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Preface to the Psalms: Worship Fit for a King

God is King. In  the Bible, whenever the windows  of  heaven  open,  He  is  reigning over  His  universe.  Isaiah  sees the Lord  on  a  throne,  high  and  lifted  up; His  rain  fills  the  temple (God’s  house or  palace  on  earth).  The  Seraphs,  His shining  angelic  retainers,  worship:

“Holy,  holy,  holy,  is  the  Lord  Almighty;

the  whole  earth  is  full  of  His  glory.”



(Isaiah 6:1-5).
Micah reveals the Lord “…  sitting on His throne with all the host of heaven standing  around  Him  on  His  right  and on  His  left” 



(I  Kings  22:19).  

Ezekiel’s heavenly vision includes a throne with a burning, divine figure on it. When he sees it, he falls face down. 






(Ezekiel 1:26-28) 
So it goes. What is true for  he Bible in general is true  for  the  Psalms  in  particular. Here, in  the  Bible’s  prayer  book,  we encounter  worship  of  the  King,  fit for the King. This includes high praise, fervent repetition,  temple celebration,  bold witness, sane wisdom, calls for warfare, intimate  abandonment,  breaking  and healing  hearts,  prophetic drive,  secure hope.  God’s  people  form  and  are formed  from  this  kind  of  praise  and prayer. As  the revelation of God as King comes  down,  worship  goes  up.  This  is the heart  of Psalms.
Vision of The King

In the psalms, God is proclaimed King:

“The  Lord  is  the  great  God,  the  great King  above  all  gods” (Psalm  95:3).  

He sits on His  throne: 

“The Lord reigns, let the  nations  tremble;  He  sits  enthroned” (Psalm  99:1). 

His  garments  are  regal:
“The Lord reigns, He is robed in majesty; the Lord is robed in majesty and is armed with strength” (Psalm 93:1). 

A footstool stands  below  His throne: 

“Exalt  the Lord  our  God  and  worship  at  His  foot-stool; He  is  holy” (Psalm 99:5). 

He  holds a  sceptre  in  His  hand: 

“Your  throne,  O God, will last for ever and ever; a sceptre of justice will be the sceptre of Your kingdom” (Psalm  45:6). 

He  is  surrounded with  heavenly  retainers: 

“He  sits enthroned  between  the  cherubim,  let  the earth  shake” (Psalm  99:1).  

He  is  worshiped by  a  sea  of  angels:  

Praise the Lord, you His angels ... Praise the Lord, all His heavenly host” (Psalm 103:20 -21).

Vision of ourselves

As Calvin says,  to know God is to know ourselves. Humanity is  revealed in the Psalms  in  the  very  act  of  worship.  We discover  hearts  abandoned  to  God, overwhelmed by  sin,  struggling  under conviction and guilt, gripped with fear, raging  toward  enemies,  filled  with

doubt, delighting in  the Presence, longing for home, suffering with weaknesses and sickness.  We  sit alone  in  the night  watches. We  lie  on beds of  pain. We  anticipate  the  morning  battle.  We experience  abandonment,  deception, gossip  and  slander.  We  meditate  upon

God’s law.  We learn  he new song of salvation. We  see the blessing of our children. 

We  know  that  God  rules the nations.  We  feel  His  shepherd’s  heart. We  plead  His  covenant  promises.  We long  for  he  Messiah  to  triumph.  We rest  our case in Him.

Worship The King

How  then do we learn  to  worship  this Sovereign  from  the  Psalms?  

We come before  Him and make our  act  of submission. 

In  Hebrew,  he  word  “worship” [shakah]  means  to  fall  down  or  bow down: 

“Come,  let  us  bow  down  in  worship, let  us  kneel  before  the  Lord  our
Maker;  for  He  is  our God” (Psalm 95:6).

To fall down is  to surrender,  to give up, becoming  physically  lower  than  the King. It  is humbling. We are helpless, at the  Sovereign’s  mercy.  This  is  where worship  begins. 

“What’s in it for me?” Worship is not  getting;  it   is  giving.  We  give  our lives  over  to  God.  To  withhold  is  to revolt. To surrender is  to worship: 

“The sacrifices  of  God  are  a  broken  spirit;  a broken  and  contrite  heart,  O  God,  You
will not despise” (Psalm 51:17).

The Christian life begins with worship (submission)  and  confession.

(adapted  from  Dr.Williams’  article  in  the  January  2001 issue  of  Equipped  Magazine.)

1
Introduction

What are the Psalms?

A collection of inspired Hebrew prayers and hymns

When were they written?
They date from the early monarchy up to some time after the exile (ie 1000 to 400 BC)

Who wrote them?



Book 1
Psalms 1-41

David (except 1,2 & 33)

Book 2
Psalms 42-72
42-50, David 51-70, 71 untitled, Solomon 72

Book 3
Psalms 73-89
Asaph or Sons of Korah

Book 4
Psalms 90-106
David 101 and 103, the rest are untitled

Book 5
Psalms 107-150
David wrote 15 of them, the rest are untitled.

2
Literary Structure
The books are grouped and ordered quite intentionally, maintaining the integrity of smaller collections from which the book of Psalms was derived, collections which were already in use as part of Israel’s ongoing history. Because the organisation of the Psalms is intentional rather than random, we can look for meaning both in the individual psalms and in their ordered relationship with each other. 

The collection in its present form was brought together as  five books outlined above, probably with the Pentateuch in view. Each book concludes with a similar doxology (41:13, 72:18-19, 89:52, 106:48 and the whole of 150). In the first 4 instances they were hno the work of the original psalmist but the final compiler.

Besides the Davidic collections and the collections of Asaph/sons of Korah, there are 4 topical collections (God’s Kingship 93-100, praise 103-107, songs of ascent (pilgrims songs) 120-134, and Hallelujah psalms 111-113 and 146-150).

3
Advice on Reading Psalms

The problem with interpreting Psalms arises from their nature. Because the Bible is God’s word most Christians automatically assume that all it contains is words from God to people. We can see in the wisdom books particularly that it also contains words from people to God. The Psalms are just such words.

Hermeneutical Problem – how then do these words spoken to God function as a word from God to us?

To help us 
1) Express ourselves to God



2) Consider his ways



3) Reflect and meditate

They are a guide to worship and an example in relating to God in each situation, whether good (extravagant, worshipful and intimate) or bad (being honest and real) and provide a language for our emotions.

Exegetical Problem – we need to consider their nature, form and function.

a) Nature
Poetry – they are musical poems. 
Poems – Hebrew poetry – emotive and to the heart. Psalm 91:1 – synonymous parallelism used to emphasise and magnify the statement. So? Well it all goes together to say the same thing, rather than two bits meaning slightly different things – can’t be taken in isolation.




Musical – consider dealing with Bob Dylan’s lyrics in the same way you would read The Times or a handbook on theology. And yet I have always taken Psalm 51:5 as a basis for the doctrine of original sin, and yet we don’t mean that God is an igneous mass when we call him our rock in Psalm 144.

b) Form

Type - here are different types for different functions – see below.
Structure – knowing the structures helps us make sense of them.

Pattern – as above, the psalmist delighted in using certain arrangements, acrostics, play on words, repetitions of words or sounds.

Literary Units – like any poem, and must be read and interpreted as such.

c) Function
Hymns, liturgical texts, reflection upon life and God’s nature …
To assist us in understanding the function of a Psalm it is helpful to sort them into 7 types of Psalm

Type




Example
Lament



31, 42

Thanksgiving


18, 65 (and 136)

Praise




33, 145

Songs of trust


91,121 

Salvation history


78, 136

Celebration and affirmation
81, 45

Wisdom



49, 73
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