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The Book of Psalms serves as the foundational hymnal of Holy Scripture. In the original Hebrew, the 
book is titled Tehillim, meaning "Praises." Our English title "Psalms" arrives via the Septuagint (the 
Greek translation of the Old Testament), from the words psalmoi—referring to poems set to music—
and psalterion, a stringed instrument or harp. 

Fifty-five of these compositions are specifically dedicated to the "Chief Musician," highlighting their 
intended use in corporate worship. Today, much of the Church’s music remains deeply rooted in 
these divinely inspired lyrics. 

The Structure of Hebrew Poetry 

Hebrew poetry operates on a different frequency than the Western tradition. While we often look for 
rhyme (sound) or meter (rhythm), Hebrew poetry is built on conceptual parallelism. It focuses on the 
symmetry of ideas rather than the cadence of words. 

There are three primary ways this parallelism functions: 

1. Synonymous (Comparative): The second line reinforces the first by repeating the thought in a 
different way. 

2. Antithetic (Contrasting): The second line illuminates the first by providing a sharp contrast. 

3. Synthetic (Completive): The second line builds upon or completes the thought of the first. 

A recurring term in the text is Selah. Derived from roots meaning "to lift up" or "to exalt," it serves as a 
musical and liturgical marker. When you encounter it, treat it as an invitation to pause, reflect, and 
let the weight of the preceding truth sink in. 

Authorship and Composition 

The collection consists of 150 individual psalms, composed by various authors over several 
centuries: 

• David: 73 psalms (The "Sweet Psalmist of Israel") 

• Asaph: 12 psalms (A prominent musical director) 

• The Sons of Korah: 12 psalms 

• Moses: 1 psalm (Psalm 90) 

• Anonymous: Approximately 50 psalms 

A Mirror of the Human Soul 

The Psalms provide a transparent look at the relationship between God and man. They are not 
merely cold theological statements; they are the cries of the human heart. Within these pages, you 
will find a full spectrum of emotion—from the heights of ecstatic joy to the depths of despair and 
contrition. 
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The beauty of this book lies in its revelation of God’s character. As the NKJV reminds us in Psalm 
46:1, "God is our refuge and strength, A very present help in trouble." This is why the Book of Psalms 
remains so cherished; it offers a bridge between our current circumstances and God’s sufficient 
grace. 

"The Lord is near to those who have a broken heart, and saves such as have a contrite spirit." — 
Psalm 34:18 (NKJV) 

Regardless of your current trial or triumph, there is a psalm that perfectly echoes your situation, 
inviting you to trust in the Lord’s enduring mercy. 

Examples of Hebrew Poetry in Psalms 

To illustrate how these structural patterns work, let’s break down the three primary types of 
parallelism using some of the most famous verses in Psalms. 

1. Synonymous Parallelism (The Comparative) 

In this form, the second line repeats the thought of the first line using different words to reinforce the 
point. 

Psalm 19:1 "The heavens declare the glory of God; And the firmament shows His handiwork." 

• Line A: The heavens / declare / God's glory. 

• Line B: The firmament (expanse) / shows / His handiwork. 

• The Result: The two lines act like a mirror, amplifying the magnitude of creation. 

2. Antithetic Parallelism (The Contrast) 

The second line provides a sharp contrast to the first, often using the word "but" to highlight two 
different paths or outcomes. 

Psalm 1:6 "For the Lord knows the way of the righteous, But the way of the ungodly shall perish." 

• Line A: The blessing and security of the righteous. 

• Line B: The destruction and instability of the ungodly. 

• The Result: The truth is sharpened by the "black and white" nature of the comparison. 

3. Synthetic Parallelism (The Completion) 

The second line (and sometimes a third) does not repeat or contrast the first; instead, it picks up the 
thought and carries it to a conclusion or adds a new layer of information. 

Psalm 95:6 "Oh come, let us worship and bow down; Let us kneel before the Lord our Maker." 

• Line A: A general call to worship. 
• Line B: Specifically defines the posture (kneeling) and the relationship (our Maker).  
• The Result: The thought "grows" as you read, leading the reader into a deeper state of reverence. 
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Why This Matters 

When you read the Psalms through this lens, you realize that the writers weren't just "venting" or 
"singing." They were using a sophisticated, divinely inspired structure to capture the complexities of 
walking with God. 

Because the poetry is based on ideas rather than the sounds of a specific language (like English 
rhyme), the power of the Psalms translates perfectly into every language on earth. Whether you are 
reading in Hebrew, English, or Spanish, the "rhyme of thought" remains intact. 


