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Week 1 Commentary 

Introduction 

The book known as Psalms takes its title from the Greek version which on 

forty-two occasions translates the Hebrew term mizmor as “psalm” in the titles 

or descriptions that head up fifty-seven of the one hundred and fifty religious 

poems that make up the book. The term implies musical accompaniment by a 

lyre or harp. In Hebrew the book is entitled Tehillim, which literally means 

“prayers of praise”. 

 

Structure and Content of the Psalms 

Most of the poems in the book of Psalms (or Psalter) are prayers addressed to 

God, but in it we also find proclamations of the works of the Lord, 

descriptions of man’s plight, curses invoked on enemies, songs in praise of the 

king or of the city of Jerusalem, and exhortations to the good life. A single 

psalm may include a number of these themes, expressing a range of feelings, 

all of which have something to do with God’s involvement in creation, in 

history and in the lives of human beings. 

There are five parts to the work (sometimes described as “books”), the 

division being marked by solemn prayers of praise, or doxologies, that occur 

at the end of certain psalms. These books are: Psalms 3–41; Psalms 42–72; 

Psalms 73–89; Psalms 90–106; and Psalms 107–150. This division parallels in 

a way the five volumes of the Law, the Pentateuch—indicating that the psalms 

are man’s response, inspired by God, to the works of the Lord recounted in the 

Pentateuch and to the Law contained therein. 

“The Psalter’s many forms of prayer take shape both in the liturgy of the 

temple and in the human heart. Whether hymns or prayers of lamentation or 

thanksgiving, whether individual or communal, whether royal chants, songs of 
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pilgrimage or wisdom-meditations, the Psalms are a mirror of God’s 

marvelous deeds in the history of his people, as well as reflections of the 

human experiences of the Psalmist. Though a given psalm may reflect an 

event of the past, it still possesses such direct simplicity that it can be prayed 

in truth by men of all times and conditions.”  (CCC  2588) 

 

Placement of the Psalms 

In the Hebrew Bible the book of Psalms is placed first among the “Writings”; 

it must have been given this position because of its importance and the fact 

that it acts as the basis for that collection. However, in most of the Greek and 

Latin codexes, which reflect the Christian tradition, it comes immediately 

after the book of Job—probably to keep a sort of chronological order in the 

sense that Job is regarded as one of the ancient patriarchs, and the psalms are 

accredited to King David. 

Numbering of the Psalms 

The reason that the numbering of the Psalms is different for different Bibles 

(ancient and modern) is because some Bibles follow the Hebrew numbering 

system and others follow the Greek system in the Septuagint. St. Jerome 

translated the Greek version into the Latin Vulgate. For many years, Roman 

Catholic translations of the Bible into English followed Jerome’s numbering, 

although more recent Catholic Bibles have reverted to the Hebrew 

designations. Protestant Bible translations have almost always followed the 

Hebrew numbering of the Psalms; thus, contemporary Protestant translations 

accord with the numbering of contemporary Catholic translations. The 

Orthodox Church continues to follow the Greek system, meaning that 

contemporary Orthodox translations of the Bible number most Psalms 

differently than contemporary Protestant and Catholic Bibles. This may be 
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important to remember if you ever hold an ecumenical Bible study or if you 

find a reference to an older Catholic translation of the Bible. 

 

Superscriptions 

All ancient texts of the Psalter include before many of the psalms notes called 

“superscriptions” or “titles” designed to inform the reader about who wrote 

the psalm, how to sing or perform the psalm, and/or what type of psalm it is. 

Unfortunately, many of the superscriptions contain technical terminology not 

clearly understood today and remain a mystery. (See the Handout – 

Superscriptions and Information Notes in the Psalms.) 

 

Origin and Authorship of the Psalms 

Due to the fact that David is the person to whom most psalms are attributed, 

and because he enjoyed in the tradition of Israel a reputation as a good 

musician and poet, he was generally taken in Jewish and Christian tradition as 

being the author of the book.
 
In fact the book is also called Psalms of David, 

primarily to distinguish it from another similar book (though a much shorter 

one, and not inspired), which circulated in the time of Jesus Christ under the 

title of Psalms of Solomon. It is likely that King David himself, or Solomon, 

did compose a piece of poetry that now forms part of one psalm or another; 

but due to the state of the psalms as they have come down to us it is not 

possible to deduce which pieces, if any, were composed by those kings. 

Besides, these compositions were originally passed on orally, which means 

that their present shape could have developed over time. 

The most one can deduce from the text of some of these compositions is 

whether it reflects a situation prior to the Babylonian exile (sixth century b.c.), 

that is, a period when the monarchy existed, or else a period later than that. 

Anyway, the date when a psalm was composed, or who in fact composed it, is 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psalms#Superscriptions
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of secondary importance, for the psalms are pieces of poetry inspired by God 

and therefore, on re-reading, they come alive whenever a person recites them 

in a spirit of prayer. They become a prayer which “recalls the saving events of 

the past, yet extends into the future, even to the end of history; it 

commemorates the promise God has already kept, and awaits the Messiah 

who will fulfil them definitively.” For example, many psalms that spoke of the 

king or sang his praises when the monarchy was in power in Israel, continued 

to be recited much later on, when there were no longer any kings, and their 

content was applied to the ideal king, the Messiah, the focus of Israel’s hope. 

Thus the date of composition of the psalms is normally estimated to be from 

the time of the monarchy up to the second century b.c. which was when the 

book would have received its present form.
1
 (See Handout – When was the 

Book of Psalms Written) 

 

Types of Psalms 

The psalms originated as Israel’s response to the acts and words of God and, 

in fact, to what the psalmists saw as God’s inaction and silence. As such, they 

reflect the polar experiences of human life: joy and sorrow. Joy brought 

before God is praise; sorrow is taken to the Lord in the form of the lament. 

Therefore, praise and lament are the fundamental themes running through the 

Psalter (Westermann, 1981). 

As literature that arose out of the varied situations of human life, the psalms 

are as varied as human experience itself and cannot all be neatly categorized. 

Nevertheless, those coming from similar situations have similar features and 

can be profitably considered as a group. Lines of classification cannot always 

                                           
1
 Gavigan, J., McCarthy, B., & McGovern, T., eds. (2003). Psalms and the Song of 

Solomon (pp. 19–22). Four Courts Press; Scepter Publishers. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/navarreotstandard19ps?ref=BibleRSVCE.Ps&off=3851
https://ref.ly/logosres/navarreotstandard19ps?ref=BibleRSVCE.Ps&off=3851
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be firmly drawn, for example, between a “lament” and a “psalm of trust.” (In 

the categories below, a psalm number in parentheses indicates that the psalm 

only partially fits in that category.) 

The poems are variously described as “psalms” or hymns (Hebrew - mizmor), 

songs (sir), teachings (maskil, lelammed), prayers (tefillah, miktam), laments 

(shiggaion), or other terms more difficult to translate. 

The following should serve as a helpful framework for our study. 

Psalms of Entreaty or Lament  

Psalm 80:1-7: To the choirmaster: according to Lilies. A Testimony. Of 

Asaph, a Psalm. Give ear, O Shepherd of Israel, you who lead Joseph like a 

flock. You who are enthroned upon the cherubim, shine forth. Before Ephraim 

and Benjamin and Manasseh, stir up your might and come to save us! Restore 

us, O God; let your face shine, that we may be saved! O Lord God of hosts, 

how long will you be angry with your people’s prayers? You have fed them 

with the bread of tears and given them tears to drink in full measure. You 

make us an object of contention for our neighbors, and our enemies laugh 

among themselves. Restore us, O God of hosts; let your face shine, that we 

may be saved! 

Psalm 137:1-4. By the waters of Babylon, there we sat down and wept, when 

we remembered Zion. On the willows there we hung up our lyres. For there 

our captors required of us songs, and our tormentors, mirth, saying, “Sing us 

one of the songs of Zion!” How shall we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign 

land? 

Psalm 5:1-4: To the choirmaster: for the flutes. A Psalm of David. Give ear to 

my words, O Lord; consider my groaning. Give attention to the sound of my 

cry, my King and my God, for to you do I pray. O Lord, in the morning you 
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hear my voice; in the morning I prepare a sacrifice for you and watch. For you 

are not a God who delights in wickedness; evil may not dwell with you. 

Psalm 142:1-8:  A Maskil of David, when he was in the cave. A Prayer. With 

my voice I cry out to the Lord; with my voice I plead for mercy to the Lord. I 

pour out my complaint before him; I tell my trouble before him. When my 

spirit faints within me, you know my way! In the path where I walk they have 

hidden a trap for me. Look to the right and see: there is none who takes notice 

of me; no refuge remains to me; no one cares for my soul. I cry to you, O 

Lord; I say, “You are my refuge, my portion in the land of the living.” Attend 

to my cry, for I am brought very low! Deliver me from my persecutors, for 

they are too strong for me! Bring me out of prison, that I may give thanks to 

your name! The righteous will surround me, for you will deal bountifully with 

me. 

Commentary Psalms of Entreaty or Lament 

Psalms that are a plea or appeal (Hebrew - tĕpillâ), arise when some 

misfortune threatens or has already occurred; they are sometimes a kind of 

lament (but never without some trace of hope). This entreaty can be individual 

or by a whole community, depending on whether it is made by an “I” or a 

“we”. In the case of individual entreaty, it is not always clear who the “I” is, 

because often the supplicant is praying on behalf of the people (he may be a 

king or a priest); also a prayer originally by an individual could come into 

communal use; however, in principle these entreaties should be read as 

personal. 

In an individual entreaty, the misfortune that threatens is usually death—due 

to some illness of the person, or to harassment by enemies, although often 

these two motives are interwoven. This type of entreaty often includes petition 

for forgiveness of sin (which was seen as the cause of illness) and assertion of 

one’s own innocence against accusations levelled by enemies, who are 
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denounced and cursed. In some cases the petitioner puts a lot of emphasis on 

the trust he placed or places in God. Although in many instances all this is 

expressed in oratorical language and using conventional figures of speech, 

psalms of individual entreaty derive from real-life situations involving 

personal anguish.  

These psalms could well have originated in connection with people visiting 

the temple to seek divine assistance. The individual might have recited these 

prayers before a priest, in the hope of receiving a sign of divine favor or to 

assert his innocence against accusers. The “enemies” so often mentioned in 

the psalms are not easy to identify; in principle they would have been real 

adversaries—either powerful people who failed to make reparation for ill-

treatment of the weak, or else people who bore false witness in lawsuits; but 

often psalms of this type are formulaic—ready-made, to be used by anyone 

who found himself or herself in dire straits. 

Communal entreaties would have been composed in connection with 

misfortunes suffered in some natural catastrophe, such as wars, invasion, 

epidemics, drought etc. They were accompanied by penitential exercises such 

as fasting, and wearing sackcloth and ashes in acknowledgment of the sins of 

the people (cf. Ps 106:6) and expressing trust in the Lord (cf. Ps 115; 125; 

129). These psalms were, seemingly, recited by the priest, alternating possibly 

with the whole assembly. Although we do not know exactly how the recital 

was done, we can identify in them chorus verses or refrains that were repeated 

in the recital of some psalms (cf. Ps 107; 136). (Ibid Gavigan p. 23)  

 

Psalms of Thanksgiving  

Psalm 116:1-9. I love the Lord, because he has heard my voice and my pleas 

for mercy. Because he inclined his ear to me, therefore I will call on him as 

long as I live. The snares of death encompassed me; the pangs of Sheol laid 
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hold on me; I suffered distress and anguish. Then I called on the name of the 

Lord: “O Lord, I pray, deliver my soul!” Gracious is the Lord, and righteous; 

our God is merciful. The Lord preserves the simple; when I was brought low, 

he saved me. Return, O my soul, to your rest; for the Lord has dealt 

bountifully with you. For you have delivered my soul from death, my eyes 

from tears, my feet from stumbling; I will walk before the Lord in the land of 

the living. 

Psalm 118:1-8: Oh give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; for his steadfast 

love endures forever! Let Israel say, “His steadfast love endures forever.” Let 

the house of Aaron say, “His steadfast love endures forever.” Let those who 

fear the Lord say, “His steadfast love endures forever.” Out of my distress I 

called on the Lord; the Lord answered me and set me free. The Lord is on my 

side; I will not fear. What can man do to me? The Lord is on my side as my 

helper; I shall look in triumph on those who hate me. It is better to take refuge 

in the Lord than to trust in man. It is better to take refuge in the Lord than to 

trust in princes. 

Psalm 67:1-8. To the choirmaster: with stringed instruments. A Psalm. A 

Song. May God be gracious to us and bless us and make his face to shine upon 

us, Selah that your way may be known on earth, your saving power among all 

nations. Let the peoples praise you, O God; let all the peoples praise you! Let 

the nations be glad and sing for joy, for you judge the peoples with equity and 

guide the nations upon earth. Selah. Let the peoples praise you, O God; let all 

the peoples praise you! The earth has yielded its increase; God, our God, shall 

bless us. God shall bless us; let all the ends of the earth fear him! 

Commentary on Thanksgiving Psalms 

Alongside entreaties and the like are those or thanksgiving for benefits 

received. Gratitude is essentially the same thing as praise, because it always 

has to do with acknowledging the goodness and greatness of the Lord. At the 
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heart of these psalms is the story of the deliverance, summarized briefly, “Out 

of my distress I called on the Lord; the Lord answered me and set me free.” 

 However, psalms of thanksgiving are usually seen as a distinct literary genre 

insofar as some of them devote space to recalling help received at a time of 

anguish; sometimes the psalm describes in detail how deliverance actually 

came about. 

Individual thanksgiving would normally be done in the temple, when the 

beneficiary would visit to make a thanksgiving offering. It may well be that in 

one and the same act of worship words were addressed directly to God, to 

whom the offering was being made, and other words were spoken in the third 

person, also to God, bearing witness before those present to the benefits 

received from God. 

In a communal or national act of thanksgiving, which some scholars classify 

rather as a psalm of praise, God’s saving actions on behalf of the entire nation 

are recalled. These psalms may have been composed in connection with 

solemn liturgical celebrations, but it is not possible to specify a linkage to 

special days of public thanksgiving. (Ibid. Gavigan p. 24) 

 


