
EMMTC – Psalms and Historical Books
Lecture 1


Introduction to the Psalms
I Background to psalms

WHEN WERE THEY WRITTEN?  The psalms are part of the third category of Hebrew scripture – the ‘ketuvim’, that is, the ‘writings’.  It is probable that the earliest references we have to these writings may be 180BC (see LHB p425).  Though, clearly, some of the psalms may well be very ancient, aving been passed down over centuries

WHO WROTE THE PSALMS?  If you look at the beginning of each psalm in the Bible, you will discover headings.  These are part of the Hebrew Bible, and frequently contain a description of the psalm, and a designation to some character:

About half of the psalms are ascribed to David in this way, and the rest are not.  They are ascribed to other people, or to nobody at all.  It is quite wrong, therefore, to say that `David wrote the psalms'.  Of those psalms that are ascribed, the following are identified as authors:

1) DAVID

2) ASAPH

(50, 73-83)

3) SONS of KORAH
(42-49, 84,87,88)

4) ETHAN

(89)

5) MOSES

(90)

6) SOLOMON

(72, 127)

Also of note is Juduthun, who seems to have had something to do with the music of psalms 39, 62 and 77.  He, and Heman (88) seem to be one of the "sons of Korah" (1 Chron 25:1,6 and 2 Chron 5:12).  Note that these singers were regarded as one who were set apart to "prophecy" with musical instruments.

WHAT WERE THE PSALMS USED FOR?  The Psalms have gone through a long process of revision and change over the years before they were compiled in their present form.  To ask the question "what were they used for?" begs the question "and when?"  

Read Psalm 23.  Discuss in a small group how this psalm might be interpreted



a
By David whilst on the run from Saul



b
By the people of Israel when David is King



c
By the people of Judah in Jerusalem while it is besieged by Babylonians



d
Early Christians arguing about who Jesus is



e
Christians in a post-modern world of disbelief

The Hymn Book of God's People.  The psalms may be described as the "Hymn Book" of the People of Israel.  In many ways it is the "hymn book" of the Church today.  For this reason, there have always been those who regard the psalms as the only proper hymn book.  In other words, why sing songs and hymns consisting of non-scriptural poetry when you have a large biblical collection of scriptural poetry

Original functions and purposes of psalms?  The psalms were part of the whole life of many generations of Israelite people.  They relate to:

1) private life and devotion,

2) public occasions, festivals, 

3) public ceremonies such as enthroning the King, 

4) religious duties such as confession and supplication

This is evident from the psalms themselves, and we shall look at examples of these in the studies following.  In the example below, psalm 47 describes the ritual enactment of the enthronement of the Lord as supreme King, as part of the New Year festival of the people.  We shall see this more clearly as we look at individual psalms, and their structures

Psalms in other parts of the Bible  These can give us an idea of what psalms were used for:

1) 1 Sam 2:1-10:  This is Hannah's psalm of personal thanksgiving

2) Jonah 2:  Jonah's cry for deliverance from the belly of the fish. Devotional?

3) Exodus 15:  Moses' song after the crossing of the reed sea. A statement of Israelite faith.

4) Deut. 32,33:  Another long psalm of Moses in which he blesses Israel before he dies.

5) Judges 6:  The song of Deborah - a gory tale of deliverance!

6) 2 Chron 5:13:  A song of praise to God when the Ark is brought to the Temple.

II STRUCTURE of PSALMS

PSALMS  The name "psalms" comes from the Latin title to the books ‘psalmi’, translating a Hebrew word "Tehillim", meaning "Praises". Note that the Greek for this word is ‘Psalterion’ hence the English term ‘psalter’.  The Latin and Greek words refer to songs accompanied by stringed instruments, but the Hebrew refers to the content of the songs.

The concept of all the psalms being ‘praises’ challenges our understanding of what ‘praises’ means.  Note that praise is what is due the creator from the creature – in this sense a cry for help as well as a cry of thanks can be described as ‘praise’.  They both properly address the creator.

Note also that the well know phrase ‘hallelujah’ which refers in particular to psalms 146-150 is part of the same Hebrew root ‘HLL’ from which ‘tehillim’ comes.  It means ‘let us praise God’.

TITLES  The words at the beginnings of the individual psalms are a mystery.  They are referred to by scholars as ‘superscriptions’ and have different evident implications, these words may be found:

1. ‘Mizmor’ occurring in many superscriptions, means ‘a song’ (57 psalms inc. e.g. 67,68)  Some scholars would argue that this is the word best translated by ‘psalmi’ or ‘psalterion’ above, with reference to music – which are mentioned, of course in 1 Chronicles 25:1-6 and 2 Chron 5 11ff)

2. ‘Sir’  meaning ‘a lyric song’, generally a loud song, and associated with vigorous praise.  Some think this means song without accompaniment – but if so, why do so many psalms have both ‘sir’ and ‘mizmor’ in their superscription??  Note also that this word is used in the psalms themselves when the idea of a ‘new song’ is expressed.  This can have eschatological or messianic connotations.  (40:3,4  144:9  96:1 and other places)
3. ‘Tepilla’ – meaning ‘prayer’ (17,86,90,102,142) often of complaint
4. ‘Shiggaion’  Psalm 7 and Hab 3:1.  The word comes from a Hebrew root meaning "to err".  The psalm may seem to wander a bit all over the place, both have King and people praying, and God as Victor
5. ‘Miktam’ Psalms 16, and 56-60.  These are possibly psalms of "atonement" (for Yom Kippur?).  Clearly, these psalms ask God to cover the sins of the individual and community.
6. ‘Maskil’  There is a wide variety of opinion about what this term means.  It is often thought of as meaning "Didactic" or "teaching" psalm.  But could mean "skilful" or "meditation".
7. ‘Siredidot’ A Love Song! see psalm 45.  Otherwise described - for a royal wedding!
8. ‘tehillah’  A song of praise – used only in the superscription of psalm 145
9. ‘sir hammacalot’  A song of ascents, as in psalm 120
10. ‘Gittith’ (ps 8, 81,84)  Another mysterious word - possibly referring to a lyre.  Some scholars think it means "wine press" - hence, drinking song!
MUSICAL INDICATORS  Together with the above, many psalms have what appear to be musical instructions, many of which are contentious in their translation as the words are frequently unique in the Hebrew text.  ‘bineginot’ is quite common (ps 4,6,54,55,67,76) – with stringed instruments.  More awkwardly in ps6 ‘al hasseminit’ – ‘on the eighth – as if we are talking about a voice register, an octave, or the eighth part of a ceremony.  Look up others in standard reference books.
THE FIVE BOOKS OF PSALMS  The Psalms are divided up into five sections, most probable for the purpose of storage on scrolls.  It does seem, however, that books 2 and 3, and books 4 and 5 belong together.


1. 
Book 1
1-41


Psalms of David, thought to be the earliest collection, dating from 1000 -900 BC


2.
Book 2 & 3
42-89

A mixture of psalms of David, Asaph and the sons of Korah, dating from 700 - 600 BC.


3.
Book 4 & 5
90-150

A variety of un-ascribed psalms and psalms of David, probably collected after the exile, around 450 BC.

Note that the number of psalms is close to the number of divisions of reading of the Law in the synagogue (153)  This liturgical connection is worth bearing in mind as we look at interpretation.  Note also that each book finishes with a ‘doxology’ of praise to God (41:13,  72:18,  89:52,  106:48, and 150).  The ‘prayers of David’ are said to end  72:20.                                                                                                                            

Breaks and repeats  In the course of compilation, some psalms seem to have been divided.  A study of the form of the psalms indicates that psalms 9 and 10 belong together.  Also, psalms 42 and 43. Here is strong evidence for the work of an editor, compiling the psalms in ways that are useful for the worship of the people.  Further; 

1) psalm 14 is the same as psalm 53, 

2) psalm 40:13-17 is the same as psalm 70

3) psalm 108 is psalm 57:7-11 + psalm 60:5-12

‘SELAH’ This term is a complete mystery, possibilities are:




1.
Musical interlude




2.
"for ever" (ancient Jewish usage)




3.
From a Hebrew word meaning "lift up" - therefore, "sing louder"!




4.
Word indicating "bending" - therefore, instruction to bow down.

III HEBREW POETRY

THE LANGUAGE OF POETRY  In general, poetry has always expressed deep thoughts and feelings in a succinct way.  We may expect that Hebrew poetry in the OT will do the same theologically (psalm 24:1,2)

THE MAIN FEATURES OF HEBREW POETRY
1) Stress  Poetry relies on STRESS  Hebrew poetry matches sentences for stress.  Doublets are 3+3, or 4+3, or 3+2, for example.  Triplets may be 3+3+3.  Hebrew poetry has no "rhyme".

2) Parallelism  Two lines of poetry in a couplet may consist of two lines which say almost the same thing.  But be careful.  The poet seeks to further enlighten some point, or move the poem/psalm on by the subtle changes between the two lines.  See analysis below

3) Metaphors  are often used to talk of God - the Shepherd, for example, in Psalm 23.  But there are many others (Psalm 121:5, Psalm 80:1 etc.)

4) Refrains and choruses  They may be written only once, but in some, such as Ps 107:1 they are written out.  See verses 8,15,21,31.  Psalm 8 begins and ends with a refrain.

5)  Special forms  The clearest example is psalm 119.  It is not just "a long psalm", but a series of eight poetic lines for each letter of the Hebrew alphabet; all about the "law of the Lord".
6) Special words  Words appear which are not found anywhere else in Hebrew.  Leviathan - the dreaded sea monster of the deep - is this a remnant of early Hebrew fear of the sea monsters of the deep, turned round to demonstrate the authority of a creator God? (Psalm 74:14)

PARALLELISM  Special consideration should be paid to parallelism, as a major tool in understanding Hebrew poetry.  See the following categories:

· Synonymous  One line repeats another with similar words (Ps 105:23

· Comparison  One line contrasts another to make a similar point (Ps 103:13)
· Opposites  two opposites are compared (Ps 90:6)
· Inverted (Chiastic)  says the same thing the other way round!  (Is 11:13b)
· Repetitive  Saying the same thing several times (Ps 29:1)
All these techniques serve to do the following things:

· Emphasise a point

· Develop an idea

· Home in on something

· Create a sense of flow

· Arrest attention

Have a look at psalms 13,80 or 147, and see how many examples of the above you can find

IV Interpreting Psalms

Try asking the following questions to get to the heart of each psalm:

1. What is happening in the psalm?  Complaint, praise, thanksgiving, deliverance, instruction etc.

2. Who is speaking?  An individual, and individual on behalf of others, an interplay between an individual and a congregation?

3. Is the King mentioned?  Is the king of Judah or Israel implied or God as King?  Is it likely that comparisons are being made between God and the King?

Form Criticism  Normal methods of historical criticism don’t get anywhere with the psalms – the material is quite impossible to date.  Hence, the basis of most current interpretation comes from the work of Gunkel, working from the following reasoning:

1. Sacred literature (psalms) tend not to change over the years and retains formal patterns

2. The formal patterns of the psalms reflects their original context of use (‘Sitz in Leben’ - German)

3. Other works outside scripture have similar patterns so can be used to help us understand the psalms

The following is a summary of Gunkel’s theories as traditionally used:

HYMNS consisting of

1. Call to worship (105:1,6)

2. Description of God’s acts (105:7,43

3. Conclusion (105:45c)

Psalms that follow this pattern are, for example: 19,29,33,104-105,111,113,114,117,135-136, 145-150.

TYPES OF HYMNS  these hymns are identified by Gunkel as deriving from the following ‘Sitz in Leben’

1. Victory Songs (Ps68 – ref Ex 15:21)

2. Processional hymns approaching the Temple (Ps 15,24,84,122

3. Songs of Zion (Ps 46,48,76

4. Enthronement Songs (Ps 47,93, 96-99) often calling upon the nations to Praise God

COMPLAINTS OF THE PEOPLE  for example ps. 12,44,60,74,79-80, 83,85,90, 126.  These have the following literary components:

1. Address to God (Ps74:1)

2. Reference to God’s past salvation (74:2)

3. Description of suffering focusing of ‘enemies’, the people and God (74:4-11)

4. Affirmation of Trust (74:12)

5. Petition for rescue (74:19)

6. Wish relating to the people and their enemies (79:11-12)

7. Vow of Praise (74:13,21)

COMPLAINT OF THE INDIVIDUAL  of which there are many!! Containing:

1. Address to God and cry for help (22:1)

2. Poetic description of circumstances (22:12ff)

3. Affirmation of Trust (22:4)

4. Personal Petitions (22:19ff)

5. Appeal to God’s care (22:9, also 51:3-5, 26:3-8)

6. Vow of Praise / public testimony etc. (Lev 7:11-18 also 22:22, 25)

7. Assurance (142:7)

THANKSGIVING OF THE INDIVIDUAL  related to the psalms of complaint in structure:

1. Resolve to give thanks (116:1-2)

2. Summary (116:2)

3. Poetic recollection (116:3)

4. Report of petition and rescue (116:4)

5. Generalised teaching (116:5-6

6. Renewed thanksgiving (116:14)

ROYAL PSALMS  not so much a literary type as a collection based on references to the King for the following reasons.  These psalms become regarded as ‘messianic’ after the exile when there is no ‘king’ in Israel

1. Weddings (Ps45)

2. Coronations (Ps2,21,72)

3. Prayers before or after battles (Ps 20, also 18 reflecting 2 Sam 22)

WISDOM PSALMS  those psalms which both reflect the literary techniques of wisdom literature (proverbs, acrostics, comparisons, series both numerical and alphabetical etc.) and also have a direct intention to teach or admonish (Ps 1,127,128), or struggle with difficult wisdom issues like the prosperity of the wicked (Ps 37,49,73).  Wisdom psalms also have the great themes of wisdom literature: talk of ‘the two ways’ the ‘wise’ and the ‘foolish’, right speech, use of wealth etc.

Other psalms  also reflect the use of wisdom literature although they may be categorised elsewhere:  Ps25:8-10,12-14,  31:23ff,  39:4ff,  40:4ff,  62:8ff, 92:6-8,  94:8-15.
C:\Documents and Settings\Paul\My Documents\Work\EMMTC Lectures\Introduction tthe Psalms.doc
 

 DATE 03/10/2006
Page 2
© Paul H Ashby 2006


