
Introduction to The Psalms (Part 1 of 3)

Lyric poetry in all its forms was popular in 
Israel from the earliest times, as it was among 
her neighbours in Egypt, Mesopotamia and 
Canaan. Some samples are to be found in the 
historical books: the Song of Moses, Ex 15, 
the Song of the Well, Nb 21: 17-18, the victory 
song of Deborah, Jg 5, David’s elegy on Saul 
and Jonathan, 2 S 1 etc., and many years later 
the panegyric of Judas Maccabaeus, 1 M 3:3-9, 
and of his brother Simon, 1 M 14:4-15; in the 
New Testament, the Magnificat, Benedictus 
and Nunc Dimittis. In the prophetic books 
many passages belong to the same type of 
literature. Ancient collections once existed of 
which only the name or a few scraps survive: 
the Book of the Wars of Yahweh, Nb 21:14, 
and the Book of the Just, Jos 10:13; 2 S 1:18. 
But the bulk of the religious poetry of Israel is 
preserved in the Psalter.

Designation
The Psalter (Greek, Psalterion, the string-
instrument used for the accompaniment of 
these songs or psalms) is a collection of one 
hundred and fifty psalms. From Ps 10 to Ps 
148 the number of the Hebrew Bible (adopted 
here) is one figure ahead of the Greek and the 
Vulgate which join 9 and 10 and also 114 and 
115, but divide both 116 and 147 into two.
The Hebrew name for the Psalter is Tehillim, 
‘Hymns’, but this designation fits only a 

certain number of psalms. In the ‘inscriptions’ 
at the head of most of the psalms the word 
‘hymn’ is in fact used only once (Ps 145). The 
usual inscription is mizmor, which implies 
musical accompaniment; our word ‘psalm’ is 
therefore apt. Some of these ‘psalms’ are also 
entitled ‘songs’, and this term, standing alone, 
is found in the inscription of every psalm in 
the collection known as  the ‘Song of Ascents’, 
120-134. Other designations are less frequent 
and sometimes difficult to explain.

Literary forms
A more satisfying classification is obtained 
by study of the various literary types of which 
there are, broadly speaking, three: hymn, 
entreaty, thanksgiving. The classification 
is not exhaustive since there are secondary 
forms which are exceptional or composite; 
nor does it always correspond to a grouping of 
the psalms by subject-matter or purpose.
1. Hymns (Ps 8, 19, 29, 33, 46-48, 76, 84, 
87, 93, 96-100, 103-106, 113, 114, 117, 122, 
135, 136, 145-150). Their structure is fairly 
uniform. Each opens with an invitation to 
praise God. The body of the hymn indicates 
motives for praise, the wonders of God as 
shown in nature, particularly in his work 
of creation, and as shown in human history, 
particularly in his saving work for his people. 
The conclusion either repeats the introductory 
formula or expresses a prayer.
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Service and Mass Come & Celebrate with us. 
NO registration is required. Organized by: 
Church of Sts Peter and Paul - Cantonese 
Group.  Co-organizer: SHBCC

NEWS AROUND THE PARISH

MONSTER IN EVERY ROOM - Family 
Life Society presents MONSTER IN 
EVERY ROOM on 9 Oct ‘19 from 7:00pm 
- 9:30pm. Arm yourself and your Child 
with tools to conquer PORN. For parents 
and everyone who works with children. 
Register now bit.ly/mer_mail or call 
64880278. Only $10 per pax.

LOVE LIFE CONFERENCE - Pregnancy 
Crisis & Support presents LOVE LIFE 

CONFERENCE on 27 Sept ‘19 from 7:15pm 
- 9:45pm. Embrace Life! Hear about the 
legal, medical and emotional aspects relating 
to the beginning of life, the options that all 
mothers have and the impact of abortion. 
Event is complimentary, register now bit.ly/
llc_mail or call 64880278! (Light dinner will 
be provided.)
 
INTRODUCTION TO THEOLOGY OF 
THE BODY - Get an introduction to the 
Theology of the Body: Pope St John Paul 
II’s landmark teaching which was delivered 
across 129 General Audiences from 1979 to 
1984. Date: 17 Aug ‘19 (Sat) Time: 9.30am 
to 12.30pm Venue: Church of the Holy 
Cross, #04-03, 450 Clementi Avenue 1, 
Singapore 129955



PARISH NEWS 

NO CATECHISM CLASS on 11  Aug ‘19 
as it is public holiday (Hari Raya Haji).
 
NO EVENING MASSES on 9 and 12 Aug 
’19 - Being a public holidays on 9 Aug’19 
(Fri) and 12 Aug ’19 (Mon), there will be no 
evening masses. 

FEAST OF THE ASSUMPTION OF THE 
BVM (Day of Obligation) The Solemnity of 
the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary 

falls on Thu 15 Aug ’19. Mass timings: Wed 
14 Aug ’19 at 5.30pm (English Anticipated 
Mass) Thurs, 15 Aug ’19, 7.20am (Eng), 
12.15pm (Mandarin), 5.30pm Infant Jesus 
Devotion followed by English mass. 

CANTONESE RETREAT 2019 Theme: 
The Beatitudes  Remain in my love. (John 
15:9) on 9 Aug 19 (Fri) from 9:00am - 6:00pm 
at Church of Sts Peter and Paul Speakers: Rev. 
Fr. Stephen Yim, Rev. Fr. Terence Wee CSsR 
& Fr. Jerome Leon, SJ. There will be Rosary, 
Praise and Worship, Talks, Testimony, Healing 

Within this group two subdivisions may be 
identified according to subject-matter. The 
‘Songs of Zion’, 46, 48, 76, 87, in markedly 
eschatological terms, hymn the glories of 
the Holy City, which is both dwelling place 
of the Most High and goal of pilgrimage, cf. 
84 and 122. The ‘Psalms of the Kingship of 
God’, particularly 47, 93, 96-98, in a style 
reminiscent of the prophets, celebrate the 
universal sovereignty of Yahweh. Since they 
make use of the vocabulary and metaphors 
of human coronation ceremonies, the theory 
has been advanced that these were associated 
with a feast of the Enthroning of Yahweh 
possibly celebrated annually in Israel as the 
Enthroning of Marduk was in Babylon. But 
there is little evidence of the existence of such 
a feast in Israel.

2. Entreaty. These supplicatory psalms (or 
psalms of suffering, laments), unlike the 
hymns, do not celebrate the glories of God 
but are addressed directly to him. They 
usually begin by invoking God, adding either 
an appeal for help, a prayer, or an expression 
of confidence. In the body of the psalm an 
effort is made to win God’s sympathy by a 
description of the psalmist’s misfortunes. 
Here conventional figures of speech are 
used, so that it is rarely possible to define 
the historical or personal background of the 
prayer: waters of the abyss, snares of death 
or of Sheol, savage beasts (lions, bulls, dogs) 
symbolising the psalmist’s enemies, bones 
that grow dry or break, heart wildly beating 
and overcome with fear; all these conventional 
images recur. In these psalms there are 
protestations of innocence, 7, 12, 26, and 
acknowledgment of sin as in the Miserere, 51, 
and other penitential psalms. God is reminded 
of his former kindnesses or reproached for his 
seeming absence or forgetfulness, 9-10, 22, 
44. But expressions of persistent confidence 
are also common, 3, 5, 42-43, 55-57, 63, 
130, etc. and at times the psalm of entreaty is 
one long confident appeal, 4, 11, 16, 23, 62, 
121, 125, 131. Not infrequently the entreaty 
ends, abruptly on occasion, with a sense of 
assurance that the prayer is heard, and with an 

act of thanksgiving, 6, 22, 69, 140.

These entreaties may be collective or 
individual.
a. Collective entreaties (Ps 12, 44, 60, 74, 
79, 80, 83, 85, 106, 123, 129, 137). Some 
national catastrophe is the occasion: defeat, 
the destruction of Jerusalem, a national 
emergency; on these occasions God is entreated 
to save and restore his people. Two psalms at 
least, 74 and 137, as also the collection of 
lamentations attributed to Jeremiah, reflect 
the situation after the destruction of Jerusalem 
in 587 and 85 expresses the emotions of those 
who came back from exile. Ps 106 is a general 
confession of the sins of the nation.
b. Individual entreaties (Ps 3, 5-7, 13, 17, 22, 
25, 26, 28, 31, 35, 38, 42-43, 51, 54-57, 59, 
63, 64, 69-71, 77, 86, 102, 120, 130, 140-
143). This type is especially common and 
the content widely varied: besides the perils 
of death, persecution, exile and senility, these 
individual prayers beg for deliverance in 
particular from sickness, slander and sin. The 
enemies complained of, or denounced, ‘those 
who do evil’, are barely defined; but whoever 
they may be, they are certainly not sorcerers, 
as some have thought, whose spells these 
psalms are intended to repel. It was at one 
time thought that the ‘I’ if these psalms was 
collective; this is not the case. Nor is it always 
the king speaking in the name of the people, 
as has been recently suggested. The accent 
is too individual and the absence of allusion 
to the king’s person or office too marked to 
make these theories tenable. It is doubtless 
true that several of these psalms have been 
adapted to serve as national laments, thus 
22, 28, 59, 69, 71, 102; it is also true that 
some, which we shall discuss later, are ‘royal’ 
psalms; and lastly, it is true that all of these 
psalms did ultimately come into collective use 
(which is why they are found in the Psalter). 
Nonetheless, these prayers were composed 
for, or by, individuals to meet individual needs; 
the faith they express is entirely personal, and 
their entreaty comes straight from the heart.

3. Thanksgiving. The psalms of entreaty may 
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end, as we have seen, with gratitude to God 
for granting the request. In the thanksgiving 
psalms this gratitude becomes the main 
theme. These are relatively few in number: 
18, 21, 30, 33, 34, 40, 65-68, 92, 116, 118, 
124, 129, 138, 144. Some are collective, 
others individual. The people as a whole 
thanks God for danger averted, a successful 
harvest, divine favour shown to the king. 
The individual, having recalled past distress 
and God’s answer to his prayer, expresses his 
gratitude and exhorts all good men to join 
him in praising God. This last is often the 
occasion for a doctrinal development. The 
literary structure of the thanksgiving psalms 
resembles that of the hymns.

4. Exceptional and composite forms. The 
three forms we have just described are not 
in watertight compartments: there is very 
often a mutual infiltration. Lamentation may 
be preceded by confident prayer, 27, 31, or 
followed by thanksgiving, 28, 57. Ps 89 begins 
as a hymn, passes into a long prophetic oracle 
and ends with a lament. Ps 119 throughout us 
a hymn to the Law but it is also an individual 
lament and it develops a theme of the wisdom 
literature. This last characteristic, already 
noticed in certain thanksgiving psalms, 

shows that not a few topics are found in the 
Psalter which in themselves are unnatural to 
lyric poetry. Wisdom themes may take such 
a prominent place that we speak, somewhat 
inaccurately, of ‘Didactic Psalms’. Ps 1, 112, 
127, are wisdom literature pure and simple. 
Other psalms, however, preserve something 
of their lyrical quality: 25 is akin to the 
lamentations, 32, 37, 73, to the thanksgiving 
psalms, etc.

Certain other psalms have incorporate 
prophetic oracles, or are simple expanded 
oracles, 2, 50, 75, 81, 82, 85, 95, 110. These 
have recently been explained as actual oracles 
delivered in the course of Temple ceremonies 
by priest or prophet. But it is still often 
maintained that they had no direct connection 
with the Temple worship and merely adopted 
the prophetic style. It is an open question; 
but there is no doubt that on the one hand the 
relationship between Psalms and prophetic 
literature extends beyond the oracles 
themselves to many other themes (theophanies, 
metaphors of fire, chalice, crucible, etc.) and, 
on the other hand, that some connection 
must be recognised between Psalms and 
Temple worship. We shall return to this point. 
Source: The Jerusalem Bible, 1966


