comment on Day of Yahweh in the sidebar in 
Joel), Yahweh’s position as king recognizes his sovereignty over individual crises and the events that drive 
them, over national disasters, over the nations and their gods, and over the cosmos and its operation. 

Redeemer. In Israelite society the redeemer’s (go’el) role was fulfilled by a kinsman who helped recover the 
tribe’s losses, whether those losses were human (in which case he hunted down the killer), judicial (in which 
case he assisted in lawsuits) or economic (in which case he recovered the property of a family member). He 
was a family member who protected the interests of the family when there had been some intrusion on the 
rights or holdings of the family. This is the term most frequently used in Psalms. A second term (pdh) refers 
in the legal sphere to freeing someone from standing claims against them or from obligations they have 
incurred. So redeeming the firstborn involved freeing him from obligation by paying an agreed price. In the 
Old Testament neither these words nor any of their synonyms refer to redeeming or saving someone 
eternally from their sins. Psalm 130:8 is the closest, but even that refers only to freeing from the obligations 
of punishment the nation had brought on itself. In both Ugaritic and Akkadian this verb is used with deity as 
the subject. 

Rock (18:2, 31; 19:14; 28:1; 31:2; 42:9; 62:2; 71:3; 78:35; 89:26; 92:15; 94:22; 95:1; 144:1). There are two 
different Hebrew words that are used for this divine title, with no discernable difference in their usage. The 
title does not occur as such in the literature of the cultures surrounding Israel, but we know that it was used 
because it can be found as the theophoric element in Aramaic and Amorite personal names. A rock could 
be a foundation for a building, it could provide protection (to hide behind) or shade (to sit beside), and it 
could be impervious and unmovable. All of these qualities made it an apt metaphor for describing God. 

Shepherd. In the ancient Near East both kings and gods were often portrayed as shepherds of their people. 
Just as the sheep were totally dependent on the shepherd for their care and protection, people depended 
on the king and the gods. Shamash, the Mesopotamian sun god and the god of justice, is praised as being 
the shepherd of all that is below. The Egyptian sun god, Amon, is described as a shepherd who brings his 
herds to pasture, thus providing food for his suffering people. 
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Shield (3:3; 5:12; 7:10; 18:2, 30; 28:7; 59:11; 84:11; 144:2). In battle the type of shield would be chosen to 
suit the type of combat one expected to encounter. If siege was being laid to defend city walls, one would 
want a body-length shield that would provide protection from arrows and sling stones raining down from 
the walls. In contrast, hand-to-hand combat in the open field would favor a small maneuverable shield that 
could be used to ward off thrusts by sword or spear. Nearly all of the examples in Psalms refer to the latter 
(all of the above except 5:12). The metaphor of deity as a shield is familiar from the ancient Near East in, for 
instance, a prophetic oracle given to the Assyrian king Esarhaddon, who is assured by the goddess Ishtar 
that she will be a shield for him. Ishtar, as the goddess of war, is referred to as “lady of the shield,” and her 
planet, Venus, takes the Akkadian word for shield, aritu, as one of its names. 

Stronghold/fortress (9:9; 18:2; 27:1; 31:2; 37:39; 43:2; 46:7; 48:3; 52:7; 59:9, 16, 17; 62:2, 6–8; 71:3; 91:2; 
94:22; 144:2). There are three different Hebrew terms that are used in conveying this metaphor, with the 
occurrences divided fairly evenly. The range of meaning that they cover extends from naturally defensible 
locations like a rocky outcrop or a cave, to garrison forts, to fortified cities and even to fortified citadels 
within cities. In an Assyrian text the king is identified as a fortress to the people. There is no sign of this 
metaphor for deity in Egyptian or Akkadian literature.  

Warrior. In the divine warrior motif, the deity is fighting the battles and defeating the deities of the enemy. 
In Assyria, Nergal is the king of battle, and Ishtar is viewed as a war goddess. The Canaanite Baal and the 
Babylonian Marduk are divine warriors. In this worldview human warfare is viewed simply as a 
representation of warfare among the gods. The stronger god would be victorious regardless of the 
strengths or weaknesses of the human combatants. Thunder and lightning were considered to regularly 
accompany the presence of a deity, often in a battle setting. From the Sumerian Exaltation of Inanna, to the 
Hittite myths about the storm god, to the Akkadian and Ugaritic mythologies, the gods are viewed as 
thundering in judgment against their enemies. Baal is depicted as grasping a handful of thunderbolts. In 
Psalms, Yahweh is sometimes portrayed as the divine warrior coming to the aid of the psalmist against his 
enemies. Additionally, however, he is depicted as doing battle against the forces of cosmic chaos. Ancient 
mythologies often portrayed gods in battle against chaos, resulting in the harnessing and organizing of the 
cosmos. Both Marduk (Babylonian) and Baal (Canaanite) subdue the sea, which is personified in their divine 
foe (Tiamat and Yamm respectively). The cosmic conflict motif depicts the principal deity overcoming 
cosmic forces (usually forces of chaos like Death or Sea) to bring order to the cosmos. In the ancient Near 
East these forces are usually personified as gods, but Psalms preserves a certain ambiguity on that count. 

Victor Harold Matthews, Mark W. Chavalas, and John H. Walton, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: Old Testament, electronic ed. (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2000), Ps. 
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PSALMS STUDY SHEET 

Text: 

Subgenre/Type: 

Title: (if your Bible translation gives one. This will be the text below the bold titles the editors of your translation have 
given the psalm. In the ESV these are in small caps.) 

My Title: 

WHO—who is speaking, and to whom is the psalm addressed? 
Speaker & Audience: Who is speaking, an individual or a group? Is the psalmist speaking to an individual or 
group? 

WHAT/WHERE—what is the historical/cultural background of the psalm (to the extent possible)? 

HOW—how is the psalmist feeling? What is the tone? 
Honest Emotion: What words are used to express the mood of the psalmist? What metaphors or similes are 
used to describe the situation or mood of the psalmist?  
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WHY—for what purpose was the psalm written? 
Literary Features: Do you notice repeated words/phrases? If so, what are they communicating? Is there a 
refrain? Do you notice any exaggerated language used to make or emphasize a point? Do you notice a 
particular form of parallelism used? 

Themes/Theologies: What major themes or theologies are emphasized? 

Response: Is the Psalm evoking a response from an individual, group, or both? 

Related Scriptures: Are there any parts of the Psalm that quote another passage of Scripture or that 
remind you of another part of the Scriptures? 

Psalm’s Purpose (state in a sentence or two): What do you think the psalmist’s message or main point is 
in this psalm? 

SO WHAT—what does this mean for your life? 
Personal Application: What do you learn about who God is from this Psalm? How might the psalmist’s 
message in this Psalm relate to your life today? 
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