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Reading the Book of 
Psalms as a Book

1

tehillim
Praisings

yalmo\ß

psalmos
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Gunkel’s Psalm Types
n Hymns, songs of praise for festival occasions (Ps. 100), including smaller 

genres identified by particular themes: Songs of YHWH’s enthronement 
(Ps. 47) and Songs of Zion (Ps. 48).

n Laments of the Community, songs of appeal to YHWH in a time of 
national distress (Ps. 44).

n Laments of the Individual, psalms of appeal by an individual in a time of 
personal distress (Ps. 13). 

n Thanksgiving Songs of the Individual, songs of witness and gratitude for 
answered prayer (Ps. 30).

n Royal Psalms, psalms of various functions that belonged to ceremonies 
centering in the anointed king (Ps. 2).

n Wisdom Poetry, psalms composed under the influence of the wisdom 
tradition, designed to instruct in piety (Ps. 37).

Mays, James L., Preaching and Teaching the Psalms, Patrick D. Miller and Gene M. Tucker, eds, Westminster John Knox Press, 
Louisville, KY, 2006, p. 33. 
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The Five Books of the Psalter

n Book I Pss. 1-41
n Book II Pss. 42-72
n Book III Pss. 73-89
n Book IV Pss. 90-106
n Book V Pss. 107-150

4

Concluding Doxologies
n Psalm 41:13 Blessed be the LORD, the God of 

Israel, from everlasting to everlasting. Amen and 
Amen.

n Psalm 72:18 Blessed be the LORD, the God of 
Israel, who alone does wondrous things. 19 Blessed 
be his glorious name forever; may his glory fill the 
whole earth. Amen and Amen.

n Psalm 89:52 Blessed be the LORD forever. Amen 
and Amen.

n Psalm 106:48 Blessed be the LORD, the God of 
Israel, from everlasting to everlasting. And let all the 
people say, "Amen." Praise the LORD!
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Structure of Introduction

Psalm 1:1 Happy are those who do not follow 
the advice of the wicked, or take the path that 
sinners tread, or sit in the seat of scoffers;

Psalm 2:12 kiss his feet, or he will be angry, and 
you will perish in the way; for his wrath is 
quickly kindled. Happy are all who take 
refuge in him.
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Torah=Instruction

n Psalm 1:1 Happy are those who do not follow 
the advice of the wicked, or take the path that 
sinners tread, or sit in the seat of scoffers; 2 
but their delight is in the law/torah of the 
LORD, and on his law/torah they meditate 
day and night.
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Psalm 119 a Torah Psalm

n Psalm 119:1 Happy are those whose way is 
blameless, who walk in the law/torah of the LORD.

n Psalm 119:34 Give me understanding, that I may 
keep your law/torah and observe it with my whole 
heart.

n Psalm 119:113 I hate the double-minded, but I love 
your law/torah.

n Psalm 119:174 I long for your salvation, O LORD, 
and your law/torah is my delight.
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Psalm 2

n Psalm 2:1-3 Why do the nations conspire, and 
the peoples plot in vain?  2 The kings of the 
earth set themselves, and the rulers take 
counsel together, against the LORD and his 
anointed, saying,  3 "Let us burst their bonds 
asunder, and cast their cords from us." 

n Psalm 2:9 “You shall break them with a rod of 
iron, and dash them in pieces like a potter's 
vessel." 
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Kingship in the Psalms

Book 3 ends with Psalm 89, the failure 
of the Davidic dynasty

Book 4 begins with a series of psalms 
that proclaim Yahweh as king

Kingship of God replaces the kingship 
of David
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Davidic Superscriptions

n Psalm 3:1 A Psalm of David, when he fled 
from his son Absalom.

n led≈aœwid≈= ‘of’ or ‘to’ David
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The David of the Psalms

n Model of piety
n Oppressed, needy, helpless
n Model of suffering faithfulness
n Aligned with the downcast
n “the Davidic king is a king who suffers 

opposition, persecution, accusation, betrayal, 
and pain.”[1]

[1] James Luther Mays, The Lord Reigns, Louisville: Westminster John Knox 
Press, 1994, p. 124.
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Outline and Collections in Psalms
n Introduction 1-2 Book I
n David 3-41
n Korahites 42-49 Book II
n Asaph 50
n David 51-72
n Asaph 73-83 Book III
n Korahites 84-89
n David 108-110 Book V
n Ascents 120-134
n David 138-145
n Doxologies 146-150
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Conclusion to Book II of Psalms

n Psalm 72:20 The prayers of David son of 
Jesse are ended. 
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The Elohistic Psalter 42-83
n Psalm 14
n The LORD looks down from heaven on 

humankind to see if there are any who are 
wise, who seek after God.  

n 3 They have all gone astray, they are all 
alike perverse; there is no one who does 
good, no, not one.  

n 4 Have they no knowledge, all the 
evildoers who eat up my people as they eat 
bread, and do not call upon the LORD? 

n 5 There they shall be in great terror, for 
God is with the company of the righteous.  

n 6 You would confound the plans of the 
poor, but the LORD is their refuge.  

n 7 O that deliverance for Israel would come 
from Zion! When the LORD restores the 
fortunes of his people, Jacob will rejoice; 
Israel will be glad. 

n Psalm 53
n God looks down from heaven on 

humankind to see if there are any who are 
wise, who seek after God.  

n 3 They have all fallen away, they are all 
alike perverse; there is no one who does 
good, no, not one.  

n 4 Have they no knowledge, those 
evildoers, who eat up my people as they 
eat bread, and do not call upon God?  

n 5 There they shall be in great terror, in 
terror such as has not been. For God will 
scatter the bones of the ungodly; they will 
be put to shame, for God has rejected 
them.  

n 6 O that deliverance for Israel would come 
from Zion! When God restores the 
fortunes of his people, Jacob will rejoice; 
Israel will be glad. 
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Reading Psalm 107 in the Context of 
the Book of Psalms

n Psalm 107:1-3, 23-32 appears in the Revised 
Common Lectionary during Year B.
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