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Getting Started 

Some 3,000 years ago, King David appointed 4,000 Levites—about a tenth of all the Levites—for 
choir and musical service at the tabernacle. David appeared to regard the role of music and song as so 
important to the worship of God’s people that he himself composed numerous psalms for worship. It is 
likely that under his leadership, the psalm (poetic verse accompanied by the music of a harp) became the 
background music for the offerings, sacrifices, and festivals of God’s people. 

One thousand years later, God’s New Testament people continued to use the psalms when they 
gathered for worship. In fact, quotations from the psalms run throughout the entire New Testament, like a 
motif that adds drama and anticipation to a play or a film. The psalms prophesy the coming of Christ and 
support His ministry. They play on His lips as He breathes His final breath. In the resurrection, Jesus 
explains to His disciples, “This is what I told you while I was still with you: Everything must be fulfilled 
that is written about Me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms” (Luke 24:44). 

More than Poetry 
As you begin this study of the psalms, recognize that you are studying more than religious poetry. 

The psalms express far more than personal or congregational prayers. They proclaim Jesus Christ—His 
mission and passion, His resurrection and return. 

Each session of this study focuses on one psalm as an example of other psalm “types” (wisdom 
psalms, psalms of ascent, penitential psalms, praise psalms, laments, historical psalms, and royal psalms). 
The study starts with psalms that are easier to understand and progresses to investigate some of the most 
difficult passages in the Bible.  

Each session is outlined as follows: 
Introduction 
Interpretation 
Law and Gospel Application 

Along the way, you will find charts and visuals to help you understand and remember God’s message for 
you. Consider opening each session by praying a psalm with your class.  
 

To prepare for “Blessed in the Lord,” read Psalm 1.
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Historic Events Dates Significant Individual 

   
The Exodus c. 1446 

B.C.  
Moses 

   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   

The Philistine Wars 1010  King David 
   

Building of the First Temple 960 King Solomon 

Israel Divided 930  
   

   

Fall of Northern Kingdom 722  
   

Fall of Jerusalem 586 Jeremiah 
   

Last OT Prophet 430 Malachi 
   

Death of Alexander 
the Great 

323  

   

Maccabean Revolt 167  
   
   

Birth of Christ c. 4  
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The Books of Psalms 

The following chart provides an overview of the different “books” of psalms. Though each psalm 
must be dated individually, it is possible to associate these books of psalms with different writers from 
Israel’s history. 

 
Book Principal Authors  Possible Historical Context 
I: Psalms 1–41  

 
 

Intensely personal psalms of 
David  

The life of David; 11th century B.C.; time of 
the tabernacle 

II: Psalms 42–72 

 
 

Psalms of David and the 
kingdom; nationalistic  

Reign of David and Solomon; 11th and 10th 
centuries B.C.; time of the first temple 

III: Psalms 73–89 

 
 

Psalms of Asaph and the Sons 
of Korah; nationalistic  

Reign of Solomon; 10th century B.C. 

IV: Psalms 90–106 
 

 
 

Anonymous psalms and 
laments  

V: Psalms 107–150 

 
 

Songs of ascent and praise; 
psalms of David  

Historical context less clear. Some of the 
psalms refer to earlier writers such as Moses 
(Psalm 90) and David (e.g., Psalm 122), but 
others refer to the time of exile in Babylon 
(Psalm 137), 6th century B.C. 

 
The Israelites used two different names for the psalms as a collection of holy writings: tepillot 

(“prayers,” see Psalm 72:20) and tehillim (“praises”). 
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Psalm 1: Blessed in the Lord 

From the worship of the ancient children of Israel to the house gatherings of the early church, from 
the writings of Martin Luther to the newly published hymns and praise songs of today, the psalms have 
played a central role in the worship of God’s people. Yet to many people the psalms seem inaccessible 
and foreign. The language is at times so far removed from our everyday speech that we are left wondering 
what exactly the writer is trying to say. Many passages inspire comfort, but others seem so harsh that one 
wonders why they are in the Bible at all.  

This Bible study will introduce you to the language, teachings, and history of the psalms so that this 
treasure chest of God’s riches will not remain inaccessible, but will be opened to you and enrich your 
worship with all the children of God.  

 
1. What do you think has made the psalms so important to Israel and the church throughout the 

ages? 
 
 
 
 
2. What characteristics in the psalms have seemed strange or troubling to you? 
 
 
 
 
The Book of Psalms is a collection of songs written by many different believers over a long period 

of time. Scholars have suggested that Psalm 1 might have been written especially as an introduction for 
this collection. 

3. Read Psalm 1 together. Why does Psalm 1 make an appropriate beginning to the Book of Psalms? 
 
 
 
 

Blessed by the Word 
There is some debate about the exact meaning of the word blessed. It does not mean merely the state 

of having good things or an easy life. Nor does it mean simply being happy. A person who is blessed may 
not always be happy, and a person who is happy may not always be blessed. There is a difference 
between being happy and being blessed. Being blessed is a result of the blessing of God. This psalm, at its 
heart, is about a person who is blessed.  

4. How does this psalm describe the person who is blessed? 
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The style of Hebrew poetry differs from English poetry. To better understand the psalms, you need 
to recognize a few aspects of Hebrew poetic style. The most obvious element of Hebrew poetry is 
parallelism. Two or three lines (or sometimes entire sections) of the psalms are closely related to one 
another. This can be achieved through the simple repetition of an idea with other words (e.g., I like to be 
in the forest/I enjoy being where there are many trees). It can be achieved through the statement of the 
opposite (e.g., I like to be in the forest/I hate being in places where there are no trees). It can build upon 
the idea in the first line (e.g., I like to be in the forest/I like it because it is peaceful and quiet). Paying 
attention to parallelism will help to unlock much of the meaning of the psalms. The relationship of each 
of the lines to the others is as important to the message as the meaning of each particular line. 

5. Discuss what the three parallel lines in verse 1 are conveying. How do the three activities listed 
hinder or lead one away from God? What kind of progression is shown from line to line? 

 
 
 
 
The Hebrew word torah in Psalm 1:2 is translated as “law” in most English Bibles. This can lead to 

a horrible misunderstanding. Torah comes from the word that means “to instruct.” Its basic meaning is 
“instruction” or “teaching.” Torah can refer to the first five books of the Bible, to rules, to the entirety of 
God’s teachings (including what theologians call Law, what God requires of us; and Gospel, the Good 
News of what God has done for us), or even to the instructions that one person gives to another. 
Depending on how the English word law is used in a particular passage, you can usually tell what its 
meaning is in each individual circumstance. 

6. What picture does 1:2 paint of the life of the believer? 
 
 
 
 
Psalm 1 encourages meditation on God’s torah (instruction). Meditate is another word that we can 

easily misunderstand. When used in the Bible, the word does not refer to the style of meditation found in 
Eastern religions. It means to think about, to talk about, or to repeat to oneself. The picture here is of a 
person who has the instruction of the Lord as the focal point of his life. As will be seen in other psalms 
studied, this focus does not mean that the person locks himself in a room with his Bible day and night, 
separated from the world. 

7. What does such meditation on the words of the Lord look like in real life? What is the relationship 
between loving the Word of the Lord and meditating upon the Word of the Lord? 

 
 
 
 
8. In 1:3 the man who is blessed is compared to a tree planted by streams of water. Discuss the three 

lines that describe this tree. What realities in the life of a believer might these word pictures describe? 
 
 
 
 
9. Note the contrasting image used in verse 4 for the wicked. Chaff! Discuss the severity of the 

differences between a tree and chaff. How do these differences look in the lives of people? 
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10. This psalm is sometimes referred to as a “wisdom psalm.” The category is characterized in part 

by pithy or proverbial endings. How does verse 6 relate to the rest of the psalm? 
 
 
 
 

Bless Us, O Lord 
Question 9 contrasts the believer and the wicked person; however, the difference between a person 

who trusts in the Lord and a person who does not is not always clear in this life. Sometimes Christians 
really suffer, and some non-Christians can be pretty nice people and live very successful lives. Hence the 
difference between “blessed” and “happy” becomes most clear in our day-to-day experiences.  

11. According to 1:5, when will the ultimate difference between the blessed and the wicked be 
shown? 

 
 
 
 
12. Christians are often hesitant to speak of the judgment. The idea is unpopular for obvious reasons 

and can make us more than a bit uncomfortable. Why is it necessary to point out this harsh teaching, as is 
done in this psalm? 

 
 
 
 
13. The verbs used in the Bible can tell us a lot about the relationship between God and man. Look 

again at 1:3. The blessed man is compared to a tree. How did the tree get to where it is? What does this 
say about the one who trusts in the Lord and meditates on His instruction? How did the man become 
blessed? 

 
 
 
 
14. Psalm 1:6 tells us, “The LORD watches over [knows] the way of the righteous.” What a comfort 

to know that whatever comes to pass in this life, the Lord is watching over us! What are some ways that 
God watches over you? 

 
 
 
 
The teachings of the Lord are an inestimably wonderful gift. They can be thought of as the “streams 

of water” (v. 3) by which the tree—the blessed man—is planted. The role of the Word of God cannot be 
overstated: all aspects of the Christian life flow out from the Word. 

15. Name important aspects of the Christian life and discuss how they rely on the Word. 
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Words to Remember 
For the LORD watches over the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked will perish. Psalm 

1:6 
 
To prepare for “Before the Forgiving God,” read Psalm 51. 
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Names in the Psalms 

Nearly two-thirds of the psalms have names of Old Testament figures associated with them. 
However, scholars cannot always tell whether these psalms were written by these persons, for these 
persons, or about these persons. The chart below shows the names associated with various psalms. 

 
Name Psalm Association Contribution 
Moses: d. c. 1406 B.C. 
Prophet who led Israel 
out of Egypt and 
received God’s Law. 

90 Moses led or provided for leadership in worship at 
the beginning of Israel’s independence (Exodus 
15:1–21). 

David: 1040–970 B.C. 
Second king of Israel, 
a prophet and 
musician. 

3–9; 11–32; 34–41; 51–
65; 68–70; 86; 101; 103; 
108–110; 122; 124; 131; 
133; 138–145 

David appointed 4,000 singers and musicians for 
the tabernacle. About half of all the psalms are 
attributed to David. 

Jeduthun (Ethan): 
Time of David; family 
of Merari? 

39 

Heman: Time of 
David; family of 
Kohath. 

88 

Asaph: Time of David 
and Solomon; family 
of Gershon. 

50; 73–83 

Levites/prophets appointed by David for praise at 
the tabernacle (1 Chronicles 25:1–3, 6). They used 
harps, lyres, and cymbals as accompaniment. 
Different family groups cast lots to determine 
when they would serve. 

Sons of Korah: Time 
of David and 
Solomon. 

42; 44–49; 84–85; 87–88 Doorkeepers and musicians of the tabernacle and 
temple. 

Solomon: d. 930 B.C. 
Israel’s third king. 
Wrote Proverbs, Song 
of Songs, and 
Ecclesiastes. 

72; 127 Builder of the first temple. 3,000 proverbs and 
1,005 songs—but very few psalms—are attributed 
to Solomon. 

Ethan: Time of 
Solomon. 

89 An Ezrahite, renowned for wisdom (1 Kings 
4:31). 

Anonymous: Some of 
these psalms connect 
with the preceding 
psalm. Most of these 
are in the fifth book of 
the Psalter. 

1–2; 10?; 33; 43; 66–67; 
71; 91–100; 102; 104–
107; 111–121; 123; 125–
126; 128–130; 132; 134–
137; 146–150 

Psalms 113–118 form the “Egyptian Hallel” of 
Jewish liturgy, used at festivals. Psalms 120–136 
form the “Great Hallel.” 
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Psalm 51: Before the Forgiving God 

Many psalms have a historical introduction or prescript. Many of these seem to identify the 
author. For example, the NIV translates part of the introduction to Psalm 51 as “a psalm of David.” 
However, the Hebrew word translated as “of” can also mean “to,” “for,” “by,” or “about.” 

Each introduction must be read in the context of the entire psalm to determine the relationship of 
the person mentioned and the psalm at hand. Often the relationship will remain unclear. At other times the 
connection between the person and the psalm will be clear and will contribute to your understanding of 
the psalm. 

16. Read the prescript to Psalm 51. Why can we speak of this psalm as having been written “by” 
King David? 

 
 
 
 
17. According to 2 Samuel 11 and 12, King David committed adultery with Bathsheba, plotted 

the death of her husband, and attempted to cover up his sins with deception. What would you think of 
someone who had committed the crimes that David committed? What if a prominent member of your 
church committed these crimes—someone looked up to as a model of spirituality? 

 
 
 
 
The David who committed adultery with Bathsheba and killed his faithful soldier Uriah was the 

same David who defeated Goliath and spared King Saul. God called David “a man after His own heart” 
(1 Samuel 13:14). Keep this history in mind as you work through the psalm. Remember that the thoughts 
expressed by David are not abstract religious bantering; they come from the overflow of his heart in this 
horrible time of personal crisis, sin, and self-abasement. 

David’s Heart 
Psalm 51:1 uses chiasm, another technique in Hebrew poetry (named for the Greek letter chi, 

shaped like an X). Instead of restating things in order, as is done in parallelism (e.g., I like to be in the 
forest/I enjoy walking among many trees), chiasm reverses the order of the second line or section. For 
example:  

 
I like to be   in the forest 

Among many trees I like to walk 
 
The subject moves toward the end of the line. The prepositional phrase “among many trees” moves to the 
beginning of the line. Just as with parallelism, the related lines clarify each other and add to the meaning 
of the whole. 
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18. How do the two halves of 51:1 modify or build off of each other? According to this verse, 
why does David feel he can come to God after committing such a horrible sin? 

 
 
 
 
19. Throughout this psalm there are many different terms, phrases, and word pictures used to 

express “forgiveness.” List all the different expressions used. What advantage is there to using such a 
variety of word pictures instead of making the point clearly one time? 

 
 
 
 
20. In 51:4 David states that he has sinned against God “only.” He led Bathsheba into adultery 

and killed her husband, Uriah, who had been faithful to David. How can David write that he has sinned 
against God alone? 

 
 
 
 
21. Psalm 51:4 pictures God as a judge. David has been caught in the act, and God is justified in 

the judgment that He levels on him. What is God’s verdict? (If you are in doubt, take a look at Nathan’s 
confrontation with David in 2 Samuel 12.) 

 
 
 
 
In 51:7 David pleads with God to cleanse him. Instead of using abstract language, he invokes a 

word picture of physical purity. Hyssop was a plant used in ancient Israel to both clean and whiten. When 
you used hyssop, you got something about as clean as it could get. Or consider a clear day after a 
snowfall. The snow is so blazing white that it is almost blinding. You can’t picture something whiter. 
This is what David was asking God to do to him. 

22. If David were to write this psalm today, what images might he use to express this same 
thought? 

 
 
 
 
Many people define sin as the doing of wrong actions. While that is definitely one aspect of sin, 

and the easiest one to detect, sinful acts result from something deeper. 
23. Psalm 51:10 hints at the source of the wrong deeds that we do. According to this verse, what 

needs to change in order for our sin to be removed? 
 
 
 
 
The sacrificial system of the Israelites in the Old Testament was very intricate, with many 

regulations about what sacrifices should be offered for what sins and exactly how they should be offered 
up to God. Psalm 51:16–17, however, states that God “do[es] not delight in sacrifice” and that the 
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sacrifices He recognizes are “a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart.” A story from the Book of 
Matthew helps to shed a little light on this verse. Some Pharisees were criticizing Jesus for associating 
with “tax collectors and ‘sinners.’ ” When Jesus heard them, He said, “It is not the healthy who need a 
doctor, but the sick. But go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’ For I have not come 
to call the righteous, but sinners” (Matthew 9:11–13). 

24. Why is a “broken and contrite heart” so important? 
 
 
 
 
Psalm 51:18–19 again speaks of the sacrificial system. Instead of being distasteful to God, the 

animal sacrifices are spoken of in these verses as being delightful to the Lord. Both sections mention 
“burnt offerings” and are obviously referring to the sacrificial system instituted by God.  

25. How are the sacrifices spoken of in 51:16–17 different from those spoken of in 51:18–19? 
How can the same sacrifice be referred to as not pleasing to God in one verse and pleasing to God in 
another? 

 
 
 
 
The New Testament times ended the old sacrificial system because Jesus offered the perfect 

sacrifice. The sacrifice of His blood shed on the cross paid the penalty for the sins of all humankind, 
something the blood of animals could never do. The New Testament does, however, point to another kind 
of sacrifice. It speaks of praise to the Lord and good deeds done for others, through Jesus Christ, as 
sacrifices that are pleasing to the Lord. 

26. What makes such sacrifices pleasing to God? 
 
 
 
 

God’s Patience and Compassion 
In the world today, sin is a foreign concept. All bad things are the fault of other people. 

Individuals come up with reasons for doing the things they know they shouldn't have done. The criminal 
commits a crime because he was raised poorly or because society has mistreated him—not because he is a 
bad person. Worse yet, many sins are presented as something neutral or even good. Abortion is “freedom 
of choice.” Homosexuality is an “alternate lifestyle.” 

27. In 51:3 David talks about his sin being always before him, and in 51:6 he talks of God’s 
desire for truth in the inner parts. How can we be truthful in the “inner parts”? What does such honesty 
look like? 

 
 
 
 
28. In verse 5 David makes a statement about human nature. David confesses his sin in this psalm 

in the context of being caught in adultery with Bathsheba, but according to this verse when did he become 
an evil person? 
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Some people speak of an “age of accountability.” They claim that children are not sinful or at 
least that they are not held accountable for their sin until they have the ability to decipher what is good 
and bad.  

29. Does this opinion fit with the picture David is depicting in this psalm? Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 
In verse 1 David pleads for God to deal with him according to His “unfailing love” and “great 

compassion.” David’s cry for mercy reveals the knowledge that David had about the Lord. From his 
previous interactions with the Lord, he knew he could count on the Lord’s unfailing love and great 
compassion. 

30. How do you know that you can approach God as David did and depend on Him to act toward 
you according to His unfailing love and great compassion? 

 
 
 
 
In an earlier question we looked at the word pictures that David used in verse 7. Also noteworthy 

is the confidence with which David addresses God. He does not say, “If You can, please cleanse me, 
Lord.” He says, “Cleanse me with hyssop, and I will be clean; wash me, and I will be whiter than snow.” 
We observed in verse 1 that David knew that God was willing to forgive him; here we observe that David 
knew that God was able to forgive him and cleanse him completely from his sin. 

31. With this in mind, critique the following two prayers and reword them appropriately.  
“If it is Your will, Father, do not hold my divorce against me.” 
“Lord, if You can, forgive me for ruining the lives of so many people through my past 

unscrupulous business dealings.” 
 
 
 
 
Verses 13 and following give a beautiful picture of God’s work in the life of those He has 

forgiven. Sometimes we are hesitant to share the Gospel with others because we feel unworthy. We think 
to ourselves, “How can we tell others about God when we are such poor examples?” The truth is that we 
are completely inadequate for the task. We are unworthy. We are sinners—but we are forgiven. It is not 
because of our own greatness that we are able to teach transgressors His ways or sing of His 
righteousness. It is because of the greatness of God who lives in us and speaks through us. 

32. Read verses 13–19 again. What activities are mentioned that come about as the result of 
God’s work of forgiveness? What activities in our lives come about because of the forgiveness of the 
Lord? 

 
 
 

Words to Remember 
Have mercy on me, O God, according to Your unfailing love; according to Your great 

compassion blot out my transgressions. Psalm 51:1 
 
To prepare for “Hope in the Lord,” read Psalms 128 and 130. 
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Psalms 128 and 130: Hope in the Lord 

Each of the 15 psalms from 120–134 has the prescript “song of ascents.” There does not appear to 
be a consistent theme throughout the entire group, yet they are all gathered together in one spot in the 
Book of Psalms. Scholars agree that the prescript indicates a liturgical use. Exactly how these psalms 
were used is not clear, but many think that Israelite pilgrims sang the psalms as they ascended to 
Jerusalem for one of the many annual festivals. 

33. What are some ways that we use the psalms in our worship today? 
 
 
 
 
34. Compare and contrast Psalms 128 and 130. Note the form, mood, and content. What aspects 

of the psalms are similar, and what aspects are different? How do the messages of the psalms differ from 
each other? 

 
 
 
 
The psalms flow from the worship life as well as the individual life struggles of the people of 

God. As you go through Psalms 128 and 130 (as well as the other psalms discussed), take note of how the 
different psalms and sections of the psalms might be appropriate for use in worship or might be 
encouraging or insightful during different situations in your life.  

The Fear of the Lord 
35. Psalm 128 begins exactly the same way Psalm 1 did, with the word “blessed.” Take another 

look at Psalm 1. How is the description of the person who is blessed in Psalm 1 similar to the description 
given here? 

 
 
 
 
The “fear of the Lord” describes true religion in both the Old Testament and the New Testament. 

Some interpreters have viewed this fear as awe or reverence. That is in part true, but the phrase often 
carries with it the fear of judgment. Still, it is not simply to be equated with being afraid of God. People 
who trust in God fully for good things are often spoken of as having the “fear of the Lord.” 

36. How does the “fear of the Lord” seem to be used in Psalm 128? 
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37. The word “thus” in 128:4 points to the things that came earlier. According to this verse, in 
what ways is the person blessed who fears the Lord? 

 
 
 
 
Being a “God fearing” person can make life better. If you tell the truth, you do not need to worry 

about getting caught in a lie. If you work hard, you will generally do better in the working world. If you 
show kindness to others, you will have many friends. Many other verses in both the Old and New 
Testaments express this principle (e.g., Proverbs). This psalm, like other wisdom literature, is talking 
about temporal blessings and the lives that people live with one another. It is not talking about earning 
God’s favor or working your way to heaven. It is about practical advice and the blessings of living a life 
ordered as God would have it. 

38. What difference, if any, can you see in the blessings of those who fear the Lord and those who 
do not fear Him? 

 
 
 
 
God has always been present at all places. We refer to this as His omnipresence. God chooses, 

however, to interact with the world through a specific people and, for much of history, at a specific place. 
In the Old Testament those people were the nation of Israel and that place was the temple. The words 
“Zion,” “Jerusalem,” and “Israel” often parallel one another in the Bible and refer to God’s people and the 
place where He interacted with them. 

39. Read Ephesians 2:12–20. Who is the Israel of today? Interpret verses 5 and 6 of Psalm 128 
with this in mind. 

 
 
 
 
40. Psalm 130:1 uses a word picture. The psalmist refers to the depth of a grave, the depths of the 

sea, or some other physical low place. What common human dilemma is he trying to depict by using the 
image of depths? 

 
 
 
 
41. Recall the discussion of fearing the Lord in Psalm 128 above. How does the distinction made 

above help to clarify Psalm 130:4? 
 
 
 
 
Most people have experienced longing for someone or something and the way time can seem to 

drag on for ages. To a young child, a trip of a few hours in the car can seem like days. To a tired person, 
an afternoon meeting or class might seem as if it will never end. To a newly married couple, the 
separation of a few days while one spouse is gone on a trip might seem like an eternity. The experience of 
longing may be just a feeling, but that realization does not help to make the longing any less. 
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42. How does the language in Psalm 130:5–6 make the longing of the psalmist for the Lord 
become real to the reader? 

 
 
 
 
“To redeem” means to buy something back. In ancient Israel, if one family had to sell their land 

in a time of crisis, the law stated that the family had the right to redeem it for the same price so that they 
would not forever lose property that had belonged to their tribe’s allotment. 

43. Verses 7 and 8 prophesy about another kind of redemption. From what/whom was Israel 
being bought back? What “full” price did God pay to buy it back? 

 
 
 
 

Full Redemption 
The blessing presented in the first half of 128:2 is that “you will eat the fruit of your labor.” To us 

in America today this might not seem like much for which to be thankful. After all, an honest day’s work 
deserves an honest day’s pay. However, less than 150 years ago, many people in our country were under 
the yoke of slavery. The fruit of their labor went to provide luxuries for others. 

44. What are some other physical blessings that you take for granted—things so commonplace to 
you that you could not picture life without them? Make a list and set aside some time today to thank the 
Lord for His many physical gifts to you. 

 
 
 
 
Psalm 130:3 uses a rhetorical question, a question the psalmist wants his readers to answer for 

themselves. Such questions can carry far more weight than simple statements. 
45. What is the assumed answer to the rhetorical question the psalmist asks in 130:3? How did 

you decide the answer to the question? 
 
 
 
 
We have already discussed the feeling of longing shown in Psalm 130:5–6. The psalmist says in 

verse 5 that he puts his hope in the word of the Lord. Through his waiting he is sustained by the Lord’s 
promise to redeem Israel. 

46. Today we know that Christ has come and redeemed us with His blood on the cross. So is our 
longing over, or are we still waiting and longing, together with the psalmist, for the “full redemption” that 
the Lord will bring? 

 
 
 
 
Many statements are unclear as to whether they are statements of the Law (what we are required 

to do) or the Gospel (what God has done for us). For some statements it comes down to how you 
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understand them. Psalm 130:7 is a case in point. One could read it as a command for us to put our hope in 
the Lord. In that case, you understand an unspoken “or else” attached to the end of the statement. 

47. Why might this not be the proper way to understand this verse? How else could one 
understand this verse? 

 
 
 
 
Psalm 130 was one of Martin Luther’s favorite psalms. He jokingly referred to it as a “Pauline 

psalm.” Obviously, the apostle Paul did not write it, but it speaks directly to the theme of salvation by 
grace, one of the central ideas of Paul’s writings and the key issue that drove Luther to reform the church. 
If Paul had put his pen to writing a psalm, it likely would have come out something like Psalm 130. 

48. Verse 8 gives a fitting conclusion to this psalm. How does verse 8 sum up the theme at the 
heart of the Reformation?  

 
 
 
 

Words to Remember 
O Israel, put your hope in the LORD, for with the LORD is unfailing love and with Him is full 

redemption. Psalm 130:7 
 
To prepare for “Trust Not in Riches,” read Psalm 49. 
 
 

Hebrew Names for Psalms 

The psalm prescripts use different names for psalms. Scholars don’t always understand the 
meaning of these names. They perhaps identify different types of psalms. 

 
Name Translation Examples 
Mizmor “Psalm”; refers to the sound made by the 

strings of a harp 
3; 4; etc. 

Shir Song 18 
Shir yedidot Song of love 45 
Shir hammaloth Song of ascents 120–134 
Shir tehilla Song of praise 145 
Tepilla Prayer 17; 86 
Miktam (meaning unknown) 16; 56–60 
Maskil Skilled or artistic piece? 32; 42; 45; 52–55; 74; 78; 88; 89; 142 
Shiggaion (meaning unknown) 7 
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Psalm 49: Trust Not in Riches 

Most categories to which we assign psalms are not designated in the prescripts of the psalms. 
Most psalms are categorized according to their characteristics. Such categories were not inspired by the 
Holy Spirit, as the text of Scripture is, but the categories help us recognize patterns in the different psalms 
and better understand their message. Psalm 49 is generally categorized as a “psalm of wisdom,” the same 
category that Psalm 1 is placed in. 

49. Compare Psalms 1 and 49. List characteristics that are the same between these two psalms 
and that set them apart from other psalms. 

 
 
 
 
Scripture mentions and displays different kinds of wisdom. For example, God’s inscrutable 

wisdom is beyond the grasp of the human mind. We can only understand it in part. Also, the wisdom of 
God’s revelation makes people “wise unto salvation.” Wisdom psalms touch on both of these types of 
wisdom. These psalms also contain “proverbial” wisdom, which sums up insights that can be generally 
observed in everyday life, condensing these observations into power-packed short sayings. (The Book of 
Proverbs, as its straightforward title implies, typifies this kind of wisdom.) 

50. What wisdom in Psalm 49 can be observed even by those who are not Christian? What 
wisdom can only be seen and understood through the eyes of faith? 

 
 
 
 
51. Many people refuse to recognize the authority of Scripture because they do not know the God 

who has inspired it. What can be the benefit of starting conversation with nonbelievers using this kind of 
proverbial wisdom? Do you see any danger in relying on such wisdom in our contact with non-
Christians? 

 
 
 
 

Wealth and Woe 
52. According to verse 1, who is the intended audience for this psalm? 
 
 
At first this seems to fit with our modern ideas about equality and our distaste for any kind of 

segregation. 
53. Upon further reflection, why might many in our pluralistic and multicultural society consider 

verse 1 arrogant and offensive? 
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This psalm is a beautiful example of the variety of ways we can present the Word of the Lord. As 
a psalm it is a song. The prescript states that it is intended “for the director of music.” Verse 4 mentions 
the instrument (the “harp”) to use with the psalm and the different methods of expression incorporated in 
the psalm (“proverb” and “riddle”). Verse 3 states the goal and the content (“words of wisdom” to “give 
understanding”). 

54. What are some methods that we can incorporate to get the message of God’s Word out to 
people in our modern society? 

 
 
 
 
In verses 5 and 6 we again see the use of a rhetorical question to drive home a point. The 

rhetorical question begins the main body of the psalm and is used as an introduction. It causes the hearers 
to begin to think about the issue that follows and the wisdom that the psalm will pronounce. 

55. What is the unspoken answer to the question posed by the psalmist to himself (and indirectly 
to the hearers)? How did you come to the answer you gave? 

 
 
 
 
American and Canadian citizens are some of the richest people to have ever lived. What we 

consider poverty level would be considered comfortably middle class in many countries today. We enjoy 
a level of comfort and luxury that was experienced only by the extremely well-to-do of past centuries. In 
many ways we risk being on the wrong side in this psalm. We risk being “those who trust in their wealth 
and boast of their great riches,” mentioned in verse 6. 

56. What are some ways in which we trust in our riches? Is it wrong to have such riches? Why or 
why not? 

 
 
 
 
People often make a distinction between those who have acted wisely and worked hard and 

deserve the wealth they have and those who have gained their fortunes by inheritance, unscrupulous 
behavior, or just plain dumb luck. 

57. What distinction does verse 10 make between those who earn their wealth and those who 
inherit it? 

 
 
 
 
A poet once wrote about a man who was in the middle of a vast desert. As far as the eye could 

see, there was nothing but a dry, sandy wasteland. In the midst of this wasteland the man found an 
ancient, toppled-over stone tablet. On it was a royal inscription: “Look around you and awe at the 
greatness of my dominion. There has never been a kingdom as great as this. Surely it will be remembered 
for all ages!” 

58. Verse 11 comments on those who had an illusion of greatness, like the king who inscribed the 
tablet. What is the point the psalmist is trying to make in this verse? 

 
 



God’s Abiding Word: Psalms  Study 4 
 

Reproducible by purchaser. © 2002 CPH. Scripture: NIV®. By permission of Zondervan. 23

 
 
59. Verses 10–14 state variations on a theme. The same basic message is repeated again and 

again, using slightly different word pictures. Why this redundancy? What effect might this poetic 
technique create in a reader? 

 
 
 
 

Sure Understanding 
Verses 7–9 dwell on the inevitability of death. The average lifespan in our country is on the rise. 

What was considered extremely old a few decades ago is not so unusual today. Even so, because of the 
reality of sin, death awaits us all. It is just a matter of time (and not very much time in the grand scheme 
of things). 

60. What are some things that people do to try to avoid or hide from the inevitable? How 
successful are these different attempts? 

 
 
 
 
How are humans different from animals? Some say it is our IQ that sets us apart. Others say it is 

our advanced pattern of communication. The Bible talks about the fact that people were created in the 
image of God and that He breathed His Spirit upon us.  

61. According to verse 12, what happens to this distinction between humans and animals for the 
person who trusts in his wealth? How is this so? 

 
 
 
 
The harsh reality of the first part of this psalm can be depressing. It is meant to be both depressing 

and frightening. The focus on the imminence of death hammers home the reality of our helplessness and 
hopelessness apart from God’s grace. 

62. How does the message in verses 7–14 (see especially 7–9) help to make the Gospel message 
of verse 15 more meaningful and guard against a devaluing of God’s grace? 

 
 
 
 
63. In our study of Psalm 130 the theme of redemption was discussed. Verse 15 brings this theme 

to the forefront again. What does “God will redeem my life from the grave” mean? How has He done 
this? How does the theme of God’s redemption fit together with the main body of this psalm as discussed 
in the preceding question? 

 
 
 
 
Psalm 49 closes with the proverbial summary statement typical of the wisdom psalms. At first 

glance, the statement seems one-sided. It hits on the theme of the hopelessness of death, dealing a harsh 
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blow to those who trust in their riches. However, two words introduce something new. Those words are 
“without understanding.” 

64. “Understanding” refers to more than knowledge that death is coming. What is the 
“understanding” that is referred to here? How does this bring a note of Good News to the concluding 
verse? 

 
 
 
 

Words to Remember 
A man who has riches without understanding is like the beasts that perish. Psalm 49:20 
 
To prepare for “Praise the Lord,” read Psalm 103.  
 
 

Instruments and Tunes 

The trumpet was the instrument used by the priests, sounded to call people to worship and to 
mark the progress of the offerings (Numbers 10:8–10; Psalm 81:3–4; 98:6). Two types were used: a silver 
trumpet and a ram’s horn. They were not played with other instruments. 

The Jewish Talmud explains that the Levites usually played cymbals for beating time, nine 
soprano harps for melody, and two bass harps (see 1 Chronicles 25:1, 6). Hebrew has a variety of words 
for stringed instruments, but these seem to be the basic instruments of worship. The untranslatable word 
Selah, found mainly in the first two books of Psalms, probably refers to the accompaniment of the harps 
during the psalm. The psalms also mention flutes and tambourines (see Psalm 150). Large orchestras were 
formed for special services (2 Chronicles 5:12–13). 

At times the psalm prescripts give titles of tunes. Here are examples: “The Death of the Son” (9), 
“The Doe of the Morning” (22), “Lilies” (45, 69), “A Dove on Distant Oaks” (56), “Do Not Destroy” 
(57–59, 75), “Lily of the Covenant” (60, 80), and “Suffering of Affliction” (88). Such titles inspire the 
imagination, pointing to the range of sorrow, beauty, and joy expressed in ancient Israelite music. 
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Psalm 103: Praise the Lord 

“Praise the Lord!” More than one third of the psalms are classified as “psalms of praise.” The 
exhortation to praise the Lord is a common one in the Old Testament and is more dominant in the Book 
of Psalms than anywhere else. Praise is the proper response of those who have been abundantly blessed 
by the Lord. Praising the Lord can be one of the most emotionally uplifting activities this side of eternity. 
Ironically, this is because our concern is taken from ourselves and our own subjective feelings and 
focused on the Lord and His marvelous acts on our behalf. 

65. Jot down three things that have happened this week for which you would like to praise the 
Lord.  

 
 
 
 
Some scholars make a distinction between individual psalms of praise and corporate or 

community psalms of praise. The distinction makes an artificial separation. Virtually all of the psalms of 
praise contain a combination of both personal and corporate sections. This mixture is a result of the nature 
of the people of God. The apostle Paul describes the church as a body with Christ as the head. When one 
part suffers, the whole body suffers. When one part rejoices, the whole body rejoices.  

66. This psalm is a perfect example of the interplay between the praise of the community and that 
of the individual. Go through Psalm 103 and note those sections that relate to the whole people of God 
and those that deal with the psalmist individually.  

 
 
 
 

O, My Soul 
The word that most English versions translate “soul” throughout Psalm 103 is not what people 

often think of as a soul. A more helpful translation might be “self.” Notice that the parallel line could be 
translated “all that is within me” or, roughly, “everything I have got, praise His holy name!” This is an 
important distinction, because here the psalmist seems to be referring to the whole person, who is invited 
to offer praise to Yahweh. Christianity differs from other “spiritualistic” religions on this point: we praise 
Yahweh with our entire being, as Yahweh has redeemed us body and soul (see Romans 8:21–23). 

67. Verses 1–5 present a little conversation within the person of the psalmist. Read through these 
verses, pointing out which sections are emphasizing spiritual blessings and which are emphasizing 
physical blessings. Is there any distinction made as to which blessings are more important? 

 
 
 
 
A note on translations might be helpful at this point. It can become a little frustrating when you 

look from one person’s Bible to your own Bible and see drastically different wording for the same verse. 
A Bible study with some Polish friends provides an example of this frustration. An English translation of 
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Proverbs 23:16 reads “my inmost being will rejoice.” This translation led to an unexpected discussion, 
since the Polish translation reads “my kidneys will rejoice.” The latter translation faithfully renders the 
original meaning of the words, but the expression in Polish does not even come close to communicating 
the message intended by the Hebrew expression. This contrast in wording reveals the choices that 
translators have to make when trying to communicate the text. 

If you do not have the time to learn Greek and Hebrew (very few people do), using more than one 
translation can be helpful when doing Bible study. Once you get beyond the frustration, you will find that 
another translation can add depth to your study and spur insightful questions about the meaning of the 
text. 

68. As you go through this psalm, note the differences among the translations used by the 
members of your study group. Do any of the differences change how you understand the overall message 
of the text? 

 
 
 
 
Verses 6–7 are a wonderful example of the way God works. He reaches out to all people through 

particular groups and individuals. In this case, He revealed Himself to Moses and the people of Israel but 
works His righteousness and justice for all. Such work is most clearly seen in the person of Jesus. In this 
one God/man, the Lord worked redemption for all humankind, and it is through Jesus alone that all people 
can know God. 

69. List some other individuals and groups through which the Lord reaches out to the world 
today. 

 
 
 
 
The psalmist follows a progression in verses 8–13. Verse 8 makes up one unit. Verses 9 and 10 

make up a second unit, and verses 11–13 make up a third unit. 
70. Reflect on what the psalmist is doing in each section and how the three sections fit together. 
 
 
 
 
Verses 14–19 display the sharp contrast between God and man. Verses 14–16 use metaphor to 

emphasize the humble state of man and his fleeting life. In contrast, verses 17–19 use other forms of 
picturesque language to emphasize the eternal, exalted nature of the Lord. One cannot help but feel small 
and insignificant when stacked up next to God in this comparison. 

71. Is this contrast meant to inspire fear about our human frailty or comfort at the steadfast 
strength of the Lord our God? What effect does it have on you? 

 
 
 
 
Perhaps you have heard the term doxology used before. It is a word that you rarely hear used 

outside the church. We use it to refer to prayers of high praise to God. Often they are quite poetic and call 
all creation to praise the Lord of all. Verses 20–22 close out this psalm with one such beautiful doxology. 
Verses 20 and 21 are exactly parallel to each other, and verse 22 expands the call to praise to the whole of 
creation. 
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72. Compare verses 20 and 21. Which parts of the verses mirror each other?  
 
 
 
 
The last line of this psalm repeats exactly the first line. This is a common technique in the psalms. 

It brings a feeling of completeness and wholeness to the psalm, wrapping the entire contents into one 
unified movement. In this case, “Praise the LORD, O my soul” fits perfectly into the concluding doxology, 
pulling the broad scope of all creation’s praise and relating it to the personal level. It has the effect of 
lifting the entire psalm up as a doxology to the Lord. 

73. Many current hymns end with the last verse as a doxology to the triune God. Flip through a 
hymnal at your church and read a couple of the doxologies from it. What elements are in common with 
the doxology found in verses 21–22? 

 
 
 
 

Praise His Compassion 
Verses 9 and 10 expound upon God’s great compassion toward us. They do this by contrasting 

His gracious action with our sins and what our iniquities have earned for us. 
74. What punishment is hinted at in these verses? What would repayment for our iniquities look 

like? How can He simply let our crimes go unpunished? 
 
 
 
 
An amazingly large number of people hold the opinion that God reveals the Gospel in the New 

Testament and the Law in the Old Testament, that in the Old Testament He was harsh and in the New 
Testament He showed mercy. Your study of the psalms so far should suggest the problem with thinking 
about the testaments in this way. In reality, God reveals His judgments and His promises in both 
testaments. Verse 8 gives us an Old Testament description of God’s loving and gracious character toward 
His people. This description of God is almost a refrain throughout the Old Testament, quoted with slight 
variations in Exodus 34:6; Numbers 14:18; Nehemiah 9:17; Psalm 145:8; Joel 2:13; Jonah 4:2; and 
Nahum 1:3. 

75. Recall and discuss pronouncements of Law and judgment in the New Testament. 
 
 
 
 
Verses 11 and 12 create some of the most awe-inspiring pictures of God’s complete forgiveness 

found anywhere in Scripture. How ridiculous our feelings of guilt look next to God’s great forgiveness! 
So many times something we have done has bothered us for days or even years. Even when feelings of 
guilt leave us, other people are eager to remind us of our guilt again. We have all heard stories about 
somebody whose past has come back to haunt him or her. Years after the event, charges arise that accuse 
the person (often rightfully). 

God acts completely differently! When He takes away our sins, they are gone, never to be 
remembered by Him again. 
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76. Take a moment to reflect on your past and things you have done that your guilty conscience 
keeps returning to and accusing you about. Use a form of confession suggested by your pastor or study 
leader to offer your burden of sin up to your heavenly Father. 

 
 
 
 
We have discussed how verses 14–16 paint a picture of humankind’s impotence and fleeting 

nature. In our society, your usefulness to the community and your power and skill determine, for the most 
part, the level to which you can rise and the amount of income and respect you can earn. Verse 14 begins 
with a small word that helps to guide us to a very different view. The word is “for.” It connects verses 14–
16 to the verses that come before them. 

77. How does this connection help us understand the way that God distributes His blessings? 
According to these verses, why does God choose to show us favor? 

 
 
 
 
In Jesus each of us is given a new identity. Our sins made us enemies of God. We were 

lawbreakers and deserved the penalty of eternal death. Now Jesus has washed us in His blood, and when 
God looks at us, He no longer sees our old self, but He sees Jesus and His righteousness. In His eyes we 
are “Law keepers.” That is our new identity in Christ.  

78. Compare verses 9 and 10 with verses 17 and 18. What is the apparent contradiction between 
these verses? How does our new identity in Christ help to resolve this tension? 

 
 
 
 

Words to Remember 
Praise the LORD, O my soul, and forget not all His benefits. Psalm 103:2 
 
To prepare for “Give Thanks to the Lord!” read Psalm 118. 
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Psalm 118: Give Thanks to the Lord! 

When Jesus was criticized for His bold actions and His even bolder statements about Himself, He 
responded, “You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life. 
These are the Scriptures that testify about Me, yet you refuse to come to Me to have life” (John 5:39–40). 
Martin Luther commented on these verses in his 1523 Introduction to the Old Testament, saying, “If, 
then, you want to explain the Old Testament well and safely, place Christ before you; for He is the man to 
whom everything applies completely.” 

Psalm 118 is definitely a psalm of praise, but many have also classified it as a messianic psalm 
because of how clearly it points to the person and work of Jesus Christ. This psalm is still used today in 
the yearly Jewish Feast of Tabernacles and, to many, carries with it the same messianic expectations as it 
did when the disciples used it on the first Palm Sunday. What a tragedy that so many Jewish people are 
still waiting for the One who has already come to save us!  

79. As you read through the psalm, look for sections that are directly fulfilled by Jesus. 
 
 
 
 
As in Psalm 103, the interplay between group and individual language in Psalm 118 shows the 

harmony within the body of God’s people. 
80. Read through the psalm and note when the psalmist speaks for himself or addresses others. 

Review together how this reflects the group and individual characteristics of the church’s worship life. 
 
 
 
 

His Love 
Verses 1 and 29 are exactly the same. They enclose the entire psalm, directing the contents to one 

central theme.  
81. In your own words, sum up the theme of Psalm 118. 
 
 
 
 
Verses 1–4 and 6–7 include refrains that are repeated exactly. This kind of litany was not 

uncommon in the worship life of ancient Israel. It established a rhythm to the worship and drove home the 
point of the refrain (often a main theme of the service or ceremony). 

82. Where in our traditional liturgy do we use this kind of repeating refrain? What point do you 
think is being emphasized in these parts of the liturgy? 
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In the discussion of Psalm 128 (in session 3) it was stated that the “fear of the Lord” included the 
fear of judgment, but that the phrase expressed more than that alone. Having the “fear of the Lord” was 
often listed as a quality of one who was truly religious, one who believed utterly in the promises of the 
Lord. 

83. How does the use of this phrase in verse 4 of Psalm 118 reinforce the idea that there is much 
more to the phrase “fear of the Lord” than being afraid of God? 

 
 
 
 
Many things that are only partially revealed in the Old Testament are shown more clearly in the 

New Testament. Often, looking up how an Old Testament passage was used in the New Testament 
provides a fuller understanding of the verse and even helps one to better understand the other verses 
surrounding it. Verse 6 of Psalm 118 is quoted in Hebrews 13:6, verses 22–23 are quoted in Matthew 
21:42, and verse 26a is cited in five different places: Matthew 21:9; Matthew 23:39; Mark 11:9; Luke 
13:35; and John 12:13. 

84. Look up each of these New Testament verses and discuss together what understanding is 
added to Psalm 118 when its New Testament context is considered. How does this psalm relate to the 
New Testament situations in which the psalm was quoted? 

 
 
 
 
Figuring out prophetic passages 

of Scripture can be quite confusing. A 
major problem is that we would like the 
Bible to read like an encyclopedia. It 
does not. Often the writers of Scripture 
present the workings of God like pictures 
of a landscape. In a landscape picture 
you might have some trees in the 
foreground, some animals grazing off in 
the distance, and a huge mountain 
looming in the background. Many miles 
may separate the objects in the picture, 
yet all of the objects appear right next to 
each other on the picture’s surface. In a 
similar way, a single section of Scripture 
often shows numerous events separated 
from one another—not by space but by 
time. From our perspective the events 
can seem unrelated. To make sense of 
these “pictures” in Scripture, we must 
consider what connects the different 
events. Once we understand the main 
theme of the section of Scripture, the 
different “objects” can be recognized 
more easily and application of the 
message can be made to our lives. 
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85. The writer of Psalm 118 refers both to God’s deliverance in the psalmist’s present situation 
and God’s deliverance to come in Jesus. What appears to be the situation that the writer faces? What clues 
are given in the text? 

 
 
 
 
86. Now, consider how this psalm presents the deliverance that has come in Jesus. Look 

especially at verses 19–27. Go line by line through this section and consider how Jesus fits the 
description. Why do you think the things mentioned are referring to Jesus rather than the situation at the 
time? Are there any details that might describe both God’s deliverance in the psalmist’s time and God’s 
deliverance in Jesus’ time? 

 
 
 
 
Verses 8 and 9 are parallel to each other. Because we do not think about princes very much today, 

the two verses might seem totally synonymous to us. 
87. Think about the role that a prince played in the times when the psalm was written. What other 

titles might we apply that would carry the concept better in our day? How does verse 9 build from or 
continue the thought of verse 8? 

 
 
 
 
Except on Palm Sunday, people generally do not carry “boughs in hand” or “join in the festal 

procession up to the horns of the altar” as a regular act of worship to the Lord. Every congregation, 
however, has certain actions that it associates with worship. There are some worship rituals that are 
presented in Scripture; many others develop out of tradition.  

88. What are some rituals and traditions that you use in your church as part of the worship 
service? 

 
 
 

Delivered by the Lord 
The content of verse 18 is troubling to some people. Many attribute all the trials of life to Satan. 

Here the psalmist says that it is the Lord who has chastised him. Because we deserve the punishment 
doled out to us, from our perspective it is often difficult to tell if certain troubles in our lives come from 
Satan, the Lord, or even ourselves. Whatever the source of our life’s tribulations, the good news of the 
second half of the verse stands as a comfort for us.  

89. How do we understand the second half of verse 18 in light of what Jesus has done? 
 
 
 
 
Jesus spoke very exclusively. Throughout the Gospels He made it clear that He was the only way 

to the Father. In John 10:1–10 He used language similar to that of Psalm 118:20, referring to Himself as 
the only true “gate” and way of access to the Father.  
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90. How do verses 20–23 reflect this exclusive claim? What are some other “gates” that people 
use to try to gain access to the Father or get eternal life? 

 
 
 
 
The contents of verses 5–9 are consistent with the situation that the psalmist appears to have been 

in. In Jesus, we understand a deeper fulfillment of the statements listed there. 
91. In light of their fulfillment in Jesus, reinterpret verses 5–9. In what ways does the Lord deliver 

you today? 
 
 
 
 
Verses 15 and 16 present a picture of excited celebration, complete with shouts and chants. It 

brings to mind the crowds at a football game. People shouting for their team; the spontaneous celebration 
after a touchdown; the release of tension after the winning of a hard-fought game against your 
archrivals—these are the kinds of emotions reflected by the psalmist.  

92. Recall a story about some event when the tension was high and you and those around you got 
that excited about something. 

 
 
 
 
The Lord’s deliverance and salvation are not abstract ideas. They are real! Our society may make 

fun of “religious fervor.” There are certainly many who try to produce fake emotions about God. The 
devil uses such fakery to make us skeptical and to blind us toward God’s true reality. 

We have something to rejoice about. The victory that Jesus has won for us on the cross is far 
greater than any sports victory. In Jesus, God has defeated Satan and his cronies and demolished death 
itself! Now that is a reason to rejoice! 

Words to Remember 
It is better to take refuge in the LORD than to trust in man. Psalm 118:8 
 
To prepare for “God’s People Cry Out,” read Psalm 44. 
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7 

Psalm 44: God’s People Cry Out 

Psalm 44 is classified as a lament. In the psalms of lament we get a glimpse into the lives of other 
believers who, like us, only have a limited perspective on what God is doing. The writers of the laments 
know God’s promises and His saving acts in the past. They know that Yahweh is their friend. Thus, they 
do not understand why God is presently acting as their enemy. They do not understand why He has 
become a stranger. They do not know why He permits them to suffer when He has the power to deliver 
them. Because of this, the psalms of lament overflow with pain, sorrow, anger, and doubt. In these psalms 
we interact with other believers who, like us, live the life of faith, not yet fully understanding God and His 
actions. And yet, in the majority of the laments, the psalmist finds comfort in the enduring promises of 
Yahweh. Therefore, when we pray these psalms, our hearts are turned to His promised salvation, which 
He has revealed in Christ. 

93. Read verses 23–24. How is the human perspective of the psalmist shown in these verses? 
 
 
 
 
94. Hebrews 11:1 gives a definition of what faith is. Put this in your own words. What does it 

mean to live by faith? 
 
 
 
 
This psalm has the prescript “For the director of music.” As we study the psalms, it is important 

to remember that they are not theological treatises. They are poetry and song. The life of faith is not based 
on emotions, but neither is it void of them. The life of faith goes through both emotional highs and 
depressing lows. These fluctuations are very real to us. But our God is more real. What a joy to know that 
through it all He is with us! 

95. How would you describe the mood of this psalm? In today’s world, what kind of song do you 
think it would be? 

 
 
 
 

Deep Darkness 
The characters that we meet on the pages of Scripture can seem quite foreign to us. So often they 

see the glory of God, His spectacular deliverance, His mighty power. It is easy to feel like Thomas: “If 
only I could see it with my own eyes, then it would be so much easier to believe!” Here we get a glimpse 
into the life of the everyday believers of old who were brought to faith as we were. At times people have 
the impression that life in the biblical era was simply one miracle after another. When reading the Bible, 
we need to recall how God ordinarily works in people’s lives. In verse 1 the psalmist writes about this: 
“Our fathers have told us what You did in their days, in days long ago.” 
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96. Who are some of the people who first brought you the Good News of what the Lord has done 
“in days long ago”? 

 
 
 
 
Verses 2 and 3 relates a little of the content of what the fathers of the psalmist and his kinsmen 

had told him about the Lord. They had told their children of God’s gracious track record. He had been 
their deliverer when they were powerless on their own. Verse 3 says that He did all of this simply because 
He loved them. 

97. Go through verses 2 and 3 together. What are some of the events from Israel’s past that these 
verses are referring to? 

 
 
 
 
Verses 4–8 give a clear view into the strong personal faith of the psalmist and that of his fellow 

believers. In these verses a picture of true godly humility is painted for us. Their trust was in the Lord and 
Him alone! Unfortunately, the church today does not always appear so humble. How often we Christians 
want to take the credit for ourselves for what God has done in our lives! 

98. What are some ways that we pull the focus away from God and take the credit that belongs to 
Him alone? 

 
 
 
 
Verses of the Bible can be very misleading when they are taken alone, out of the context in which 

they were intended to be read. We must take care not to use Bible verses as stand-alone proofs for 
whatever point we are trying to make. By themselves they can appear to mean one thing, but when the 
surrounding passages are taken into consideration the meaning of the verses becomes abundantly clear.  

99. In verse 6 the psalmist says that he does not trust his bow and that his sword does not bring 
him victory. What does he mean by this? 

 
 
 
 
Paul seems to have passages like verse 8 in mind in 1 Corinthians 1:31 when he says, “Let him 

who boasts boast in the Lord.” Paul uses this saying to drive home the point that God does not do things 
as human wisdom would consider best. He works through the weakness of the cross. He uses fallible 
humans as His messengers. He saves sinners because He loves them, not because they deserve it. 

We too are called to boast in the Lord, but we have to be careful how we boast. It is easy to get 
caught up in what looks great and glorious and forget that God works especially through weakness and 
humility. 

100. What might the boasting described in verse 8 look like today? How can we make “boasting 
in the Lord” a regular part of our life while not giving the false impression that the works of God are 
always understandable to us? 

 
 
 



God’s Abiding Word: Psalms  Study 7 
 

Reproducible by purchaser. © 2002 CPH. Scripture: NIV®. By permission of Zondervan. 35

 
The structure of Psalm 44 is not one that is very appealing to our American psyche. When most 

of us go to the movies, we want to have a happy ending. We want the story to move from conflict toward 
resolution, from rags to riches, from loneliness to love. Verse 9 serves as a turning point in the psalm. 
“But now . . . ” signals that the way things were in the first half of the psalm is not the way things appear 
to be now. 

101. How would you describe the movement of this psalm? Why do you think that it progresses 
in this fashion? 

 
 
 
 
“Sticks and stones may break my bones, but names will never hurt me!” This childhood rhyme 

may reflect physical truth, but words can hurt much more emotionally and leave a deeper and more long-
lasting mark than bruises and broken bones. The evil words and nonverbal insults of others are a very real 
part of the pain that the psalmist is suffering.  

102. What evidence is there in verses 13–16 of the cruel words and nonverbal expressions of 
malice that the psalmist is facing? Can you recall a time when you saw the effects that hateful words and 
nonverbal expressions had on people? How does remembering this experience help to give you greater 
insight into this psalm? 

 
 
 
 

The Lord’s Justice 
In verses 9–14 the psalmist counts God as responsible for the evil that has fallen on him and his 

people. The gut reaction of many Christians to this kind of talk is to make an excuse for God: “He could 
not really be responsible for these horrible things because . . . ” In this text we find no excuses. The 
problems faced by the psalmist are real problems, and God is all-powerful. He could do something about 
the problems, but He has not. 

In verses 17–22 the intensity of the psalmist’s interaction with the Lord grows. He cites God’s 
covenant relationship with His people. Of course, no group of people is perfect, but here they were being 
faithful to Him. According to God’s Old Testament covenant, when the people followed His ways, the 
Lord was to deliver them from their enemies. When they forsook the Lord, He forsook them and gave 
them over to their enemies. Now the Lord has forsaken them at a time when they have been walking in 
His ways! According to the psalmist’s human perspective, God appears unjust! 

103. If you are comfortable doing so, share with your group an experience that you have had in 
which you did not understand what God was doing. Be assured that not knowing is not a sin. Not 
knowing is human. 

 
 
 
 
Psalms like this one make us feel uncomfortable because they are too much like real life. 

Sometimes we can look back on our lives and see how God was working through an event; often we 
cannot. When we cannot see God’s hand, when we cannot understand what He is doing, we can only turn 
to His steadfast promises and cling to them for our hope. 
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In Jesus, God has won the victory for us. Because of Jesus’ death on our behalf, we know that “in 
all things God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to His 
purpose” (Romans 8:28). This is the life of faith. God will not lie, and in Christ He has promised to love 
and save us. 

104. Read Romans 8:20–39. Paul had Psalm 44 and the human perspective in mind when he gave 
this beautiful reassurance of God’s disposition toward us. In your own words, express Paul’s message of 
encouragement to the suffering Christian. 

 
 
 
 
The expression “a cross to bear” is thrown around so much that its original meaning has become 

obscured. When Jesus said that His followers would have to take up their crosses daily, He was not 
speaking of the regular, everyday struggles that all people have to face. He was referring to the particular 
suffering that we would face because we are His followers. Verse 22 reflects this same thought. 

105. What are some of the ways that Christians suffer, particularly because they are followers of 
Jesus? How is the message of Romans 8 especially comforting at times when we bear these crosses of the 
Christian life? 

 
 
 
 
God’s justice is not our own, and He does not have to answer to anyone, especially us. From our 

perspective and by our standards, we would deem many of God’s actions as both unjust and foolish. 
106. Read 1 Peter 2:24. How is the act described here unjust by our standards? 
 
 
 
 
Verse 26 brings Psalm 44 to an end with a powerful plea for mercy. This verse stands out as a 

prayer that could easily be found on the lips of afflicted believers throughout the ages.  
107. How does this prayer reflect the faith of the psalmist? On what is his faith based? 
 
 
 
 

Words to Remember 
Rise up and help us; redeem us because of Your unfailing love. Psalm 44:26 
 
To prepare for “Righteous Retribution,” read Psalm 109. 
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Psalm 109: Righteous Retribution 

Psalm 109 is a psalm of perdition. Perdition is a fancy word for hell or a place of supernatural 
suffering. These psalms are so called because in them the psalmist prays for the judgment of God to be 
showered down on the psalmist’s enemies. 

Perdition is the ultimate expression of God’s judgment. As with many other categories of psalms 
that we have encountered, these psalms have much overlap with other groups of psalms. Psalm 109 is also 
a personal lament. It is categorized as a psalm of perdition because of the dominance of the theme of 
judgment toward the wicked, but the theme is not limited to this specific category of psalms. It surfaces 
continually throughout the Old Testament and even the New Testament. 

The psalms of perdition are some of the most challenging sections of Scripture for Christians to 
apply in their lives. It is one thing to accept suffering when bad things happen to us. It is quite another 
thing to wish suffering for others. In both the Old and New Testaments we are told to love our neighbors 
as ourselves. In Luke, Jesus clearly says, “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those 
who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you” (6:27). The apostle Paul echoes this in his letter to the 
Romans: “Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse” (12:14). When Christians read the 
psalms of perdition they often ask themselves, “How does the blatant cursing of the psalmist fit together 
with our call to love our enemies? Is this at all applicable for us today?” 

108. Go through Psalm 109 and take note of all the sections that call down the wrath of God on 
others. What is your initial reaction to such talk? 

 
 
 
 

Curses 
As mentioned in some of the previous sessions, the Old Testament prophets and psalmists 

sometimes spoke with brutally honest emotions. Their outrageous speech often expresses the emotional 
impact and the severity of the situation far more powerfully than mere precise prose ever could. Often the 
words of the writer express the weight of the situation and the intense level of outrage toward evildoers 
rather than literally spelling out exact punishments. For example, have you ever heard an angry person 
shout, “You’re dead!” or “Go to blazes!”? 

109. Read Jeremiah 20:15–18. He uses a similar tone to that of the psalmist in today’s session. 
How do we know that Jeremiah did not intend his words to be taken literally? What is Jeremiah 
expressing by these words? 

 
 
 
 
Verses 1 and 30–31 frame the psalm in a way that one might not expect. The psalm is both begun 

and ended with an expression of praise. 
The idea of praise is often tied with that of thanksgiving. Because of this, many Christians tend to 

draw a line between praise and supplication. It is thought: you ask God for things when you need them, 
and you praise Him when He gives you what you need. This psalm, however, does not fit that pattern. In 
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an emotionally trying situation, the psalmist both begins and ends his conversation with God in an 
expression of praise. 

110. What insight does this give you into the faith of the psalmist? On what is his faith based? 
 
 
 
 
Psalm 109, like Psalm 44, emphasizes the power of the tongue. Here it is not so much words of 

derision, but words of deception. The enemies of the psalmist are falsely accusing him. It is interesting 
that the word Satan is based on the Hebrew word that means “to accuse.” He is “the accuser.” Of all the 
devil’s evil qualities, this one rates up there as one of the worst. Even when proved false, accusations 
often permanently mar a person’s reputation. We do not know what the accusations were surrounding this 
psalm, but we do know that David was left in a destitute state as a result of them. 

111. Have you ever been wrongly accused of something? What was your response to the 
situation? In what ways does Satan accuse you? 

 
 
 
 
112. Acts 1:20 applies verse 8 of this psalm to Judas. How does Judas fit the picture of the enemy 

painted in this psalm? 
 
 
 
 
“An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth.” In this expression and many others like it, the 

concept of “repayment in kind” is seen. It is sometimes referred to as the “law of retaliation.” 
113. How is the law of retaliation reflected in the curses and the prophesies of Psalm 109? 
 
 
 
 
Even in the social laws for the nation of Israel, personal revenge was not allowed. “Repayment in 

kind” was the responsibility of the government and ultimately of God Himself. In Deuteronomy 32:35 
God told His people, “It is mine to avenge; I will repay.” This command is repeated for us in Romans and 
again in Hebrews. Like the people of the Old Testament, by faith we are to leave vengeance in the hands 
of God. 

114. From what we see in this psalm, did the psalmist follow this commandment barring 
vengeance? Why or why not? 

 
 
 
 
The translation of verses 17–20 is debated among scholars. Because of some intricacies of the 

Hebrew language, it is unclear as to whether these verses continue the curses of the previous section or 
whether they describe the psalmist’s current behavior and thinking. For example, the NIV translates verse 
17 “He loved to pronounce a curse—may it come on him.” The NASB translates it “He also loved 
cursing, so it came to him.” 
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115. Both translations are acceptable. Which do you think better fits the flow of the psalm? Why? 
 
 
 
 
We live in a very individualistic society. To people of other time periods (and even today in other 

places in the world), a person’s identity was tightly linked to his community and especially to his family, 
both extended and immediate. The inclusion of the family of a wrongdoer in the punishment poured out 
on him, as called for in Psalm 109, is almost completely foreign to us. Although such inclusion was not 
always acceptable, it was not foreign to the people of the Old Testament or to those of Jesus’ day (Exodus 
20:5; 1 Samuel 2:31ff; Luke 19:44). 

116. Even in an individualistic society we are not free from the effects of the sinful actions of 
family members. In what ways do people share in the results of the sins of their family members? 

 
 
 
 
Consideration of the situation in which the psalm was spoken helps to give us a better 

understanding of the thoughts, motivations, and emotions behind the words. The words often cannot be 
understood fully apart from their setting. Verses 22–25 give a strong indication of the worn-down state of 
the psalmist.  

117. What insights do the afflictions of the psalmist give us into both the anger and the faith 
expressed in this psalm? 

 
 
 
 

At the Right Hand 
Divine retribution. It lies at the heart of this psalm. The enemies of the psalmist are truly 

evildoers. They are the enemies of God. Their sin is a serious matter. Scripture says, “The wages of sin is 
death” (Romans 6:23). God is a just and righteous God. He cannot simply leave sin unpunished. If He 
did, He would not be just and righteous. Sin is not simply an ailment to be cured; it is a crime to be 
punished. This is what the psalmist is praying for in this psalm. He is praying that God would act justly. 
One could say that the psalmist is asking that “God’s kingdom come,” as in the Lord’s Prayer. 
Remember, when His kingdom comes, God’s enemies are destroyed and we are saved. This happened 
when Christ came and defeated His enemies by His death and resurrection. 

118. Discuss the following statement: “As Christians, we must pray like this psalmist.” 
 
 
 
 
Pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer—who was executed by the Nazis—held that the psalms of perdition 

were an intricate part of the life of a Christian. He rightly understood that when we pray for the vengeance 
of God, we are praying for His righteous judgment against sin. God must execute this judgment if He is to 
stand by His Word. If we claim that God should not punish sinners, we are downplaying the severity of 
sin and making a mockery of God’s righteous Law. 

A problem Bonhoeffer noted, however, is that if we pray these psalms, we also pray for our own 
perdition. We pray for God’s righteous action against sinners, among whom we are numbered! 
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119. In what way do we stand on both sides of the psalms of perdition? How can we be both the 
one praying and the enemy? 

 
 
 
 
In this psalm we pray for God to exercise His divine judgment. Jesus is God’s marvelous answer 

to our prayer. On the cross, Jesus bore the just wrath of God in all its fullness. In the hour of His death, 
with the sin of the world taken upon Him, Jesus took the full brunt of the divine retribution of the Lord. 
Jesus experienced perdition. In Jesus, the carrying out of God’s wrath has become grace for all people! 

120. Read Isaiah 53:5–6. How does this passage relate to Psalm 109? 
 
 
 
 
Satan, the accuser, accuses us still. We can easily imagine him saying to us, “You do not deserve 

mercy from God. What gives you the nerve to claim this mercy for yourselves?” 
We know that God’s mercy is not something that stands in opposition to His justice and 

righteousness. It is the mercy purchased with His Son’s own blood. 
But what gives us the nerve to believe that His payment clears our sin? The answer is: We have 

been baptized into Christ’s death and resurrection. In Baptism we died with Christ (Romans 6). Baptism 
is both a death and a birth. We are buried into Christ’s death, and we are raised up to new life in Him. We 
can claim the forgiveness of God because each one of us can honestly say, “I have been crucified with 
Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of 
God, who loved me and gave Himself for me” (Galatians 2:20). 

Obviously, the psalmist would not have understood his words in exactly the same way that we do. 
Yet his hope was in the same God that we have. In the Old Testament much of God’s plan of salvation 
was only revealed in shadows. In Christ we understand and experience the fullness of our Lord’s grace 
toward us.  

121. Interpret verses 21–26, 27 from the standpoint of the baptized Christian. 
 
 
 
 
122. How is the concluding praise of verses 30–31 more meaningful to you in light of what Christ 

has done on your behalf (compare with Romans 8:1)? 
 
 
 
 

Words to Remember 
With my mouth I will greatly extol the LORD; in the great throng I will praise Him. For He stands 

at the right hand of the needy one, to save his life from those who condemn him. Psalm 109:30–31 
 
To prepare for “His Love Endures Forever,” read Psalm 136. 
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Ancient Use of Psalms in Worship 

The following chart will introduce you to some of the liturgical uses of the psalms. 
 

Ritual Acts References Notes 
Pilgrimage Psalm 120–134 Israelites were required to make annual pilgrimages to 

the sanctuary. Singing psalms was part of the journey. 
Procession Psalm 24:7, 9; 48; 118:19–20; 

132 
Psalm 132 may have been used as a reenactment of the 
moving of the ark of the covenant (2 Samuel 6). 

Dancing Psalm 149:3; 150:4. See 
Exodus 15:20; Judges 21:16–
24; 2 Samuel 6:14, 16. 

Dance was not an individualistic action, as in modern 
times, but a liturgical act. (E.g., Moses’ anger at the 
dancing before the golden calf; the Israelites were 
performing a ritual dance as an act of idol worship.) 
Israelites probably used ritual dances in their 
processions to the sanctuary. 

Entrance 
Liturgies 

Psalm 15:1–5; 24:3–6 The priests or Levites may have asked the questions 
found in these psalms. The people may have voiced the 
responses before entering into the worship area.  

Invocation Psalm 33:1; 111:1; 113:1; 
146–150 

These psalms seem to have opened a service of praise, 
prayer, or sacrifice. They invite the congregation to 
participate with the priests and Levites. 

Versicle 
and 
Response 

Psalm 124; 129; 136 Psalm 124:1 and 129:1 command, “Let Israel say.” This 
may be a cue from a priest or Levite for the 
congregation to recite a response. 

Choirs Psalm 4; 5; 6; etc. Many psalms were written for the “director of music” or 
“choir director.” 

Ceremonial 
Washings 

Psalm 26:6; 51:7 Washing was a regular part of service at the temple 
because of the animal sacrifices, but it was also an 
expression of forgiveness and purity. 

Offering Psalm 66:13–15 The Law of Moses does not prescribe words to 
accompany the sacrificial acts of the priests. The psalms 
seem to serve as the “words of institution” for the 
sacrifices. 

Lament/ 
Fasting 

Psalm 44; 60; 74; 79; etc. In times of national crisis and perhaps also during 
festivals, Israelites used lament psalms and fasted. 

 
4 Maccabees, a Jewish intertestamental book, remarks that the psalms were used in the home 

(18:9–10, 15). Parents were responsible for teaching the psalms to their children. 
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Psalm 136: His Love Endures Forever 

Psalm 136 has been categorized as both a historical psalm and a psalm of praise. Use of historical 
narrative in the proclamation of God’s relationship with humankind appears often in important addresses 
of the Old and New Testaments (e.g., Acts 2:29ff; 7:2ff; 22:1ff). This application of history, telling God’s 
story, does a lot more than just repeat cold history. It separates our God from the realm of make-believe 
and fairy tale, placing His work into the context of human experience. It reminds us of God’s ongoing 
faithfulness to His people and increases our thankfulness for His past and ongoing care. Citing concrete 
examples of God’s deliverance in real situations helps us understand our own problems from the 
perspective of our relationship with the Lord. 

123. Think back over your life. How has God brought you through? If you were to compose a 
psalm like this, what events would you choose to include? 

 
 
 
 
In a previous lesson we introduced the practice of litany. The refrains in the psalms and in our 

worship services give a rhythm that focuses us on the Lord and the main themes of worship. In Jewish 
tradition this psalm is referred to as the “Great Hallel” (praise). The refrain drives home the relevance of 
each statement of the psalm in the life of the one singing it. That rhythm is expanded, stretching across all 
history, emphasizing God’s repeated and ongoing action toward humankind.  

124. How can the common rhythms of the church (e.g., Sunday, the church calendar, daily 
devotions) focus God’s people in a way similar to that of the refrains of this psalm? 

 
 
 
 

Salvation History 
Verse 1 is repeated word for word seven times throughout the Old Testament and is paraphrased 

any number of other times. It is one of the major themes of Scripture. The life of thankfulness and 
reflection is tightly tied to the goodness of the Lord, which has been showered on His people. This theme 
dominates Psalm 136. 

125. How is this entire psalm an exposition of the statement put forward in verse 1? 
 
 
 
 
As Christians we believe that the Scriptures are true in their entirety. We also believe, however, 

that we should use them in accord with their style and purpose. 
Verses 4–9 lay out, in short, the creation of the world. This section is not meant as a science 

lesson. It is meant to show us God’s love for humankind through the gift of the created world. It is not 
meant to inspire in us heated argument about the creation. It is meant to inspire thanksgiving in us for 
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God’s care through His creation. The psalms invite us to indulge in awe-filled contemplation of the world 
around us, seeing in it the glory and the love of the Creator. 

126. Take a moment to contemplate together the importance of the elements of creation 
mentioned in these verses. 

 
 
 
 
The exodus from Egypt was the central event in the history of the nation of Israel. This event was 

important to their identity as a people and a religious community. They were the chosen nation whom the 
Lord had delivered from the hand of Pharaoh. 

Because we are a people adopted into God’s chosen nation, the exodus is also part of Christian 
history. What God did for our spiritual ancestors long ago He has in fact done for us. The psalmist reflects 
this connection of God’s acts of old to His people today in verses 23–24, saying that God “remembered us 
in our low estate” and “freed us from our enemies.” Through all of history our gracious Father was 
directing matters with our salvation and the ultimate good of all His people in view. This is true of the 
exodus. It is true of the history leading up to Jesus’ crucifixion. It is true of the histories of our own 
congregations. 

127. What is the history of your congregation? How has God provided for your church in the 
past? 

 
 
 
 
God’s power is both wonderful and terrible, depending on how you experience it. Often there is 

an irony in God’s actions. Many times in the same event there are elements of judgment and grace. 
128. Go through Psalm 136 and note the juxtaposition of wrath and grace in the events presented. 
 
 
 
 
Sometimes what is left unsaid is as important to the message of the text as what is said. This 

psalm gives a somewhat skewed view of the history of Israel. Their history was not always so rosy. When 
they sinned, God rebuked them and punished them severely. Although, as we saw in question 128, God’s 
wrath toward the enemies of Israel is seen in this psalm, none of His wrath toward His chosen people is 
mentioned. 

129. What point is being made by the psalm’s conspicuous lack of reference to God’s wrath 
toward Israel? 

 
 
 
 
Verses 19–21 may seem out of place for those with little knowledge of the history of Israel. Why 

mention these two kings among all those who were defeated? 
In Numbers 21 the story of these two kings is recorded. Both attacked Israel unprovoked, as Israel 

was passing through their land. God gave Israel victory over both kings. Their lands, on the outskirts of 
the Promised Land, became the first that were occupied by the Israelites after their deliverance from 
Egypt. Prior to this, the Israelites had been wandering in the desert for more than 40 years. 
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130. How do verses 19–21 fit into the overall flow of the psalm? 
 
 
 
 
From verses 10–24, Psalm 136 focuses on God’s care toward His chosen people, Israel. In verse 

25 the perspective is widened. Not only the chosen people depend on the graciousness of God. All 
creatures depend on Him for their daily sustenance. The Lord may be Israel’s God, but He is also the 
Lord of the entire universe. Neither believer nor unbeliever is outside of His sphere of influence. In 
accordance with this, Jesus said that God “causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain 
on the righteous and the unrighteous” (Matthew 5:45). 

 
 
 
 

Miracles 
Verses 2–4, 26 distinguish God from all false gods. He is above them all, and He alone does 

wonders. There is no comfort in this psalm for those who place their own false gods above the one true 
God. The comfort in this psalm is for those who trust in God alone, whose “love endures forever.” 

131. In session 4 we discussed some of the things that we look to for help rather than looking to 
God. What are some of these false “gods” to which we often look for our earthly good?  

 
 
 
 
The exodus from Egypt has stood at the center of the faith of God’s people from the time of 

Moses until Jesus came to establish the new covenant. It was this event more than any other that they 
looked to when they recalled what the Lord had done for them. 

Personal Baptism is God’s central act of deliverance for us today (see 1 Corinthians 10). In it 
each of us is tied to the redemptive work of God on our behalf through the death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. 

132. Compare God’s deliverance in Baptism to His deliverance in the exodus. What are some 
common themes and elements between the two, and how are they different? 

 
 
 
 
This psalm directs our attention to things that are clearly visible. Yet many people who saw these 

very actions of God and the multitudes who live by His providence today have remained oblivious about 
God. The apostle Paul asserts, “God’s invisible qualities—His eternal power and divine nature—have 
been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse” (Romans 
1:20). Yet millions see the wonder of what God has made and deny that there is a Creator. The marvelous 
acts of God are only understandable through faith in the Lord who has done these marvelous things 
(Hebrews 11:3; Luke 16:19–31).  

133. If such visible proofs of God’s power and providence are unintelligible to unbelievers, how 
can they come to faith? (See Romans 10:13–17.) 
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Providence—God’s sustaining of the universe—is something that Christians of all ages have held 
as a basic part of their faith. God acts in the world, providing for the good of humankind. Today, even 
among Christians, the pressures of a secular society are wearing down this belief. Many believers find 
themselves uncomfortable at the mention of miracles outside of the context of Bible stories. God’s 
intercession is relegated more and more to the realm of the abstract and the spiritual. 

This is not the picture that we get from Psalm 136. In fact, in this psalm we are confronted with 
the opposite. Everything is miraculous. Through the eyes of faith, we understand that even the natural 
world is a result of God’s providence. The concept of the secular is pushed out of the picture. 

134. What are some areas of life that are often understood as secular? What difference does it 
make when we understand that these things also fall in the realm of religious life, life under God’s 
providence? 

 
 
 
 

Words to Remember 
Give thanks to the LORD, for He is good; His love endures forever. Psalm 136:1 
 
To prepare for “Long Live the King,” read Psalm 72. 
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10 

Psalm 72: Long Live the King 

Psalm 72 is a royal psalm. Though this psalm is not quoted anywhere in the New Testament, it is 
widely understood among both Jewish and Christian scholars as being messianic. The psalm tells us a lot 
about what was expected of the earthly kings of David’s lineage, but the universal scope of the psalm 
points to someone much greater than any mortal king. 

In 2 Samuel 7 the prophet Nathan spoke God’s promise that the Lord would establish His people 
in perfect peace and that one from King David’s own line would accomplish this and rule upon David’s 
throne forever. In this psalm, as in 2 Samuel 7, two events are presented simultaneously. Blessings and 
promises are extended to the earthly king who is God’s anointed servant and representative to the nation 
of Israel (in Hebrew the word for “anointed one” is messiah). At the same time, the coming Messiah, the 
great King above all kings, is foretold.  

135. As you read through Psalm 72, note things that seem to apply to the earthly king of Israel 
and things that point to Jesus, the Messiah. 

 
 
 
 
Different aspects of the promised messianic King are emphasized in different royal and messianic 

psalms. Some stress the King who is coming as a conqueror (Psalm 2). Some give a glimpse of the 
Servant who will suffer on our behalf (Psalm 22). This psalm shows the great King established upon His 
throne and ruling in justice. 

136. Compare this psalm with Isaiah 11:1–5. How are these messianic prophecies similar? 
 
 
 
 

The Royal Son 
God caused the psalms to be written and collected by many different writers and scribes through 

the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Because of this, the psalms give a broad perspective of the worship life of 
Israel, spanning much of the time period of Old Testament history. Besides the prescripts attached to the 
beginning of many psalms, there are occasionally lines inserted before or after psalms that seem to point 
to the early collections of the psalms that were used by God’s people before the book was completed. 

137. How does this help us to reconcile the first and the last lines of Psalm 72? 
 
 
 
 
Even after kings began to rule over the nation of Israel, God remained the ultimate Ruler of His 

people. The kings were not free to do whatever they pleased, but were to function in the stead and by the 
command of the Lord. Throughout the centuries of the monarchy, the prophets stood as a constant 
reminder that the kings were responsible to God for their actions. Time and time again they proclaimed to 
the kings and the people alike that the Lord was the God of Israel. 
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138. How do the pronouns in verses 1 and 2 reflect the fact that the nation of Israel was a 
theocracy possessed by God alone, not the personal property of an earthly king? 

 
 
 
 
The request of the psalmist in verse 1 is reminiscent of Solomon’s prayer in 1 Kings 3 that God 

would give him wisdom so that he might justly guide the nation as the Lord directed.  
139. What do these requests show about the relationship between the Lord and the kings of 

Israel? 
 
 
 
 
The NIV has the word “prosperity” in verse 3 and verse 7. Other versions of the Bible use the 

word “peace.” The Hebrew word here is one of the most familiar Hebrew words to non-Hebrew speakers. 
It is the word shalom. Shalom is a completeness or wholeness of being.  

140. The word “prosperity” is adequate in this context, if it is understood correctly. How is our 
common narrow understanding of prosperity as material blessing inadequate for this psalm? 

 
 
 
 
One of the major themes in this psalm is that the King will reign forever. Even if “king” were 

understood as the kingship or the line of David instead of an individual (as some critics suggest, though 
this does not fit the passage), the prophecy would not hold true for the earthly nation of Israel. For more 
than a millennium and a half there was no physical nation of Israel, and the nation that is established 
today is not a monarchy. Not to mention the fact that it has become impossible to trace records back to the 
Davidic line. The succession has been lost. Only in Jesus is there an eternal Ruler on David’s throne! 

141. What word pictures are used in this psalm to express the concept of the eternal messianic 
reign? 

 
 
 
Just as picturesque language is used to express the spatial boundlessness of the messianic realm, 

expressions like “sea to sea” and “from the River to the ends of the earth” are meant to emphasize 
grandness rather than set limits. Of the three nations mentioned in the psalm, we know only the location 
of Sheba (modern day Yemen). Seba appears to have been a remote African country. Even the location of 
Tarshish is unknown, though it is spoken of in connection with the sea and stands as an example of 
remoteness. 

Israel has never been a worldwide empire. Though its borders expanded greatly during the reign 
of King David and even further during Solomon’s rule, Israel never came close to reaching “the ends of 
the earth.” Only in the reign of the Messiah, King Jesus, has the dominion of an heir of David covered the 
globe. 

142. How does this prophesy fit with Jesus’ promise that the Gospel will be preached to all 
nations (Mark 13:10)? Has this prophecy been fulfilled? 
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Solomon’s prayers to the Lord after his ascension to the throne and at the consecration of the 
temple make clear that he desired to rule the poor fairly. Yet even the wisdom of Solomon was not 
enough to accomplish this task. After his death the verdict of the people was that he had “made our yoke 
heavy” (see 1 Kings 12:10–17). 

143. How does this point to the need for a supernatural fulfillment of this part of the messianic 
prophesy? 

 
 
 
 

Honor Your King 
“Come to Me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28). “It 

is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to 
repentance” (Luke 5:31–32). With these comments and others like them, Jesus shows us clearly His 
criterion for those He came to serve. He has nothing for people who think they have it together, people 
who come to Him with their own riches or health. He has come for poor, wretched sinners who come with 
nothing but empty hands and sin-sick lives. 

144. Read verses 2, 4, and 12–14. How has Jesus fulfilled these verses? 
 
 
 
 
Verse 10 speaks of foreign nations bringing tribute to the King. In light of our understanding of 

the creator God, such an offering of gifts to the Lord and His Anointed (Messiah) are but a return of that 
with which He has blessed the nations. We have nothing of our own to give, but the Lord calls on us also 
to bring Him tribute as a way of honoring Him with the gifts that He has given us. 

145. What are the offerings that we bring before the Lord in order to give Him honor and 
acknowledge our servitude to the King? 

 
 
 
 
The promise given in verse 17 closely mirrors the promise given to Abraham: “I will make you 

into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. I will 
bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed 
through you” (Genesis 12:2–3). As we have seen again and again in this psalm, such blessing is beyond 
that of any earthly king. These prophecies only find their fulfillment in Jesus, the King of kings. 

146. Jesus certainly does not bring material blessings to the entire world. In fact, many who 
follow Him are worse off physically because of the persecution of the faith. How have all nations been 
blessed through Jesus? 

 
 
 
 
We still await the full splendor of the Messiah’s kingdom. We look forward to the day of Jesus’ 

return when all the dead will be raised and all nations will bow down before their King. At that time we 
will experience all the merciful justice of the cross. Shalom (wholeness/peace/prosperity) will abound “till 
the moon is no more.” Yet not all will be happy on that day. To those who have not acknowledged the 
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King and have rejected His loving-kindness, it will be a day of wrath (v. 9). Apart from Jesus there is no 
mercy in the justice of God. 

147. Why don’t we need to fear this day? 
 
 
 
 
How fitting to end this exultant, messianic psalm, this section of the Psalter, and this study of the 

psalms with the glorious doxology of praise of verses 18 and 19! 
148. How are verses 18–19 related to the psalm as a whole?  
 
 
 
 

Words to Remember 
May His name endure forever; may it continue as long as the sun. All nations will be blessed 

through Him, and they will call Him blessed. Psalm 72:17 
 
 



God’s Abiding Word: Psalms  Leader Notes 
 

Reproducible by purchaser. © 2002 CPH. Scripture: NIV®. By permission of Zondervan. 50

Leader Notes 

Leaders, please note the different abilities of your class members. Some will easily find the Bible 
passages listed in this study. Others will struggle. To make participation easier, team up members of the 
class. For example, if a question asks you to look up several passages, assign one passage to one group, 
the second to another, and so on. Divide up the work! Let participants present the different answers that 
they discover. 

Each lesson has a three-part outline: (1) introduction of the biblical text, (2) explanation of the 
text, and (3) Law and Gospel application of the text. Consider beginning or ending each session with a 
responsive reading of the psalm. Note that the study progresses from easier psalms to the most difficult 
types of psalms. 
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1. Psalm 1: Blessed in the Lord 

Objectives 
By the power of the Holy Spirit working through God’s Word, participants will (1) increase in 

their appreciation and love for God’s Word, especially the psalms, (2) better understand key words and 
concepts so that these can be applied in the interpretation of the psalms, (3) be built up in their faith 
through the blessing that the Lord has promised to believers through His Word, and (4) be encouraged to 
study and meditate upon the teachings of the Lord. 

Law/Gospel Focus  
The way of the world leads only to destruction, but God delivers to us salvation and unlimited 

blessing in the Word. 
 
1. Answers will vary. The psalms have sometimes been referred to as the hymnbook of the Old 

Testament. They reveal God in the words of the worshiping community. Through the emotions of the 
various writers, we see the interaction between God and man. As we use the psalms in our own worship, 
we are drawn into that interaction. As we speak, sing, and read the psalms, we participate in the life of the 
church throughout the centuries, which has undergone all kinds of adversities and blessings and, through 
it all, experienced both the wrath and the love of our almighty yet personal God. 

2. Possible answers include the psalms’ poetry, repetition, lack of clarity, and harsh and hateful 
language. 

3. The answer to this question will become more clear as participants go through the remainder of 
the Bible study. Good introductory answers might touch on the distinction between the righteous and 
sinners, the encouragement to meditate on God’s Law day and night, the danger of the influence of evil 
people, and the blessings that come from God.  

4. Answers will vary. He does not succumb to the influences of wicked people. He delights in the 
Law of the Lord. There is a consistency to his life (like that of a tree planted by streams of water). The 
Lord watches over his ways. 

5. The person is described by what he does not do. Each line builds upon the next. Note the three 
verbs: walk, stand, sit. 

The progression of the nouns is less clear in English. In Hebrew the words for “wicked” and 
“sinner” carry roughly the same meaning, though some scholars draw a slight distinction, arguing that 
“sinner” is used in describing more heinous evildoers. “Mockers” or “scoffers,” however, go a step 
further. These are not people who simply do wrong, but those who despise and mock the Lord and His 
Word. These actions may seem less serious, but grossly offend God because they express a complete lack 
of faith. They endanger the spiritual well-being of believers. 

6. His whole life is tied up with the instruction of the Lord. The Lord’s Word is not merely a 
hobby, a comfort in time of distress, or a civil duty. It is the focus of his being. 

7. Such meditation would express itself in many ways. Obviously the person knows Scripture 
well and lives by all that it says. The message of the Word would affect all the day-to-day decisions of the 
person. Words of Scripture would likely become a natural part of the person’s conversation (we usually 
speak about the things that we think about most). The relationship between loving God’s Word and 
meditating on it seems to be cyclical. If you love the teachings of the Lord, you will desire to meditate on 
them. If you meditate on the teachings of the Lord, you will know them better and grow in your love for 
them. 
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8. Line 1—The believer produces good works (fruit) appropriate to the time and place. Line 2—
The life given by the Lord is always in you; just as a plant by a stream does not have to worry about 
drying up and withering, we do not have to worry about the struggles of this life. Not that the “dry times” 
won't come, but Christ is always there with us, nourishing us through these times. Line 3—In New 
Testament language we might express this as “I can do all things through Christ who gives me strength.” 
You may feel inadequate for the tasks that the Lord has placed before you, but the One who lives in you 
and nourishes you by His Word is able to do more than you could ask or imagine. 

9. Chaff is waste left over when grain is taken from a plant. It is light and flaky and has little 
substance. To separate the grain from the chaff, the broken-up heads of grain were thrown up into the air 
and the wind carried away the light chaff. Wicked people have no permanence. They are blown around by 
the winds of false teaching and their own desires.  

Trees are productive. They help to renew the air. They produce fruit. They hold the soil together 
in the area surrounding them. They are generally pleasant and add something to the place where they are 
planted. God works through the people He calls by the Gospel to accomplish many good tasks. They 
spread the Good News of what He has done. They tend to be a blessing to the society in which they live 
(both physically and spiritually). They are often pleasant to be around, exuding the love of the Lord. 

10. It does not just sum up the previous verses; it adds to them. The word “for” shows that the 
truth of this verse underlies the realities expressed in the other verses. Because the Lord watches over the 
way of the righteous, they are blessed. Their blessedness is irrevocable because it is the result of the 
action of Yahweh, the all-powerful Lord. Likewise, the way of the wicked is hopeless. Try as they may to 
overcome God’s will, they will fail. Their entire way of existence is bound to pass away. 

11. The ultimate difference will be shown on the Last Day, when the Lord will bring to light the 
condition of every person’s heart. There will be nothing hidden then, and the incongruities of this sinful 
world will come to an end. The realities expressed in this psalm, which we can only observe in part now, 
will be proved right. The wicked who thought they were getting away with something will not be able to 
stand on that day. 

12. We need to speak of it because it is the truth. When Christians are afraid to speak of God’s 
wrath at the judgment, they rob others of the warning they need to hear. Without the harsh reality of the 
Law, the sweet message of what Jesus has done for us is meaningless. If there is no judgment, there is no 
reason why Jesus had to die for our sins. 

13. The tree was “planted” there—it is impossible for a tree to plant itself. The passive nature of 
this verb tells us that the blessedness of the man comes from God. It is not something deserved because 
we are in the Word. Through His Word, God creates faith and pours out His continued blessings on those 
He has chosen (planted). 

14. Answers will vary. The list of ways that the Lord watches over us could go on forever. There 
are the many blessings already discussed in this psalm: the Word that He has given to us, the fruit that He 
causes us to bear. There is the new life that He has given to us in Jesus Christ. There are the food and 
clothing that are supplied to us for our daily physical existence. There is the government that keeps peace. 
All good things come from the Lord and are freely supplied by Him who watches over us. 

15. In Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, God’s Word of promise comes to us physically to sustain 
us and re-create us. We grow in knowledge through the Word taught to us. We resist Satan and the 
temptations of the flesh with the Word of the Lord. We speak God’s Word to those around us and reflect 
it in our actions toward those who do not know Jesus. We encourage and rebuke our fellow Christians 
(and are encouraged and rebuked by them) according to the teachings of the Lord. 

 
Close with prayer. 
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2. Psalm 51: Before the Forgiving God 

Objectives 
By the power of the Holy Spirit working through God’s Word, participants will (1) trust in the 

Lord for full forgiveness of their sin, and (2) better understand key words and concepts so that these can 
be applied in the interpretation of the psalms. 

Law/Gospel Focus 
We are born in a sinful state that only the Lord can save us from. 
 
16. The prescript gives the historical context of Nathan coming to David after he had committed 

adultery with Bathsheba. This setting, rather than the dedication alone, shows David’s relationship to the 
psalm and points to him as the author. 

17. Briefly discuss the events of 2 Samuel chapters 11 and 12. The reactions of the participants to 
these questions will vary. 

As you work through the psalm, relate the various verses back to the historical context. Point out 
that even though the psalm is expressed in poetry, it is tied to a very concrete, historical situation and the 
life of a real person in the midst of an intense personal struggle. 

18. “Blot out my transgressions” clarifies in what way David wants God to “have mercy” on him. 
“Unfailing love” and “great compassion” work together to paint a broader picture of God’s character 
toward His people. Because of this unfailing love and great compassion, David can approach God and ask 
for mercy. 

19. The list includes the following: have mercy on me, blot out my transgressions, wash away all 
my iniquity, cleanse me from my sin, cleanse me with hyssop, wash me, hide Your face from my sins, 
blot out all my iniquity, create in me a pure heart, renew a steadfast spirit within me. 

The word pictures do not simply help to clarify the meaning. They involve the senses in the 
communication process. You can picture what it is like to blot something out, to paint over it so that you 
cannot tell that it was ever there. We have all experienced dirty clothes and know what it means to clean 
them. The word pictures are not meant to be exact descriptions of spiritual realities, but drive home the 
point in a fullness that abstract words cannot manage. 

20. He is not discounting the sins against Bathsheba and Uriah, but is emphasizing that all sin is 
ultimately against God. God is the one who has established right and wrong. The whole world belongs to 
Him. To sin against your neighbor is to sin against God. Even if you get away with something, you still 
must answer to God in the end because, at the heart of the issue, you have wronged Him. 

21. The verdict is guilty. David himself declares the sentence that he deserves—death. 
22. Answers will vary. He might use the example of being washed with bleach or perhaps anti-

bacterial soap! Paul uses the example of being purified with fire. All these images drive home the point. 
The forgiveness of God cleanses us. God completely removes the filth of our sin. 

23. In verse 10 David asks God to create in him a pure heart. He does not ask God to help him 
stop sinning. Sinful actions are the symptoms of a sinful heart. When God forgives us, He does not 
merely help us to act differently; He changes us from the inside out and gives us a new heart and a new 
will. 

24. Pride, like that of the Pharisees, keeps us from recognizing our need for the Lord. Unless we 
know how bad we are and the hopeless state we are in, we remain closed to the forgiveness that the Lord 
has purchased for us on the cross. To have a “broken and contrite heart” is to know that you have nothing 
to bring to the Lord and that you need what only He can give. The Lord came into the world to save such 
hopeless sinners. 
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25. Verse 16 refers to the simple act of sacrificing. The act alone is nothing. If it is done without 
faith, it is meaningless and worthless. If it is done from false motives, it even angers the Lord. Such 
sacrifices are nothing but hypocritical, empty acts that could never make things right between God and 
man or bring about forgiveness. The sacrifices spoken of in verse 19 are those that come from one who 
has already been made right with God. They are offered by one who has a “broken and contrite heart” and 
knows that he or she has nothing to offer to the Lord. The faith of one who brings sacrifices in this 
manner rests completely on the mercy of the Lord.  

26. The sacrifices of praise and good deeds spoken of in the New Testament are considered 
pleasing to God because of faith. If people think that they can please God through such actions and 
somehow earn eternal credit for themselves or deserve the forgiveness of God, they deceive themselves. 
But when such actions and praise flow from a heart that is thankful for the undeserved mercy of the Lord, 
they please God because of Jesus Christ. Our hymns of praise and thanks echo the praise in the psalms. 

27. This whole psalm pictures honesty about sinfulness. David cannot escape sin or rationalize it 
away. He can only confess it. He looks his own sin square in the face and calls it what it is—not a mistake 
or the result of a temptation he couldn’t resist, but SIN. 

In our lives, such honesty is manifested clearly in the confession of sins that Christians use during 
their worship services or to prepare for the Lord’s Supper. For example, look at the confession of sins on 
page 264 in the front part of Lutheran Worship for a good example of an honest and open confession of 
sins. 

28. David admits that he was sinful from the time he was born. This state of inborn sinfulness is 
referred to as original sin. 

29. After stating that he has always been a sinner, David immediately states God’s righteous 
requirements. David sees that God holds him accountable for his sin. As a matter of fact, he connects the 
sin that he committed with Bathsheba to the state in which he was born. As seen in question 27, sin goes 
much deeper than mere action. Actual sins are the result of who we are and give evidence of our depraved 
nature. Only God’s mercy can save us from such inborn sinfulness. 

30. David knew that he could approach God because God had promised him His favor, chosen 
him, anointed him, and been faithful to him since he was a child. Likewise, in the redemption that comes 
from Jesus, you have the promise of God’s favor. He has called you and chosen you through the Gospel. 
He has anointed you and made you His child through the waters of Baptism. He has been and will 
continue to be faithful to you (even when you are unfaithful to Him [2 Timothy 2:13]). Because of this, 
you can boldly approach God, trusting in Him to forgive your sin and create in you a new heart again. 

31. Strike the words “if it is Your will.” There are many times when it is appropriate to pray “if it 
is Your will,” but a prayer for forgiveness is not one of those times. We know that in Christ Jesus it is 
God’s will to forgive us. If it were not His will to forgive us, He would have never died for us. Not only is 
it God’s will to forgive you; He has already accomplished forgiveness for you on the cross and He 
delivers it to you in His promise in the Word, in your Baptism, and in His body and blood given to you at 
the Lord’s Supper. 

Strike the words “if You can.” God can do all things. No sin is too great for His forgiveness. 
Jesus died on the cross to pay for all your sins, great and small. 

32. The following actions are mentioned: David teaches transgressors God’s ways. Sinners turn 
back to God. David sings of God’s righteousness. David declares the praise of God. Righteous sacrifices 
are offered up to the Lord. 

Like David, we praise the Lord through His forgiveness. We are given the privilege of telling 
others the Good News of Jesus Christ. God works through us to lead other sinners back to him. 

 
Close with prayer. 
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3. Psalms 128 and 130: Hope in the Lord 

Objectives 
By the power of the Holy Spirit working through God’s Word, participants will (1) grow more 

thankful in their sense of thanksgiving for both the physical and spiritual blessings of the Lord, (2) grow 
in their appreciation of the psalms’ role in the worship life of the church, and (3) better understand key 
words and concepts so that these can be applied in the interpretation of the psalms. 

Law/Gospel Focus 
All good things come from the Lord. 
 
33. The psalms are used throughout our Christian worship. Many songs quote psalms, sing an 

entire psalm, or paraphrase them. For example, Luther’s “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God” is a reflection 
on Psalm 46. Thousands of modern praise songs are based on texts from the psalms. Many sections of the 
traditional church liturgy, such as the Introit, the Offertory (Psalm 51), and the Gradual, use a section of a 
psalm or an entire psalm. In addition to the parts of the traditional liturgy that stay constant from week to 
week, many prayers quote psalms, paraphrase them, or imitate their style. 

34. Both psalms are fairly short. Their structures seem completely different. The mood of Psalm 
128 is enthusiastic and upbeat. The mood of Psalm 130 is rather subdued and longing, though it too 
remains hopeful. Psalm 128 focuses on earthly things. Psalm 130 focuses on inner and spiritual matters. 
Yet both look to the Lord as the source for good things—physical good things in Psalm 128 and spiritual 
good things in Psalm 130. 

35. The blessedness in each description relates to the way that the man lives his life or the “way 
in which he walks.” Both descriptions emphasize the productivity or the prosperity of the person, though 
the description in Psalm 128 focuses more explicitly on physical prosperity and productivity. 

36. The “fear of the Lord” parallels “walking in the ways of the Lord.” Here it seems to describe 
one who truly follows the Lord and understands that all good things come from Him. This dependence on 
God could be a fearful thing if He were to withhold His blessings. But the man does not need fear such 
loss because he knows that God will provide for those who fear Him. 

37. Verse 4 points to the physical blessings that come from the Lord to those who fear Him. 
Martin Luther’s explanation of the fourth petition of the Lord’s Prayer (when we ask the Lord to give us 
our daily bread) fits well with the entirety of the biblical message of how the Lord gives His gifts. The 
Lord does give His gifts, including family, long life, and daily bread, to those who fear Him. He also 
gives all of these things to those who despise Him. 

38. The difference is that only those who fear the Lord know where their gifts come from. The 
others attribute their blessings to luck, false gods, or their own hard work. All of these things are 
undependable. Even hard work does not always pay off. The Lord, however, is dependable, and we can 
trust in Him to provide us with all we need to provide daily for our body and life. 

39. Today those who believe in the name of the Lord Jesus are the true “Israel.” We have been 
grafted onto the vine of Israel, adopted by God. The blessings promised to Israel, the people of God of the 
Old Testament, still apply for God’s people today. 

40. He seems to be depicting the depths of sin. He is in a pit from which he cannot free himself or 
lift himself out. He cries to the Lord as a drowning man would cry out, knowing that if his cry is not 
answered, he will perish. 

41. Because forgiveness lies completely in the hands of the Lord, the thought of Him withholding 
His forgiveness is a fearful thing. Apart from His forgiveness there is no recourse for salvation. However, 
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the person who has the “fear of the Lord” need not fear that the Lord will withhold His forgiveness, 
because He has promised it to just such people. 

42. The repetition goes beyond the standard parallelism and becomes almost a refrain. It is 
reminiscent of those long moments of waiting when each minute seems like the last and it is hard to know 
when one hour ends and the next begins. The image of the watchman is a powerful one. The experience 
of a third-shift security guard comes to mind. On a quiet night the time stretches on forever and the hard 
part of the job is remaining awake, let alone alert. Nothing is as welcome as the sunrise telling you that 
your shift is almost over. 

43. Israel (we are included here) sold itself in slavery to sin. From the New Testament we know 
that God bought Israel back with the precious blood of Jesus. The full price was Jesus’ very life. 

44. The list will vary for each person. Some things on the list might be freedom, a warm house, 
an overabundance of food, and so forth. 

45. No one could stand. The answer can be assumed by the response given in verse 4. By 
following the question with the teaching of forgiveness, it is made apparent that this forgiveness is 
necessary because no one could stand. It is likely that many readers will quickly come to the same answer 
because they know all too well the sinful state into which we are all born. 

46. Christ has paid the price for our sins once and for all. Still we wait for the fullness of Christ’s 
redemptive act to be made complete before our eyes. Some have said that we live in a time of “already, 
but not yet.” Christ has paid the price and won the victory, but Satan still prowls around the earth, and our 
sinful nature is still at war with our spiritual nature. We wait now for Christ to come again. Then we will 
experience fully the redemption that is already ours in Christ Jesus.  

47. Putting your hope in the Lord is the alternative to putting your hope in yourself or money or 
good works or other such idols. It is equivalent to giving up on your own strength. The psalmist is trying 
to show that salvation is found in the Lord and in Him alone. His exhortation here is equivalent to a call 
to faith—not faith in ourselves or even faith in our faith, but faith in the Lord and the redemption that He 
brings. 

48. Verse 8 makes clear that our salvation rests completely in the hands of the Lord. It is not 
something that we can earn or deserve. It reflects our depravity, our slavery to sin, and our need for the 
redemption that Jesus bought for us on the cross. It shows the completeness of the Lord’s redemption and 
the sureness of His promise. 

 
Close with prayer. 

 

4. Psalm 49: Trust Not in Riches 

Objectives 
By the power of the Holy Spirit working through God’s Word, participants will (1) be 

strengthened in their trust in God alone for life and salvation, (2) distinguish between God’s revealed and 
observed earthly wisdom, and (3) better understand key words and concepts so that these can be applied 
in the interpretation of the psalms. 

Law/Gospel Focus  
Only the Lord can give salvation beyond the grave. 
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49. (a) The psalmist does not address God; rather, he speaks to other people throughout. (b) Both 
psalms end with a pithy or proverbial conclusion. (c) Both contrast the wicked and the righteous. (d) Both 
are universal, with a message that applies equally to all people of all time. 

50. Even nonbelievers who are willing to look at reality can recognize the imminence of death. 
They can observe what happens to the estates of those who die. They can see that neither their wisdom 
nor their riches make any difference after death. Only faith can know the God who redeems people from 
the grave and takes believers to Himself. 

51. Such proverbial wisdom can give a common point of agreement, a place to start conversation 
in which both sides can participate meaningfully. To some, the concepts of the Christian religion will be 
so foreign that they will be beyond understanding. Proverbial wisdom can serve as a bridge that connects 
the teachings of Christianity to the worldview that an unbeliever understands. The apostle Paul used this 
type of wisdom as he began his presentation to the Greeks in Athens (Acts 17). 

But the Christian message cannot stop with proverbial wisdom. We must not fail to share the 
eternal wisdom that God has revealed in Scripture. The saving Gospel can only be found in the revelation 
of God in the person of Jesus Christ. Don’t get caught up in proverbial wisdom and never move beyond it. 

52. The intended audience is all people. 
53. Many people hold that truth is relative. To claim that a message applies equally for all people 

might be viewed as arrogant and closed-minded. In contrast, the Bible teaches absolute truths—things that 
are true for all people of every generation.  

When people assert that all truth is relative, they make an obvious mistake in logic. They make an 
absolute claim (all truth is relative) that there can be no absolute claims! 

54. The methods used in this psalm are still effective. Music, word of mouth, formal speech, and 
literature are all ways to spread God’s Word. God’s people have always used a variety of ways to 
proclaim their message. For example, during the Reformation the printing press was used to spread the 
written Word more effectively. Today we can use the Internet to do the same. The radio has been a 
popular means of spreading the Word for many decades. Television has been used (both positively and 
abusively). The answers to this question will vary according to the imaginations of the participants! 

55. The unspoken answer is that we should not fear. By the form of the question, the reader 
assumes that the answer is probably that we should not fear, but he is not sure and wonders why one 
should not fear the wealthy and powerful. The rest of the psalm points to the answer by highlighting the 
helplessness of those who think they are great in this world. 

56. The list of answers may vary with the participants’ experience and income level. Possibilities 
include the following: basing our self-worth on the size of our checking account, the feeling of security 
we have because of  the powerful and affluent state of our country in comparison with other countries of 
the world, worry about not being able to provide for our family’s expected lifestyle, and the tempting 
illusion that if we get just a few more things or a little higher income, life will be better. Riches and 
luxuries are not wrong. The psalms do describe them as gifts from the Lord (remember Psalm 128). They 
become wrong when we depend on them for our well-being and security instead of on the Lord or when 
we fail to bless others with the blessings we have received from the Lord. 

57. In the end there is no distinction. Whether people have earned their wealth or gotten it some 
other way, in the end they all die and someone else gets the things they possessed. 

58. Even the greatest figures in this world, the ones whom all others look to as having made 
lasting contributions, are equal to the humblest person in the end. Nobel Prize winners, world leaders, 
famous heroes—none of them can take their worldly accomplishments with them at life’s end. 

59. Clearly the psalmist thought this point was quite important. Rewording it and using different 
images might have helped to make the message accessible to a wider audience—the intelligent and the 
not-so-smart, the truly great and the average followers. (Remember that most people in ancient Israel 
would hear the psalms, but would never be able to read them. To get a sense of what this was like, close 
your eyes during congregational singing and listen to the words without reading them. Consider how 
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much you understand with the ears when you can’t rely on your eyes.) Verse 1 states that the point is 
intended for “all who live on this earth.”  

60. Some turn to science, athletics, or medicine to try to extend their lives. Many of these things 
can lead to good practices and proper stewardship of the bodies that God has given us. But at the most, 
they add a few years to our lives and a little quality before the inevitable death comes knocking at the 
door. Some try to ignore death and “live in the moment.” Others develop their own religious or spiritual 
views to explain death away. When death happens to you, you can neither ignore it or explain it away. 

61. The distinction between humans and “the beasts that perish” breaks down. Humans do not 
lose their IQ or the ability to live in a community. What they lose is the eternal perspective of one who 
relies on God. If such people look to their own riches for help, they have no more hope than dumb, 
unspiritual animals. 

62. The Law must always come before the Gospel. If we do not see our lost and helpless state, we 
will not see our need for the Savior from sin. When we explain away the consequences of sin and refuse 
to talk about God’s coming judgment, we make the Gospel meaningless. There ends up being no reason 
for Jesus.  

63. God will buy us back from the grave. He purchased us from sin, death, and the power of the 
devil. He accomplished this “not with gold or silver, but with His holy, precious blood and with His 
innocent suffering and death” (Luther’s Small Catechism, Apostles’ Creed, article 1). 

The main body of this psalm teaches that we can do nothing to redeem ourselves from the grave. 
All our wealth and accomplishments are worth nothing at life’s end. That much is perceived using 
worldly wisdom. Verse 15 is what the psalm had been leading up to. The verse reveals God’s promise of 
redemption. Worldly wisdom alone cannot perceive this. God’s wisdom saves us from the horrible fate 
that awaits all people. 

64. The understanding referred to here is the wisdom revealed by God. It is the understanding that 
the person and work of Jesus Christ have bought us back from death. Through the Word we understand 
God’s plan for us and can rest assured that God will not leave us abandoned in the grave. Redemption is 
ours! 

 
Close with prayer. 

 

5. Psalm 103: Praise the Lord 

Objectives 
By the power of the Holy Spirit working through God’s Word, participants will (1) be moved to 

increasingly praise the Lord for all His goodness toward us, especially His unconditional forgiveness, (2) 
recognize and appreciate both the corporate nature and the personal nature of praise, and (3) better 
understand key words and concepts so that these can be applied in the interpretation of the psalms. 

Law/Gospel Focus 
Praise is the natural response to the mercy that the Lord has shown us. 
 
65. Give the participants a few moments to think about their answers and, if the size of your 

group allows, invite them to share some of their answers. 
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66. Verses 1–6—The psalmist addresses himself individually. Verses 7–19—The psalmist seems 
to still be addressing himself, but other humans are included in the “we” language of verses 10, 12, and 
14. Verses 7–8 address God’s actions to and through Moses and Israel. Verses 20–22—The psalmist 
appeals to the angels and all creation to join together in praise to the Lord. Verse 22b—The psalmist goes 
back to addressing himself. 

67. Verse 2—“Forget not all His benefits” refers to all blessings, spiritual and physical. Verse 3—
“Who forgives all your sins” refers to spiritual blessings, and “heals all your diseases” refers to physical 
blessings. Verse 4—“Who redeems your life from the pit and crowns you with love and compassion” 
seems to lean toward spiritual blessing, but can also apply to the physical. Verse 5—“Who satisfies your 
desires with good things so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s” seems to be pointing to physical 
blessing, but could be taken metaphorically to refer to spiritual and emotional satisfaction and renewal. 

The list of blessings fluctuates back and forth and makes no distinction that any of these blessings 
are more important than the others. They appear to make up a “package deal.” 

68. The variations will differ depending on what and how many translations are used in your 
group. If you run into any drastic discrepancies, your pastor or a good Bible commentary can often help 
clear up the issue. 

69. Answers will vary. The saving work of God is not to be found among unbelievers or the 
followers of any other religion. The church and each individual Christian are ways that God reaches out to 
the world. We have been chosen to communicate God’s salvation to the lost and oppressed of the world!  

70. Verse 8 describes the basic compassionate character of God and is the starting point for the 
progression of the following verses. Verses 9–10 expound who God is by describing how He acts toward 
us. Verses 11–13 use word pictures in an attempt to describe the scope of God’s loving character and His 
acts of kindness toward us presented in the previous verses. 

71. The contrast appears to be intended to inspire both fear at our own frailty and comfort 
concerning God’s eternal nature. It does not allow us to hold on to our own romantic ideals of self-
advancement. We are shown to be utterly worthless. It forces us to look to God alone for our strength, 
because He alone is eternal and He alone gives us hope.  

72. Verse 20  Verse 21 
 Praise the LORD, Praise the LORD 
 you His angels  all His heavenly hosts, 
 you mighty ones you His servants  
 who do His bidding, who do His will. 
 who obey His Word. [who do His will.] 
73. Do not try to find all the hymns with doxologies (there are tons of them). Have the 

participants page through on their own or in small groups and share the doxologies they find with the 
entire group, or provide the group with specific examples. The common elements will vary from 
doxology to doxology, but the basic mood of praise will be prevalent in all of them. 

74. “The wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23). Eternal death is the penalty that we truly deserve 
for our sins. In both the Old and New Testaments the vision we are given of this death is a frightening one 
filled with pictures of eternal torment. The truth is that God could not simply let our crimes go 
unpunished. Someone had to pay the price. Jesus took our punishment upon Himself so that God would 
“not treat us as our sins deserve.” God’s loving-kindness goes far deeper than simple forgetfulness. 

75. John the Baptist and Jesus spoke Law to the Pharisees. In the Gospels, Jesus talks of the 
judgment that is coming in the end times. Revelation gives us a vivid picture of the horrible end awaiting 
Satan and those who follow him. Both testaments proclaim the threats and promises of God, and if we are 
to faithfully tell the message of God today, we too must speak both Law and Gospel. 

76. Use one of the forms of confession and absolution from the hymnal to deliver God’s 
forgiveness to the participants, reassuring them of God’s complete remission of their sins (e.g., p. 136 or 
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p. 264 in the front part of Lutheran Worship). Whichever form you use, reassure the participants that 
God’s forgiveness is complete and He has removed their sin “as far as the east is from the west.” 

77. God distributes His blessings to us because of the state we are in. God chooses to show us 
favor not because we are smart or strong or great in any way, but because we are lowly and need His help. 
He knows that apart from Him, we are hopeless. If He were not to show us grace, we would perish like 
the flowers and grass.  

78. Verses 9–10 speak of God not holding us accountable for our sins. Verses 17–18 present Him 
as showing His love only to “those who keep His covenant and remember to obey His precepts.” These 
two pictures seem to mutually exclude each other. One shows Gospel; the other shows Law. 

In Jesus, God sees us as Law keepers. Jesus perfectly kept the Law, and now we are united with 
Him through Baptism (Romans 6). Luther referred to this as the “blessed exchange.” What belongs 
rightfully to Jesus is now ours. We are “those who keep His covenant and remember to obey His 
precepts” because we are in Christ. We now experience this reality in part, but on the Last Day we will 
experience this “blessed exchange” in its fullness and know what it is like to be completely without sin. 

 
Close with prayer. 

 

6. Psalm 118: Give Thanks to the Lord! 

Objectives 
By the power of the Holy Spirit working through God’s Word, participants will (1) be moved to 

greater thankfulness for the never-ending love of the Lord, (2) experience the fulfillment of the promises 
of the Old Testament in the person of Jesus Christ, our Messiah, (3) interpret the Old Testament in light 
of the New Testament, and (4) better understand key words and concepts so that these can be applied in 
the interpretation of the psalms. 

Law/Gospel Focus  
In Jesus alone we experience the full goodness of God, promised of old. 
 
79. Read through the psalm quickly at first and share your impressions about sections that seem 

to refer to Jesus. As the lesson progresses, the most prominent messianic portions will be discussed more 
in depth. 

80. 118:1–4  others 
      118:5–7, 10–14 himself 
      118:15–16  others 
      118:17–19, 21 himself 
      118:23–27  others 
      118:28  himself 
      118:29  others 
As you go through these sections, note how the psalmist trusted in the Lord in a very personal 

way. At the same time, he understood that he was not alone. He knew that he was part of the body of 
believers.  

81. There are many different ways to phrase the psalmist’s point: The love of the good Lord 
abides for all times; therefore we give Him thanks. 
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82. There are many such refrains in our Christian liturgy, especially when the daily psalms are 
used. Two ancient parts of our liturgy that use this technique are the prayer responses “Lord have mercy” 
and “Amen.” “Lord have mercy” emphasizes our total need for the mercy and forgiveness of our Lord. 
We release all claims of our “rights” and fall completely on the mercy of the Lord. The “Amen” is a 
strong affirmative that comes from the Hebrew, meaning “It shall be so” or “Let it be so.” Each time we 
repeat “Amen” throughout the service, we affirm the truthfulness and goodness of what has been said and 
what the Lord has done.  

83. “His love endures forever” is not the typical response of someone who is shaking in his or her 
boots. The one who “fears” the Lord does not know only the wrath of God but also His other qualities and 
confesses the unending love that flows from Him. The person who fears the Lord recognizes full well the 
mercy of the Lord.  

84. In Hebrews 13:6, Psalm 118:6 is used as an encouragement to the Christians to resist 
temptation. It is used to remind them that they are not alone in their battle against sin. It is surrounded by 
other similar encouragements that Jesus will never leave or forsake them and that He never changes. The 
way the writer to the Hebrews uses this verse proves that it is not only about the singular situation of the 
psalmist, but that its message of reassurance is for all time and all kinds of situations. The writer also 
explicitly ties God’s presence together with the person of Jesus. 

In Matthew 21,  Jesus points to Himself as this “stone the builders rejected,” which “has become 
the capstone.” The religious leaders of Israel (and indeed all of us in our sin) had rejected Jesus and 
ultimately sent Him to the cross. Yet in His resurrection He was shown to be the true capstone on whom 
the church is built. By quoting this verse, Jesus was pointing to Himself as the Messiah and to the fact 
that His rejection was no surprise, but was foretold of old. (In 1 Peter 2:7, the apostle Peter quotes this 
verse again, making the same point.) 

Verse 26 is used in two different ways in the New Testament. In Matthew 21:9; Mark 11:9; and 
John 12:13 it is quoted by the crowds on Palm Sunday as they welcomed Jesus into Jerusalem. They 
interpreted this psalm in a messianic way, but thought that Jesus had come as an earthly Messiah to 
deliver them from the tyranny of Rome. In Luke 13:35 and Matthew 23:39 Jesus quotes the verse about 
Himself, saying that He will not come back to Jerusalem until this psalm is completed in its fullness. For 
this final fulfillment, we still wait. When Jesus comes again, He will bring with Him the fullness of His 
eternal deliverance and we will all confess together, “Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord.” 

85. The psalmist appears to have been in a battle of some sort. It is not absolutely clear that it was 
a physical battle, but this is the imagery that the psalmist uses. In verses 10–11 the writer talks of his 
enemies surrounding him on every side, and in verse 12 this image is further compared to bees that 
swarm. In these three verses the psalmist “cut them off” in the name of the Lord. In verse 13 he portrays 
himself on the edge of defeat, “pushed back and about to fall.” Verse 15 presents the cries of victory from 
the righteous, like those of a conquering army after the enemy has been defeated. 

86. Verse 19—Only through the salvation that Jesus won for us can we have the “gates of 
righteousness” opened for us. We do not deserve it and would not have the privilege of entering into 
God’s presence to thank Him were it not for the cleansing power of Jesus’ blood. 

Verse 20—From what follows the first word of the verse, “this” is shown to be Jesus. He spoke of 
Himself in John as “the gate.” As stated above, it is only through Him that we can become righteous and 
enter into God’s presence. 

Verse 21—Jesus has become our salvation through His death on the cross and subsequently by 
calling us to faith by His Spirit through Word and Sacraments. Our sin punishment has been removed and 
the only appropriate response is thanksgiving. 

Verse 22—See answer 84 above. 
Verse 23—All of the work described in the previous verses comes from the Lord. The word 

translated “marvelous” in the NIV does not just mean “good,” but is closer to “miraculous”—something 
that is beyond human capacity and only possible by the intervention of God. That describes well the 



God’s Abiding Word: Psalms  Leader Notes 
 

Reproducible by purchaser. © 2002 CPH. Scripture: NIV®. By permission of Zondervan. 62

character of Jesus’ saving work by which He “purchased and won me from all sins, from death and from 
the power of the devil; not with gold or silver, but with His holy precious blood and with His innocent 
suffering and death” (Luther’s Small Catechism, Apostles’ Creed, article 2). 

Verse 24—This verse could rightly be proclaimed about any day. In Jesus, each new day is a 
cause for rejoicing because His compassions are new to us every morning. 

Verse 25—Both of the requests in this verse have been granted in Jesus. The Lord has saved us, 
and He has granted us success in the things that are lasting. Still, we cry out with the psalmist as we wait 
for these requests to be fulfilled in their fullness when Jesus comes again in glory. 

Verse 26—(See answer 84 above for the first part of the verse.) As we gather together in the 
Lord’s house each Sunday, we bless Jesus with our worship and praise. (Both in English and in Hebrew 
the word “bless” has two meanings. The first is the transfer of blessing or goodness to someone from 
another who is usually more powerful or of a higher station. The second is the meaning here: “a 
formalized means of expressing thanks and praise” to ones who are evidently blessed in and of 
themselves.) 

Verse 27—In John, Isaiah, and other places, “light” comes with the Messiah—Jesus. He is the 
One who delivers us from the darkness of sin and godlessness. In Jesus, God has made His “light” shine 
upon us. 

87. A prince was one who was in charge. Appropriate titles for our day that reflect the functions 
of an ancient prince are “ruler,” “judge,” “boss,” “sponsor,” “legislator,” “protector,” and so forth. Verse 
8 is broader. It has to do with putting our trust in people in general. Verse 9 gives an example of the kind 
of person we might put our trust in. We naturally look to the “authorities” for help when the going gets 
tough. After all, if they can’t help you, who can? (God can.) 

88. Obvious answers include songs and prayers. There are a myriad of other things like banners, 
processionals, kneeling or standing, and removing our hats. Many of these things are neither commanded 
nor condemned in Scripture. Such traditional rituals vary considerably from congregation to congregation 
and even more among bodies of believers from other cultural backgrounds. Nevertheless, they are an 
integral part of our worship because of the meaning that we express through the actions. Such things are a 
wonderful and enriching part of the worship life and tradition of a community of believers and truly bring 
praise to God as an expression of the faith that He has created in the hearts of different people. 

89. The Lord has not given us the death that we deserve. Instead, Jesus has taken that death upon 
Himself and has given us His new life. The punishment that we receive on this side of the grave often 
serves as a chastisement. In our suffering the Lord calls us to repentance and faith in Jesus, who has 
delivered us from the grave and from the eternal death of hell. 

90. The word “this” that begins verse 20 is singular. There is no indication that there is more than 
one way to God. Similarly, “you” in verse 21 is singular all three times it is used. There are no 
alternatives listed as possibilities for salvation or people to whom we owe thanks for such salvation. 
Verse 23 is the most explicit: “The LORD has done this.”  

People put their trust in a variety of unreliable “gates”: good works, all manners of false religions, 
meditation, scientific achievement, magic, humanitarian/liberation politics. People look to all these things 
and many others in an effort to avoid death, gain “heaven,” or even create a “heaven on earth.” 

91. We too cry to the Lord in our anguish. His answer to our pain is Jesus. In Him we are not set 
free from an earthly foe, but from the devil himself, the temptations of the world, and even our own sinful 
flesh. Jesus has promised to be with us to the very end of the age and to never leave us or forsake us. 
Even when we feel abandoned by all those around us, we have the assurance that our Lord is with us and 
that His Spirit dwells within us. 

What can man do to you? He can hurt your body and even kill you. But he cannot take Jesus 
away from you or snatch you out of your Shepherd’s hand. Jesus never promised freedom from earthly 
trials and pain. In fact, He assured us that as His followers, we would have to bear a cross. He did promise 
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to be with us and to be our strength through it all! He promised that when He comes again in glory, we 
will look in triumph on our enemies, sin, death, and the devil. 

In the present world it is easy to look to people for things that they can never bring us. When the 
Lord calls each of us to account on the Last Day, when He comes to judge between the righteous and the 
unrighteous, the only refuge of any use will be Jesus.  

92. The stories will be varied. Use the excitement of the events as an object lesson to show just a 
hint of the all-exceeding victory that Jesus has won for us. End by focusing on the work of Jesus—the 
most exciting Good News ever! 

 
Close with prayer. 

 

7. Psalm 44: God’s People Cry Out 

Objectives 
By the power of the Holy Spirit working through God’s Word, participants will (1) look to the 

promises of God in the midst of life’s suffering, (2) interpret the Old Testament in light of the New 
Testament, and (3) better understand key biblical concepts so that these can be applied in the 
interpretation of the psalms. 

Law/Gospel Focus 
Suffering and trials will come in this life, but through it all the Lord’s promises remain sure. 
 
93. He cries to God, “awake” and “rouse Yourself.” These requests are not written from the 

perspective revealed to us that God “neither slumbers nor sleeps” (Psalm 121). Likewise, God does not 
“forget” anything. It is not that the psalmist does not know this. He feels that God has forgotten him. By 
all appearances God seems to have fallen asleep or forgotten about him. He cannot understand God’s lack 
of action on his behalf. 

94. Answers will vary. Living by faith means going through the ups and downs of life trusting in 
God even when we cannot perceive how He is working. If we could clearly see and understand all that 
God is doing, it would not be faith. In this life we live by faith. In the resurrection we will live by sight 
(1 Corinthians 13:12). 

95. The mood of the psalm is generally depressing. It is full of confusion and pleading. The kinds 
of songs suggested by the participants will vary depending on their musical taste. The point being made is 
that music speaks the language of emotions. The mood of this psalm would be accented by music that is 
contemplative, dissonant, or sad. When a person interacts with a psalm, he or she cannot leave the 
intellect behind. Neither can emotions be left behind. The psalmist is using both to express the message of 
the psalm. 

96. For some it will be family, for others friends, for others strangers. The point here is that God 
works through people to spread the knowledge of Himself and spark faith in the lives of others. 

97. The events describe the pre-monarchy years, the settlement of Canaan recorded in Joshua and 
Judges. In these early years the Lord periodically delivered the people from foes who far outnumbered 
them. (These verses could also refer to the early monarchy under King David and King Solomon, when 
God drastically expanded the territory of Israel.) 
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98. Much of this answer will depend on the varied personal experiences of the participants. 
Examples include things like explaining our successes merely according to our own talents and 
intelligence without citing the gracious providence of God who has blessed us. 

99. The point made by the verse is that even his bow and sword and the skill by which he uses 
them are from God. It would be crazy to exalt such things above the One who has given them. Without 
the Lord’s providence all weapons and skills will prove useless. 

100. To be balanced, such “boasting” must be two-sided. We must give God the credit when 
things go well and when things do not go well. To brag about our own goodness and skill apart from God 
is vanity. In suffering and loss the Gospel can be witnessed about most effectively. When the focus is 
taken off of us, we are all the more free to point to Jesus. The key is to boast in the Lord “all day long,” 
not just when things are going great. 

101. The psalm moves from confidence to doubt, from victory to defeat, from joy to sorrow. By 
following this pattern the psalm accurately reflects “real life” as we experience it at its worst. 

We often do not see clearly how God is at work. There is a temptation to focus only on the good. 
That is misleading. It sends the message that if you do not understand God or if you have any doubts, you 
are less than a true believer. That is not the picture painted here, and that is not the picture painted by 
Jesus. Life sometimes stinks! It is dangerous to pretend otherwise. When we do so, we build our faith 
around illusions of grandeur. Our faith is not based on such illusions. This psalm reminds us that faith is 
trust in the promises of God even in the midst of doubt and despair. 

102. “Reproach,” “scorn and derision,” “byword,” “peoples shake their heads at us,” “disgrace,” 
“my face is covered with shame,” “taunts,” “reproach and revile”—all of these words and phrases exhibit 
the malice shown toward the psalmist. 

The experiences of the participants will vary in regards to this topic. Striving to relate to the 
psalmist helps you to better understand the emotional message that he is sending. This will help you not 
only to grasp the content of the psalm more accurately, but also to better apply the psalm to your own life. 

103. Take care: this can be a very emotional experience for some people. Unfortunately, many 
people have been trained that they are not to admit their lack of understanding. They see a lack of 
understanding as a lack of faith. Emphasize that this is not a lack of faith; this is faith. We are not called 
to pretend that we understand God. We are called to trust in Him even in the midst of our lack of 
understanding. 

104. Briefly put, God is at work even in the disorder of the world that we live in. In Jesus we have 
His promise that He is working for our good. There is absolutely nothing that can separate us from the 
love of God in Christ Jesus. 

105. In our country such suffering is generally limited to the derision of our schoolmates and co-
workers. However, it can involve the loss of employment opportunities and the like. In many parts of the 
world today, Christians are still persecuted to the point of torture and death because they follow Jesus and 
witness to what He has done. When we suffer on account of Jesus, we can have the confidence that the 
lament psalms and this section of Romans are meant especially for us. On account of Jesus, these words 
bring comfort to us. The suffering that we face because of Jesus cannot even compare with the promise 
we have in Him. 

106. Jesus bore our punishment. That is the ultimate expression of unfairness according to human 
standards. Praise the Lord that He is not limited to our understanding of justice! How unsearchable His 
judgments are to humans! 

107. Even in his despair the psalmist believes that God’s love is “unfailing.” Even when God 
appears silent, the psalmist continues to cry out, “Rise up and help us.” His faith is not based on what is 
unseen, but on the steadfast promises and never-changing character of the Lord. May the Lord grant us 
such faith! 

 
Close with prayer. 
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8. Psalm 109: Righteous Retribution 

Objectives 
By the power of the Holy Spirit working through God’s Word, participants will (1) gain an 

appreciation for the severity of sin, (2) look to Christ for rescue from the wrath of God, (3) interpret the 
Old Testament in light of the New Testament, and (4) better understand key biblical concepts so that these 
can be applied in the interpretation of the psalms. 

Law/Gospel Focus 
The only refuge from God’s wrath is the cross of Christ. 
 
108. Verses 6–15 and 17–20 call down judgment on the enemies of the psalmist. The reactions of 

the participants will vary from outrage at such material being in the Bible to attempts to make excuses for 
God. For now, just let the comments flow. 

109. Jeremiah does not think that the person was doing something horrible by announcing the 
birth of Jeremiah rather than killing him as an infant. Killing him would have been against God’s 
commands, and if Jeremiah were not concerned with God’s commands, he could just as easily have taken 
his own life! The prophet emphasizes the point that his life is terrible. He does not want to go through all 
that he is suffering. Through the use of such colorful language, Jeremiah expresses the intensity of his 
suffering in a way that more straightforward prose never could. 

110. The praise of the psalmist in the midst of adversity shows that his faith is not based on the 
present situation or the fluctuating prosperity of life. It is based on the promises of a God who never 
changes and whose ways are beyond our understanding.  

111. The answers to this question will vary widely with the experiences of the participants. Satan 
is constantly accusing us of both things that we have done and things that we have not done. He likes to 
misdirect our conscience so that we focus on our own shortcomings rather than the Lord’s grace. 

112. Judas was a friend who had betrayed the Lord. As the psalmist had been repaid evil for 
good, so Judas repaid good with evil. The position of this traitor was to be taken over by another. 

113. In verse 6 David asks that an accuser would condemn his enemy who had accused him. 
Verse 16 seems to indicate that the curses of verses 8 through 15 mirror the enemy’s own actions toward 
others. Verses 17–20, 29 express that the enemy/enemies will and should get exactly what they have 
dished out. 

114. Yes, the psalmist kept this command. (From the Acts quotation we know that the psalmist 
was David. His actions toward Saul and Shimei show that David did not take vengeance into his own 
hands unless it was part of his role as God’s governmental representative.) Nowhere in the psalm does he 
indicate that he has lashed out to take justice into his own hands; rather, he lifts the situation up to the 
Lord and trusts that God will act righteously as He knows best. 

115. The point of the question is for the participants to look to the structure of the psalm as an aid 
in helping to understand it better. Following the flow of the passage is not only a good practice for 
translators, but for anyone who wants to reflect on the meaning of the text. 

Obviously the question is debatable. The contextual argument for translating the passage as a 
description is that the psalmist has been cursing the enemy for the past several verses and more would be 
overkill. The contextual argument for translating the passage as a curse is that it follows the flow of the 
psalm. There are no words that break the flow until the word “but” in verse 21. 

116. The truth is that, like it or not, we are all greatly affected by the family we are born into. 
Some examples are as follows: Abusive parents tend to raise children who are abusive. Unbelieving 
parents are likely to pass on their lack of faith to their children. If one parent loses a job, the whole family 
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is put into a precarious situation. A troublesome child can greatly damage the reputation of a parent. The 
list is virtually endless. Allow conversation to go on long enough to drive home the point that guilt by 
association is a fact of life even in a society that officially rejects the concept. 

117. The afflictions of the psalmist show us that he is not dealing with the situation in an abstract, 
detached way. The sins of his enemies are real and harmful to him. Again we realize that the psalmist is 
calling to God out of faith. In the midst of his afflictions, the psalmist trusts that God will ultimately bring 
forth justice. 

118. This is likely to be a very controversial question. Let the participants discuss the issues 
behind the question. Do not yet persuade them one way or the other. A conclusive answer will be given as 
the lesson proceeds. 

119. There are many who sin against us and against God. To that end, we pray for their 
punishment every time that we pray that God’s will be done. He hates sin, and it is His righteous will to 
punish it. In our sins against God and against other people, we are on the receiving end of all such prayers 
of perdition. Hell is what we deserve. 

120. When we pray this psalm, we are in effect praying that Jesus would be punished for the sins 
of the wicked. This seems like an awful thing, and in a way it is. Jesus had to die. In this way and this 
way only people can be saved. Sin is a severe problem. God has dealt with it severely in Jesus. In Jesus, 
God’s wrath meets God’s mercy head on. Psalm 109 and Isaiah 53 are like two sides of the same coin. 

121. In verse 21 we ask God to deal with us for His name’s sake. We understand this to mean for 
the sake of Christ. In His name we have access to the Father. Both verses 21 and 26 call on God to act out 
of His love. Jesus is the ultimate expression of that love. In Him we know what God’s love is (1 John 
4:10). Jesus is the source of “deliver[ance]” (v. 21) and “help” (v. 26). Jesus is the means by which God 
has “done it” (v. 27). 

122. We know that we are among those who are in Christ Jesus. There is no condemnation that 
can touch us. In Christ’s sacrifice, God has saved us from all who condemn us. All of our enemies (sin, 
death, the devil, and our own sinful flesh) have been conquered at the cross, and now Jesus stands at our 
right hand protecting us. Because we are in Christ, we need not fear the accusations of enemies or God’s 
wrath. Now that is a reason for praise in any situation! 

 
Close with prayer. 

 

9. Psalm 136: His Love Endures Forever 

Objectives 
By the power of the Holy Spirit working through God’s Word, participants will (1) rejoice in the 

providence of God, (2) recognize even the secular blessings of this world as gifts of God, (3) apply the 
concepts learned in the psalms to their corporate and personal worship life, and (4) better understand key 
biblical concepts so that these can be applied in the interpretation of the psalms. 

Law/Gospel Focus  
Throughout all human history God’s love toward His people has endured, and it will continue to 

endure forever. 
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123. The object of this question is to get the participants to focus on what God has done for them. 
As you solicit feedback, encourage the participants to recall both the spiritual and physical blessings of 
the Lord. 

124. Our week begins with a celebration of the resurrection of the Lord. Our seasons are tied to 
the stories of God and His work of salvation. Each day is a new opportunity to be fed by the Lord and to 
remember His goodness toward us and His will for our lives. The exact elements of such “refrains” in our 
worship life are not commanded, as they were for the Old Testament people of God. Yet through them we 
experience the effect of this psalm in reverse. In our cycle of worship, as in this psalm’s continual refrain, 
the entirety of human existence is understood in the context of God’s loving action on our behalf. 

125. Verses 2–4, 26 expand on who God is. The other verses expound His goodness, showing 
how God has graciously acted in history. Through the repetition of the refrain, God and His goodness are 
understood in relation to His steadfast love. 

126. In verse 5 the heavens are mentioned. In verse 6 the earth is mentioned. Verses 7–9 focus on 
the celestial bodies and the light they give off. Each of these elements gives plenty of fodder for reflection 
on God’s care through His creation. The importance of the sun alone for the survival of life as we know it 
could be a topic for an entire session. It regulates our atmosphere’s temperature. It gives the majority of 
our light. It provides the energy by which plants grow. This energy, in turn, powers us through the food 
we eat!  

127. Answers will vary. Virtually every congregation has amazing stories about how God has 
delivered it through good times and bad. Even the lack of trouble is an indication of God’s constant 
support. Through the mundane, as through the spectacular, God works for the good of His people. Praise 
His enduring mercy! 

128. Verses 10, 15, 17–20 show the judgment of God toward the enemies of Israel. Even verse 21 
contains an allusion to this wrath: “their land,” that is the land of the Amorites and the people of Bashan, 
was taken from them.  

129. The silence on this topic reinforces the idea that “His love endures forever.” This is a psalm 
of unadulterated Gospel for the people of God. This is not a story of human unfaithfulness. This is a story 
of God’s never-ending faithfulness and boundless love for His children. Notice the focus of God’s 
election. He killed Egyptians and Canaanites because of His hesed, His grace. His loyalty and faithfulness 
for the chosen ones never end—but it is death for everyone else. 

130. These verses bridge the gap from the exodus to where the people were during the psalmist’s 
day. The verses finish off the story of God’s deliverance from Egypt. By establishing Israel in the land, 
God showed His faithfulness to His covenant of old in which He promised to give the Promised Land as 
an eternal inheritance regulated by His covenant relationship. These verses finish off the section of the 
psalm relating specifically to the nation of Israel. 

131. Of course, the category of false gods includes the deities of pagan religions, but it is much 
broader than that. The list that the participants come up with should essentially look like a list of the 
blessings that our Lord showers on us. Family, friends, money, food, personal safety, job security—all 
these things are gifts from God. When we make the false step of looking to these gifts rather than to the 
Giver Himself, these good things become evil gods to us. 

132. Both are actual deliverance. The exodus was deliverance from slavery to Pharaoh. Baptism 
is deliverance from slavery to sin. Both involve a life change. God pulls us out of one situation and plants 
us in another. Both serve as a beginning of the pilgrimage to the Promised Land. In both situations the 
blood of the Paschal Lamb saves the life of God’s people. Both are the act of God on behalf of His 
people. 

The difference is that the exodus was only a shadow of the deliverance that came in Christ and 
was delivered to us in our Baptism. In the exodus God preserved the life of His people. In Baptism God 
raised dead sinners to new life and made those who were not His people into His own people. 
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133. The only way to faith is through the message of Christ. It can be tempting to try to argue 
with people through the evidence of the created world and the ongoing proof of God that we see in His 
daily providence. It’s okay to start a conversation with these truths. But if people will not hear God’s 
Word of life, they will remain deaf and blind to His glory that fills the world. The only way to salvation is 
through the foolishness of the cross. People must recognize their own sin and see Jesus as the only 
remedy. We must come to know the Creator through the Son. As Jesus said, the only way to the Father is 
through Him. 

134. If people are honest, the list will be long. It will vary depending on their priorities in life. 
The end result of making this list is that the participants should come to realize the false distinction that 
we learn from a sinful society. Religion has been set aside for the personal and the spiritual. The Christian 
faith, however, teaches that religious life is universal, both spiritual and physical.  

Realizing that God is in control of all of life gives us a peace that the world cannot give. All of 
life’s activities begin to take on the character of worship. All of life is seen as connected to God. We 
become more mindful that He is indeed our ever-present help. His love is not limited to Sunday morning. 
His love endures forever! 

 
Close with prayer. 

 

10. Psalm 72: Long Live the King 

Objectives 
By the power of the Holy Spirit working through God’s Word, participants will (1) look forward 

to the return of Jesus, our King, (2) understand how Jesus fulfills the Old Testament prophesies 
concerning the Messiah, (3) interpret the Old Testament in light of the New Testament, and (4) better 
understand key biblical words and concepts so that these can be applied in the interpretation of the 
psalms. 

Law/Gospel Focus  
Jesus, the Messiah, will return in glory to reign forevermore. 
 
135. Get a first impression. The study will look more in depth at the most important passages. 

Much of the psalm could easily apply to both Jesus and an earthly king of ancient Israel. Verses 5, 7, 11, 
and 17 contain statements that would have to be extreme exaggerations in order to be applied to any other 
human (than Jesus who is human). Virtually the entire psalm can be understood as applying to Jesus, 
either in the work that He has already accomplished or the work that is yet to be fulfilled when He returns 
again in glory. 

136. Both share a vision of One who is empowered by God for the task of ruling. Two major 
emphases of His rule are brought out in each text. He will rule justly by the righteous standards of God. 
Likewise, He will intercede on behalf of the destitute (the poor, the needy, the helpless, etc.). 

137. The first line connects the psalm to Solomon. The last connects it to King David. Because of 
the vagueness of Hebrew grammar, there are a number of possibilities for how each king might be related 
to this psalm. Solomon could very well be the author. The psalm could also be dedicated to him, perhaps 
a coronation song that quite accurately predicted the greatness of his reign. The most common opinions 
about the postscript are that this section of the psalms was collected either under the direction of King 
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David himself or in his honor. Either one is very feasible considering the fact that David was a noted 
musician, psalm writer, and patron of the temple musicians. In 1 Kings 1:28–53, David established 
Solomon as king in order to ensure a peaceful succession of power. 

138. “Your” is repeated four times in these two verses. Twice it is used to say that the justice and 
righteousness by which the king ruled are from God. Twice it indicates that all the people and especially 
the “afflicted” ones belong to God and are to be judged justly. 

139. The kings were to depend on God for the ability to rule and, as mentioned in the previous 
question, they were to be held responsible to God. The standards that He had laid out in the Law and 
continued to give through the prophets were not optional.  

140. The image presented in this psalm includes the component of material wealth, but it also 
reaches far beyond the material. The “wholeness” of the rule of the Messiah includes absolute justice and 
righteousness and a right relationship between God and His people that was to bring glory to the Messiah 
and the Lord.  

141. Verse 5—“endure as long as the sun, as long as the moon, through all generations”; verse 
15—“Long may He live!”; verse 17—“May His name endure forever, may it continue as long as the sun”; 
possibly verse 19—if the praise to the Lord is referring to Jesus, “Praise be to His glorious name forever.” 

142. This prophecy has only been fulfilled in part. On the one hand, it seems that the Gospel has 
not yet thoroughly reached all nations. On the other hand, even if it had been preached everywhere, the 
prophecy would not be fulfilled. Jesus said, “My kingdom is not of this world” (John 18:36). He will 
come again and establish His kingdom in all its fullness across all of the new heavens as well as the new 
earth. For the time being, King Jesus reigns over a spiritual kingdom. In His church, His kingdom reaches 
around the earth, but until the King returns, the kingdom will not be manifest in all its glory. 

143. The Bible says that Solomon was the wisest man who ever lived. Still he could not establish 
a kingdom that was ruled in absolute fairness. In this sinful world not even the wisest ruler can establish a 
utopia.  

144. He has rescued us and, at the same time, judged justly by taking our own sins upon Himself. 
As Jesus gave up His life on our behalf, He crushed Satan, “the oppressor.” He has saved us from the 
second death, eternal death in hell, and has taken away the sting from physical death with the promise of 
the resurrection on the Last Day. Though we continue to sin because of our corrupt flesh, sin no longer 
has dominion over us. Our blood was so precious in His sight that He was willing to shed His own blood 
on our behalf. 

145. First and foremost is a broken and contrite heart. To Him this is more valuable than any 
treasure. Even this we could not offer if He had not opened our eyes to our wretched, sinful state. 

All that we have is owed as tribute to the King. All is His. We commonly speak of time, talents, 
and treasure. These we return to Him for use in the building up of His kingdom, the church. However, 
such tribute is not limited to tithing. Our entire life is His. This too He asks us to lay at His feet. Though 
we give all we have, we could never repay His love toward us. Praise the Lord that we do not have to 
repay Him. We simply give freely, as we have freely received. 

146. Through Jesus all nations have been given pardon from their sins. John 3:16 sums up this 
Gospel truth in a nutshell. God showed His love to all the world by allowing His Son to become a curse 
so that we would be blessed.  

147. We have been baptized. We now stand together with Jesus. We have already faced the wrath 
due to God’s enemies when we were buried in Christ’s death by Baptism. We now have God’s own 
promise that since we died with Him, we will rise from the dead and live with Him for all eternity. 

148. These verses give praise to God for all that He has done in the Messiah. The common 
wording and the lack of a transition between the body of the psalm and this doxology suggest that there 
might be more to it than a simple addendum to the psalm. The marvelous deeds of the Messiah are praised 
in this statement of worship to the Lord. Likewise, the Messiah’s name is to endure forever, as God’s 
glorious name is to be praised forever. And as the Messiah’s rule is to extend over the whole earth, so too 
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is God’s glory to fill the earth. In this doxology, we praise our triune God for all that He has done for us. 
We praise the Father for giving us His Son, the Messiah, to deliver us, and the Spirit for moving our 
hearts so that we might have a faith that bursts out in glorious praise! 

 
Close with prayer. 
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Glossary 

actual sin. Sins committed by a person in distinction from original sin (see below). 
chiasm. Poetic passages in which words or phrases appear in the following pattern: phrase A1 phrase B1; 

phrase B2 phrase A2. See page 14 for an example. 
Gospel. Biblical teaching that reveals salvation through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ for the 

forgiveness of sins. 
grace. God’s attitude of loving-kindness or favor toward humankind. Some interpreters misunderstand 

grace as a power that God bestows on people so that they can save themselves. 
Gradual. A biblical passage, usually from the psalms, sung between the readings during worship. 
Introit. Latin for “He goes in.” The psalm sung by the pastor or congregation at the beginning of worship 

when the pastor goes into the chancel to pray at the altar. 
Law. Biblical teaching that reveals God’s will, shows how man ought to live in order to please God, and 

threatens God’s wrath against sin. 
Levite. A descendant of Levi, patriarch of one of Israel’s tribes. The Levites took care of the 

tabernacle/temple and led singing but did not offer the sacrifices, which was the duty of the priests 
(descendants of Levi through Aaron). 

omnipresence. The teaching that God is present everywhere. His presence is not restricted to a location, 
as with physical beings. 

original sin. The corruption and guilt all people have inherited from Adam and Eve. Original sin causes 
people to commit actual sin (see above). 

parallelism. The use of poetic lines or stanzas to express a thought with different words or phrases. The 
parallel statements explain each other. See page 10. 

redeem. Literally, “to buy back at a price.” In doctrine, Christ paid the price for our salvation. 
revelation. What God makes known about Himself and His will. Natural revelation is what man can learn 

about God through His creation. Special revelation is what God has made known through Christ, the 
prophets, and the apostles (the Scripture). 

righteousness of God. God’s end-times saving action in Christ that has resulted in a changed status: God 
declares all sinners righteous based on the sacrificial death and resurrection of Jesus. 

sanctification. The spiritual growth that follows justification. This is wrought by God only through the 
means of grace (the Gospel and the Sacraments). 

Torah. Hebrew for “instruction,” often translated “Law.” The first five books of the Bible, which contain 
the teaching and Law that God gave to Moses.
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