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      “As has often been said, the Psalms reflect every aspect of the human soul. Without them, our worship would be impoverished and less honest, lacking the elements of righteous anger, confusion, and dejection that so often permeate the Psalms. Bruce Waltke and Fred Zaspel have provided us with a gem of a book that opens up fresh insights into the structure, meaning, and purpose of the Psalms. This book crystallizes the fruit of long careers of devoted scholarship with clarity, insight, and skill. Hopefully this book will drive the church back to the Psalms to gain much-needed courage and nourishment. What a wonderful gift to the church.”

      Derek W. H. Thomas, Senior Minister, First Presbyterian Church, Columbia, South Carolina; Chancellor’s Professor, Reformed Theological Seminary; Teaching Fellow, Ligonier Ministries

      “The most obvious virtue of How to Read and Understand the Psalms is its scope. An appropriate subtitle for the book might be What You Always Wanted to Know about the Psalms. As part of this admirable scope, detailed explications of specific psalms balance the chapters that explore the topics important to scholarship on the Psalms.”

      Leland Ryken, Emeritus Professor of English, Wheaton College

      “This work by Waltke and Zaspel is a milestone achievement, encapsulating a lifetime of study in an accessible form that will serve students, pastors, and anyone else who wants to deepen and enrich their understanding of the book of Psalms.”

      Iain M. Duguid, Professor of Old Testament, Westminster Theological Seminary

      “Bruce Waltke and Fred Zaspel have provided the academy and the church with a rich and comprehensive book on how to read and understand the Psalms. Years of scholarship and devotion come to fruition in this masterpiece. It is an essential read for those studying the Psalms.”

      Mark D. Futato, Robert L. Maclellan Professor of Old Testament, Reformed Theological Seminary, Orlando

      “What better way to encounter the book of Psalms—a book with such a wide range of topics, emotions, and types of psalms—than through the eyes of a skilled interpreter like Bruce Waltke, assisted by experienced pastor and writer Fred Zaspel. Waltke has spent the better part of a lifetime pondering the Psalms and wisdom literature, and it shows in this eminently readable introduction. It is at once engaging, insightful, and uplifting. I heartily recommend it.”

      David M. Howard Jr., Professor of Old Testament, Bethlehem College & Seminary; author, The Structure of Psalms 93–100; coeditor, The Psalms: Language for All Seasons of the Soul and Reading the Psalms Theologically

      “A few years ago, I visited the Jeita Grotto in Lebanon. Hidden beneath a nondescript hillside of rock and scrub lies a vast underground cavern, a gallery of dizzying vistas, towering earth sculptures, and precarious chasms—all of it stunningly beautiful. This book feels like that. Waltke and Zaspel take us into and under the Psalter and show a huge, dazzling world teeming there. I’m stumped to know what else could have gone into this monumental book. It is scholarly, highly readable, instantly useful, spilling with insight, and massively comprehensive. The material on David alone is worth the price of the book. Every serious reader, teacher, and preacher of the Psalms needs a copy.”

      Mark Buchanan, author, David: Rise and David: Reign
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      Foreword

      It is a privilege to serve as herald to Drs. Bruce Waltke and Fred Zaspel as they step forward to offer this outstanding volume to all lovers of the book of Psalms. Do not let its workmanlike title dampen either your interest or enthusiasm; you are in for a treat in the almost six hundred pages that follow. Although I am neither a prophet nor a prophet’s son, I think I can safely predict that How to Read and Understand the Psalms is a book you will return to frequently and treasure permanently.

      The conception, birth, and maturation of this work are explained by the authors in their preface. Together they bring to its pages an array of gifts and graces: Bruce Waltke has for many years been regarded as a prince, perhaps even a king, among Old Testament scholars; Fred Zaspel has put many of us in his debt through his outstanding works on the great Princeton theologian Benjamin B. Warfield. Perhaps there is something more than merely whimsical in the thought that their collegial work echoes some of the conversations that the great Old Testament theologian Geerhardus Vos shared with Warfield on their regular constitutionals around Princeton Seminary. At any rate, the combination of Old Testament theologian and systematic theologian is an irresistible one!

      Here, then, in their combined labors we are given rich exposition of the Psalms rooted in careful study of the Hebrew text, distilled through a well-matured and reflective mind, and brought together in this form by two humble lovers of Scripture. This is the work of two disciples of the one who, more than any other, knew, loved, understood, and applied to himself the book of Psalms. For this reason alone, even were there no others, a book such as this, on the words that helped shape and inform both our Lord’s self-understanding and his own emotional and affective life and experience, deserves to become our regular companion along the pilgrim way to the heavenly Zion.

      Readers familiar with the work of either or both of these two “doctors of the church” will open these pages with high confidence and anticipation of finding good things. To that confidence I would like to add a word of personal testimony.

      I have the privilege of being what the older writers would have quaintly called a “sometime colleague” to Professor Waltke at Westminster Theological Seminary in Philadelphia. Three scenes come to mind that may help readers catch a glimpse of the man himself. Dr. Waltke will remember none of them—underlining the fact that his impact on others has been far greater than he himself could ever imagine.

      The first well-remembered scene is of a “water fountain” (or, more accurately, “coffee pot”) conversation at the beginning of a new academic year. As though talking to himself as much as to me, Professor Waltke commented on the way he had been praying for the help of the Holy Spirit as he looked forward to teaching his students in the coming semester. They, I am sure, believed that his expertise far surpassed the sum total of their knowledge. Yet the abiding memory is of his dependence on the Lord—a reminder to a junior colleague, as well as to his students, that while one plants and another waters, only God can give the increase.

      A second remembered scene takes me back to a dinner conversation at the table of friends whose guests we both were. Dr. Waltke was, at that time, writing his magisterial two-volume commentary on the book of Proverbs. As we talked about various things it was clear Proverbs was much on his mind. What was evident to me was that C. H. Spurgeon’s famous words about John Bunyan (“Prick him anywhere; and you will find that his blood is Bibline”)1 could be reapplied to my fellow dinner guest: “Prick him anywhere, and you will find that his blood is Proverbine!” Sacred Scripture had—as Paul put it to the Thessalonians—been received by him “not as the word of men but as what it really is, the word of God, which is at work in you” (1 Thess. 2:13).

      The third scene is directly related to the theme of this book. It is the memory of an unspoken aspiration experienced while sitting listening to Dr. Waltke expound Psalm 51: “Would that, somehow, this richly satisfying exposition, and many more like it, were available to a wider public!” In view of his many commitments my hope was, confessedly, not accompanied by great faith. But now, thankfully, the sight of these pages is a rebuke I gladly welcome (“O you of little faith”!).

      Dr. Fred Zaspel has also been a friend over many years—a friendship initiated (I suspect) by a common concern for pastoral exposition that combines biblical exegesis with biblical theology and is given depth by the penetration of biblical logic that leads to health-giving theology and fruitfulness in ministry. With many others I am indebted to, and have derived benefit from, his important contributions to the study of the multifaceted writings of B. B. Warfield. He has also been a means of encouraging the people of God to understand that in some measure “we are what we read.” With all this Dr. Zaspel has been an encourager of other authors and at times their editor, thus exercising a ministry to his fellow Christians that has often been hidden from public view.

      From a more personal viewpoint as someone belonging to the circle of friends who have known Dr. Zaspel and his wife, Kim, for many years, I have witnessed the ways that they have walked together with grace over the sometimes rough and testing pilgrim path and followed in the footsteps of the psalmist. It has been moving to watch from a distance as they have found God’s strength and provision to be as real for them as it was for David. And as surely as he was able to echo the Patriarch Jacob’s testimony that the Lord had been his lifelong shepherd, so too Fred and Kim have relied on and known the Lord’s sure presence.

      There is something especially fitting, therefore, that the gifts, graces, and experiences of our two doctors have combined to provide this exposition of the book that John Calvin stated contains “an Anatomy of all the Parts of the Soul.”2 In this exposition of the Psalms, then, these pages present spiritual instruction for the mind and medicine for the soul.

      But the herald must refrain from detaining readers any longer by adding to these introductory fanfares! So with these words of introduction to the authors who will guide you through the varied spiritual terrain of the Psalter, I happily exit stage left and leave you to enjoy and profit from How to Read and Understand the Psalms. As you make the ascent of the hill of the Lord you will, I feel sure, frequently retain the services of your expert guides, Bruce Waltke and Fred Zaspel, until, by God’s grace, the summit is in sight for us all.

      Sinclair B. Ferguson

      Chancellor’s Professor of Systematic Theology

      Reformed Theological Seminary

    

    
      
        1  Charles Spurgeon, The Autobiography of Charles H. Spurgeon, Compiled from His Diary, Letters, and Records by His Wife and His Private Secretary, vol. 4, 1878–1892 (Chicago: Fleming H. Revell, 1900), 268.

      

      
        2  John Calvin, Commentary on the Book of Psalms, vol. 1, trans. James Anderson (Edinburgh: Calvin Translation Society, 1845), xxxvii.

      

    

  
    
      Preface

      This book was a joint effort, but the bulk of the work was done by Bruce over many decades. Bruce began teaching the Psalms on the graduate level in 1958, the year I (Fred) was born. Many have profited from his long years of focused study. His and James Houston’s The Psalms as Christian Worship, The Psalms as Christian Lament, and The Psalms as Christian Praise; his various published articles; his sermons; and his classroom and online lectures all are gold mines of Psalms exposition. His Concise Commentary on the Psalms is forthcoming also, to be published online at The Gospel Coalition. Bruce tells the story of his life teaching and learning of the Psalms in his “Biblical Theology of the Psalms Today: A Personal Perspective.”1

      Bruce and I became acquainted when I was editing the Concise Bible Commentary Series for The Gospel Coalition and invited him to write the commentary on the Psalms. Our acquaintance since has been mutually enriching. When I was pursuing Psalms studies in preparation for my own preaching responsibilities, I began listening to his online lecture series at BiblicalTraining.org (also at BiblicalLearning.org), and after hearing only a few lectures I proposed this book project. I was delighted when he so eagerly agreed. I did all the writing, Bruce then combed through it all and gave further input, and so on the process went. The book is a joint effort based primarily on his lecture material, but much more has been added.2 We both take full responsibility for the accuracy of our book.

      Preaching the Psalms is the frequent privilege and responsibility of pastors, and the Psalter is in many ways uniquely suited to enrich the hearts of God’s people. Our goal in this book is to equip Christians to read the Psalms profitably. We have sought to keep the material at the lay level for wide accessibility, but our leading hope is that those who preach and teach the word of God will be equipped by this book to read, teach, and preach the Psalms with greater insight and confidence. To accomplish this we will address matters ranging from authorship and historical setting to psalm forms, Hebrew poetry, rhetorical techniques, the psalms’ liturgical use in ancient Israel, and the final shape of the Psalter as we have it. We provide exposition and theology primarily as illustrative examples. Our aim is to enable the lay person as well as the preacher to “get behind” the Psalms, as it were, and into the minds of the psalmists to grasp how they themselves conceived their work and how they shaped and stated their message. If God will use this effort to enrich pastoral expositions of the Psalter and the spiritual life of its readers, we will be most grateful to him for it.

    

    
      
        1  Published in The Psalms: Language for All Seasons of the Soul, ed. Andrew J. Schmutzer and David M. Howard Jr. (Chicago: Moody Publishers, 2013), chap. 1.

      

      
        2  For extensive bibliography see J. Kenneth Kuntz, “Continuing the Engagement: Psalms Research Since the Early 1990s,” Currents in Biblical Research 19 (2012): 321–78; William P. Brown, ed., The Oxford Handbook of the Psalms (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014); Beat Weber, “Bibliography of Psalms and the Psalter since 1990,” Academia.edu (website), accessed September 27, 2022, https://www.academia.edu/5910732/BiblioPss1990ff_Bibliography_of_Psalms_and_the_Psalter_since_1990.

      

    

  
    
      1

      Introduction to the Psalms

      The Psalms and the People of God

      The book of Psalms is the most popular book of the Old Testament in both the Jewish community and the Christian community. The Psalter is the most represented corpus in the Qumran community also. In fact, the Psalms is a favorite of the biblical writers as well. Its language is taken up by later Old Testament writers, and it is the most frequently quoted Old Testament book in the New Testament. The Lord Jesus Christ probably memorized the book. He quoted it often—in his teaching ministry, in his debates with the Jewish leaders, in his final hours on the cross, and in his resurrection ministry to his apostles. And in all these scenarios he demonstrated that the Psalms spoke of him. The apostles cited the Psalms often, and as they had learned from their Master, they understood it as speaking of him. Quotations and allusions to the Psalms are found in every book of the New Testament, except 1 Thessalonians, Philemon, and 2–3 John—more than four hundred times total.1 Most of these writers were not formally educated—they were not scribes—and yet they had such an instinctive grasp of the Psalter that they were able to use it adeptly and with keen exegetical insight and illuminating application in light of the person and work of Jesus. That these unlettered men—mostly fishermen—had this kind of knowledge astounded the scribes and the lawyers and the educated such that they asked, “Where did these men get this knowledge?” Of course, they had the advantage of divine inspiration, but in inspiring these men, the Holy Spirit used what was already there. It seems they had memorized these Scriptures. Most of them were “laymen” without a formal education who had spent their lives in the Psalms thoughtfully and piously, and because of that they could breathe the Psalms when they prayed and when they sang.

      We see this in the book of Revelation. When John hears the angel singing, he hears the book of Psalms. Mary’s Magnificat is another example. These early Christians clearly lived with the Psalms. Paul says in Romans 8:36, “We are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered”—that is Psalm 44:22. The New Testament writers held the Psalms close always—the Psalter was deeply a part of them.

      This love of the Psalter continued in the early church of postapostolic times. “Early Christian schools, especially monastic schools, introduced young initiates to the study of Scripture through the psalms and selected New Testament texts. Once admitted to the monastery, the neophyte had to commit psalms to memory and recite them while performing his daily chores.”2 When Marco Polo (1254–1324) discovered “a certain manner of people” without Buddhist idols or Zoroastrian fire, they represented themselves with the book of Psalms and identified themselves as Christians; they numbered more than 700,000 families.3 The book of Psalms was the first book printed on the Gutenberg press, and as the Bible came to be cast in the vernacular it became the most widely translated book in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England. Today, Psalm 23 is probably the best-known text in the world. Still today, when the New Testament is published separately, the book of Psalms is often included with it. As Christian mission makes its advance, the book of Psalms is often one of the first books to be translated. It was the first for Jerome in his translating of the Bible into Latin, in what became known as the Vulgate.4 For centuries, the church sang only the Psalms in their corporate meetings; and still today renditions of and references to the Psalms pervade our hymnals. Martin Luther’s rendering of Psalm 46, “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” is still used regularly in our churches, as is Isaac Watts’s rendering of Psalm 72, “Jesus Shall Reign,” the much beloved “Old One Hundredth,” and of course Psalm 23 and others. The customary “call to worship” in our church meetings finds precedent in the Psalms, and, in fact, the Psalms are still routinely used for that purpose. The Psalter is the book we turn to in times of anxiety and grief and stress—and of blessing and joy. And in committing Scripture to memory, Christians today have probably memorized more verses from the Psalms than any other book—Psalm 1, Psalm 23, Psalm 46, Psalms 90–91, Psalm 100, Psalm 121, selections from Psalm 119, and Psalm 139, to name a few examples.

      All this to say, with a fair amount of certainty, that the book of Psalms is the most popular Old Testament book within the Christian community, and it has been so for centuries. It is quite remarkable that songs and prayers written three thousand or so years ago are still in such demand and use today all over the world. We are privileged to be studying them, and as we do, we participate in a community and a long history of study and reflection.

      Approaching the Psalms

      Title

      The Hebrew Bible provides no title to the book of Psalms. Old Testament books in the Hebrew text are sometimes named according to the first words of the book. For example, the title Genesis is “In the Beginning,” and the title of Exodus is “These Are the Names.” And the prophetic books are named after the prophet himself. But the book of Psalms has no title in the Hebrew text. Psalm 72:20 may hint of an early collection of some of the Psalms when it says, “The prayers of David, the son of Jesse, are ended”—it may be that an early collection of psalms was named “The Prayers of David.”5

      The title of the book in Rabbinic and subsequent Hebrew literature is Sepher Tehillim (סֵפֶר תְהִלִּים‎, “Book of Praises”) or simply Tehillim (“Praises”). Although this word (in the singular) is used to title just one psalm (Ps. 145), its later use as a title for the book itself derives from its content—the book of Psalms is a book of praises. There are praise hymns, individual songs of grateful praise, and even the lament or complaint psalms are couched in praise. Each of the Psalms (except Ps. 88) contains expressions of praise, so this title is entirely appropriate. The Hebrew word for “psalm” (מִזְמֹור‎) occurs dozens of times in the book (e.g., 3:1), and the Septuagint (Codex Vaticanus) picks this up in the plural as the title of the book—Psalmoi (ψαλμοῖ). In Codex Alexandrinus, the title given is Psalterion (an ancient stringed instrument), from which we have the name “Psalter.” Then in Jerome’s Latin Vulgate, it became Libra Psalmorum, “The Book of Psalms.” So the English title, “The Book of Psalms,” comes to us from the Greek through the Latin. The Hebrew word “psalm” denotes “a song sung to an instrumental accompaniment,”6 but because the note of praise is so dominant in these psalms, the word has come to denote simply a song of praise, a sacred song, or a hymn.

      The Psalms as Music

      The praises of the Psalms, then, were intended to be sung to musical accompaniment. They must be understood as poetry also, and we will examine this important aspect of our study in a later chapter. But we should be aware of the role of both in the psalter. The Psalms are prayers of petition and praise expressed in music and poetry. Music and poetry seem always to have been a chosen means of expressing the deep moving of the heart, and the Psalms are no exception. We will note this at times throughout this book, and the Psalter itself reminds us of its musical orientation with its frequent designation “To the choirmaster.” As we will see, at least the majority of the Psalms were composed specifically for use in the temple to accompany the Mosaic ceremonies. The frequent “Selah” is probably another musical notation, perhaps to signal an interlude, although no one knows its precise meaning (some sixty definitions have been proposed!). Other musical designations appear in the superscripts also—although, again, the precise meanings of many have been lost to us. And many of the psalms themselves call for enthusiastic engagement in song and musical accompaniment.

      We have all experienced the stimulating effects of music, both emotionally and intellectually. Music has an ability to inspire and enthuse the listener and performer, and music in David’s time, as now, served the important function of attaching truth to emotion. Most of us who have had a long experience in the church have found that the great hymns we have sung have burrowed deep into our hearts such that, as needed, they arise in our memory with great spiritual power and with encouragement. Not just the words but the words set to music has a profound effect. So also with the Psalms. Both the laments and the joys of the Psalter were set to music to enhance their messages, and we do well to keep this musical atmosphere of the temple in mind as we read them.

      The Psalter’s “Five Books”

      We will address this important topic at some length in the final chapter, but it will be helpful to note up front that the Psalter, as we have it, is a final product. It is a “hymnbook” of one hundred and fifty psalms carefully arranged and divided by doxologies at the end of Psalms 41, 72, 89, and 106 into five “books”:

      Book 1: Psalms 1–41

      Book 2: Psalms 42–72

      Book 3: Psalms 73–89

      Book 4: Psalms 90–106

      Book 5: Psalms 107–150

      Just briefly, for now, we should note that these five books represent the history of Israel from the united monarchy to the exile.

      Books 1–2 are principally by David and represent the triumph of the king. Here very often David is in crisis, but his psalms usually end in praise.

      Book 3 anticipates Israel’s exile. This is known as the “dark book” of the Psalter. Here Israel’s kings—the house of David—fail, and the sanctuary is destroyed. This book climaxes in Psalm 89 and its lament of the seeming collapse of the Davidic covenant.

      Book 4 is oriented to Israel in exile. She has no king, but here the psalms fall back on God in trust that he is their king. Hope is still alive because God is Israel’s eternal refuge.

      Book 5 praises God for Israel’s restoration and return from exile, and here praise is offered to him from among the nations.

      Studying and Understanding the Psalms

      It is often pointed out that the Psalms reflect virtually every human emotion. They are “mirrors of the soul,” as Calvin famously remarked.7 This is a valuable observation, particularly in that in the Psalms we find these emotions as they are brought before the Lord. Our fears, our anger, our distress, our joy, our anxiety—in the Psalms we find how to bring these to God in prayer and in song. And because of this the Psalter is often seen as a sort of spiritual and emotional “pick-me-up.” This is good, as far as it goes, and it explains in some measure the Psalms’ popularity. But the message of the Psalms goes far deeper, addressing the entire range of human existence in its relationship to God, and we must seek in our reading of the Psalter to go beyond the emotional pick-me-up and uncover its message in its fullness for the metanarrative of the Bible and for our own spiritual lives.

      The Book of Psalms is not only the Bible’s most popular book. It is also one of the longest and most complex books, containing a collection of religious Hebrew poetry extending over a period of about one thousand years, from Moses (Ps. 90) to the exilic era (Ps. 137). It achieved its final shape before the time of the New Testament. The book of Psalms contains a variety of genres. Some psalms are prayers. Some are praises, both individual and community oriented. Some express praise for who God is and what he has done in the past and will do in the future. Others (“new songs”) express praise for recent personal intervention and deliverance. And still others praise God for his self-revelation of his nature, for his saving deeds, for Torah, and for Zion. Some psalms, by contrast, lament or complain and cry out to God for help in current crises. Some psalms ask for God to destroy the enemy without mercy. Some psalms are marked by exuberant joy, and others are marked by deep soul anguish and suffering. Some are prayers, and some are prophecies. Some express robust trust in God’s providential care. Some provide historical narrative. Some sing of Zion, the place of God’s dwelling. Some are “didactic,” teaching through meditating on the law, through historical narratives, or sounding like the books of Proverbs, Job, and Ecclesiastes. In some psalms the psalmist speaks to God; in others, he speaks of God to others. The Psalter consists of a wide array of genres indeed.

      This present book attempts to enable better reading and understanding of these psalms in their own context as intended by their authors. It is one (wonderful) thing to read the Psalms quickly and hope to pick up a devotional gem along the way, but it is quite another to read with insight to the psalm’s message. The complexities of the book of Psalms present unique challenges to interpretation, and even its poetry requires thoughtful reflection. The historical setting of the Psalms themselves is distant from ours, and even the (old covenant) religious setting differs considerably from ours. All this requires significant learning on our part to maximize our understanding.8

      The attempt here is not a commentary, although there is quite a bit of that. The attempt is not to produce a biblical theology of the Psalter, although there is much of that also. The attempt here is something preliminary to all that. We want to enter the preunderstandings, the mind of the psalmists, as it were, and gain the proper lenses for reading the psalms so that we can interpret more faithfully, understand more precisely, develop our theology more firmly, and expound more fully. The concern here is with fundamentals of understanding and interpreting the Psalms. It is a truism: the meaning of a text cannot be known until it is known how it means, and so we explore just how the various psalms go about establishing their message. We want to understand how the various psalms “work”—how the psalmists structured them and how they intended them to be read and used. In brief, we want to find just how the psalmists go about conveying their message.

      To accomplish this goal, we must learn to approach the Psalms from various angles simultaneously:

      Chapter 1 introduces the Psalter in broad terms.

      Chapter 2 sketches out the leading factors necessary for a responsible interpretation of the Psalter.

      Chapter 3 examines the historical setting of the Psalms—specifically, the superscripts, the question of Davidic authorship.

      Chapter 4 demonstrates the royal orientation of the Psalter, its focus on the Davidic king, which forms the ground of its messianic outlook.

      Chapter 5 examines the liturgical setting of the psalms and their use in temple worship.

      Chapter 6 examines the various poetic devices employed by the psalmists to convey their message. Here we consider how parallelism and imagery, for example, convey meaning.

      Chapters 7–11 highlight “form criticism” and examine the various genres of psalms and their respective forms—hymns of praise, petition psalms, songs of grateful praise, and psalms of trust. Recognizing these forms is basic to understanding the psalmist’s message.

      Chapter 12 surveys how the Psalms point us to Christ.

      Chapter 13 examines didactic psalms.

      Chapter 14 examines how a text establishes its meaning through various rhetorical devices and conventions.

      Chapter 15 examines how the book of Psalms was put together and considers the message of its ordering and final arrangement.

      Our method to achieving our goal will be, first, to learn how to read the Psalms with these various lenses in place. Then, at each step, we will examine a variety of representative psalms with the new lenses and provide selected expositions. In each category we have arranged the selected psalms not in numerical order but according to their respective treatments. First we highlight some psalms briefly to demonstrate a given psalm form, and then we progress to “exceptional” cases and fuller expositions.

      The words of the psalmists are by the Spirit’s inspiration of the word of God to us. Combining these various interpretive approaches, and trusting the Spirit’s illumination, we hope to gain a clear understanding of this ancient and beloved book—and then to internalize them and so increase our knowledge and love for the triune God who inspired them, and to grow in righteousness to his glory. In this way, it is hoped, our own sacrifice of praises and petitions to God will become ever more pleasing to him.

      

      Psalm 1

      Wicket Gate to the Psalter

      As we have noted, not all psalms are alike. There is a variety of psalm genres, and there are subvarieties also. One comparatively small but important group of psalms is the didactic psalms, psalms given to moral and ethical instruction directing God’s people in faithful living before him. A subgroup is the Torah psalms, which commend the law as a source of authoritative instruction. We will examine this genre in a later chapter, but we meet a didactic-torah psalm immediately as we open the Psalter. Psalm 1 is not praise as such, and it is not petition. It is instruction to embrace the law for faithful living before God, and with this instruction, this opening psalm prepares the reader for entering the book of Psalms as a whole.

      We do not know who wrote this psalm. All we know about him (as we will see) is that he is a covenant partner with the Lord God, that he treasures God’s law, that he is an inspired sage, and that he is a literary artist.

      1    Blessed is the man9 who walks not in the counsel of the wicked

          nor stands in the way of sinners,

          nor sits in the seat of scoffers;

      2    but his delight is in the law of the Lord,

          and on his law he meditates day and night.

      3    He is like a tree

          planted by streams of water

          that yields its fruit in its season,

          and its leaf does not wither.

          In all that he does, he prospers.

      4    The wicked are not so,

          but are like chaff that the wind drives away.

      5    Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment,

          nor sinners in the congregation of the righteous;

      6    for the Lord knows the way of the righteous,

          but the way of the wicked will perish.10

      Structure

      Rhetorical criticism has to do with the logic of the psalm and how it is put together. This psalm may be structured in a number of ways. One approach is to highlight the way the psalm is “stitched” together by contrasting positive and negative ideas.

        “  Does not walk in step with the wicked” (1:1)

          versus “His delight is in the law of the Lord” (1:2).

        “  He is like a tree” (1:3)

          versus “The wicked . . . / are like chaff” (1:4).

        “  The way of the righteous”

          versus “the way of the wicked” (1:6).

        “  The Lord knows the way of the righteous”

          versus “the way of the wicked will perish” (1:6).

      Or this psalm may be structured in two halves, based on the two “ways”:

      The way of the righteous (1:1–3)

      The way of the wicked (1:4–6)

      Survey Exposition11

      The psalm begins similarly to Jesus’s “Beatitudes” (Matt. 5:3–12). It pronounces the blessedness of the person who is devoted to the Lord’s law. It has become popular to translate the word “blessed” (אַשְׁרֵי‎) as “happy,” but this is inadequate and relatively trite. God’s “blessing” ultimately results in happiness, but the two concepts are not the same. We probably do not have an exact equivalent for this word in English. The Hebrew word usually refers to the future and indicates a blessed destiny based on your relationship with God and his favor. In Job 5:17–18, for example, we read,

          blessed is the one whom God reproves; therefore despise not the discipline of the Almighty.

          For he wounds, but he binds up; he shatters, but his hands heal.

      The idea is that you will have a blessed future, favored by God. This sense is conveyed in the New Testament in the Beatitudes of Jesus in Matthew 5. The “blessed” (μακάριος) person may be one who mourns and suffers and is persecuted or even put to death, but he is “blessed” nonetheless. The “blessed” person is one who is favored by God for being faithful to him; rather than cursed, he will be rewarded. “Happy” fails to capture this sense, but in English we have no exact equivalent. Perhaps “How rewarding” or “How favored” would come closest.

      So the Psalter opens with the prospect of divine favor—surely the highest hope any person could entertain. Psalm 1:1–2 describes the reason for that blessedness, explaining in terms of this person’s behavior and ideals. The blessed person is one “who walks not in the counsel of the wicked, / nor stands in the way of sinners, / nor sits in the seat of scoffers” (1:1), but rather “delights” in and “meditates” on “the law of the Lord” (1:2). The metaphor of the two divergent “ways” dominates this psalm, as it does the book of Proverbs. “The way” in 1:1 and 1:6 brackets Psalm 1 (an inclusio), and by this metaphor life is pictured as a journey—a common figure in both Psalms and Proverbs. “Way” connotes the context, conduct, and consequences of a particular direction taken in life, and this psalm stresses that the “way” of the righteous differs from the “way” of the wicked in these respects.

      In 1:1, the expression “stand in the way of sinners” presents a challenge in translation. To “stand in the way” frequently means to obstruct or oppose. Those of us who grew up in the church are so familiar with Psalm 1:1 that we scarcely notice that this can be—and in fact often is—confusing to the new convert reading the psalm. Many have taken “does not stand in the way of sinners” to mean “does not interfere” with sinners in their course of sin. To avoid this confusion, the NIV translates it as “does not . . . stand in the way that sinners take,” adding the idea of “take” to clarify. That is, the blessed person is the one who does not “go the same way” as sinners. Nor does he heed the counsel of the wicked or give ear to those who scoff at divine wisdom.

      As commentators commonly observe, 1:1 reflects a sense of progression, a hardening in sin on several levels:

      
        	The nouns “counsel . . . way . . . seat” moves from sinful advice to sinful behavior and then to settled association with sin.

        	“Wicked . . . sinners . . . scoffers” likewise moves from “wicked,” a broad term for those who violate God’s law and incur guilt, to “sinners,” a term for criminals, and then to “scoffers,” who mock the teachings of Scripture.

        	The verbs slow down, as it were, from “walking” to “standing” and finally to “sitting,” indicating again a progressive hardening in sin.

      

      Together this well-ordered terminology reflects “a gradual descent into evil, in which one first walks alongside, then stops, and ultimately takes up permanent residence in the company of the wicked.12 James Smith explains,

      Sin takes a downward course. Adoption of the principles of the wicked (“walked in the counsel of wicked men”) leads to persistence in the practices of notorious offenders (“stood in the way of sinners”). This in turn leads to deliberate association with those who openly mock at faith (“sit in the seat of the scorners.”).13

      The blessed person does not think like the wicked, behave like the wicked, or take part in wickedness in any way. He or she will not take one step onto this slippery “way” to destruction. The “blessed” person takes a different route in life entirely, pursuing the way directed by “the law of the Lord” (1:2). “Law” here is Torah, which in the book of Psalms invariably refers to the Mosaic Law and essentially connotes catechetical instruction, not the “commanding” aspects of the law only but the law’s entire direction for living. It is instruction for living. It has to do with a way of life, the way you live because you believe God has redeemed you. The psalmist insists that the “blessed” person is the one who lives by God’s direction and is not influenced by the ungodly.

      Those who are blessed “delight” in this divine instruction (1:2a). They do not merely conform outwardly. They understand the value of God’s revealed will and prize it accordingly, with zeal and affection. It is not a drudgery but a joy to live by divine instruction—they find it rewarding. Thus, they “meditate” on it continuously (1:2b). This is not the meditation of mysticism in search of inner lights. It is careful, prolonged contemplation, poring over the Scriptures eagerly to know God in his self-revelation and to live unto him faithfully. Implicit is the idea of trust: the blessed are those who trust God’s direction for life; convinced that this instruction is best, they entrust their lives to it.14 Obedience, therefore, is not begrudging but joyful and confident. A regenerate heart is obviously presupposed. This person is “righteous” (1:6) and has godly appetites. This is not legalism but childlike dependence upon God in recognition of his law’s ideal. And by extension we must of course understand this in terms of the believer’s delight in all the word of God, climaxing in the supreme revelation of God in Christ. This is what distinguishes the righteous from the wicked—their attitude toward and response to God’s word. The righteous recognize God’s wisdom and authority, and so they approach his word worshipfully and submit to it gratefully. This entails both the negative and the positive: the godly will not follow the way of sin but will delightfully pursue the way of God’s word. The wicked think they will find joy in the pursuit of sin. The righteous know better: they understand the value of God’s word and so are eager to know it and be shaped by it. Thus they “meditate” on it continuously, “day and night.” They pay attention to it and accept it and prayerfully seek by God’s enabling grace to live by it.

      Psalm 1:3–4 draws out the contrast between the wicked and the righteous, a contrast already implicit in 1:1–2. The wicked delight in the way of sin and devote themselves to it. Those who are blessed reject the way of sin and love the way of righteousness; they value and delight in God’s instruction for life, devote themselves to it, and seek to live accordingly.

      As a consequence of this delighted reception of God’s word, the godly person “is like a tree / planted by streams of water / that yields its fruit in its season, / and its leaf does not wither. / In all that he does, he prospers” (1:3). The picture is that of a tree transplanted (שָׁתַל‎) and placed next to an irrigation channel (פֶּלֶג‎) where it receives continuous nourishment and so is strong, is stable, and produces fruit (cf. Ps. 92:12–15; Jer. 17:5–8). The metaphor points us to the word of God as nourishing and invigorating. Like a tree by a canal, the blessed person is well nourished, stable, and fruitful (cf. John 15:1–6), enjoying eternal life here and now. This person who pursues God’s law and who is nourished by it “prospers” and succeeds in life under God (Ps. 1:3; cf. Josh. 1:8).

      The “blessed” person of the first stanza is the “righteous” person of the second (Ps. 1:5–6) and here stands in contrast to the “wicked.” The psalmist does not describe the wicked with the same detail as it does the righteous, but he does set them in stark contrast: The wicked are “not so” (1:4). This contrast reaches back to 1:1–3. The righteous treasures God’s law and is faithful to it; the wicked do not treasure it and, in fact, oppose it. They are “wicked.” Nor do the wicked have a fruitful, stable existence, as the righteous do; rather, they are unstable, worthless, and fleeting—“like chaff that the wind drives away.” Artur Weiser comments perceptively that

      in the opinion of the poet the life of the wicked, a life lived apart from God, is just as empty, just as meaningless and worthless as the chaff. To anyone holding such a view God means indeed everything, and everything else which life could offer in other respects and which from the human point of view might be a matter of temptation is nothing in comparison with it.15

      The self-directed life is indeed chaff-like and worthless, as the book of Ecclesiastes argues at length. This is likely entailed in the psalmist’s imagery. But what his simile ultimately signifies (“therefore,” Ps. 1:5) is that in the final judgment: “the wicked will not stand [their ground]” or “pass muster,”16 or have part “in the assembly of the righteous.” Like worthless chaff that is blown away, the wicked will not endure judgment (1:4, 6). Unlike Psalm 73, this psalm turns a blind eye to the present prosperity of the wicked; it looks only at the end of the way, how it turns out. The righteous and the wicked come to two very different ends, and the difference turns on their response to God’s word. Here, along with 1:6, the psalm links to a prominent theme of Scripture—that of eschatological judgment. The climactic establishing of the kingdom of God will be marked by the final blessedness of the righteous and destruction of the wicked (cf. Dan. 12:2; Matt. 3:11–12; 7:13–27; 24:37–41; 25:13–46; 2 Thess. 1:5–10; Rev. 19–22).

      Many have observed further hints of an eschatological perspective here. The “judgment” and “perish[ing]” in view (Ps. 1:5–6) is certainly, at least ultimately, eschatological, and “chaff” is a familiar symbol employed in that context (cf. Matt. 3:11–12; 7:21–27). The precise language of the Edenic allusions of Ps. 1:3 is taken up in Ezekiel’s vision of the eschatological temple (Ezek. 47:12). So also the “new creation” connotations of the well-nourished tree planted by the water (cf. Ps. 92:13–14; Isa. 30:25; 32:2; Ezek. 17:1–23; 19:10, 13; 47). “Transplanted upon [עַל‎] rivers of waters” (Ps. 1:3, authors’ translation) may echo in Ps. 2:7, the king enthroned “upon Zion.” This considered, the “it shall come to pass” (1:3, וְהָיָה‎) just may have eschatological overtones.17

      Psalm 1:6 summarizes. On the one hand, “the Lord knows the way of the righteous.” To “know” in Scripture often signifies knowing with favor (cf. Ps. 31:7; 37:18; Amos 3:2; Matt. 7:23; Rom. 11:2; 2 Tim. 2:19), and that is plainly its connotation here. The righteous person, the one who treasures God’s word, enjoys God’s favor, and will have a sure standing in judgment. The righteous are “blessed”—God regards them with favor and watches over them accordingly. And so in the day of judgment they will “stand.” “But the way of the wicked will perish” (Ps. 1:6)—they will end in ruin (cf. 2:10–12). God does not “know” them.

      This psalm is one of sustained contrast between the righteous and the wicked, and the difference between them is graphically portrayed in the first and last words: “Blessed . . . perish.” The two ways differ greatly in life and in death, in time and for eternity. “So the two ways, and there is no third, part for ever.”18

      We may outline the psalm as follows:

        I.  The two ways (1:1–2)

        II.  The two ways pictured (1:3–4)

        III.  The two ends (1:5–6)

      Psalm 1 in the Psalter

      The instruction of Psalm 1 opens the Psalter and prepares the reader for entering. It also identifies those for whom the Psalter is intended—the righteous. The Psalter is for those pronounced “blessed,” who refuse the way of sin and devote themselves to divine revelation. God does not want the feigned worship of the wicked—he despises it and finds it repugnant. He accepts only the worship of the righteous, those who honor him with their life as well as their lips. Since the days of the early church, Christian have recognized that Psalm 1 functions as a gateway to the Psalter—the way in. In his masterful allegory, Pilgrim’s Progress, John Bunyan presents one Pilgrim fleeing from the City of Destruction. This pilgrim realizes that the city is doomed, and he wants to escape. And he soon learns that he has to go through the wicket gate to enter the road to the Celestial City. If he will not go through the gate, then he must return to the City of Destruction. There is no third way. That is how Psalm 1 functions in the Psalter. There is no third way. We either enter as “the righteous” that Psalm 1 describes or we have no place in the book of Psalms at all. “Psalm 1 stands like a Levitical gatekeeper, warning the wicked to proceed no further.”19 “Just as one must reject profane and wicked conduct to enter a holy area (cf. Isa. 55 and Prov. 9:1–6), so one must reject wicked companions to pray the sacred psalms.”20

      The Psalter therefore begins by declaring that godliness is essential to worship. God does not want worship from unclean people (cf. Ps. 24:3–4). Such “worship” would be abominable to him. Obedience is required. Nor are these didactic psalms concerned with mere external adherence to the law (legalism); they are concerned with a heart for God and a dependence upon him to live faithfully.

      In a later chapter we will examine Psalm 2, a psalm of the messianic King. But we should note here that along with Psalm 1, Psalm 2 completes the “gateway” to the Psalter. There are significant verbal links between Psalm 1 and Psalm 2 that together indicate that these two psalms were intended by the final editors of the Psalter to be together. For example, Psalm 1 begins by pronouncing “blessed” (אַשְׁרֵי‎) the person who adheres to God’s law; Psalm 2 ends with the same pronouncement regarding those who submit willingly to his rule (2:12). Psalm 1:1 warns of the “seat” (מוֹשַׁב‎) of the mockers; Psalm 2:4 reassures us that God is “seated” on his throne. In 1:2 the blessed man “meditates” (הָגָה‎) on the law of the Lord; in 2:1 the nations “plot” their vain rebellion. Both psalms employ words for mocking: in Psalm 1 the wicked mock the righteous, and in Psalm 2 God mocks the wicked. The key word “way” of Psalm 1 (דֶרֶךְ‎, 1:1, 6) concludes Psalm 2 also (2:12). The warning that the wicked will “perish” (אָבַד‎) concludes both psalms (1:6; 2:12). The wicked in Psalm 1 who reject God’s law and therefore “perish” are the ones who in Psalm 2 oppose God’s King and so will be destroyed by him. The wicked who reject God’s law in Psalm 1 are the “heathen” (KJV),  rebellious nations, of Psalm 2 who rage and conspire against God and his king. Psalm 1 is about the law, and Psalm 2 is prophecy—law and prophecy, the twin “foci around which the whole of the Old Testament moves.”21 Psalm 1 directs the reader to a right attitude toward the law, and Psalm 2 “gives the essence of prophecy.”22 These verbal and conceptual links indicate an intended unity of these two psalms that together form an introduction or gateway to the Psalter.23

      The parallels go further. Psalm 1 counsels regarding morals and righteousness, describing the kind of person who may enter and profit from the Psalter. Psalm 2, a psalm of the great King, presents us with the subject and hero of the Psalter who is celebrated throughout. Put more simply, Psalm 1 tells us for whom the Psalter is intended (the righteous), and Psalm 2 tells us about whom it speaks (the King). “While Psalm 1 provides us with insight into the purpose of the book of Psalms [instruction in the law of the Lord], Psalm 2 provides us a window on the message of the whole” (the Lord’s reign).24 The Psalter, like the rest of the Bible, is principally concerned with the establishing of God’s kingdom in the earth through his appointed King, the Lord Jesus Christ. So we might say that if Psalm 2 tells us of the King’s foreign policy, then Psalm 1 provides his domestic policy, describing his kingdom ideals. And if Psalm 2 presents the King in his royal rule, Psalm 1 presents his character. Psalm 1:3 makes unmistakable allusion to Joshua 1:8, only with the obvious difference that Joshua’s prosperity and success is conditional, while that of the blessed man of Psalm 1:3 is certain.25 In this way the “prosperous” man of Psalm 1:3 is parallel to the one in Psalm 2 who is enthroned and brings God’s kingdom to full realization.

      These observations seem to indicate clearly that these two psalms, though independent, were brought together by the final editors to open the door and provide entrance to the Psalter as a whole. They have a uniform message—the pious and righteous are fully rewarded, and in the time of judgment they triumph over the wicked in the presence of the king.26

      Moreover, these two psalms set a trajectory that continues through the Psalms and the entire biblical canon. Psalm 1 may resonate with the redeemed heart and excite joy by its ideal and love for God’s word: this is what God’s will done on earth as in heaven looks like! Yet this idealized portrait of the righteous person may also arouse feelings of guilt for our failures to live up to that ideal. This psalm indeed presses its ideal on us, and it is the mark of God’s people that we make it our goal. Yet it is a goal that not one of us attains—not David, not Moses, not Abraham.

      Ultimately, in the larger flow of Scripture and even within the Psalter itself, Psalm 1 points us to another Joshua who delights and meditates on God’s law (1:2–3; cf. Josh. 1:8) and therefore leads the people of God aright.27 Psalm 1 introduces us to the great King of Psalm 2 who as our representative and as the very embodiment of the righteous person of Psalm 1 ascends the hill of the Lord with “clean hands and a pure heart” (24:3–4)—the one who steadfastly refused the counsel of the wicked (Matt. 4:1–11), the one who (unlike King Saul; 1 Sam. 15:22–23) delighted in the law of the Lord supremely (Matt. 3:17; John 4:34) and followed it perfectly (John 8:44), the one who took our sin to himself and became for us all the righteousness God requires of us (1 Cor. 1:30; 2 Cor. 5:21), the one who by his Spirit writes God’s law on our hearts (Jer. 31:31–34) and enables us to bear fruit unto God (John 15:1–6; 17:17), and the one who shares his glorious reign with all those who submit to his rule and take refuge in him (Ps. 2:10–12).
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      Hermeneutics

      Interpreting the Psalms as Believers

      “Open my eyes, that I may behold wondrous things out of your law!”

      What is required of us to understand the Psalter and gain spiritual profit from it? How can we enter the mind of the authors and the text itself so as to grasp its intended meaning and benefit from its message?

      A right understanding of any object of study demands that we seek to understand it on its own terms. So also an understanding of the Psalter (and of the Bible itself) hinges on an understanding of its authors and a certain sympathy with them. Our precommitments and theirs must coincide. “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” (Ps. 111:10; Prov. 9:10) and of knowledge (Prov. 1:7); this attitude and positioning of ourselves before God presupposes regeneration. Moreover, Scripture insists that divine illumination is necessary for understanding (1 Cor. 2:11–14). So the interpretive process hinges on the working of God in us. And yet Scripture also requires diligent study (2 Tim. 2:15; cf. Acts 17:11). Understanding is sovereignly given, but not apart from concentrated effort on our part. How does all of this work out in experience and practice?

      A consideration of the two leading biblical statements on the nature of Scripture provides a helpful frame of reference. In 2 Timothy 3:16, the apostle Paul affirms that “all Scripture is breathed out by God”—the text is inspired of God. Then in 2 Peter 1:20–21 the apostle Peter tells us how the inspired Scriptures came about: “no prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” These verses affirm that God is the ultimate author of Scripture and that it came to us through the writings of inspired human authors, and they underline the inspiration of both the biblical writers and the biblical text itself. To interpret Scripture rightly we must have a sympathetic understanding of God, the divine author, the human authors, and the text itself.1

      Scripture’s Divine and Human Authors

      That Scripture is the word of God through human authors is the Bible’s claim throughout. The famous summary statements of 2 Timothy 3:16 and 2 Peter 1:19–21 are just that—crisp and definitive summary statements of what the biblical writers unanimously assert, from the characteristic “Thus says the Lord” of the prophets to the designation of their writings as “Scripture,” “oracle,” “law,” and “word of the Lord.” This is no less true of the Psalms and of David in particular.

      1 Now these are the last words of David:

          The oracle of David, the son of Jesse,

          the oracle of the man who was raised on high,

          the anointed of the God of Jacob,

          the sweet psalmist of Israel:

      2  “  The Spirit of the Lord speaks by me;

          his word is on my tongue.

          The God of Israel has spoken;

          the Rock of Israel has said to me.” (2 Sam. 23:1–3)

      Two assertions here are important for our purposes:

      1. David was Israel’s premier psalmist: “the sweet psalmist of Israel.”

      2. David was an inspired spokesman for God: “The Spirit of the Lord speaks by me; his word is on my tongue.”

      This second assertion is emphasized in two ways: it is a claim that David himself makes plainly (22:2–3), and it is how the narrator characterizes David’s words: “oracle” (23:1). This word (נְאֻם‎), used twice here, refers to prophetic speech, words spoken by God’s Spirit through his spokesman, the prophet. That is, “oracle” is “prophetic” speech. David’s words recorded here (22:2–7) are in fact not his last words spoken (cf. 1 Kings. 1–2) but his final prophetic oracle.

      Jesus and the New Testament writers understood David’s words as inspired also:

      
        	David spoke “in the Spirit” (Matt. 22:43–44, citing Ps. 110:1).

        	The Holy Spirit spoke through David (Acts 1:16, citing Ps. 69:25 and 109:8; also Acts 4:25, citing Ps. 2:1).

        	David was a “prophet” (Acts 2:30, citing Ps. 16:9–11).

        	David’s words are “Scripture” (Mark 12:10, citing Ps. 118:22; John 13:18, citing Ps. 41:9; John 19:24, citing Ps. 22:18; cf. Luke 24:44–45).

        	David’s word was authoritative divine “law” (John 10:34–35, citing Ps. 82:6).

      

      Just as Scripture comes to us from God, so also our understanding of it depends on his enablement (1 Cor. 2:11–14). That is to say, “The Holy Spirit, Scripture’s divine Author, both authenticates it to us by His inward witness and opens our minds to understand its meaning.”2 This is the divine side in the interpretive process.

      Moreover, God’s revelation cannot be received apart from a spiritual commitment to him in faith, hope, and love. The doctrine of illumination entails the responsibility on our part to read Scripture “in a spirit that is harmonious with God’s Spirit,” and it “demands that we stand under the text to respond in service to its Author, not to stand in judgment above it in order to critique the text.”3 Anselm’s “faith seeking understanding”4 has long been the recognized dictum of Christian theologians, so also Augustine’s famous “I believe, in order to understand.”5 As a result of Enlightenment thinking, this spiritual dimension of interpretation was deemed incompatible with the scientific method of interpreting of Scripture. Prayer and piety had no role. But if God is God, and if he is, in fact, the ultimate author of Scripture, then a commitment to him in submissive trust is indispensable. “The Holy Scriptures call us to surrender our wills to its claims” and approach “with open hands of faith.”6 A lack of devotion obstructs understanding. “The fear of God” is the foundation of all learning, not least in understanding his word. For this we are dependent upon God’s initiative and work in us, but it correspondingly requires that we commit to him in trust as is appropriate to him. We must come to Scripture prayerfully and in trust. “Open my eyes, that I may behold / wondrous things out of your law” (Ps. 119:18). David Steinmetz writes,

      Scripture is not in our power. It is not at the disposal of our intellect and is not obliged to render up its secrets to those who have theological training, merely because they are learned. Scripture imposes its own meaning; it binds the soul to God through faith. Because the initiative in the interpretation of Scripture remains in the hands of God, we must humble ourselves in His presence and pray that He will give understanding and wisdom to us as we meditate on the sacred text. While we may take courage from the thought that God gives understanding of Scripture to the humble, we should also heed the warning that the truth of God can never coexist with human pride. Humility is the hermeneutical precondition for authentic exegesis.7

      An understanding of the inspired human authors likewise requires a distinct sympathy with them. Advanced learning should not be neglected, but to understand the biblical authors rightly we cannot stand above them as their judges but must position ourselves sympathetically as their students and disciples. We must enter the world and context of these writers, understanding their setting, their covenantal context, their faith in the God of those covenants, and share with them in it all. Apart from this established fellowship with them in a common faith we will err in our interpretation of their writings. Even in the case of those biblical passages—like many of the Psalms—whose human authors are not specifically identified, we may be sure they were written “for our instruction” (1 Cor. 10:11; cf. 1 Tim. 3:15–17; Heb. 12:5).

      Patrick Fairbairn’s discussion of this point merits citing at length.

      He [the interpreter] must endeavour to attain to a sympathy in thought and feeling with the sacred writers, whose meaning he seeks to unfold. Such a sympathy is not required for the interpretation alone of the inspired writings; it is equally necessary in respect to any ancient author. Language is but the utterance of thought and feeling of one person to another, and the more we can identify ourselves with the state of mind out of which that thought and feeling arose, the more manifestly shall we be qualified for appreciating the language in which they are embodied, and reproducing true and living impressions of it. . . . 

      Not a few of them [interpreters] have given proof of superior talents, and have brought to the task also the acquirements of a profound and varied scholarship. The lexicography and grammar, the philology and archaeology of Scripture, have been largely indebted to their inquiries and researches; but, from the grievous mental discrepancy existing between the commentator and his author, and the different points of view from which they respectively looked at Divine things, writers of this class necessarily failed to penetrate the depths of the subjects they had to handle, fell often into jejune and superficial representations on particular parts, and on entire books of Scripture never once succeeded in producing a really satisfactory exposition. . . . 

      Hence it is laid down as a fundamental point by a distinguished German theologian—by Hagenbach in his Encyclopedia, that “An inward interest in the doctrine of theology is needful for a Biblical interpreter. As we say, that a philosophical spirit is demanded for the study of Plato, a political taste for the reading of Homer or Pindar, a sensibility to wit and satire for the perusal of Lucian, a patriotic sentiment for the enjoyment of Sallust and Tacitus, equally certain is it, that the fitness to understand the profound truths of Scripture, of the New Testament sentiment of piety, an inward religious experience.”8

      Understanding the Biblical Text

      Until we approach the Scripture with a sense of humble devotion to the God who gave it, we will miss the depths of its message. But with these pre-understandings in place, we are ready to do the work of studying the text. “We must approach our hymnbook as both scientist and saint.”9 We must resolve to do the hard work of “the scientific method” in the context of “faith seeking understanding.” A learning of the Scriptures—and of the Psalms in particular—does not come by prayer alone but requires thoughtful study of the text. We come to the text humbly, for it is the word of God, and yet we come determined to apply all the tools of learning at our disposal—objectively, yet believingly.

      In this book, we will emphasize the need to uncover the historical setting of the Psalms—their authors, their original settings and liturgical use, their poetry, their literary genres and corresponding structures, their final arrangement, and their overall orientation and theme. We will examine words, phrases, lines/versets, verses, strophes, stanzas, whole psalms, various collections of psalms, their place in the flow of progressive revelation, and ultimately their place in the canon. All this requires intellectual diligence on our part, and it is all necessary to ascertain the intended meaning of the Psalms. We want, as far as we are able, to enter the mind of the psalmists as they wrote their psalms in order to ascertain their meanings.

      Perspectives

      All this pertains to both our spirit of approach to the Psalms and our devotion to intellectual rigor. That intellectual rigor entails maintaining other perspectives that we will be considering in the following chapters: the historical (chapter 3), the royal (chapter 4), the liturgical (chapter 5), the poetic (chapter 6), the form-critical (chapters 7–13), the rhetorical (chapter 14), the editorial (chapter 15), and the canonical (appendix 2). Here we highlight three perspectives that were not recognized until recently. First, the “editorial” perspective that takes note of the place of individual psalms within the Psalter. That is, we must seek to ascertain the perspective of the editors of the Psalter and the placement and arrangement of the individual psalms in the Psalter’s final form. The Psalter tells a story. This story or message and the individual psalms that tell it are mutually informing. We will note this at points throughout this book, but the subject requires a discussion of its own that we take it up in chapter 15. We mention it here as a heads-up.

      Next, the “royal” perspective recognizes the Psalter’s extensive focus on the king, not just in those psalms that mention the king. The prominence in the Psalter of David, the Davidic kings, and God’s “anointed,” reminds us continually that the Psalms have a distinct royal orientation. In the Psalms we encounter God’s king throughout, and we must be careful to keep him in mind. “The human subject in most of the psalms is the king/King, and we shall never enter fully into rich devotional material until we realize this.”10 We will develop this further in chapter 4 and throughout the book, but we note in this context that a vital aspect of a right understanding the Psalms is a recognition of their royal subject. The “I” and “me” of the Psalms is not Mr. Everyman; pervasively, it is the king. To interpret the Psalms as though the point of reference is us or any pious Israelite is to miss the point.

      Finally, the “canonical” perspective seeks to read the Psalms within the perspective of the full biblical canon. The Davidic king in view throughout the Psalter foreshadows the great King, the Lord Jesus Christ. We have it on his word that the Psalms were written about him (Luke 24:44), and so we must look to see just how this is so. To read the Psalms otherwise is to misunderstand them and miss the benefit of an acquaintance with our Lord that is intended for us there. We have it on his authority that the great King in view in the Psalter is both David’s son and David’s Lord (Matt. 22:41–45), a puzzle that finds resolution only in Jesus Christ himself, the incarnate Son of God. And so following our Lord’s lead we will pursue our study of the Psalms to find just how the Davidic king anticipates the Messiah (see chapter 12). And we will do this to learn how Israel’s royal hymnbook becomes the church’s hymnbook to guide us in singing of Christ. This effort demands thorough, thoughtful, and careful scrutiny of the text, yet we do it as faithful disciples in the joyful expectation that God will, in grace, open our eyes so that we may behold wondrous things in his law (Ps. 119:18).11

      Summary

      To interpret the Psalms in an accredited way, we come as believers humbly receiving God’s word to us and prayerfully seeking enlightenment from him. We read thoughtfully, applying every intellectual and academic resource to determine the meaning of the authors within the Psalter itself and within the larger biblical canon. We remain aware of the Psalms’ orientation to the Davidic king and, in turn, their anticipation of Christ. And with this approach we trust God to give us understanding.
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      The Historical Setting of the Psalms

      “A Psalm of David”

      Like any piece of literature the Bible must be understood in light of its own historical context, and for the study of the Psalms this discussion focuses on the superscripts (headings) that appear at the top of individual psalms—in particular, the expression “of David” that appears above seventy-three of them and the fourteen (3; 7; 18; 30; 34; 51; 52; 54; 56; 57; 59; 60; 63; 142) that link these psalms to specific incidents in David’s life as recorded in the books of Samuel and Chronicles. Traditionally the superscripts were taken at face value, but only until historical criticism came to dominate Old Testament studies in the nineteenth century.1 “Historical criticism” is grounded in a skepticism toward the historical reliability of Scripture, including its own claims to authorship, as we will discuss in chapter 7, and it has become so pervasively accepted that it is difficult to find in academic studies today any acknowledgment of the Davidic background to the Psalter. This skepticism is not uncommon among even evangelical scholars. And in Bible publication the superscripts are routinely printed in italics, inevitably leaving the impression that they are not part of the original text. This against all textual evidence, for no ancient manuscript lacks these superscripts.

      Much is at stake in the discussion, and we will touch on these issues here. But our specific interest is the reliability of the historical background that these superscripts provide, apart from which we would often be left without context, and the Davidic-royal orientation of the Psalter would be almost completely lost.2

      Superscripts and Postscripts

      The superscripts and postscripts are designed to provide information about the composition of the psalm—authorship, historical setting, genre, and intended use. By the expression “to the choirmaster,” for example, the author of the psalm indicates his intention for its use or performance in temple worship. Some clarification is necessary here, however. In our printed Bibles this expression (“To the choirmaster”) in all its fifty-five occurrences appear in superscripts, but in all probability these should be understood as a postscripts to the previous psalms. It was through textual error that these postscripts became attached instead to the succeeding psalms. The superscripts pertain to the psalm’s composition, and the postscripts pertain to the psalm’s performance (“To the choirmaster,” etc.). We have reserved the fuller discussion of this for appendix 1, but we will highlight the argument here.

      First, the use of superscripts and postscripts is not unique to the Psalter. It was a common practice in ancient Near Eastern literature, and it finds parallels in the Septuagint and the Dead Sea Scrolls. One biblical example is found the hymn of Habakkuk in Habakkuk 3:

      Habakkuk 3:1 records the superscript, informing the reader of the form and authorship of the following verses—“A prayer of Habakkuk.”

      Habakkuk 3:2–19 records the prayer itself, concluding in 3:19a, “God, the Lord, is my strength; / he makes my feet like the deer’s; / he makes me tread on my high places.”

      Then 3:19b adds the postscript: “To the choirmaster: with stringed instruments.” Here we find that this prayer is in fact a hymn to be delivered to the choirmaster for use in public worship.

      This would seem to be the standard pattern employed originally by the psalmists:

      Superscript

      Psalm/poem

      Postscript

      Isaiah 38:9–20 provides a striking parallel:

      38:9, superscript: “A writing of Hezekiah king of Judah, after he had been sick and had recovered from his sickness.”

      38:10–19, hymn: “I said, In the middle of my days. . . .”

      38:20, postscript or liturgical conclusion regarding performance: “and we will play my music on stringed instruments / all the days of our lives, / at the house of the Lord.”

      Again, this pattern seems to be standard:

      Superscript

      Body of hymn

      Postscript

      This understanding resolves the otherwise inexplicable problem of the superscript of Psalm 88, which illogically specifies two genres and two authors. This pattern would also explain why the expression “To the choirmaster” always appear as the first terms in the superscript3 and never without a superscript in the preceding psalm.

      Explanation for this conflation may be found in both unintentional scribal error and deliberate scribal editorial activity on the part of scribes. The attempted but mistaken translation of this expression on the part of the Septuagint translators reveals that they were unaware of its meaning. This plus the lack of versification in at least many of the manuscripts, with the poetry of the psalm and the prose of the prose postscripts butting up against the prose superscripts of the next psalm, rendered the conflation virtually inevitable. All considered, though the expression “To the choirmaster” (plus musical instrument) appears in the superscript of fifty-five psalms, the evidence points strongly to understanding them in connection with (postscripts to) the previous psalms.4

      Superscripts

      Evidence of the antiquity and genuineness of the superscripts is abundant.5 These superscripts are present in every ancient manuscript that we possess and every ancient version of the Psalms—none omits them. And as we have seen, they appear to be standard issue for prayers and hymns outside the Psalter (cf. Ex. 15:1; Judg. 5:2; 2 Sam. 22:1; Isa. 38:9; Hab. 3). With this in view it is astounding that the New English Bible omits the superscripts altogether; such an omission runs contrary to the textual and historical evidence. Sumerian and Akkadian ritual texts dating from the third millennium BC contain elements corresponding to those in the Psalter superscripts.6 So also Egyptian hymns from the eighteenth dynasty (the time of Moses) and later contain superscripts identifying the “cultic occasion; . . . the official appointed to utter the [hymn], the type of composition (prayer, incantation, lamentation), the title of the composition, the instrument(s) to accompany it, the mode of utterance (singing, reciting)”.7 Additionally, no hymn in the Old Testament outside of the Psalter lacks a superscript.8 This evidence provides presumptive orientation that the superscripts of the Psalms are indeed genuine.

      In fact, some of the psalms ascribed to David appear in themselves to be quite ancient. We will see the Canaanite-Baal background of Psalm 29, for example, in chapter 8, in which certain words, images, and parallelism that appear in the Psalms are attested in the Ugaritic texts (ca. 1400 BC).9 This is a major factor that has persuaded much of modern scholarship to acknowledge that many psalms are indeed much older than the second temple.

      It is also significant that many technical terms in the superscripts are obscure to Greek (ca. 150 BC) and Aramaic translators, which suggests an extended gap of time between their composition and the Tannaitic period (AD 70–220).10 “The fact that these Hebrew technical terms were no longer understood can only lead to the conclusion that these particular words had fallen out of use so long before the second century BC that the true meaning had been completely forgotten.”11 And yet their presence in the text led these ancient translators to accept their genuineness, and so they were preserved. Similarly, linguistic, stylistic, structural, thematic, and theological differences are so great between the Psalter and its imitative thanksgiving psalms at Qumran as to leave no doubt of the far greater antiquity of the Psalter. The psalms at Qumran are quite different from the Psalms of the Old Testament, again suggesting a significant gap in time between them.

      Finally, references to salvation history in psalms by David extend from Abraham to the exodus and to the conquest, but not beyond. Nor is there in the Davidic psalms any mention of a divided kingdom. By all accounts the superscripts are part of the biblical text, and no compelling empirical evidence exists to question their genuineness.

      “Of David”: A Defense of Davidic Authorship

      That the expression “of David” (לְדָוִד‎) in the superscript was, in fact, intended to assign authorship is its most obvious understanding. This is indisputably the meaning of the preposition (לְ‎) in Isaiah 38:9, Habakkuk 3:1, and Psalm 18. This Davidic superscript appears in seventy-three of the psalms. It seems plausible to assume that the preposition has the same meaning with other names: Moses (Ps. 90), Solomon (72; 127), the guilds and priests associated with David: the sons of Korah (42–49; 84–87), Asaph (50; 73–83), Heman (88), and Ethan (89).

      Psalm 18:1 is instructive here in that it makes Davidic authorship unmistakably explicit. Note the superscript, here printed in italics for clarity:

      A Psalm of David, the servant of the Lord, who addressed the words of this song to the Lord on the day when the Lord delivered him from the hand of all his enemies, and from the hand of Saul. He said: I love you, O Lord, my strength.

      “A psalm of David. . . . He said” leaves no room for misunderstanding. This Psalm is recorded again, along with a similar superscript, in 2 Samuel 22:1, and neither case leaves room for doubt that “A Psalm of David” is meant to indicate authorship.

      Fourteen of the “of David” superscripts describe historical settings from David’s life that are recorded in the books of Samuel. David’s time of exile (1 Sam. 16–31) is mentioned in Psalms 34, 52, 54, 56, 57, 59, and 142. His time of blessing (2 Sam.1–10) is referred to in Psalms 18 and 60. And his time under divine displeasure (2 Sam. 11–20) finds reference in Psalms 3, 51, and 63. These all are entirely consistent with Davidic authorship.

      David’s Life in the Psalms
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      On the other hand, some of the superscripts introduce historical settings unknown in the earlier biblical record (7, 30, 60). The superscript for Psalm 7, for example, reads, “A Shiggaion of David, which he sang to the Lord concerning the words of Cush, a Benjaminite.” Nothing is known of this man, Cush, in the biblical record, and so we are left to ask if the superscript is not genuine why later editors would have inserted such a reference. For that matter, Why would they have left fifty-nine of the Davidic psalms without historical notices, particularly when many of them could easily have been assigned to some event in David’s life? Why would they introduce historical information in Psalms 7, 30, and 60 that is not found in the historical books or in the psalms themselves? And why should we allow superscripts for psalms outside the Psalter and not in the Psalter itself?12 Only a Davidic origin provides satisfactory explanation to these questions.

      It is not at all surprising, then, but expected, that an understanding of the Davidic origin of the Psalms is reflected elsewhere in the Old Testament (1 Sam. 16:14–23; 1 Chron. 23:4–5; 2 Chron. 29:25–30; Neh. 12:36; Amos 6:5). Evidence that David was a poet is abundant; indeed, David is the one who by the institution of psalm singing transformed the worship system given by Moses (1 Chron. 15–16). “In the Chronicler’s day . . . it can scarcely be doubted that the meaning [of the expression “of David”] was ‘by David.’”13 Nor is it surprising that this understanding continues in the intertestamental literature (Sirach 47:8–10), the Qumran scrolls (11QPsa), Josephus,14 and the rabbis.15

      Most importantly, this understanding of Davidic authorship of the Psalms is confirmed by the Lord Jesus himself (Matt. 22:43–45; Mark 12:36–37; Luke 20:42), the apostle Peter (Acts 1:16; 2:25, 34), the early church (Acts 4:24–25), the apostle Paul (Rom. 4:6; 11:9), and the writer to the Hebrews (Heb. 4:7). In fact, in our Lord’s debate with the Pharisees in Matthew 22, the reliability of the superscript and Davidic authorship of Psalm 110 forms the very ground of his argument:

      Now while the Pharisees were gathered together, Jesus asked them a question, saying, “What do you think about the Christ? Whose son is he?” They said to him, “The son of David.” He said to them, “How is it then that David, in the Spirit, calls him Lord, saying,

        “‘  The Lord said to my Lord,

        “  Sit at my right hand,

          until I put your enemies under your feet’”?

      If then David calls him Lord, how is he his son?” (Matt. 22:41–45).

      Apart from the reliability of the superscript of Psalm 110, and apart from a conviction that “of David” indicates Davidic authorship, Jesus’s argument would fail. Jesus clearly considered the superscript to be part of the authoritative text.

      Peter’s argument for the messiahship of Jesus likewise hangs on the reliability of the superscript and Davidic authorship of Psalm 16:

      For David says concerning him,

        “‘  I saw the Lord always before me,

          for he is at my right hand that I may not be shaken;

          therefore my heart was glad, and my tongue rejoiced;

          my flesh also will dwell in hope.

          For you will not abandon my soul to Hades,

          or let your Holy One see corruption.

          You have made known to me the paths of life;

          you will make me full of gladness with your presence.’”

      Brothers, I may say to you with confidence about the patriarch David that he both died and was buried, and his tomb is with us to this day. Being therefore a prophet, and knowing that God had sworn with an oath to him that he would set one of his descendants on his throne, he foresaw and spoke about the resurrection of the Christ, that he was not abandoned to Hades, nor did his flesh see corruption. This Jesus God raised up, and of that we all are witnesses. (Acts 2:25–32)

      It is similarly worth noting regarding the composite psalm of 1 Chronicles 1616 that the chronicler seems to attribute Davidic authorship to Psalms 96, 105, and 106. And if Psalm 96, then probably Psalm 98 also.17 It is also noteworthy that Hebrews 4:7 attributes Psalm 95 to David, following the superscript of the Septuagint and though lacking in the Hebrew text.

      The textual evidence, the historical witness, the inspired writers of both the Old and New Testaments, and our Lord himself unanimously attest to the Davidic authorship of the psalms attributed to him.

      Responding to Arguments against Davidic Authorship

      Some have alleged that the inclusion of additional superscripts in the Psalter of the Septuagint, as compared to the Psalter of the Masoretic (Hebrew) Text, leaves all superscripts under suspicion. But this conclusion just does not follow; it is a different question altogether. The attribution of more psalms to David in textual traditions other than those attested in the Masoretic Text does not disprove the originality of the superscripts in the Masoretic Text. The manuscript evidence in favor of the superscripts of the Masoretic Text is unanimous; that there may be additional psalms attributed to David is a separate, intertextual question. We might mention that the Dead Sea Scrolls attribute even more psalms to David than the Septuagint does. But this does not disprove the genuineness of the superscripts so strongly attested in the Hebrew text. Indeed, there are strong reasons to accept the additional “of David” superscripts of the Septuagint Psalter as genuine also.18 Hebrews 4:7, for example, as we mentioned above, attributes Psalm 95 to David, following the Septuagint. In brief, the presence of additional superscripts in the Septuagint implies nothing about the genuineness of the unanimously attested superscripts of the Masoretic Text.

      Rejection of Davidic authorship of the psalms is grounded—often entirely—on the mention of “temple” and “holy mountain” in the “Davidic” psalms. It is assumed that such Solomonic references in connection with David would be anachronistic. But this is too simplistic. “Temple” means “house of God,” not necessarily Solomon’s temple (cf. 24:7, 9). Wherever God resides, it is a “temple.” Reference to the “tent” of meeting as a “temple” (lit., “large house”) goes back to the time of Eli (1 Sam. 1:9; 3:3). In his song of deliverance, David testifies,

          In my distress I called upon the Lord;

          to my God I called.

          From his temple [lit., “large house”] he heard my voice,

          and my cry came to his ears. (2 Sam. 22:7)

      “Temple” is not merely a Solomonic structure; it is an institution. The significance of the tent-tabernacle was that it was a “temple,” the residence and throne room of God. And given that the ark was in Jerusalem under David’s reign, “holy mountain” is a very appropriately Davidic expression also.

      It is worth observing in this vein that in Psalm 15:1, “A Psalm of David,” we read, “O Lord, who shall sojourn in your tent?” In David’s day he built his own tent for the ark, years before Solomon built the temple. He did not say “temple,” but “tent.” This would appear to evidence Davidic authorship.

      It is further objected that the superscript of Psalm 30 is anachronistic: “A Psalm of David. A song at the dedication of the temple” (30:1). However, there is good reason to believe that David, as Israel’s poet laureate, composed the dedicatory prayer for the temple (Ps. 30), just as he designed it and prepared beforehand for its building (1 Chron. 28).19 David was aware that Solomon would oversee the construction of the temple, and David saw to it that financial resources were provided in abundance. Moreover, this dedicatory prayer includes a confession of David’s sin of numbering the people: “As for me, I said in my prosperity, / ‘I shall never be moved’” (Ps. 30:6). That is, in his feeling of his own strength and resources he felt secure. But in light of this sinful sense of self-sufficiency he now confesses that it was indeed the Lord who made him strong (30:7) and so pleads to him for mercy (30:8). The superscript is no anachronism but consistent with the historical setting and with the psalm itself.

      Another argument against Davidic authorship of the psalms is the presence of certain Aramaisms in the text—seen most famously in Psalm 139—expressions that betray (purportedly later) Aramaic origins. This is perhaps the strongest argument against Davidic authorship. And yet the major study on this topic by Abraham Hurvitz concludes that Aramaisms do not, in fact, prove a late date: “Evidence of Aramaic influence alone cannot serve as decisive proof for arguing for a late date of a given text.”20 Contact between the Jews and the Aramaeans has a history prior to that of David, and as Gleason Archer notes, David had “extensive contact” with Aramaic-speaking peoples to his north (cf. 2 Sam. 10).21

      We might add that there are broad considerations that argue that the Psalms in large measure originated in the period of David or the monarchy. First, by the time of David psalms had already been in long use in Israel (Ex. 15; Deut. 32, 33; Judg. 5; 1 Sam. 2), and we know from Samuel that David wrote psalms (2 Sam. 1:17; 22:1; 23:1). The situation reflected throughout is that of the united monarchy (Pss. 68:26–27; 133). Even the Psalms of Ascents, as we will see in a later chapter, often considered postexilic, reflect the time period when the nation is still united (133) under one Davidic king (122, 132) in Jerusalem (120–134) in time of peace (122). The Aaronic priest ministered in the temple to pronounce blessing (128:5; 133:2; 134:3). Professor Margolioth cites several observations that militate against a postexilic timeframe for the Psalms:

      
        	There is no sign of a divided kingdom (68:28).

        	There is no sign of a restoration of the kingdom. “The Psalmists who verify the sacred history must have known of the glories of the Solomonic era, and of the splitting of the nation, if they lived after the close of the monarchical period; why, then, do they become vague after the accession of David or earlier? If they belong to the period of the divided kingdom, why do we find no trace of the hostility which ordinarily prevailed between the two divisions of Israel? Why are Ephraim and Manasseh given an honored place beside Judah and Benjamin?”

        	
There is no mention of postexilic heroes. “In Ben Sira’s ‘Praise of the Fathers,’ Nehemiah and Zerubbabel are as highly honored as Samuel. If the Psalms are post-exilic, how is it that these heroes of the restoration are ignored?”

        	Any restoration in fact is regarded as future. Such a great event would surely be prominent in the Psalms, if it had, in fact, occurred. “The turning of the captivity of Zion, on the other hand, is an event still in the uncertain future (126:4; 53:6; 79:11; 106:47).”22


      

      Summary and Conclusion

      Against the prevalent skepticism of an academic consensus regarding the originality, and so the veracity, of the Psalms’ superscripts, both the universal tradition of Davidic authorship and empirical evidence support the traditional understanding that “of David” means “by David”—that David authored the psalms attributed to him and that the historical notices that associate fourteen psalms with his career are credible.

      In support of the historical reliability of the superscripts generally, we may summarize in brief:

      
        	The textual evidence for the genuineness of the superscripts is unanimous.

        	All the other psalms and hymns of the Old Testament have superscripts; the Psalter is no exception. The evidence indicates that the use of superscripts was standard.

        	The expression “of David” (לְדָוִד‎) can mean “by David.”

        	The superscript of Psalm 18 is explicit in its attribution of the psalm to David. This, along with the entire psalm, finds explicit verification in 2 Samuel 22 also.

        	Religious Ugaritic texts from Ras Shamra, from a timeframe even earlier than David’s, parallel the Psalms.

        	
Jesus and the New Testament writers built their arguments on the historical accuracy of the superscripts.

        	The meaning of some of the technical terms in the superscripts were already lost to Greek translators around 200 BC, suggesting a significant gap of time between them.23 Only because of recent archaeological discoveries do we understand the meaning of some of these terms today.

      

      Next we consider Psalm 3, whose superscript makes explicit the historical situation. Then we consider Psalm 4, whose historical context can be inferred.

      

      Psalm 3

      [Superscript:] A Psalm of David, when he fled from Absalom his son.

      1    O Lord, how many are my foes!

          Many are rising against me;

      2    many are saying of my soul,

        “  There is no salvation for him in God.” Selah

      3    But you, O Lord, are a shield about me,

          my glory, and the lifter of my head.

      4    I cried aloud to the Lord,

          and he answered me from his holy hill. Selah

      5    I lay down and slept;

          I woke again, for the Lord sustained me.

      6    I will not be afraid of many thousands of people

          who have set themselves against me all around.

      7    Arise, O Lord!

          Save me, O my God!

          For you strike all my enemies on the cheek;

          you break the teeth of the wicked.

      8    Salvation belongs to the Lord;

          your blessing be on your people! Selah

      [Postscript:] To the choirmaster: with stringed instruments.

      Psalm 3 is the first of twelve psalms composed of ten prayers of two groups of five (3–7; 9–13), with a sixth that characterizes the human condition (8; 14).24 Psalms 1–4 reflect a theological journey: trust of God’s people in God’s word (1) to the king’s trust in particular in God’s covenantal promise (2) despite the challenges to that promise (3–4). Psalm 3 is a morning prayer (3:5), and Psalm 4 an evening prayer (4:8). In both, David learns to view the external circumstances in light of God’s promise and so will sleep peacefully and unafraid (3:5–6; 4:8).

      Setting

      Our focus here is on the historical approach and the significance of the superscripts in providing a setting for the Psalms, and we take up Psalms 3 and 4 as examples of the importance of interpreting the psalms in their own historical perspective. Psalm 3 is the first of the fourteen psalms that in the superscription identify the historical situation that prompted David to write. He identifies this psalm as written during his flight from his son Absalom, who had usurped David’s throne. His own kingdom, previously so appreciative of him and loyal to him, is now in rebellion against him. He is the king, but his kingdom is no longer safe for him. Now for his life he must flee from his own palace and from his capital city.

      David writes this psalm away from Jerusalem yet praying toward the holy mountain (3:4) and with the temple in view. Several details in the psalm itself draw attention to this situation. In 3:3 David poetically describes God as a “shield about me,” “my glory,” and “the lifter of my head.” Any believer could use this king language with reference to God, but in conjunction with “I will not be afraid of many thousands of people [or troops] / who have set themselves against me all around” (3:6; cf. 3:1–2), it leads us to picture King David. This is a military scene and not mere metaphor, which fits with the superscript’s mention of David’s flight from Absalom. Still, the imagery is graphic in its depiction of David’s grief and sunken spirits.

      The mention of this historical setting assumes an understanding of the chapter of David’s life recorded in 2 Samuel 14–18, and a review of that setting is necessary to illuminate the psalm. Lying further in the background is the tragic episode of David’s adultery with Bathsheba and murder of her husband Uriah (2 Sam. 11–12) and the consequences of that sin in his own family and kingdom. God forgives him of his sins, but this is a turning point in David’s career. The consequences are severe. First, his eldest son Amnon, the heir apparent, models his father’s sexual passions and rapes his sister, Tamar. David fails to act in response, and so his next oldest son, Absalom, kills Amnon for what he had done—again, modeling his father’s sin. As a result, Absalom is forced into exile. Eventually, David invites him back, but there is never a clear confession or righting of the wrong. And the relationship between them remains strained until finally Absalom seeks the kingdom for himself and leads a revolt against his own father. David is forced to flee from Jerusalem in the late afternoon, wondering whether he will live to see the next day (2 Sam. 15–16). After making it safely through the night, he is persuaded of God’s safekeeping (Ps. 3:5).

      Usurping his father’s throne and seeking to assassinate him is an evil of the highest order, and Absalom’s wickedness shows itself throughout the details of the story. Deceit and pretense mark the entire episode, particularly in his feigned spiritual concerns used as an occasion to gain his following. Attempting a coup in Jerusalem would not succeed, so he decides instead on Hebron. He lies to his father and claims that he has made a vow to offer sacrifices at Hebron, which David approves. But it is a pretense. Absalom has another agenda in mind altogether. The people know only that the king’s son is going to Hebron to offer a sacrifice. But during the offering of the sacrifice Absalom’s messengers make their way among the people, telling them that Absalom is the king. As in The Godfather movie when the godfather was baptizing the baby he was actually murdering all his rivals, so while Absalom is offering up his sacrifice he is actually working to undermine David and destroy him. He is misusing God’s name, and it is extreme evil.

      Then as he is offering the sacrifice, he secures the number one intellect in the country—Ahithophel, the Gilonite. It seems Ahithophel is Bathsheba’s grandfather—the father of Eliam, who was the father of Bathsheba. And it seems he never forgave David for what he had done. So he is very willing to conspire with Absalom to overthrow David, and now he becomes Absalom’s counselor. And a brilliant advisor he is. David considers him equal to a prophet because of his insight and ability to discern events and how people would behave (2 Sam. 16:23). So when David learns that Ahithophel is part of the conspiracy, he immediately prays that God will frustrate his counsel (2 Sam. 15:31).

      Ahithophel’s first counsel is for Absalom to take his father’s harem and rape his father’s wives on the roof of the palace where all could see. This would serve as the news broadcast that the revolt was on. Further, Absalom steals the hearts and loyalty of the people. Like the  stereotypical politician he lies about his father, make great promises, and proclaim all the good he would do as king.

      The evil of David’s enemy is extreme, and the nation is taken in. This is what David faces as he writes Psalm 3. It is a spiritual war as well as a military war. And by stating this setting in the superscript David wants us to read this history and understand this context. It is a war, but it is a battle between good and evil, and between justice and injustice. It is no hyperbole when David describes his enemies as “wicked” (3:7).

      When David learns of the coup, he decides that Jerusalem is no longer safe for him. There will be many spies, and acts of treason or attempted assassination would be too easy. So he leaves the city, opting rather to settle the matter on the battlefield, should it become necessary.

      In God’s providence David has a number of personal encounters as he leaves the city. For one, Ittai the Gittite joins him with complete loyalty. This is a happy but unexpected providence. David’s own people are rejecting him, but here a Gentile, the Gittite from Gath, home of Goliath, is loyal to him—all prospective of Jesus and the church, which by the second century AD had become mostly Gentile.

      Then David meets Zadok, the priest, whom David enlists as a spy and a counselor. He sends Zadok back to Jerusalem with the ark of the covenant. Note that in Psalm 3:4, David anticipates that God will answer him “from his holy hill.” And David links Zadok with another priest by the name of Abiathar and his son Jonathan, and with another priest by the name of Abiathar and his son Ahimaaz. These together form David’s counter spy system. Zadok will be his eyes and ears to keep him abreast of Absalom’s plans. The younger men, Jonathan and Ahimaaz, will serve as runners to report to David.

      Then in answer to David’s prayer (2 Sam. 15:31), Hushai joins David’s cause also. He too is a brilliant counselor, and so David sends him undercover to Absalom with a mission to frustrate the counsel of Ahithophel. Again in God’s providence, Absalom is entering the city as Hushai enters also. As he sees Absalom, Hushai says, “Long live the king!”—which he means very sincerely in reference to David, but which Absalom in his pride hears as praise for him. The spy ring is in place.

      Ahithophel’s counsel is to take the army and strike David quickly, while he is still weak. Hushai knows that Ahithophel’s counsel is perceptive, and so he offers contrary advice. He reminds Absalom of his father’s military prowess and convinces him that once David kills a few of Absalom’s soldiers, they will all abandon him for fear. He also convinces him that David is already in hiding and that striking his army now will be useless because David, the one they need to kill, will not be among them. So Hushai counsels Absalom to wait until he has gathered together all the fighting men of the entire land—then they can find David and overwhelm him wherever he may be.

      Absalom takes Hushai’s counsel over that of Ahithophel. For his part, Ahithophel is perceptive enough to see the folly of this plan, so he goes home and hangs himself, knowing that Absalom will now fail and that he will be put to death. David will win as a result of Hushai’s successful counsel.

      All this lies in the background of Psalm 3, and when David praises God for the victory that will come, it is praise for his providence at work through the cunning of Zadok, Hushai, and the entire spy ring. The message of the psalm, then, is not simply “sit back and trust God.” Trusting God through the clever actions and even risks of faithful men is in view.

      The superscript directs us to think of King David, the author, as he flees from Absalom, and with that episode in mind we now can better read the psalm.

      Form and Structure

      The opening direct address, “O Lord!” (3:1), signals immediately that this is a lament psalm. In later chapters we will examine various genres of the psalms and their respective forms, but we will point out here that Psalm 3 follows the standard petition or lament form:

      The address is up front and brief:

        “  O Lord . . . !” (3:1)

      3:1–2 states the lament:

          how many are my foes!

          Many are rising against me;

          many are saying of my soul,

        “  There is no salvation for him in God.” Selah

      3:3–6 expresses David’s confidence:

          But you, O Lord, are a shield about me,

          my glory, and the lifter of my head.

          I cried aloud to the Lord,

          and he answered me from his holy hill. Selah

          I lay down and slept;

          I woke again, for the Lord sustained me.

          I will not be afraid of many thousands of people

          who have set themselves against me all around.

      In 3:7, David makes his petition, and the “imprecation” also:

          Arise, O Lord!

          Save me, O my God!

          For you strike all my enemies on the cheek;

          you break the teeth of the wicked.

      Finally, 3:8 states the conclusion, which in this case is praise:

          Salvation belongs to the Lord;

          your blessing be on your people! Selah

      This form is not slavishly followed by the psalmists, but it is relatively standard, and we will come across it often. With regard to structure we might note also that 3:2 and 3:7–8 form an inclusio, framing the psalm with the theme of deliverance:

      3:2: deliverance denied

      3:7–8: deliverance affirmed

      Survey Exposition25

      3:1–2: David’s Lament

      1    O Lord, how many are my foes!

          Many are rising against me;

      2    many are saying of my soul,

        “  There is no salvation for him in God.” Selah

      We will discuss Hebrew poetry and parallelism in chapter 6, but the parallelism in 3:1 is rare, almost completely synonymous, and thus highly emphatic: David’s “many foes” (cf. 3:6, 7; 2 Sam. 15:13; 17:11) are those who are “rising against me.” But there is some escalation: not only are they enemies at heart; they are actively on the attack. In 3:2, David laments his enemies’ unbelief and rejection of their king. David is the anointed king, established by God himself, and everyone knows it. But now they abandon it all. This is the man who had defeated Goliath and had secured and extended their kingdom from the Euphrates River to the Nile. Now, despite all he had accomplished for them, they turn on him, and so quickly, and they would see him put to death. The pathos of 3:2 is obvious: They say, “God will not deliver him” (NIV; cf. Matt. 27:42). They have lost faith in him and in God. And yet what his enemies say seems to be so—God is not saving him. This is likely the most painful aspect of David’s lament. The lament, then, has several layers: the enemy is too numerous and too strong for him, and God has not helped.

      3:3–6: David’s Confidence

      Although perilously outnumbered by his enemies (3:1, 6, 7; cf. 2 Sam. 15:12–14), David refuses to come to terms with them. Instead, he turns to the Lord who chose and appointed him, with his trust unabated, and in 3:3–6 he expresses his confidence. This confidence is stated in two parts. First is his affirmation of confidence in God (3:3–4):

      3    But you, O Lord, are a shield about me,

          my glory, and the lifter of my head.

      4    I cried aloud to the Lord,

          and he answered me from his holy hill.

      The exposed king, surrounded by his enemies, signals his confidence by the unequivocal mark of faith: “But you.” David contrasts his foes not with his own seeming helplessness but with God himself, and here he finds confidence.

      The “shield” in view (3:3) is the round, lightweight infantry shield, a familiar metaphor employed in the Old Testament to describe God’s protective presence.26 David says that the Lord is his shield all around him (cf. 2 Sam. 22:2–3). David’s confidence is grounded in God’s electing grace: “you bestow glory on me and lift up my head” (3:3, authors’ translation27). When David fled Jerusalem he was forced to do so “barefoot and with his head covered” (2 Sam. 15:30), hiding for his life. But he will return with head lifted high. With this figure, David asserts his trust that the God who appointed him as king will cause him to prevail against his foes. David knows God and trusts his promises, and so he is convinced that God will hear his prayer and grant his petition.
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