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GATEWAY CHURCH NORTHUMBERLAND  

25.6.17 – Introduction to the Psalms – Joss Bray  

Today, we are just starting a new series of talks about the Psalms. 

We’ve just finished looking at Jesus in the OT – and guess what – he’s 

in the Psalms as well! There will be more about that later over the next 

few weeks, I am sure. 

And - as usual – I am indebted to Wikipedia and other sources for a lot 

of the information I’ve gathered together here – what would we do 

without the internet…. 

So, there are 150 Psalms and the book of Psalms is in the third section 

of the Hebrew bible – the “writings” - the other two sections are the 

“teachings” and the “prophets”.  

The origin the word Psalms in the Hebrew is from the word Tehillim - 

“praises” and the Greek Psalmoi - translation means “instrumental 

music” or "the words accompanying the music" or “songs of praise” – 

depending on who you believe..  

The Psalms were not just poems but meant as songs for singing, and 

musical accompaniment but the original melodies are all but lost. Some 

say they are reflected in Hebrew chants and ancient Christian chants. 

There are 5 sections of the Psalms – the last one of each section has a 

statement of praise to God that rounds it off.  

There is some debate about the numbering – some Psalms may have 

been split into separate Psalms and others combined when they were 

copied out.  

It is thought that 150 were selected from a larger number of Psalms 

available – but that is only to be expected when there would inevitably 

have been more worship songs around – and some may have been 

better than others…. 

It is thought that the Psalms were composed over the span of around 5- 

10 centuries - that’s 500 - 1000 years up to at least 500 BC.  

In terms of who wrote them - of the 150 Psalms, 50 are unattributed. The 

authors named for others are David, Asaph, the sons of Korah, Herman, 

Ethan, Moses and Solomon.  
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So, of the 100 whose authorship is indicated, David is credited with 73, 

and in the New Testament he is referred to as the author of them - in 

Luke 20:42 – although, as always, there is controversy about who wrote 

which ones. 1000 years is a long time! 

There has also been a lot of debate about the meaning of the order of 

Psalms and the overall message in them. On balance, the actual order 

doesn’t seem to be a good way to classify them, but there are themes 

that do emerge that are certainly shared by several sets of Psalms. 

Significantly, there has been a debate about whether they are a 

retrospective look at Israel’s past, or just for wisdom and understanding 

of God, or are they about the messiah and the end times.  

It seems to me that there are elements of all these in them and its worth 

looking at them from all these perspectives. We can see Israel’s past, 

we can see wisdom and the knowledge of God and we can see the 

future and we can definitely see the Messiah coming both as Jesus did 

2000 years ago as a suffering servant, and as he will do at the end as 

the victorious king of everything.  

This is consistent with the rest of the bible as well – which is reassuring. 

So, in terms of themes, most individual Psalms involve praising God—for 

his power and goodness, for his creation of the world, and also for the 

way he has delivered Israel in the past. The Psalms are also looking 

forward to a world in which everyone and everything will praise God, and 

God in turn will hear their prayers and respond.  

The Psalms include unique Hebrew terms.  - some Psalms are called 

"maskils" because they also impart wisdom. The term means 

"enlightened" or "wise". 

The word Selah is found seventy-one times, and may be a musical 

instruction added by worship leaders after the Israelites incorporated the 

particular Psalm into public worship – but no one really knows. 

And there are other instructions such as “For the director of music”, 

instructions about different tunes -  so for example, “To the tune of 

‘Lilies’”, “To the tune of ‘The Doe of the Morning’”, “To the tune of ‘Do 

Not Destroy’”  

And there are Psalms of praise, Psalms about the nation of Israel, 

Psalms for public worship, Psalms relating to trouble and disaster, 
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Messianic Psalms (which turned out to be about Jesus) and Psalms 

extolling and praising God and reflecting on his nature. 

Just to show the complexity and difficulty of pinning the Psalms down 

neatly – here is another way of classifying them: 

(1) Those that recognize the one infinite, all-wise and omnipotent God.  

(2) Those that recognize the universality of his love and providence and 

goodness.  

(3) Those showing abhorrence of all idols and the rejection of all 

subordinate deities.  

(4) Those giving prophetic glimpses of the Divine Son and of his 

redeeming work on earth.  

(5) Those showing the terrible nature of sin, the divine hatred of it and 

judgment of God upon sinners.  

(6) Those teaching the doctrines of forgiveness, divine mercy, and the 

duty of repentance.  

(7) Those emphasizing the beauty of holiness, the importance of faith 

and the soul's privilege of communion with God. 

There is so much in the Psalms – and they are just as relevant today as 

they were then!  

And Psalms have been an important part of Church worship from the 

beginning - early candidates for the office of Bishop were supposed to 

be able to recite the whole book off by heart… 

Many hymns and contemporary worship songs have parts of Psalms in 

them. This is ironic in one way when we can sometimes think this is 

“another new song” – but remember it may have very old biblical roots 

and that Psalms were all new songs once!  

So, Psalms were used in collective worship but they were also used in 

informing doctrine - for example by Paul in Romans 3 when talking about 

sin.  

What else do they tell us about God – and what do they tell us about 

ourselves? 
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We often say that people are basically the same whether they lived in 

biblical times or now – and God is the same for ever – so when the bible 

teaches us about God or ourselves, it’s all relevant.  

We’ll look at individual Psalms over the next few weeks and we’ll see 

how relevant they are to us and what we can learn from them, and how 

we can use them to worship God.  

We need to see the awesomeness of God in them – he is the creator of 

everything – more mighty and powerful than anything. All of creation tells 

his story – from the huge to the minute – from the simple organism to 

some amazing complexity – from the brand new to the very old. 

Man tries to make God in his own image – to understand him and put 

him in a box – but the Psalms show us that this is stupid and impossible. 

We need to see the wisdom of God – through the millennia – he has a 

plan – he knows what is best – there is no human wisdom that can get 

anywhere near his. Man tries so hard to say we know best – but it’s just 

not true! 

We need to know about that same faithfulness he showed to Israel 

through good and bad times – always trying to teach his people, getting 

angry at their sin and rebellion, but seeking to save them despite all that.  

This is the same faithfulness and love he shows to us. This is his grace 

– undeserved blessing, and his mercy, not getting the punishment we 

deserve. He is good and his love endures for ever. 

Let’s get a grasp of the holiness of God – the almighty God who will not 

tolerate sin – but who has provided a way out of that pit and who will 

forgive us. We need to see Jesus – the messiah – the anointed saviour 

of the world who made it possible for us to receive forgiveness rather 

than the punishment he took on our behalf. 

So, for ourselves – what can we learn from the Psalms – and how do we 

respond? 

We see all of human life reflected there– from soaring praise to extreme 

despair and even complaints about God not doing what they want.  

The authors are very frank about themselves and what they feel and 

think – they know that there is no point in hiding anything from God – 

they just let it all out! 
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So, we see people feeling very close to God, but also at other times 

feeling very distant. 

We see a real burden of sin and the need for forgiveness as they come 

to God in repentance. 

We see people not understanding why God acts as he does – or not 

understanding why doesn’t seem to act.  

But we also hear these people reaching out to us over the generations 

with wisdom from God and encouragement and promises from God. 

We see a lot of praise and worship, we see satisfaction in God, 

assurance of protection in darkest trouble, fulfilment and joy, blessing, 

hope for the future and a deep longing for God himself. 

So here’s a question - what have you found in the Psalms – or if you are 

new to them – what do you make of what you’ve heard today? 

What would you like to say to God from your deepest being – from right 

inside – maybe something you’ve never said to him before? 

Perhaps you know, like so many before, that you need forgiveness and 

to be made clean and start again? 

Perhaps you are in the depth of despair and losing hope? 

Perhaps you want to know that intimacy with God that means there are 

aren’t any no go areas for him in your life? 

Perhaps you just want to be able to appreciate more who he is, and 

what he has done? 

Maybe you just want to worship in his awesome presence? 

So – here’s the thing – God is with us right now. Jesus opened a way so 

we could call God our heavenly Father - something that the Psalmists 

couldn’t say.  

They pointed to a time when the messiah would come and call God his 

father – and from then, we could call him Father. 

His Holy spirit is right here – right now. He calls us to respond to him, to 

know him, to love him, to acknowledge him as Lord of our lives. 

Here’s just one Psalm – its Psalm 105 – let’s just meditate on it together 

quietly and then let’s respond in worship to our amazing God. 
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Psalm 105 

 

1 Give praise to the Lord, proclaim his name; 

    make known among the nations what he has done. 

 
2 Sing to him, sing praise to him; 

    tell of all his wonderful acts. 

 
3 Glory in his holy name; 

    let the hearts of those who seek the Lord rejoice. 

 
4 Look to the Lord and his strength; 

    seek his face always. 

 


