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Introduction
Examining the context and structure of a text plays a crucial role in biblical 
exegesis.1 Like opening the layers of a Matryoshka doll, when interpreters 
work through the exegetical layers of context and structure, they discover the 
richness and depth dimensions of a text.2 Unfortunately, interpreters tend 
to treat the Psalter like a “storage cabinet” of unrelated, individual pieces of 
sacred sheet music rather than as a well-ordered oratorio.3 Commentators, 
then, tend to handle the Psalter as no other part in the Bible and ignore the 
micro-context of a psalm and the macro-context of the Psalter.4 In contrast 
to such common approaches, a canonical approach to the Psalter widens the 
exegetical field of play to include not only the context and structure of an 
individual psalm, but also the context and structure of surrounding psalms, 
the book (of the Psalter) a psalm is in, the Psalter itself, and even the Psalter’s 
placement in the biblical storyline.5

For this article, I will examine the overall exegetical data for interpreting the 
Psalter in view of its canonical shape and deliberate design along three main 
lines.6 First, I will begin by recovering Christ’s perspective on the Psalter and 
by providing two general ways to hear Christ’s voice in the Psalter. Second, 

SBJT 25.2 (2021): 35-76



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 25.3 (2021)

36

I will examine the final shape of the Psalter by tracing the broad thematic 
progression of the Psalter. Finally, I will note the macrostructure of the Psalter 
based on textual features such as psalm titles, concluding doxologies of each 
book, and the opening and closing of the Psalter. Yair Zakovitch argues that 
the ordering of psalms within the Psalter was not random but an activity of 
a “deliberate design.”7 Zakovitch even describes the arrangement of psalms 
as “an exegetical act.”8 By examining exegetical evidence for the Psalter’s 
overall shape and design, I hope to provide a biblical warrant for reading 
and preaching the Psalter canonically and Christologically.9

Hearing the Voice of Christ: Psalmists and Psalter Sing of Him

Messiah’s Voice about the Psalter
Jesus taught from the Old Testament (OT) based on its final canonical shape. 
Scholars debate which canon, especially in the OT, represents the final canon 
and what the correct ordering of sections with the canon is, (e.g., do the 
Writings open with Ruth or Psalms?).10 Nevertheless, evidence indicates 
that Jesus taught based on a tripartite Hebrew canon.11

One piece of evidence of Jesus’s speaking based on the tripartite Hebrew 
canon (Tanak) is Luke 11:51.12 Jesus excoriates the religious leaders of his 
day, laying the blood of all the prophets against “this generation:” “The blood 
of all the prophets, shed from the foundation of the world, may be charged 
against this generation, from the blood of Abel to the blood of Zechariah, 
who perished between the altar and the sanctuary” (Luke 11:51 ESV). Jesus 
explains that Abel was the first OT figure to perish for bearing witness to the 
truth (Gen 4:1–16), and Zechariah was the last figure in the OT canon to 
perish for bearing witness to the truth (2 Chron 24:20–22).13 In speaking 
of Abel as the first martyr and Zechariah as the last, Jesus was reflecting 
the Hebrew canon which began with Genesis and ended with Chronicles.14

The second evidence for Jesus’s teaching based on a tripartite Hebrew 
canon is more explicit. During his walk with two disciples on the road to 
Emmaus (Luke 24:13–53), the risen Lord admonished two weary disci-
ples for not “believ[ing] all that the prophets have spoken,” (24:25). Then, 
“beginning with Moses and all the Prophets,” Jesus explained to them “in 
all the Scriptures the things concerning himself (ta peri heautou)” (24:27).15 
Finally, Jesus concluded “that everything written about me (emou) in the 
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Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled” (24:44).16 
Craig Evans argues that the word the ESV translates as Psalms (psalmois) in 
Luke 24:44 is anarthrous, meaning that one could translate Luke 24:44 as 
“the Law of Moses and the Prophets and Psalms (tois prophētais kai psalmois) 
must be fulfilled [in me].” If Evans interprets correctly, then early Christians 
understood the Psalter as prophetic genre with a messianic impulse.17 Peter 
certainly saw the prophetic trajectory and messianic heartbeat of the Psalter 
when he spoke of David, “the sweet psalmist of Israel” (2 Sam 23:1), as “a 
prophet” who “foresaw (proidōn) and spoke about the resurrection of the 
Christ” in Psalm 16 and 110 (Acts 2:25, 30–31).18 Jesus’s explanation to 
his disciples, then, indicates that not only do individual psalms testify to 
him but so does the entire Psalter.19 Jesus’s exchange with his disciples also 
indicates the messianic impulse of the entire Hebrew canon, of which the 
Psalter plays a crucial role.20 After sketching the history and final form of 
the OT, Stephen Dempster concludes, “The church is born not just with 
a canon in its hands, but with a christological canon in its hands.”21 Jesus’s 
voice regarding the messianic impulse of the Psalter, as well as the material 
form of the OT canon (ordered as “the Law of Moses the Prophets and the 
Psalms”), encourages a more holistic reading of the Psalter and the OT than 
a more atomized one.22

The main summarizing points from a brief examination of Jesus’s teaching 
involve two things. First, Jesus taught from the OT at times based on its final 
canonical shape. Second, Jesus insisted that every part of the Tanak pointed 
to him, even Psalms (Luke 24:44).

Messiah’s Voice in the Psalter
Sally Lloyd-Jones wrote a popular children’s Bible called The Jesus Storybook 
Bible: Every Story Whispers His Name.23 The concept of the book involves 
showing how every story in the Bible “whispers His name.” Similarly, readers 
can hear whispers of Messiah’s voice in every psalm in the Psalter.24 In the 
following paragraphs, I will suggest two general ways to hear the voice of the 
Messiah in the Psalter, with a particular focus on the final form of the Psalter.

The first general way to hear Messiah’s voice in the Psalter involves keep-
ing the entire Psalter in mind. The volume of psalm quotations in the New 
Testament (NT) coupled with the way NT authors apply the Psalter to the 
life of Christ indicates that one can hear whispers of Messiah’s voice, not 
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only in a few select psalms, but in every psalm of the Psalter.25 According to 
Bruce Waltke, the NT quotes the OT directly 283 times; 41 percent of those 
quotes come from the Psalter.26 He notes further that NT authors quote 
the Psalter 116 times to refer to events in the life of Jesus Christ.27 The sheer 
volume of psalm quotations in the NT, the way the NT writers apply the 
Psalter to Christ, and the overall shape of the Psalter, led Jerry Shepherd to 
describe the Psalter as a “messianic reservoir.”28 Thus, instead of viewing the 
Psalter as containing a handful of messianic psalms (versus non-messianic 
psalms), the way the NT authors saw an “intrinsic connection between Christ 
and the Psalms” encourages readers to view every psalm as “‘fair game’ to 
use in reference to the person of Christ.”29 Exegetes of the Psalter, then, can 
learn from the apostles in how to read psalms and hear the voice of Messiah 
throughout the Psalter.30

A second general way to hear Messiah’s voice in the Psalter involves 
understanding the general time frame of the Psalter’s final arrangement, 
coupled with seeing David as the leading voice of the Psalter.31 Based on the 
superscription of Psalm 90, Moses penned the earliest psalm in the Psalter.32 

Psalm 90 opens in the OT with “A prayer of Moses, a man of God” (Ps 
90:[1]). Based on the content of psalms such as Psalm 126 and Psalm 137, 
the final form of Psalter came about in the post-exilic period. In Psalm 126, 
the psalmist looks back on the exile and remembers Israel’s glorious return:

When the LORD restored the fortunes of Zion,

 we were like those who dream.

Then our mouth was filled with laughter,

 and our tongue with shouts of joy;

then they said among the nations,

 ‘The LORD has done great things for them’ (Ps 126:1–2).

In Psalm 137, the psalmist reflects on Israel’s time in exile, “by the rivers 
of Babylon” where they “sat down and wept” as “their captors required … 
songs” of them “in a foreign land” (Ps 137:1–4). Remarkably, then, the 
Psalter covers about a millennium of Israel’s history, from Moses to Israel’s 
return from the exile.33 The content of such psalms places the final form of 
the Psalter at some point after the exile.34

The relevance of the postexilic timeframe for the final form of the psalter 
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takes on significance when one considers the importance of David in the 
Psalter.35 As early as Psalm 2, David (according to Acts 4:25–26) celebrates 
the happy enthronement of Yahweh’s Messiah-King on the holy hill of Zion 
in the face of the seditious opposition from the nations. David’s lyrics in 
Psalm 2 (especially 2:6–8) echo the Davidic covenant of 2 Samuel 7:5–16 
where God promises to make David’s son a king whose “throne shall be 
established forever” (2 Sam 7:14, 16). Yet after the exile, with the crown of 
David long-buried beneath the dust of Nebuchadnezzar’s chariots, Israel is 
left to wonder if such spectacular promises about Yahweh’s Messiah-King 
have failed.36 Indeed, Book 3 of the Psalter ends with such a lament: “Lord, 
where is your steadfast love of old, which by your faithfulness you swore 
to David?” (Ps 89:49). The Psalter, in its final post-exilic form, ends with 
such messianic longings and questions still alive, demanding an ultimate 
fulfillment and answer.37

In addition to aching for the realization of the enthronement of God’s 
Messiah-King (Ps 2) and the psalmist’s lament for God to keep his Davidic 
promises (Ps 89), royal psalms appear throughout the Psalter. The royal 
psalms give the entire Psalter royal overtones as they intensify the deep desire 
for God’s promised Messiah-King.38 In contrast with other collections of 
psalms within the Psalter (e.g., Pss 120–134 and the “Songs of Ascent”), the 
royal psalms lie scattered throughout the psalter, often near the opening or 
closing of the five books of the Psalter.39 For example, David’s Psalm 2 opens 
Book 1, or better, Psalm 2, along with Psalm 1, opens the entire Psalter.40 A 
royal psalm not only opens Book 1 (Ps 2), but a royal psalm ends Book 2 
(Ps 72), providing a royal inclusio with Book 1. Psalm 89 ends Book 3, and 
along with royal Psalm 2 and 72, gives the first three books of the Psalter a 
messianic inclusio and framing.41 

Psalm 110 appears in the final book of the Psalter, where King David 
dramatically joins together, in one person, the hopes for a perfect priest 
and king whom David himself addresses as “Lord” (adon) (Ps 110:1–2, 4). 
David’s prophetic royal song in Psalm 110 also mirrors the royal messianic 
hopes of his Psalm 2. Along with Psalm 2 and 118, Psalm 110 is among the 
psalms that the NT writers quote most often.42 Two royal psalms of David 
conclude Book 5 of the Psalter (Pss 144–145), immediately before crescen-
doing with a cosmic fanfare of “hallelujah” (hallu–YAH) psalms in Psalms 
146–150 that round out the entire Psalter with euphoric praise. 
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With such a scattering and strategic placement of royal psalms throughout 
the Psalter, and this well after David’s demise, Jamie Grant invites readers 
of the Psalter to ask, “Why are the royal psalms still in the Psalter at all?”43 
Brevard Childs asks a similar question and points readers towards a con-
clusion: “At the time of final redaction, when the institution of kingship 
had long since been destroyed, what earthly king would have come to mind 
other than God’s Messiah?”44 Thus, the post-exilic formation of the Psalter’s 
final form and the leading voice of David and his royal psalms reveal the 
eschatological yearning of the Psalter for God’s ultimate Messiah to come.45

David’s leading voice in Psalter gives way to the voice of Messiah himself. 
As Bonhoeffer argues, “David is the anointed king of the chosen people of 
God, a prototype of Jesus Christ. What happens to him happens for the sake 
of the one who is in him … namely Jesus Christ.”46 Moreover,

in the Psalms of David, the promised Christ himself already speaks (Heb 2:12; 

10:5) or, as may also be indicated, the Holy Spirit (Heb 3:7). These same words 

which David spoke, therefore, the future Messiah spoke through him. The prayers 

of David were prayed also by Christ. Or better, Christ himself prayed them through 

his forerunner David (emphasis added.)47

The final shaping of the Psalter, then, not only whispers his name, but it 
contains the voice of the Messiah himself and announces his coming.48

Having recovered Christ’s perspective on the Psalter and providing two 
ways to hear Christ’s voice in the Psalter based on the overall shape and set-
ting of the Psalter, I will now move to trace the broad thematic progression 
of the Psalter. The reader of Psalms can discern the deliberate design of the 
Psalter’s overall progression in two ways. First, the dissonance between the 
title of the Psalter and the contents of the psalms suggests a thematic pro-
gression. Second, the concentration of certain kinds of psalms as one reads 
from Psalm 1 to Psalm 150 suggests a thematic progression.

Hearing the Melodic Flow: From Lament to Praise

The Psalter’s Contrasting Title and Contents
The title of the Psalms puts the discerning reader into immediate conflict with 
its contents. The title of Psalms in English translations comes from the Greek 
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word psalmoi, meaning “sacred songs [of praise],” which was a translation of the 
Hebrew mizmor, meaning a “[sacred] poem or song.”49 By NT times at least, 
Psalms was the common title as evidenced by the usage of Jesus (Luke 20:42, 
44) and Peter (Acts 1:20), when Psalms came to refer not simply to “sacred 
songs” but to “sacred songs of praise.”50 The Masoretic title for the Psalter title 
came from the Hebrew tehillim meaning “praises,” or “praise songs” (when used 
as a title).51 The Psalter’s titular meaning of “praise songs” collides, however, 
with much of the psalter’s actual content. A painful irony awaits the reader who 
finally notices that this book called “praise songs” actually contains more songs 
of lament than anything else.52 Readers of the Psalter will often hear singers 
strangely singing the blues in a book named “praise songs.”

The Psalter’s Musical Progression
As the Psalter opens, readers notice that the psalmists, particularly King 
David, often appear disoriented and lost in the woods of God’s providence, 
looking for God like a hunter searching for a unicorn he hopes still exists.

O LORD, how many are my foes!

 Many are rising against me;

many are saying of my soul,

 ‘There is no salvation for him in God’ (Ps 3:1–2).

Bruggeman describes the ranging experiences of the psalmists as moving 
suddenly from moments of orientation to disorientation.53 Indeed, each of 
the first three books of the Psalter (Pss 3–89) opens with a psalm of disori-
entation. In addition to David’s disturbing cry that opens Book 1 (Psalm 
3:1–2 listed above), the sons of Korah and Asaph the musician open Books 
2 and 3 with similar groans:

My soul thirsts for God, 

 for the living God.

When shall I come and appear before God?

My tears have been my food

 day and night,

while they say to me all the day long,

 ‘Where is your God?’    (Book 2, Ps 42:2–3).
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As for me, my feet had almost stumbled,

 my steps had nearly slipped.

For I was envious of the arrogant

 when I saw the prosperity of the wicked. (Book 3, Ps 73:2–3)

In Psalm 88, the penultimate song of Book 3, Heman the Ezrahite brings 
down a closing curtain of darkness on Book 3 by singing the darkest, most 
derelict psalm in the Psalter:

O LORD, why do you cast my soul away?

 Why do you hide your face from me?

Your wrath has swept over me; 

 your dreadful assaults destroy me.

You have caused my beloved and my friend to shun me;

 my companions have become darkness (Ps 88:14, 16, 18).

In Heman’s voice of lament in Psalm 88 was a voice deeper still. The only 
darker cry than Heman’s in all the Bible came from the loud orphaned voice 
of Christ on the cross where he, too, cried out in the darkness, “My God, 
my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt 27:45–46). Lament is the 
unexpected, yet common experience of Christ and his people in the Psalter, 
a book whose title advertises nothing but songs of praise.

By examining the macrostructure of the Psalter, one notices that the 
songs of lament dominating the Psalter reveal an intentional ordering and 
a broad progression from lament to praise within the Psalter itself.54 While 
sketching out evidence of structure and a metanarrative in the Psalter, Nancy 
deClaissé-Walford plots lament psalms in the Psalter. She notices a high-con-
centration of lament psalms in Books 1-3 that decrease and give way to 
hymns of praise as the Psalter progresses through Books 4-5 and crescendos 
to a conclusion of hallu psalms (Pss 146-150). deClaissé-Walford traces 
the overall movement from lament to praise within the Psalter as follows:

• In Book I, twenty-four of the forty-one psalms (59 percent) are laments; 

eight (20 percent) are hymns.

• In Book II, twenty of the thirty-one psalms (65 percent) are laments; six 

(19 percent) are hymns.
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• In Book III, eight of the seventeen psalms (47 percent) are laments; six 

(35 percent) are hymns.

• In Book IV, only four of the seventeen psalms (24 percent) are laments; 

five (29 percent) are hymns.

• In Book V, ten of the forty-four psalms (23 percent) are laments; twen-

ty-three (52 percent) are hymns.55

DeClaissé-Walford forefronts such a general concentration of laments in 
Books 1-3 resolving into more general hymns of praise in Books 4-5 as 
one of several marks of purposeful and canonical arrangement.56 Based 
on the general ordering, broad progression, and overall macrostructure of 
the Psalter, the general melodic mood of the Psalter moves readers from 
lament to praise, from solos of laments to choirs of congregational and 
cosmological praise.57

Hearing the Melodic Macrostructure: The Voice of the Wise 
and Reigning King

Thus far in this article, I have argued that both Christ’s voice about the 
Psalter and the sweeping melodic flow of the Psalter indicate canonical 
intentionality (purposeful arrangement) that should inform one’s reading 
and preaching of the Psalter. In the following sections, I will examine the 
final exegetical evidences (for this article) for reading the Psalter in light of 
its final canonical shape. 58 Like hearing all the notes of a chord or seeing 
all the colors of a rainbow after light passes through a prism, a canonical 
approach provides a panoramic contextual lens through which readers can 
see the layered dimensions of the Psalter. A canonical approach strives for 
exegetical faithfulness to the text (or book), its words, genre, and structure, 
especially the final structure.59 The final form of a book provides a herme-
neutical guide for interpreting the book.60 

Several macrostructure compositional elements of the Psalter provide 
warrant for seeing a purposeful arrangement of the Psalter. I will examine 
the Psalter’s purposeful arrangement by noting macrostructural elements 
of the Psalter’s final form in four categories: the fivefold book structure, the 
concluding doxologies of each book, the superscriptions, and the overture 
and finale of the Psalter (Pss 1-2 and 146-150). Such compositional features 
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warrant hearing the Psalter (to borrow from Bach) as a “well-tempered” 
collection rather than as random anthology of Israel’s “one-hit wonders.”

A Song of Five Books
The Psalter’s arrangement into five books provides one of the clearest indica-
tions of the Psalter’s macrostructure.61 Based on the content of psalms such 
as Psalm 126 and 137, an unknown editor (or editors) organized the Psalter 
into five books at some point after the exile.62 The general arrangement of 
the five books is as follows:

Book 1: Psalms 1-41

Book 2: Psalms 42-72

Book 3: Psalms 73-89

Book 4: Psalms 90-106

Book 5: Psalms 107-150.

A more nuanced approach to the Psalter’s shape, sensitive to textual indica-
tors, sees Psalms 1-2 as a musical prologue and overture for the Psalter and 
Psalms 146-150 as a musical conclusion and finale for the Psalter.63

One textual indicator for viewing Psalms 1–2 as an introduction to the 
Psalter involves noticing that Psalms 1–2 are the only psalms in Book 1 with 
no superscriptions, which sets them apart from the rest of the psalms in 
Book 1.64 Additionally, with the opening verses of Psalm 1 announcing that 
“blessed (ashre) is the man who … delights in [YHWH’s ] law (torah)” (Ps 
1:1–2) and the closing verses of Psalm 2 promising that “blessed (ashre) are 
all who take refuge in [Yahweh’s Messiah-King and Son]” (Ps 2:12), Psalms 
1 and 2 form a “blessed” inclusio and introduce themes of God’s Torah 
and God’s Messiah. The Torah-Messiah overture of Psalms 1-2 not only 
introduces twin themes that influence how readers should hear the rest of 
the Psalter, but these twin themes appear together throughout the Psalter, 
e.g., Pss 18-19; 118-119.65

One textual indicator for viewing Psalms 146-150 as the finale of the 
Psalter involves recognizing that the five concluding psalms in the book of 
Psalms, whose title means “praise songs” (tehillim), each open and close with 
hallu-YAH.66 The journey of faith from lament to praise in the Psalter comes 
to a consummative conclusion with the eleven-fold “Hallu-YAH” finale of 
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Psalms 146-150. With such textual indicators in mind regarding Psalms 1-2 
and 146-150, a more nuanced ordering of the five books aligns as follows:

Prologue and Overture: Psalms 1-267

Book 1: Psalms 3-41

Book 2: Psalms 42-72

Book 3: Psalms 73-89

Book 4: Psalms 90-106

Book 5: Psalms 107-145

Conclusion and Finale: Psalms 146-150

In addition to the Psalter’s five-book structure, the placement of psalms 
within each book indicates intentionality as well.68 One major mark of inten-
tionality involves the use of superscriptions.69 DeClaissé-Walford notes a 
much higher concentration of titles in Books 1-3 (especially Davidic ones) 
vis-à-vis Books 4-5:

In Book I, thirty-seven of the forty-one psalms have superscriptions (93 percent).

In Book II, thirty of the thirty-one psalms have superscriptions (97 percent).

In Book III, all seventeen psalms have superscriptions (100 percent).

In Book IV, only six of the seventeen psalms have superscriptions (35 percent).

In Book V, twenty-six of the forty-four psalms have superscriptions (59 percent.)70

Such an organization of the Psalter based, in part, on superscriptions indicates 
an intentional ordering of psalms, even across the five books.

John Eaton goes further and notices “three broad strata” relating to author-
ship in titles that underly the fivefold division of the Psalter.71 First, every 
psalm in Book 1 (Pss 3-41) begins with a title associated with David, except 
for Psalm 10 and 33.72 Second, in Books 2-3 (Pss 42-72; 73-89), psalms of 
similar authorship appear together: 

• a group of Korahite psalms (Pss 42-49), 

• of Davidic psalms (Pss 51-72), 

• of Asaph psalms (Pss 73-83), and 

• another Korahite grouping (Pss 84-85, 87-88) framing the final Davidic 

psalm in Book 3, Psalm 86.
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Amid this authorial grouping of psalms in Books 2-3, comes a constella-
tion of psalms known as the “Elohistic Psalter” (EP) (Pss 42-83). Yahweh, 
the covenantal name for God, dominates every other part of the Psalter. 
However, in the EP, the name Elohim, a more general word for God, appears 
about five times more than Yahweh (200 times versus forty-three times).73 

Finally, in Books 4-5 most psalms appear without authorial attribution, 
and evidence more literary, lexical, and thematic linkage.74 For example, all 
twenty-five appearances of “hallelujah” appear in Books 4–5, and the Songs of 
Ascent (Pss 120–134) “uniquely … prioritize genre over authorship” (emphasis 
original). 75 Of the few psalms that do bear authorial markers in Book 4-5 are 
especially the Davidic psalms of Psalms 108-110 in Book 4 and 138-145 in 
Book 5. The presence of Davidic psalms so late in the Psalter indicates a mes-
sianic significance. Long after the “prayers of David ended” with the editorial 
marker in Psalm 72:20 a hope for the ideal David and ben Jesse yet remains.76

Based on the grouping of psalms in respective books on factors such as 
superscriptions, authorship, genre, lexical, and thematic linkages, a more 
detailed structure of the Psalter’s five books emerges. Not all Psalter scholars 
sensitive to a canonical approach agree on the precise placement of every 
psalm. The following breakdown of each book reflects, however, what Peter 
Ho refers to as a general consensus for each book’s macrostructure, where 
possible, among scholarship.77

Book 1 Nearly all psalms are Davidic in Book 1. 

Consensus 1–2 3–14 15–24 25–34 35–41

Ho Follows general consensus

Robertson 1–2 3–17 18–19 20–24 25 26–32 33 34–41

Book 2 K=Korah A=Asaph D=David

Consensus 42–49 (K) 50 (A) 51–65 (D) 66–67 68–71 (D) 72

Ho 42–49 50–72

Robertson 42–44 45–48 49–52 53 54–60 61–68 69–71 72

Book 3 A=Asaph K=Korah

Consensus 73–83 (A) 84–89 (K)78

Ho 73–83 84–89

Robertson 73–74 75–76 77–83 84–87 88–89
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Book 4 YM=YHWH Malak

Consensus 90–92 93–100 (YM) 101–106

101–103 104–106

Ho Follows the general consensus, yet also sees Books 4–5 as a concentric unit.

90–103 104–106 (Janus unit connecting 
with Book 5.)

104–119 stitches 
Books 4–5 together

Robertson 90–91 92–100 101–103 104–106

Book 5 D=David

Consensus 107 108–110 
(D)

111–
117

118–119 120–134 135–137 138–
145 
(D)

146–
150118 | 119 135 136–

137

Ho Follows the general consensus but also sees Book 4–5 as a concentric unit.

104–119 stitches Books 4–5 together 135–150

Robertson Largely follows the general consensus

Realizing patterns of macrostructure in the Psalter and discerning its 
significance are two different matters. Such recognition of the macrostruc-
ture does provide one, however, with insights and instincts for exploring 
the macrostructure’s exegetical significance. Now I will turn to examine 
three remaining macrostructural elements in the Psalter that indicate ca-
nonical intentionality: the doxological seams, the superscriptions, and the 
overture and finale of Psalms 1-2 and 146-145.

Doxological Seams
In addition to the fivefold division of the Psalter and the general arrange-
ment of psalms in each book based on superscriptions and genre, the pres-
ence of similar doxologies at the end of each book also indicates purposeful 
arrangement. 

Blessed be the LORD (baruk YHWH), the God of Israel (Elohe Yisrael),

 From everlasting to everlasting (olam wead ha‘olam)!

Amen and Amen (amen weamen)   (Ps 41:13, ending Book 1)
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Blessed be the LORD (baruk YHWH), the God of Israel (Elohim, Elohe Yisrael),

 who alone does wondrous things.

Blessed be his glorious name forever (le‘olam); 

 may the whole earth be filled with his glory! 

Amen and Amen (amen weamen)!  (Ps 72:18–19, ending Book 2)

Blessed be the LORD (baruk YHWH), forever (‘olam)! 

 Amen and Amen (amen weamen) (Ps 89:52, ending Book 3)

Blessed be the LORD (baruk YHWH), the God of Israel (Elohe Yisrael), 

 from everlasting to everlasting (ha‘olam we‘ad ha‘olam)! 

And let all the people say, ‘Amen!’ (amen)

 Praise the Lord.   (Ps 106:48, ending Book 4)

Each doxology shares nearly the same four elements:

(1) “Blessed be the LORD” (baruk YHWH);

(2) “the God of Israel” ([Elohim,] Elohe Yisrael), save Ps 89:52; 

(3) “from everlasting to everlasting”/“forever” (‘olam); and 

(4) a double “Amen” (amen weamen), save Ps 106:48 that ends with amen only.

Each doxology also appears as the concluding word of their respective 
books. Gerald Wilson has shown that these doxologies are (1) original 
to their respective psalm, (2) not later insertions, and (3) they conclude 
their respective book, not simply a nearby group of psalms.79 The doxolo-
gies coming at the end of each book, especially as they conclude the royal 
psalms in Books 1-3, also give a messianic impulse to the Psalter.80 

As for Book 5, David ends Psalm 145 with words mirroring the main 
doxological theme that end Books 1-4 of “blessing the Lord forever:” “My 
mouth will speak the praise of the LORD, and let all flesh bless (baruk) 
his holy name [the LORD, by parallelism] forever and ever (‘olam wa‘ed) 
(Ps 145:21). The editorial placement of Psalms 146-150 answer David’s 
prayer in Psalm 145:21 that “all flesh” would bless the LORD, and they 
conclude the entire Psalter with a cosmic doxological chorus of all creation 
(all flesh).81 This additional understanding of the Psalter’s macrostructure 
reflects the following outline:82
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Prologue and Overture: Psalms 1-2

      Book 1: Psalms 3-41

 Royal Doxology: Ps 41:13 

      Book 2: Psalms 42-72

 Royal Doxology: Ps 72:18–19

      Book 3: Psalms 73-89

 Royal Doxology: Ps 89:52

      Book 4: Psalms 90-106

 Doxology: Ps 106:48

      Book 5: Psalms 107-145

 Royal Doxology (Springboard): Ps 145:21

Conclusion and Finale: Psalms 146-150

The similarity of the doxologies and their strategic placement at the end of 
each book indicate an important feature to the purposeful arrangement of 
psalms and their respective books.

Superscripts
Of the 150 psalms, 116 have titles and more than half of them bear attri-
bution to David (see chart below).83 The titles contain information such as 
authorship, genre (e.g., a psalm, a prayer), the occasion or purpose, musical 
instructions, or historical context in David’s life.84 Superscriptions are not 
simply liner notes for a song, but they play a crucial role in the shape and 
shaping of the Psalter.85 The following chart by C. Hassell Bullock illus-
trates, for example, how authorship served as a rationale for organizing the 
Psalter even with certain books.86 

Book 1
(1–41)

Book 2
(42–72)

Book 3
(73–89)

Book 4
(90–106)

Book 5
(107–150)

Moses Ps 90

David Pss [2] 3–32, 
34–41

Pss 51–65, 
68–71

Ps 86, 
[95–96]

Pss 101, 103, 
[105–106]

Pss 108–110, 122, 
124, 131, 133, 
138–145

Solomon Ps 72 Ps 127

Asaph Ps 50 Pss 73–83
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Sons of 
Korah

Pss 84–85, 
87–88

Heman Ps 88

Ethan Ps 89

No 
attribution Pss 1–2, 33 Pss 66–67 Pss 91–100, 

102, 104–106

Pss 107, 111–121, 
125–126, 
128–130, 132, 
134–137, 146–150

From such a chart, Robertson concludes that “the fact that various 
books of the Psalter are demarcated by psalms specifically attributed to dif-
ferent authors indicates the likelihood of intentional placement of these 
psalms by the final editor of the Psalter.”87 The use of superscriptions, then, 
played a crucial role in shaping the Psalter. 

One issue in the exegetical process that arises from the superscriptions 
relates to their reliability.88 Scholars such as Mowinckel claim that psalm ti-
tles, particularly ones about David, do not represent any real tradition “but 
only later ‘learning.’… They are just typical ‘midrash,’ … i.e. a learned form-
ing of legends as the result of an ‘investigation,’ which is actually an un-
historical, speculative exegesis of disconnected details.”89 Brevard Childs, 
who pioneered a canonical approach to Scripture that his student Gerald 
Wilson eventually applied to the Psalter, provides a more sympathetic un-
derstanding of the superscriptions. On the one hand, Childs views the ti-
tles as “secondary additions … afford[ing] no reliable information toward 
establishing the genuine historical setting of the Psalms.”90 Nevertheless, 
Childs argues that the titles are authoritative for the exegetical process, 
as they represent an early tradition of “how the Psalms as a collection of 
sacred literature were understood. The titles established a secondary set-
ting which became normative [authoritative] for the canonical tradition. 
… [They] must be taken seriously.”91 Tremper Longman argues that in-
terpreters “have little reason … to doubt that David wrote those psalms 
ascribed to him” and good arguments exist for the “strong likelihood for 
the accuracy of authorship titles.”92 Nevertheless, Longman concludes that 
“it is best to treat the titles as noncanonical, but reliable early tradition.”93 
Longman encourages interpreters, then, “to let the psalm title initially in-
form the reading of a psalm. However, [they] should not bend the interpre-
tation of a psalm unnaturally to make it conform to the title.”94 Ironically, 
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Longman seems to view the titles as more historical, but less authoritative 
than Childs, who views the titles as authoritative, but not as historical.

Following scholars such as Kidner and Waltke, I argue that readers 
should take the titles as an exegetically significant and canonically import-
ant part of Psalter.95 Four reasons follow for taking the titles of the psalms 
as exegetically significant. First, psalm titles are part of the MT. As Waltke 
explains, “No ancient version or Hebrew manuscript omits [the titles], so 
denying their originality is conjecture.”96 Further, Masoretes often wrote 
marginal notes in the text, yet they included the superscriptions in the 
verse numbering of the MT.97 Second, all other hymns outside the Psal-
ter include a superscript, thus pointing to their originality in the Psalter as 
well. For example, the hymn in Habakkuk 3:1 begins with a superscript: 
“A prayer of Habakkuk the prophet, according to Shigionoth.”98 Third, the 
NT writers build their preaching, in part, upon the superscriptions. For 
instance, as Paul preaches in the synagogue in Antioch, he explains how 
the OT pointed to Jesus as the Savior whom God promised to send (Acts 
13:22–23). Then Paul demonstrates how the OT not only predicted Jesus’s 
arrival, but also his death and resurrection (Acts 13:26–31). When Paul 
argues for the resurrection of Jesus, he appeals to David and his writing of 
Psalm 16: “You will not let your Holy One see corruption” (Acts 13:35–37 
// Ps 16:10). Paul had built part of his argument for Jesus’s resurrection 
based on David’s authorship indicated in the superscript.99

Finally, Jesus viewed the psalm titles as authentic in his preaching. In 
Mark 12:35–37, Jesus appeals to David, and especially his writing of Psalm 
110, to make a crucial argument about his deity: “David himself, in the 
Holy Spirit, declared, ‘The Lord said to my Lord, Sit at my right hand, un-
til I put your enemies under your feet’” (Mark 12:36 // Ps 110:1). Thus, 
the superscriptions provide another exegetical tool to use in exploring the 
meaning of a psalm, both in its own context as well as the entire Psalter.100

Having established exegetical warrant for treating psalm titles as author-
itative and canonical, one final canonical issue regarding the use of titles 
in the exegetical process needs exploring— the historical information in 
psalms of David. Fourteen of the seventy-three psalms of David connect to 
historical events in David’s life.101 Two significant matters emerge from the 
fourteen historical titles. First, the historical titles, in the words of Hensley, 
seem to “reflect the different character” and flow of the Psalter’s five books.102 
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For example, all but one of the psalms with a Davidic historical title appears 
in Books 1-2: five in Book 1 (Ps 3, 7, 18, 30, 34) and eight in Book 2 (Ps 
51, 52, 54, 56, 57, 59, 60, 63). The final psalm with a Davidic historical title 
appears in Book 5 (Ps 142). The Davidic historical titles in Books 1-2, then, 
(and bleeding into the crisis of Book 3 [Ps 88, 89]), reflect the suffering of 
David, even though he is God’s anointed king, and shape the overall mood 
of Psalms 3-89.103

Second, the titles do not follow David’s life chronologically; they follow 
David historically and prototypically as God’s covenant, messiah-king.104 For 
instance, the historical descriptions about David’s life all but end in Books 1-2, 
even as the prayers of David himself come to an end with a major editorial 
marker in Psalm 72:20. 105 With the prayers of the historical David, the ben 
Jesse, ended, subsequent Davidic psalms widen the hermeneutical horizon 
to look forward to a future David. 106 As “prayers of David” still appear in 
Psalter even after “the prayers of David” end in Psalm 72:20 (e.g. Ps 86), the 
historical David of the Psalter gives way to an eschatological David.107 Thus, 
the first part of the Psalter focuses on a historical David, ben Jesse, that gives 
way to a greater David yet to come.108 

Furthermore, the historical titles about David come from events in his 
life from 1-2 Samuel.109 Ho explains that the historical titles pointing 
back to 1-2 Samuel, set 1-2 Samuel as a broad intertextual context to the 
Psalter that serves to remind readers of David’s experiences, his trials and 
triumphs, as God’s covenant, messiah-king.110 In particular, Psalm 18 and 
30 contain the only positive historical superscriptions (though the con-
tents of Psalm 30 describe God rescuing David from distress). Psalm 18 
refers to the time when God established David as his messiah king and 
gave him rest from all his enemies. The title connects Psalm 18 to Na-
than’s monumental prophecy in 2 Samuel 7 (and 2 Samuel 22:1) where 
God promised to build a household for David and establish an eternal 
kingdom through his offspring (2 Sam 7:12-16). The title of Psalm 30 
refers to the occasion when David “took the stronghold of Zion,” called it 
the city of David, and built his house (2 Sam 5:7-11).111 This 2 Samuel 5 
passage also echoes God’s special election of David in 1 Samuel 16:11, his 
special presence with David (1 Sam 18:14), and the repeated victories he 
gave David (2 Sam 8:6, 14). Nathan reviews these gracious dealings with 
David as God promises David a better house—an eternal house—in 2 
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Samuel 7. Taken all together, then, the historical superscriptions of four-
teen Davidic psalms set 1-2 Samuel as a literary context for the Psalter, 
especially the towering promise of 2 Samuel 7 (cf. Ps 2), and establish Da-
vid not only as the historical king, but also as a proto-typical king whose 
personal experiences anticipate the messiah-king par excellence.112

Thus far in this section, I have examined the fivefold division of the Psal-
ter, the general arrangement of psalms within the Psalter, the doxological 
seams, and the superscriptions. Such textual markers indicate a purposeful 
arrangement of the Psalter that preachers should account for in their exegetical 
process. One final macrostructure element needs exploring—the overture 
and finale of Psalms 1-2 and 146-150.

Overture and Finale: Psalms 1-2 and 146-150. An Inclusio of 
Wisdom, Royalty, and Praise

Psalm 1: Delighting in the Lord’s Torah (The Blessed Man)
Psalms 1-2 reflect independent, yet complementary compositions that func-
tion as a combined introduction to the canonical shape of the Psalter.113 As 
an independent composition, Psalm 1 contrasts two ways to live: the way of 
the righteous versus the way of the wicked (Ps 1:6).114 The psalm breaks into 
three sections: the way of the righteous man (ish) described (1:1-3), the way 
of the wicked man described (1:4-5), and the end of both revealed (1:6).115 

The key difference between the way of the righteous man and the wicked 
man hangs on his posture towards God’s law (torah): “Blessed (ashre) is the 
man who … delights in the law (torah) of Lord, and in his law (torah) med-
itates (hagah) day and night” (1:1-2). The New Living Translation captures 
the mood of the blessed man (as well as the intensive plural of ashre) who 
meditates constantly on God’s torah: “O, the joy (ashre) of those who … de-
light in the law of the Lord” (1:1-2 NLT).

Not only does Psalm 1 highlight the joy of delighting in God’s torah, so 
does Psalm 1’s intertextual connection to Joshua 1. As Psalm 1 begins the 
first book of the Writings (again, see Jesus’s words in Luke 24:44), it echoes 
intertextual connections with the first book of the Prophets in Joshua 1:8. 
Notice the underlined, bolded, italicized parallels:
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This Book of the Law (torah) shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall med-

itate on it [torah] day and night. … For then you will make your way prosperous 

(tsalakh) ( Josh 1:8).

But his delight is in the law (torah) of the Lord, and on his law (torah) he meditates 

day and night. … In all that he does, he prospers (tsalakh) (Ps 1:1b, 3b).

The intertextual connections of Psalm 1 with Joshua 1 underscore the hap-
py and prosperous life of the righteous man who meditates on God’s to-
rah.116 God’s torah functions as the root chord of the righteous man’s song. 
As the first psalm of the Psalter, then, placed strategically by the editor(s), 
Psalm 1 invites all who read the Psalter to hear and delight in what follows 
as God’s instruction (torah).117 These sacred hymns of Israel are God’s mu-
sical torah meant for the joys (ashre) of all who meditate on them.

Psalm 2: Delighting in the Lord’s Messiah (The Messianic King)
As an independent composition, Psalm 2 establishes God’s “Anointed [One]” 
(or, Messiah-King) and summons all to take refuge in him (Ps 2:6, 12).118 The 
twelve verse psalm divides into four stanzas, three verses each: The Rage of Na-
tions (2:1-3); The Response of the Lord (2:4-6); The Reign of the Lord’s 
Messiah (2:7-9); The Refuge of the King (2:10-12).119 The terrifying turn-
ing point in this royal psalm comes when the Lord installs his Son as Messi-
ah-King in Zion and promises to prize him the nations and ends of the earth:

I myself have installed (ani nasakti) my king on Zion, my holy hill.

 The king says, ‘I will announce the LORD’s decree.’

He said to me: ‘You (atah) are my son. 

 This very day I have become your father.

Ask me, and I will give you the nations as your inheritance, 

 the ends of the earth as your personal property’ (Ps 2:6-8 NET).

The royal sonship language of this opening chapter in the Writings stretches 
back to the opening chapters of the Law.120 In Genesis 2, God (with thematic 
overtones perhaps of Psalm 2:6) “placed” Adam in Eden “to worship and 
obey” him (le‘abdah uleshomrah) as God’s son (Gen 2:15-16; Luke 3:38).121 

Immediately after God placed Adam in Eden “to worship and obey” him, 
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God issues a command to Adam, his son, for the first time in the Bible. As his 
son, God commands (wayesaw) Adam to obey his word (Gen 2:16).122 Addi-
tionally, Adam, the man and son whom God placed in Eden to worship him 
and obey his commands, was also to image God as king and function as his 
vice-regent who would exercise dominion over the earth (Gen 1:26-28).123 
God’s placement of the man in Eden to worship him and obey his commands 
as his son as the Law opens, appears to bear an intertextual resemblance with 
the blessed man in Psalm 1 and the regal Son in Psalm 2 as the Writings open. 
The blessed man in Psalm 1 meditates on God’s torah. The Son in Psalm 2, 
whom God places on the throne as he placed Adam in the Garden, not only 
exercises dominion over the earth, but he also receives the ends of the earth 
as his inheritance. Thus, the Son and King in Psalm 2 (in keeping with Ad-
am’s role in Eden and the Deuteronomic expectations for a king in Deuteron-
omy 17:18-19) fulfills the role of the blessed man in Psalm 1.124 What Adam, 
the son, failed and lost as the first man, the Messiah-Son fulfilled and gained 
as the blessed man. In the words of George Herbert,

What Adam had, and forfeited for all, 

Christ keepeth now, who cannot fail or fall.125

Not only does the sonship language in Psalm 2 connect to Adam’s role as 
God’s son in Eden, but the language also connects with Israel’s role among 
the nations as God’s son. In Exodus 4, God instructs Moses to tell Pharaoh 
that “Israel is my firstborn son, and I say to you, ‘Let my son go that he may 
serve me (weya‘abdeni)’” (Exod 4:22-23 ESV).126 But like Adam, the first 
son who was to serve God (le‘abdah, Gen 2:15), Israel, God’s firstborn son 
(preeminent son) would fail to worship and obey God as well (Exod 32:7-9).127

In 2 Samuel 7, God speaks again of another son.128 Echoing the Abrahamic 
covenant where God promised Abraham to “make his name great,” God 
promises David in 2 Samuel 7 that he “will make for [David] a great name, 
like the name of the great ones of the earth” (Gen 12:2; 2 Sam 7:9). Further, 
at the close of Book 2, the royal Psalm 72 celebrates the line of David with 
intertextual wording echoing God’s promises to Abraham in Genesis 12:1-3:

May his name endure forever, 

 his fame continue as long as the sun!
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May people be blessed in him,

 all nations call him blessed! (Ps 72:17)

The promises to Abraham will come to pass through David’s line.129 

Next in 2 Samuel 7, God makes his astounding covenant with King David. 
God promises to “establish the throne of his kingdom forever,” proclaiming, “I 
will be to him a father, and he shall be to me a son” (2 Sam 7:13-14.) Thus, in 
2 Samuel 7 and Psalm 72, God reveals that he will bring about his promises to 
Abraham through the Davidic king. Not only this, but with God’s covenant to 
David, David now becomes God’s son who is to fulfill all the previous sonship 
and kingship language. Where Adam and Israel, God’s former sons and kings, 
failed to worship God and obey his words, David, and his offspring, were to suc-
ceed. David was both God’s messiah-king and son. As such, he was to carry out 
the Deuteronomic role of the king “to fear the Lord his God by keeping all the 
words of this law” (Deut 17:18-19). David even understood that God’s astonish-
ing covenant with him stretched well beyond himself. David realizes that God’s 
promise of an enteral kingdom will come to pass not in him, but through him. He 
sees God’s covenant with him as the hope for all mankind:

Who am I, O Lord GOD, and what is my house, that you have brought me thus far? 

And yet this was a small thing in your eyes, O Lord GOD. You have spoken also of 

your servant’s house for a great while to come, and this is instruction (torah) for mankind, 

O Lord GOD! (emphasis added, 2 Sam 7:18-19).

God concentrates all his promises for an anointed son and king who would 
bless the world in his covenant with David and his offspring.130

Thus, the dramatic and terrifying turning point in royal Psalm 2, when 
the Lord installs his Son as the Messiah-King who inherits the nations 
and the ends of the earth, reenacts the Davidic covenant of 2 Samuel 7.131 
Psalm 2 provides the musical soundtrack for God’s covenant with David 
in 2 Samuel 7, in whom and through whom all the royal sonship language, 
from Adam to Abraham to Israel, will come to pass.132 On one level, then, 
in Psalm 2, the psalmist celebrates the coronation of Israel’s king, and Israel 
might sing it as an enthronement psalm at any such occasion.133 Yet, tied 
into the storyline of the Bible, especially 2 Samuel 7 and all its backstory, 
and placed in the post-exilic setting of the Psalter, Psalm 2 looks forward to 
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God’s final Davidic Messiah-King, his ultimate Son (Ps 2:2, 6-7).134 Psalm 
2, then, issues a summons to treasure God’s Messiah-King and Son, a Son 
the apostles reveal as none other than the crucified and risen Lord Jesus 
himself (Ps 2:1-2, 6-7, 12; Acts 4:23-28; 13:26-33).135 

Standing at the doorway of the Psalter, Psalm 2, the first royal psalm in the 
Psalter, stands in a long line of prophetic witness (e.g., 2 Sam 7) and casts a 
messianic shadow over the entire collection of psalms. Like an operatic over-
ture that introduces the most important melodic themes to come, the over-
ture of Psalm 2 introduces a royal and messianic melody that grows and swells 
through the entire collection. Indeed, at the seams of Books 1-3 of the Psalter, 
each book concludes strategically with a royal psalm and reprisal of Psalm 2’s 
melodic themes. Note the emphasized phrases to follow.

You have upheld me because of my integrity, 

 and set me in your presence forever (Ps 41:12, Book 1).136

May his name endure forever,

 his fame continue as long as the sun!

May people be blessed in him,

 all nations call him blessed! (Ps 72:17, Book 2).

You have said, ‘I have made a covenant with my chosen one;

 I have sworn to David my servant:

I will establish your offspring forever,

 and build your throne for all generations.’” Selah

And I will make him the firstborn,

 the highest of the kings of the earth.

My steadfast love I will keep for him forever,

 and my covenant will stand firm for him.

I will establish his offspring forever

 and his throne as the days of the heavens (Ps 89:3-4, 27-29, Book 3).

The editorial placement of Psalm 2, then, provides a Davidic context 
and a messianic theme to the Psalter, a background and theme that recur 
throughout the whole.
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Psalms 1–2: An Overture of the Torah-Loving 
Messiah-King

While Psalms 1-2 stand as individual compositions, their juxtaposition at 
the beginning of the Psalter provides a prologue for the whole collection. 
Taken together, Psalms 1-2 introduce the major melodic themes of the 
Psalter and “thus have unquestioned editorial importance.”137 Psalm 1 en-
courages readers to delight in the Lord’s instruction (torah), and the Psal-
ter sets to music God’s instructions for all areas of life. Psalm 2 encourages 
readers to delight in (and long for) the Lord’s Messiah, even as they read 
through the Psalter. Psalm 2’s placement after Psalm 1 encourages a royal-
izing of the torah theme in Psalm 1.138 Together the two psalms announce 
an ideal king who delights in the law of the Lord just as Moses required in 
Deuteronomy 17:18-19.

The juxtaposition of Psalms 1-2 at the entrance of the Psalter (and open-
ing of the Writings) brings together previous biblical themes for an ideal 
son and king who will worship God and love his word.139 As the Psalter 
opens, Psalms 1-2 advance the Bible’s storyline of the Law and Prophets 
and intensify the search for a perfect Messiah-King and Son who (accord-
ing to the demands and promises of Gen 2:15, Deut 17:18–20, Josh 1:8, 
and 2 Sam 7:13-14) will worship and obey God and make the torah his 
all-consuming delight. Read together, the two psalms, Psalm 1 on the 
Lord’s torah and Psalm 2 as the Lord’s Messiah, introduce a twin melody 
arising from the Davidic covenant and all it entails.

The melodic pairing of torah and messianic notes even recurs in several 
other strategic places in the Psalter, as a torah (or wisdom) psalm pairs with a 
royal psalm in Psalms 18-19 (Book 1); Psalms 72-73 (seams of Books 2-3); 
Psalms 89-90 (seams Books 3-4); Psalms 118-119 (the middle of Book 5); 
and Psalm 144-145 (end of Book 5).140 Read together, the Lord’s Messi-
ah-King and Son in Psalm 2 also “exemplifies in his own person the quali-
ties of the righteous [man] in Psalm 1.”141 Thus, paired as an overture to the 
final form of the Psalter after the exile, Psalms 1–2 not only (re)introduce 
longstanding twin themes of God’s torah and Messiah, they also revive the 
ancient promises of a Davidic Son and Messiah from 2 Samuel 7, set an ex-
pectation to hear the voice of God’s torah loving Messiah-King in the Psalter, 
and create a longing for the return of the Messiah-King.142
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Psalms 146–150: The Psalter’s Finale of Praise
For a book whose name means “praise songs” (tehillim) one might expect 
the command to “praise the Lord” (hallu-YAH) to appear throughout the 
Psalter. The command hallu-YAH appears only twenty-five times, howev-
er, across 150 psalms. All twenty-five appearances come in Books 4–5.143 
Four appearances of hallu-YAH come strategically in the concluding 
psalms of Book 4, and each at end of a psalm, except Psalm 146, which 
opens and closes with hallu-YAH.144 The remaining twenty-one occur-
rences appear in Book 5, with eleven occurrences concentrated in Psalms 
146–150 alone.145

Twenty-Five Appearances of Hallelujah (Hallu-YAH) in the Psalter

Opening a Psalm Opening and Closing a Psalm

Book 4

(4x)

Ps 104:35; 105:45; Ps 106:1, 48 All end 
Book 4

Book 5

(21x)

Ps 111:1; 112:1; 
115:18; 116:19; 117:2

Ps 113:1, 9; 135:1, 3, 21

Ps 146:1, 10; 147:1, 20; 148:1, 
14; 149:1, 9; 150:1, 6 [2x]

End Book 
5 and the 
Psalter

In a book meaning “praise songs,” the exclusive concentration of hallelu-
jahs in Books 4-5 shows their intentional placement as the Psalter moves 
on from the lament of Book 3 in Psalms 88-89 to the praise of Book 4-5. 
Further, the elevenfold concentration of hallelujahs in Psalms 146-150, 
opening and closing each psalm, shows the movement of the entire Psal-
ter. The Psalter moves from an opening series of five Davidic laments in 
Book 1 (Pss 3-7) to a closing cosmic call of five praise songs in Book 5 
(Pss 146-150), all ending with a double hallu-YAH that concludes the 
entire Psalter (Ps 150:6).

The compositional strategy of placing a final Davidic collection of psalms 
(Pss 138-145) before this final explosion of hallelujahs Psalm 146-150 also 
bears exegetical significance.146 The Psalter’s overture of Psalms 1-2 sung of 
a torah loving Messiah-King in light of the Davidic covenant and created a 
longing for the return of the Messiah-King within a post-exilic framework. 
As mentioned earlier in this article when discussing the doxologies of each 
book of the Psalter, the postscript in Psalm 72:20 (“the prayers of David the 
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son of Jessie are ended”) indicates the end of the historical David in the Psal-
ter, but not the end of longing for a final David. Thus, collections of Davidic 
psalms after Psalm 72 appear to indicate an inspired desire for the final mes-
sianic, eschatological David.147 With the placement of the final Davidic col-
lection at the end of Book 5, the Psalter’s canonical structure and post-exilic 
setting show the hope for a Messianic David (from Psalm 2) is alive and well. 
The final Davidic phrase, in the final Davidic collection of the Psalter, con-
cludes with a desire for “all flesh [to] bless his holy name forever and ever” 
(Ps 145:21). The editorial placement of Psalms 146-150 answers David’s de-
sire in Psalm 145:21 that all flesh would bless the LORD and conclude the 
entire Psalter with an expectation of praise now and forevermore to come for 
the Lord reigns.148

Hearing the Whole: The Five-Movement Symphony 
of the Psalter
Given the textual markers of the Psalter’s canonical macrostructure, such 
as the fivefold division, the doxological seams, the superscriptions, and 
the overture and finale, I will now summarize a general, overarching nar-
rative and flow of the Psalter.149 Two preliminary observations will help in 
capturing the overarching narrative flow. First, due to the poetic nature of 
the Psalter and its make-up of individual compositions, readers should not 
expect the Psalter to reveal a linear plot development like narrative genre 
does. Instead, the Psalter’s flow advances by thematic and concentric con-
nections and macrostructural compositional markers.150 As such, in sug-
gesting an overarching narrative flow, I intend to provide more instincts 
and insights for understanding the flow of the Psalter rather than an air-
tight framework.151

Second, Adam Hensley observes that canonical Psalter scholars usu-
ally focus on the role of David and the Davidic covenant as a primary 
theological agenda of the Psalter.152 Scholars such as Wilson, McCann, 
and deClaissé-Walford see the Psalter largely as reorienting post-exilic 
readers away from the failed David covenant (sketched out in Books 
1-3) to a pre-monarchical hope of prophets like Moses in the YHWH 
who reigns as king (Books 4-5).153 Conversely, scholars such as Grant, 
Hensley, Ho, Mitchell, Robertson, Sailhamer, and Snearly see the psalter 
largely as centered on the “messianic themes [of ] the Davidic covenant 
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and its corresponding hope in a future kingdom of God” in which the 
YHWH malak.154 I will follow the view of the second grouping of scholars 
who see the Psalter as more of a reprisal and reminder of the Davidic cov-
enant and its messianic promises, rather than as a failure of the Davidic 
covenant.

Based on compositional features of the Psalter, the Psalter divides into 
two main sections. Books 1-3 form the first part of the Psalter, and Books 
4-5 form the second part of the Psalter. In general, Books 1-3 trace the se-
vere trials and triumphs of David, while also emitting a few bright lights of 
messianic hope that poke through the dark times of trial (e.g., Ps 16, 45, 
72). In general, Books 4-5 remind readers that despite the apparent lapse 
of God’s faithfulness in keeping the Davidic covenant (e.g., Pss 88-89) the 
Lord still reigns, and all the messianic promises for a greater David remain 
in play (e.g., Ps 145). The Lord’s kingdom will come through his Messi-
anic-King. 

After the opening prologue of Psalms 1-2 that reminds post-exilic read-
ers (especially) of the Lord’s reign and Davidic promises of a torah-loving 
Messiah-king, Books 1-3 trace the conflicts, rise, and fall of David and his 
kingdom. Overall, Book 1 focuses on the numerous trials and severe af-
flictions of David that end with a royal psalm in which David, echoing 2 
Samuel 7, praises God for “setting him in his presence forever,” even in the 
face of suffering (Ps 41:12).155 Book 2 opens with a collection of songs by 
the sons of Korah (Pss 42-49) that gives way to another large collection 
of Davidic psalms. The Davidic collection in Book 2 records bitter threats 
against David, his failure (Ps 51), and the final fall (or end) of his kingship, 
as “the prayers of David, the son of Jesse,” end in Psalm 72:20. Neverthe-
less, Psalm 72 also looks through David and sees messianic promises made 
to Abraham (Gen 12:1-3) fulfilled through David’s royal line (2 Sam 7:9, 
13; Ps 72:17). Psalm 72, at the end of Book 2, provides a Davidic royal 
frame with Psalm 2. Psalm 2 operates as a royal Janus psalm that serves 
both as an opening prologue to the Psalter and as a royalizing frame that 
opens Book 1 and connects it to the end of Book 2 (Ps 72), Book 3 (Ps 89), 
and Book 5 (Ps 145).156

Book 3 is a book of dark crisis; it opens with psalms of Asaph (especially 
Pss 73-74) that signal the peril of God’s people and promises in the face 
of the wicked. From the opening psalms of Asaph (Ps 73), Book 3 follows 
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David’s kingdom to the exile and the dark conclusion of Book 3 in Psalms 
88–89. Books 1-3, then, provide the musical accompaniment to the story 
of King David (and Israel), from installation as king in Psalms 2 to the dark-
ness of exile in Psalm 89.

Book 4 opens the second major section of the Psalter (Books 4-5) and 
responds to the darkness of Israel’s history from the monarchy to the ex-
ile (Books 1-3). Book 4 opens with Moses singing the oldest psalm of the 
Psalter (Ps 90). As the oldest psalm, Moses’ Psalm 90 reminds God’s peo-
ple who are lamenting the experiences and promises to David, that God 
has always been the dwelling place of his people and will continue to be so 
(even after the exile) (Ps 90:1). 

Book 4 also takes readers back to the oldest prophets in Israel’s history, 
Moses and Abraham. Seven of the eight direct references to Moses in the 
Psalter occur in Book 4, and three of the four direct references to Abraham 
in the Psalter also occur in Book 4.157 The appearance of Moses and Abra-
ham after the darkness of Book 3 reminds postexilic readers not only of 
God’s faithfulness to them through Abraham and Moses, but also that he 
still has promises to keep based on the two prophets (e.g., Ps 105:6, 9, 42).

The psalmists of Book 4 also erupt into explosive praise with a constella-
tion of psalms that remind their postexilic readers that despite appearances 
to the contrary “the Lord Reigns” (YHWH Malak) (Pss 93-99). Book 4 
ends with psalms that “anticipate the rejuvenation of a Davidic kingdom” 
(Pss 101-103), before concluding with the first round of “Hallelujah” 
psalms in the Psalter (Pss 104-106).158 Book 4 reminds God’s people that 
he reigns as sovereign king and the promises for his Messiah-king remain.

Book 5 closes out the Psalter with the largest collection of psalms (for-
ty-four) and opens with thanksgiving for deliverances and return from the 
exile. In the final verses of Psalm 106 in Book 4, the psalmist asks God 
to “save us, O Lord, … and gather us (qabbetznu) from the nations that 
we may give thanks (hodoth) to your name” (emphasis added, Ps 106:47). 
Psalm 107 opens Book 5 answering that prayer in the reverse order. The 
psalmist calls on God’s redeemed to “give thanks (hodu) to the Lord, for 
[he has] gathered (qibbetzam) in [the redeemed] from the lands” (empha-
sis added, Ps 107:1-2). Then comes a dramatic return of King David in the 
Davidic psalms in Book 5. 

The sudden return of the Davidic voice in Book 5, almost entirely si-
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lent since Book 2, signals a return of the Davidic king and God’s messianic 
promises through him.159 In the words of Jim Hamilton, “Book 5 looks be-
yond [the] exile and hopes for Yahweh’s future deliverance of his people 
through the agency of the Davidic king, who is seated at Yahweh’s right 
hand until he puts all his enemies under his feet.”160 At the end of Book 
5, David’s celebration of God’s eternal kingdom (and king) in Psalm 145 
forms an inclusio with Psalm 2 in the opening frame of the Psalter, where 
God installed his Messianic-King and Son on the throne of David and 
commands all to take refuge in him.161 The Psalter ends with a climactic 
chorus of Hallelujahs in Psalms 146-150, with anticipatory overtones of the 
final book of the Bible in which “the kingdoms of this world … become 
the kingdoms of our Lord and of his Christ, and he shall reign forever and 
ever” (Rev 11:15). Praise the Lord.
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86.  C. Hassell Bullock, Encountering the Book of Psalms, Encountering Biblical Studies (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Academic, 2001), 29. Note that some of the psalms that Bullocks lists as having no attribution actually 
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shaping, the issue still involves reliability and authority. See Jerome Skinner’s thorough treatment on 
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There is no reason at all to not take the superscriptions as inspired by God, as Jesus assumes. So, [for 
example], referring to Ps 90 as a ‘Psalm of Moses’ is not only legitimate but absolutely necessary.” See, 
Skinner, “The Historical Superscriptions of Davidic Psalms.”
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to the superscripts’ notice about their authors and historical circumstance.” Waltke and Houston, The Psalms 
as Christian Worship, 92. Skinner suggests five contexts for reading a psalm in light of superscriptions: 1) 
individual compositions 2) grouped into collections 3) edited into books 4) placed into one final form 
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Davidic Psalms as Messianic,” 521.  
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Wilson, The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, 208; Gerald H. Wilson, “Shaping the Psalter: A Consideration of 
Editorial Linkage in the Book of Psalms,” in The Shape and Shaping of the Psalter, ed. J. Clinton McCann, 
JSOT 159 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1993), 73; Gerald H. Wilson, “The Use of Royal Psalms at 
the ‘Seams’ of the Hebrew Psalter,” JSOT 11 (1986): 87–89. It is also possible that Psalm 72:20 closes 
a smaller collection of Psalms 51–72. If Psalm 72:20 closes a smaller collection, however, why did the 
editor(s) of the Psalter knowingly choose to place other “prayers/psalms of David” (e.g., Ps 86, 101, 
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editorial shaping of the Psalter. Hensley, Covenant Relationships, 53, 56.
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109.  Psalm 3 (2 Sam 15:13–17:24); Psalm 7 (2 Sam 16:5; 20:1); Psalm 18 (2 Sam 7; 22); Psalm 30 (2 Sam 
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110.  Ho, “The Shape of Davidic Psalms as Messianic,” 522–533. Ho explains, “Intertextually, the Psalter 
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The Design of the Psalter, Location 11635.
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the temple. If so, David Howard explains: “This title, which speaks of ‘the dedication of the temple,’ is 
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psalm for its dedication.” David M. Howard, “Study Bible Notes: Psalms,” in NIV Zondervan Study Bible: 
New International Version, ed. D. A. Carson (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2015), 1013.
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ples, see Benjamin D. Sommer, “Psalm 1 and the Canonical Shaping of Jewish Scripture,” in Jewish Bible 
Theology: Perspectives and Case Studies, ed. Isaac Kalimi (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2012), 199–222; 
John T. Willis, “Psalm 1: An Entity,” ZAW 91 (1979): 381–401; Wilson, “The Structure of the Psalter,” 
232–233. Waltke claims, however, that “most agree that Psalms 1–2 are the Psalter’s introduction and 
Psalms 146–150, its climactic finale of praise.” Waltke, Old Testament Theology, 884. For scholarship that 
understands Psalms 1–2 as an intergraded introduction to the Psalter, see Joseph P. Brennan, “Psalms 1–8: 
Some Hidden Harmonies,” BTB 10 (1980): 25–29; Robert L. Cole, “An Integrated Reading of Psalms 
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Beginning of the Psalter”; Robertson, The Flow of the Psalms, 13–15; Gerald T. Sheppard, Wisdom as a 
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in Psalm 1:6 (toabed), begins with a tau, which is the last letter of the Hebrew alphabet. Thus, the first 
letter of the first and last word form a top and tail incipient acrostic signifying that the contrast between 
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extraordinary emphasis on the word of God.” The Law opens in Genesis describing the power of God’s 
word in creation and the responsibility of image-bearers to organize their lives around God’s word (Gen 
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117.  Within the context of HB “delighting the law of the Lord” in Psalm 1:2 certainly includes God’s commands 
as well as “the book of the law” ( Josh 1:8). As a front porch psalm of the Psalter, torah also includes the 
instruction of all the psalms that follow. Bullock, Encountering the Book of Psalms, 88; McCann, “The Psalms 
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and Dynasty, 62. Also see, Stephen Wellum, Christ Alone—The Uniqueness of Jesus as Savior: What the Reformers 
Taught ... and Why It Still Matters (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 2017), 144–145.
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and functions prophetically, connecting the Abrahamic covenant to the Davidic covenant and kingdom 
of God. “In the MT, Psalm 72 is the middle of Psalms 1–144 (=145).” Sailhamer, The Meaning of the 
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