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Introduction to Psalms.
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As the songbook of God’s Old Testament people, the Psalms breathe prayer from start to finish. These songs, poems, and prayers were composed by a variety of people over a thousand years. Many flowed from King David, “the singer of Israel’s psalms” (2 Samuel 23:1). Others come from Asaph and Ethan, national worship leaders appointed by David. Several of the earliest psalms trace back to Moses, Solomon added others, and a priestly family named the “Son of Korah” contributed songs over centuries.

Although Israel incorporated these psalms into formal group worship, many relay intensely personal cries of individuals. Praise, confusion, remorse, anger, and joy come raw and unfiltered. And throughout history, this songbook of Israel has become the prayer book of all God’s people. Believers find here not only comforting words and beautiful prose but also a grid for processing life’s most extreme difficulties. The psalms leave no doubt God can handle your speaking out loud your most wrenching emotions. They also make it obvious that God won’t abandon you to despair. He aims to lead you to new calm, purpose, and trust.

A surprising number of these songs talk about God and his acts in the third person. Praying this book invites you to turn these declarations about God into prayers to God. Whatever the subject of these psalms, however much their bluntness challenges you, no matter how near or far their world seems from yours, you can make these inspired words part of your everyday conversation with God.

History

Historically, the Gospel narratives and the Psalms have been the two greatest sources for Christian meditation and contemplation in the Bible. The Psalter functioned as the Jewish “Common Prayer” book. Used in synagogues and private worship, it was Jesus’ “common prayer” book.

During the monastic period, the Psalms were read, recited, and prayed in continuous cycles. The famous rule of St. Benedict moves the participant through the whole Psalter in one week. The Book of Common Prayer (1552, revised 1662) of the Church of England provides a way to pray through or recite the whole Psalter in a month, in morning and evening common prayer. Calvin and the Reformed churches put the Psalms in metrical verse and set them to music for congregational song. In his commentary on the Psalms, Calvin wrote, “The design of the Holy Spirit [was]... to deliver the church a common form of prayer.”

Today, the Psalms have fallen into disuse for several reasons. First, there are the difficult passages (especially for modern sensibilities) seeking retribution on enemies, and many places of despondence. Second, more recent interpreters have been afraid to interpret the Psalter as referring to Christ, his person, and work, even though Christ himself did so! Third, it takes some theological literacy to navigate the Psalms, and that literacy is no longer widespread. Finally, the Psalms are poetry that takes time to penetrate, while we live in a fast-paced culture with little time for reflection.

Christ in the Psalms

Much of the sweetness and light of the Psalms lies in the way they point to the Messiah to come, Jesus Christ. 6 How can we see him there? First, remember that Jesus did sing and pray the Psalms. Imagine what he thought of them in the different aspects of his person and work. Examples: (a) imagine him singing the Psalms in his humanity, (b) in his deity, (c) in his humiliation, (d) in his exaltation. Always ask, “Where might this fit into his life?” For example, consider Jesus singing Psalm 27 on Easter Eve.

Second, imagine singing the psalm to Jesus. When you come to a lament psalm, you nearly automatically think of it about suffering or feelings you have had. But remember what Jesus suffered. When you come to a psalm of refuge, remember that we “hide” in him and he covers our sins, shielding us from punishment, which ultimately is the only real danger. When you come to a psalm of wisdom, remember that the gospel is the only way to make sense of the ambiguities of life. You are a righteous sinner, living in the overlap of the ages.

As we have just seen, you don’t need to look for Christ only in the traditional Messianic psalms. When Paul in Romans 15:8-9 quotes Psalm 18:49 as the words of Christ, he takes them from a psalm that seems to have no reference at all to any Messiah, anointed prince, or suffering servant. Why did he do it?

Paul saw that Christ
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