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			Introduction

		

		
			Have you ever noticed that music finds you before you find it? You don’t usually sit down and think, “I need a song right now.” It just happens. You’re in the car and a song comes on that matches exactly how you feel. You’re lying in bed at night and a melody gets stuck in your head that says something you couldn’t say yourself. You hear a song at a friend’s house, or at church, or in a movie, and something inside you goes, Yes. That’s it. That’s the thing I didn’t know how to put into words.

			Music does something that regular talking can’t. It gets underneath your defenses. A conversation about sadness is one thing. A sad song is something else entirely. A lecture about courage might inspire you for an afternoon. A song about courage can carry you through a year. There’s a reason people don’t just read their wedding vows at weddings. They play songs. There’s a reason soldiers don’t just march in silence. They sing.

			Now imagine a book in the Bible that works like that. Not a history book. Not a law book. Not a letter or a prophecy. A songbook. One hundred and fifty songs, written over the course of a thousand years, covering every single thing a human being can feel, and designed to be sung out loud by real people in real pain and real joy and real confusion.

			That’s the book of Psalms. And it might be the most important book in the Bible you’ve never really studied.

			More Than You Think

			Everybody knows pieces of the Psalms. “The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want.” “Be still, and know that I am God.” “This is the day the LORD has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it.” These lines show up on posters, in greeting cards, at funerals and weddings and graduations. They’re some of the most quoted words in human history.

			But here’s what most people miss: those familiar verses are just the surface. Underneath them is a book that is far more raw, more honest, more complicated, and more powerful than most people realize.

			The Psalms don’t just praise God. They yell at him. They accuse him of forgetting. They ask “How long?” and “Why?” and “Where are you?” They describe enemies in language that would make your skin crawl. They confess sins so devastating that the writer begs God to create something entirely new inside him. They wrestle with the brutal unfairness of watching wicked people prosper while the faithful suffer. They ask God to break teeth, pour out wrath, and destroy the people who have done unspeakable things.

			And then, sometimes in the very same poem, they turn around and say, “But I trust you.”

			The Psalms are not safe. They are not tidy. They are not the gentle, soothing background music that most people think they are. They are the most emotionally honest collection of writing in the entire Bible, and once you actually read them, they will change the way you talk to God.

			The Soundtrack to the Whole Story

			Unlike most books of the Bible, the Psalms don’t pick up where another book left off. There’s no “story so far” because the Psalms aren’t a story. They’re a collection, written by dozens of different people across nearly a thousand years of Israel’s history.

			But the Psalms sit at the center of a story you already know.

			You know about creation, when God made a world and called it good. The Psalms celebrate that: “The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands” (Psalm 19:1).

			You know about the exodus, when God rescued his people from slavery in Egypt. The Psalms retell that story again and again, reminding Israel never to forget what God did for them.

			You know about the wilderness, where the people grumbled and complained and tested God’s patience for forty years. The Psalms remember that too, as a warning to the next generation not to make the same mistakes.

			You know about David, the shepherd boy who became king. David wrote nearly half the psalms in the book, and his voice echoes through every corner of it, from the highest praise to the lowest grief.

			You know about the exile, when Babylon destroyed Jerusalem, leveled the temple, and dragged God’s people away from everything they loved. The Psalms contain some of the most anguished songs ever written about that loss: “By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept when we remembered Zion” (Psalm 137:1).

			And you know about Jesus. He grew up singing these songs. He quoted them in his teaching. He prayed them in the garden. He cried one of them from the cross. The New Testament quotes the Psalms more than almost any other Old Testament book, because the early Christians recognized that these ancient songs had been pointing to Jesus all along.

			The Psalms aren’t one chapter of Israel’s story. They’re the soundtrack to the whole thing.

			What You’re About to Read

			Here’s what you’re going to find in this book. We’ll start by learning what the Psalms actually are: who wrote them, how they’re organized, and why they ended up at the center of the Bible. Then we’ll learn how to read them, because poetry doesn’t work the same way stories do, and if you read a psalm like you read a chapter of 1 Samuel, you’ll miss most of what’s happening.

			After that, we’ll walk through every major type of psalm in the book. You’ll discover that the Psalms aren’t random. They fall into categories, and each category captures a different experience of life with God.

			There are psalms for when you’re amazed, songs that look at God’s creation and his character and can’t stop marveling.

			There are psalms for when you’re hurting, raw prayers from people who feel abandoned and aren’t afraid to say so.

			There are psalms for when you’re thankful, celebrations that pour out because God answered a prayer the writer had almost given up on.

			There are psalms for when you’re scared, quiet declarations of trust from people who are terrified but refuse to let go.

			There are psalms for when you’re sorry, gut-wrenching confessions that hold nothing back.

			There are psalms for when you’re angry, furious prayers that ask God to bring justice on the wicked.

			There are psalms for when you’re trying to figure out how to live, thoughtful meditations on what it means to walk the right path when the wrong one looks easier.

			There are psalms about the king who was coming, songs that dreamed of a ruler so just and powerful that only Jesus could fill the role.

			There are psalms for walking together, songs pilgrims sang as they climbed the hills toward Jerusalem.

			And there are psalms that look backward, retelling the story of what God has done so the next generation never forgets.

			By the time you finish, you’ll be able to open to any psalm in the Bible and understand what kind of song it is, what it’s doing, and how to make it your own.

			Before You Begin

			Before we start, a few things to keep in mind.

			The Psalms contain some uncomfortable material. There are prayers asking God to destroy enemies in graphic terms. There are descriptions of suffering so intense they’re hard to read. There are moments of doubt so raw they might surprise you, coming from people the Bible calls faithful. We won’t skip over any of it. We’ll talk about why it’s there and what it means.

			The Psalms are poetry, not prose. That means they work differently from the narrative books you may have read in this series. They use images instead of explanations. They say things twice in different words. They compress enormous ideas into single lines. Reading them requires a different pace, and we’ll spend a whole chapter learning how to do it well.

			And the Psalms point to Jesus. Not just a few of them. All of them. The king they hoped for, the shepherd they trusted, the deliverer they begged for, the God they praised in the dark, all of it finds its deepest meaning in Christ. He prayed these words. He fulfilled these songs. And when you pray them, you’re joining a conversation that stretches from an ancient harp to the throne room of heaven.

			One hundred and fifty songs. Every emotion you’ve ever felt and some you haven’t felt yet. A God who doesn’t want your polished version but your honest one. And a Christ who walked into these poems before you did, praying them from the inside, and who meets you there every time you open the book.

			The Psalms have been waiting for you.

			Turn the page.
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			God’s Playlist

		

		
			Riley has a problem. Actually, Riley has a lot of problems.

			If you’ve seen Inside Out 2, you know what happens when Riley hits thirteen. Her emotional world, which used to be run by five familiar feelings, suddenly gets invaded by new ones. Anxiety shows up uninvited and starts running the control panel. Embarrassment lurks in the corner. Envy sneaks in. And for a while, the emotions Riley has known her whole life get shoved aside, locked away in a vault because the new feelings insist they’re the ones in charge now.

			Here’s what makes the movie so smart: the solution isn’t to get rid of the uncomfortable emotions. It’s to let all of them have a voice. Joy can’t run things alone. Anxiety isn’t the enemy. Sadness matters. Fear has a purpose. Riley doesn’t become whole by silencing the hard feelings. She becomes whole by letting every emotion be heard.

			The book of Psalms works the same way.

			150 Songs, One Book

			Psalms is the Bible’s most emotionally honest book. It is 150 poems, prayers, and songs that cover every feeling a human being can experience. Joy. Grief. Anger. Fear. Gratitude. Loneliness. Wonder. Confusion. Guilt. Trust. Rage at enemies. Frustration with God. Quiet confidence in the dark. Explosive celebration in the light.

			No other book in the Bible sounds like this. Most books tell you what happened or what God said. Psalms shows you what it feels like to believe in God when life is beautiful and when life is falling apart. It’s the one place in Scripture where people say exactly what they’re thinking, hold nothing back, and somehow that raw honesty becomes worship.

			If the rest of the Bible is God speaking to his people, the Psalms are God’s people speaking back.

			The Songwriters

			So who wrote all these songs? The short answer: a lot of people, over a very long time.

			Nearly half the psalms are connected to David, the shepherd-turned-king you meet in 1 Samuel. And that makes sense. David was a musician before he was anything else. When we first encounter him in the Bible, he’s playing a stringed instrument so beautifully that it calms King Saul’s troubled mind. Later, he organized the entire worship system for Israel, appointing musicians and singers to lead the nation in praise. He called himself “the sweet singer of Israel,” and the title stuck.

			But David wasn’t the only songwriter. A group of temple musicians called the Sons of Korah wrote at least eleven psalms. A worship leader named Asaph wrote twelve. Solomon contributed a couple. Moses wrote one, making it possibly the oldest song in the collection. And quite a few psalms have no name attached at all. They’re anonymous, written by people whose names have been forgotten but whose words have echoed for three thousand years.

			What all these writers had in common was this: they wrote out of real life. When they were rescued from danger, they wrote songs of thanks. When they were crushed by grief, they wrote songs of lament. When they looked at the night sky and felt small, they wrote songs of wonder. When they watched wicked people prosper while the faithful suffered, they wrote songs that wrestled honestly with the unfairness of it all.

			These weren’t written to sit on a shelf. They were written to be sung, out loud, in community. Imagine an ancient Israelite walking toward the temple in Jerusalem with thousands of other worshipers, singing these songs together as they climbed the hills. That’s what they were made for. They were Israel’s hymnal, the soundtrack of their faith.

			

			Five Books in One

			Here’s something most people don’t notice: the book of Psalms isn’t one book. It’s five.

			Somewhere along the way, the editors who compiled the final collection divided the 150 psalms into five sections, called “books.” Book 1 contains Psalms 1–41. Book 2 covers Psalms 42–72. Book 3 is Psalms 73–89. Book 4 runs from Psalm 90–106. And Book 5 closes things out with Psalms 107–150. Each book ends with a short burst of praise, like a period at the end of a sentence.

			Why five? Most scholars think it was intentional. The first five books of the Bible, Genesis through Deuteronomy, are the foundation of everything. By dividing the Psalms into five books too, the editors were making a quiet statement: this collection of prayers deserves to be read alongside the words God spoke to his people. It’s that important.

			And if you open your Bible to the middle, odds are good you’ll land somewhere in the Psalms. It’s not just at the center of the Bible by accident. It’s at the heart of the Bible because it is the heart of the Bible. It’s where everything else comes together, not as theology or history, but as prayer.

			A Mirror for the Soul

			Think about that word for a second: prayer. Most of the Bible tells you what God did. Psalms shows you how people responded to what God did. And the responses are raw. The psalmists don’t clean up their language. They don’t pretend to feel things they don’t feel. When they’re overjoyed, they shout. When they’re devastated, they weep. When they’re furious, they say so, sometimes in ways that make modern readers uncomfortable.

			The Psalms are like a mirror for the soul. When you look into a regular mirror, you see how you look on the outside. When you read the Psalms, you see how you’re doing on the inside. You might open to a psalm and think, That’s exactly how I feel. Or you might read one and realize you’ve been feeling something you didn’t even have words for until the psalmist handed them to you.

			That’s what makes this book different from anything else in Scripture. It meets you wherever you are. Celebrating? There’s a psalm for that. Terrified? There’s a psalm for that too. Struggling to believe God cares? There’s an entire category of psalms for that, and there are more of them than any other kind.

			From Pain to Praise

			That last point matters. The largest group of psalms in the book isn’t praise. It’s lament. Songs of pain, confusion, and complaint. Songs where the writer looks at God and says, “How long? Have you forgotten me? Do you even see what’s happening?”

			If that surprises you, it shouldn’t. Life is hard, and the Bible doesn’t pretend otherwise. What the Psalms teach us is that bringing our pain to God isn’t a failure of faith. It is faith. It’s trusting God enough to be honest with him, even when that honesty sounds more like a scream than a prayer.

			But here’s what’s remarkable about the book as a whole. Even though laments dominate the early psalms, the book doesn’t stay there. As you move through the five books, something shifts. Praise starts showing up more and more. The complaints don’t disappear, but they get surrounded by trust. By the time you reach the final five psalms, it’s nothing but praise. Psalm 150 is one explosion of worship after another, every instrument playing, every voice raised.

			The whole book bends toward praise. Not because the pain wasn’t real, but because God was more real than the pain.

			Songs That Were Waiting

			One more thing before we dive in. The Psalms don’t just look backward at Israel’s experiences. They look forward, to someone who hadn’t come yet.

			When Jesus was dying on the cross, the words he cried out came from Psalm 22. When the New Testament writers wanted to explain who Jesus was, they quoted the Psalms more than almost any other book. The king the psalms hoped for, the shepherd they trusted, the rescuer they begged for, the God they praised in the dark—all of it finds its fullest meaning in Jesus.

			As we walk through this book together, watch for that. The Psalms aren’t just ancient songs. They’re songs that were waiting for someone, and he came.

			What This Means for Us

			First, every emotion you feel has a place before God. You don’t have to clean yourself up before you pray. You don’t have to pretend to feel grateful when you’re actually angry, or act brave when you’re actually terrified. The Psalms prove that God doesn’t want your polished version. He wants the real one. Bring him whatever you’ve got, even if it’s messy.

			Second, faith isn’t the absence of hard feelings. Some of the most faith-filled people in the Bible wrote the most anguished prayers. Faith isn’t pretending everything is fine. It’s choosing to bring your pain to God instead of running from him. The psalmists screamed, questioned, and complained, but they always directed it toward God, not away from him.

			Third, you were made for worship in community. The Psalms were written to be sung together. Faith was never meant to be a solo act. When you gather with other Christians to worship, pray, and be honest about life, you’re doing exactly what these songs were designed for.
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