
Brown Bag Bible Study : Episode 52 THE PSALMS

Hello there, I'm Simon Rafe and welcome to Brown Bag Bible Study, the Bible study you can do in 
your lunch break! This is an introduction to Scripture, which will give you some information you might 
not have known and encourage you to read the Bible. Most importantly it is presented in bite-size 
pieces, perfect to fit in with our busy lifestyles!

Every week, I'll be concentrating on a small part of Scripture – either one of the seventy-three books of 
the Bible, or a group of related books – and will bring you interesting facts and information to help you 
understand it. I'll also be including links to further reading, articles, books and so forth which will help 
you learn to love Sacred Scripture even more.

This week, the hymn book of the Jewish people, the Psalms. Unlike many other books of the Bible, the 
Psalms do not have a coherent narrative – each chapter in the book is an individual Psalm, and while 
there are thematic similarities there is no narrative progression. Each Psalm is a separate hymn or 
prayer, gathered together into a single collection. Even among the wisdom books, the Psalms stand 
alone – they are included in this group of Biblical texts because of their traditional authorship (many 
are ascribed to King David) and because they really have nowhere else to go.

The word 'Psalm' comes from a Greek word meaning 'music of the lyre' or 'songs sung to a harp' and 
this reveals their musical nature; these were not simply spoken prayers, but were part of a rich musical 
tradition of the Jewish people. Remember that King David was famed for his skill with the harp, and 
frequent reference is made to music in Jewish worship.

The Psalms were written over a long period – some are explicitly by or about King David, while others 
were clearly composed during the Babylonian Exile as they reference that event. The idea of collecting 
these hymns and prayers – many of which began life as purely oral, not written, compositions – 
gradually evolved over time. Most scholars feel the current collection of 150 Psalms dates from the 
period of the Second Temple, the temple standing during Christ's lifetime, and that a book similar to the 
one we have in our Bibles was the prayer book of the Second Temple.

Like most books of the Old Testament, the Psalms exist in two main formats – the Greek Septuagint 
version, and the Hebrew texts. As is usual, there are differences but these are minor – for the Psalms, 
the most significant difference is in the numbering. Psalm 9 in the Greek text is Psalms 9 and 10 in the 
Hebrew, and Psalm 113 in the Greek is Psalms 114 and 115 in the Hebrew.

The official Bible of the Church – the Latin Vulgate – follows the Greek order, and the Greek 
numbering is used in the official liturgy of the Church. Generally speaking, Protestants use the Hebrew 
numbering. Many modern Bibles – designed for academic study and comparison – have both the Greek 
and Hebrew numbering. So, when you are discussing the Psalms take care not to get confused over 
numbering issues!

It is difficult to offer a simple overview of the spiritual lessons of the Psalms – because they are the 
prayerbook of Israel, and so cover the whole faith life of the Jewish  people. There are Psalms of 
thanksgiving, of praise, of lament – this is a very common theme indeed – and Psalms which look 
towards the coming of the Messiah. Historically, the Psalms were used in the Temple liturgy, and 
historical and archaeological research has revealed some of the schedule and order of liturgical use.

As Catholics, we can read the Psalms simply by dipping into them, reading them prayerfully as the 



Holy Spirit guides us. Or, we can search them out by topic and theme, finding a Psalm which is 
particularly appropriate for our needs at the time.

But, there is a better way to delve into the Psalms – and that is liturgically. Not only are the Psalms 
used in the liturgy of the word at Mass, but they form a key component of the liturgy of the hours, 
especially in morning and evening prayer. The Church, in her wisdom, has created a cycle where some 
of the most important and significant Psalms are prayed as part of structured, regular prayer.

The liturgy of the hours can be found in a multiple-volume set, or a this single book – called Christian 
Prayer. This single-volume gives you everything you need to regularly pray the liturgy of the hours – a 
devotion which all Priests and religious undertake daily, and which is strongly recommended for lay 
persons as well. It can be tricky to work out exactly what prayers one should be praying on a particular 
day – there is a four-week cycle, as well as the cycle of the liturgical year and the feasts of the saints – 
but it is very rewarding.

So, rather than recommend you read the whole of the book of the Psalms – which would take a long 
time, and might work against its nature as a book of prayers – consider starting the liturgy of the hours, 
particularly morning and evening prayer, and dip into the Psalms either at random or inspired by your 
particular needs. Also, if you have time, take a look at the additional reading – there is a link there to 
order Christian Prayer. Next time, we continue with the wisdom books, looking at the book of 
Proverbs. Until then, I'm Simon Rafe and God bless.


