The Arrangement in the Book of PSALMS

Notes from Futado – Interpreting the Psalms

Are the psalms a random anthology of prayers and praises or an intentional collection with a clear purpose and unified message?

As it is the case with other books of the Bible, the book of Psalms has an overarching purpose...

WHERE will we find the purpose and message of the book of Psalms articulated?

As with many books, the best place to turn is the introduction (cf. Proverbs 1:1-7).

PSALMS 1 and 2 have been intentionally placed at the head of the Psalms as an introduction to the whole [NOTE that 3-41 = Book I and most/all are of David].

Psalms 1 and 2 stand apart from what follows and they are linked to each other: ashrei, derek and ’avad  (1:6 and 2:12), see also the play on hgh – the righteous “meditate” on God’s instruction in order to submit to it, and the wicked “plot” to rebel against God’s authority.

PURPOSE – found in Psalms 1.

MESSAGE – found in Psalm 2.

The PURPOSE of the PSALMS

Many psalms were originally human words to God in prayer or praise.  BUT – once included in the canonical book – these texts became God’s word to humans to teach us how to pray and praise…. What is clear is that the final shape of the book of Psalms is significantly influenced by the wisdom tradition (notice the word ’ashrei = wisdom vocab, and the contrasting of the way of the R with that of the W).
=) INSTRUCTION – see TORAH of the LORD and arrangement in 5 BOOKS!

· invites believers to meditate on the FIVE BOOKS of MOSES as a source of instruction for experiencing the joy/blessings (v. 1) and prosperity/success (v. 3) held out in Psalms 1…

· Note the endings of the books in DOXOLOGIES.

· As Moses gave the 5 books, so David gave the 5 books of Psalms to Israel = and these are also fundamentally TORAH/instruction to be meditated on.

This INSTRUCTION has two inseperable foci: instruction for happiness and instruction for HOLINESS.

1. Instruction for HAPPINESS – note that this is a universal human pursuit.  But what is this? The answer is in Psalm 1 and the rest of the book. 
[In the Reformed tradition happiness and holiness are related concepts.  See First Catechism Q#21: In what condition did God make Adam and Eve?  Answer: He made them holy and happy.]

Note ’ASHREI – the image of a tree: life, endurance, and significance (fruitfulness).  See also the Hebrew alphabet (Psalms 1 starts with aleph and ends with tav = Psalm 112).  Just as the first word and last word are at the opposite ends of the poem, and just as aleph and tav are at the opposite ends of the alphabet, ’ashrei and tav are opposite in meaning…

Notice the meaning of  = ’avad to cease, vanish = come to nothing. It goes nowhere; it comes to nothing.  See especially Psalms 112:10. (’avad with the same sense in Proverbs 10:28, 11:7 etc.]
…the longings/desires of the wicked come to NOTHING! (Ps 112:10)

…The prospect of the righteous is JOY, but the HOPES of the wicked come to NOTHING! (Prov 10:28)
Waltke – Sages reserve the laudatory  exclamation blessed (’ashrei) for people who experience life optimally, as the Creator intended…
[Futato]: it also has an emotional component -  the word is joined with feelings of satisfaction, JOY, delight =) this is a rich term that refers to a state of well-being and its attendant feelings of JOY and satisfaction.  

A dictionary definition [p. 66]: Happiness is “a state of well-being characterized by EMOTIONS ranging from contentment to intense joy.”
Perhaps TRULY HAPPY captures the richness of ahrei better than either “blessed” or simply “happy.”
NOTE that ’ashrei is found 28x in the book of Psalms, most heavily concentrated in Book 1 and 5 (at least 1 in each of the 5 books).  We are thus led to conclude that the book of Psalms is an instruction manual for living a truly happy life.

2. Instruction for HOLINESS.  How is this happiness attained?
The ANSWER is in a word: HOLINESS.  A holy life, according to the book of Psalms, results in a happy life.

See also: Psalm 94:12, 119:1.  The connection between happiness and holiness is typical in wisdom literature: Proverbs 16:20 etc.

Ps 119:1 – HAPPY are those whose way is blameless, who walk in the LAW of the Lord!
NOTE that (according to Psalm 1) – holiness begins with STUDY!!!

Note hgh – not only the voice is engaged in meditation, so is the mind.  Psalms in its final form is a book to be meditated on [and SUNG!!!].
MEDITATION or STUDY was to be followed by living out that which was learned.  See especially Joshua 1:8!!!...so that you may be careful to do everything in it!!!
This was a DELIGHT/LOVE: Ps 40:8, 119:77, 119:34 (with all my heart), 119:97 [How I LOVE your teaching, LORD! I study it all day long.].


I DELIGHT to DO Your will, O my God; Your Law is within my heart. [40:8]
ONE could conclude that PERFECT OBEDIENCE is required for experiencing a truly happy life, but this would be a misunderstanding.  See CALVIN:

…Were this the meaning [happiness only for those who worship God perfectly]…none but the ANGELS alone would be happy…When UPRIGHTNESS is demanded of the children of God, they do not lose the gracious remission of sins, in which their salvation alone consists.  While, then, the servants are happy, they still need to take refuge in His mercy, because their uprightness is not complete.  In this manner are they who faithfully observe the law of God said to be truly happy.
See Ps 32:2 - How blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven, Whose sin is covered! 2 How blessed is the man to whom the LORD does not impute iniquity, And in whose spirit there is no deceit!  (Psa 32:1 NAS) [complete honesty –NLT – refers to confession of sin rather than the hiding of it.  The TRULY HAPPY life is experienced by those who know and confess their sin and experience God’s forgiveness].

There has to be confession of sin (Ps 33:1-2) and really TRUST – Psalms 84:13 and 40:5 [Oh, the JOYS of those who trust in You].

PSALM 119:165 probably sums up the purpose of the book of Psalms as an instruction manual for living a truly happy life as well as any one verse can.

Those who love Your teaching enjoy well-being; They encounter no adversity. (TNK)
