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1. General introduction to Psalms.

The Psalms are inspired by God’s dealings with individual psalmists like David, and with His whole
people of Israel. They provide a theological interpretation of people’s individual or collective experiences with
God, and of God’s dealings with people. The Psalms are written as poems, not doctrinal exposition, and were
originally intended to be sung as worship songs for worship at  the temple.  In fact,  the Hebrew title  of the
Psalms is  tehillîm, ‘songs of praise’. The Psalms are organized into five “books” or collections, reflecting the
time periods in which they were written – from Israel’s early history to the time after the exile to Babylon.
Many of the psalms begin with “inscriptions” or “superscriptions”, such as “a psalm of David”. This particular
superscript doesn’t necessarily mean that David wrote a given psalm, though oftentimes he did. At other times,
it means the psalm is dedicated to David or his descendent(s) reigning at the time, is written in David’s style, or
such. Other superscriptions include technical musical terms whose meaning is now unknown. Some psalms are
punctuated with  selah between stanzas, which seems to mark a division in the psalm (like a major paragraph
division in prose), or may be an instruction for worshippers to lift up their voices or instruments as a refrain or
interlude. 

The psalms can be categorized according to their particular mood and the type of occasion that inspired
them. The major categories are: praise psalms (e.g., Ps. 19), thanksgiving psalms (e.g.,  Ps. 118), communal
laments (lamenting what God has allowed to happen to Israel or the community of saints, e.g., Ps. 80), personal
laments  or  complaint  psalms  (e.g.,  Ps.  10,  Ps.  22,  which  question  God,  where  He is,  or  what  bad  events
experienced by the writer), wisdom psalms (e.g., Ps. 119), confessional or repentance psalms (e.g., Ps. 51, by
David after his sin with Bathsheba), and royal or messianic psalms (Ps. 2); minor categories include entrance
liturgies (specifically for and directly related to temple worship), blessings and cursings, imprecatory psalms
(calling for God’s judgment on the ungodly), and mixed types. 

The psalms are also instructive, in that personal complaints and intimate personal poems are used as
worship songs. The perspective they present as a result of providing a theological interpretation of personal
experiences and relationshps with God, and God’s working in Israel’s history, provide a biblical worldview and
perspective.  They instruct  by means  of  theological  description,  rather  than by sermons or  presentations  of
propositional truth, and this instruction is part of the worship. Thus, there is to be a close connection between
our  view of  things  and  worship.  Worship  helps  us  to  properly  understand  everything  and  put  things  into
perspective, and vice versa, a proper biblical understanding of the world, God, and ourselves is to lead directly
to worship, and to a deeper personal knowledge of God. 

Like all biblical poetry, the psalsms are written using a common literary device in Near Eastern culture
known as parallelism, whereby two adjacent phrases are worded in parallel to express similar ideas, or where
the second completes the thought of the first. For example, Ps. 1:2 has the following couplet:
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Here, A and A´ do not state different ideas, but are intended to state and restate the same idea or a similar idea.
Most verses of biblical poetry occur in couplets like this, where A´ (or B, if you like) repeats or reformulates the
meaning content of A. Oftentimes, the second part takes the idea of A and develops it further or expands on it,
or sets up an analogy (e.g.,  Ps. 42:1: “As the deer pants for the water,  so my soul longs for you”);  this is
common in the Proverbs. Sometimes part B presents a contrasting idea, hence a contrastive parallelism, which
is also common in the Proverbs: “The lips of the righteous know what is fitting, but the mouth of the wicked
only what is perverse” (Prov. 10:32). Many variations on parallel structure are possible, since all biblical poetry
is written in this form. For example, Ps. 1:1 below contains a triplet rather than a couplet (“does not walk in the
counsel  of the wicked / or stand in the way of sinners / or sit  in the seat of mockers”).  Thus, it  would be
erroneous to assign a distinct meaning to each part of a couplet or triplet (as some teachers may try to do if they
lack  sufficient  background  or  training  in  interpretation  of  biblical  poetry).  For  example,  walking  with  the
ungoldy,  standing with sinners,  and sitting with mockers in Ps. 1:1 do not refer  to three different  types of
people, situations, or behavior, nor a progression from one to another; rather, these are identical, similar, or
overlapping items that are described. 

All  biblical  poetry  is  based  on parallelism,  rather  than  sound  devices  like  rhyming  or  meter  as  in
Western poetry.  The advantage of this  is that  it  is  easy to remember and memorize the psalms, which was
especially important in an ancient society where few people could read or have access to books. Memorization
of Pslams is an important but forgotten exercise in the modern church, which helps us to meditate on God’s
word. Memorization helps us to learn and recall God’s word, especially when we don’t have a Bible in front of
us; when we worship, or when we find oursevles in difficult circumstances, God can speak to us by recalling
His word to us from what is stored in our minds. Because of the parallel style, it is also easy to translate biblical
poetry into other languages, so little is lost in translation in modern Bible versions in English, Chinese, etc. [For
a little more on parallelism, refer to the web handout on biblical poetry.] 

2. The passage.

Ps.  1  is  clearly  a  wisdom  psalm.  Below  is  an  expanded  paraphrase  of  the  passage,  based  on  a
comparison of several versions and translations1. 

1Blessed is the one who does not walk/wander in the counsel of the wicked/godless/ungodly 
   or stand in the way of sinners / follow the path of sinners
   or sit in the seat of mockers / where mockers sit / or sit with mockers/trouble-makers / 
   or join the company of the insolent
2But whose delight/desire/will is in the law/instruction/word of the Lord
   and on his law meditates/studies day and night  
3That person is like a tree planted by streams of water, 
   which yields its fruit in season / every year
   and whose leaf does not wither/fade.
   Whatever s/he does prospers/thrives.
4Not so for the wicked/godless, not so!
   [Rather,] they are like chaff that the wind blows away/scatters.
5Therefore the wicked/godless will not stand in/withstand/endure/remain in/rise again  in/survive the judgment,
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   nor sinners in the assembly/congregation/fellowship/community of the righteous.
6For the Lord watches over/cares for/knows/cherishes the way of the righteous,
   but the way of the wicked will perish/will disappear/will be deserted/is doomed. 

v2. “day and night’ = all the time, continually; “law” refers literally to the Torah or Pentateuch, the first five books of the Old
Testament, and by extension, to the rest of God’s word. 

v4. Farmers back then had to manually thresh their grain – after the harvest, they brought their grain to a threshing area to
beat it in order to remove the grain hulls (a thin covering or husk) from the grain seeds. They then cast the grain into the air,
and the mass of hulls, which were much lighter than the seeds, blew away in the wind, and what was left was the usable
grain. The hulls that blow away are collectively known as chaff. This of course speaks of the transitoriness  or short-lived
nature of the godless and their lives and deeds. For a modern equivalent, think of the Kansas song, “Dust in the Wind”. 

For creating questions: When looking at each verse, ask your small group to think about the following: What
does the metaphor, image, or analogy mean? How does it describe myself/ourselves, God, or your relationship
with God? In what way do you fall short of this description of what life with God is to be like? How do you
translate this into practical, tangible terms in your daily life? What do the things described in the verse have to
do with worship? With a deeper life in Christ? 

3. Discussion questions.

v1. 

What kind of people are the ungodly, sinners, and mockers? In what sense are we to separate ourselves from the
ungodly?  E.g.,  culturally,  socially,  morally?  How  can  we  befriend  non-believers  without  being  morally
influenced by them in a negative way? How do we separate oursevles morally from the world without socially
separating, in order to fulfill the Great Commission? How do we counterbalance this with love of our neighbors
and Jesus’  call  to go into the world to reach people with the gospel? In what specific  ways are you more
susceptible to negative influence from non-believers? 

Are all non-believers to be regarded as “sinners” and “ungodly”? Is it an absolute distinction, or more like a
continuum? 

In what ways are we blessed for following God? What does ‘blessed’ mean?

v2.

What does  it  mean to delight  in God’s law? What  does it  mean beyond just  reading the Bible? Does that
describe how you approach God’s word daily? Or as more of a chore or ritual? What causes us to have less than
joyful attitudes toward God’s word? 

What does it  mean to meditate on God’s word? What do we need to do to be able to meditate? Why is it
important? 

How is biblical  meditation different from meditation in other religions – e.g., in terms of our focus,  goals,
reasons, what we think about, how we approach it, etc.?

v3.

What does it mean to be planted or rooted in God? What does that mean in your daily life? Think about the
following aspects of the metaphor. 
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� Total dependence. How well do you cultivate a lifestyle and attitude of total dependence on God? Are you
mindful of God constantly throughout the day – from the time you wake up to the time you go to bed? In
what ways do you have difficulty renouncing your self-autonomy and surrender to God fully? Do you have
regular,  daily  times  for  prayer,  meditation,  and  personal  worship?  Are  these  times  meaningful  and
rewarding, or superficial and unsatisfying? 
� Depth. Think about what trees do with their roots then they find a nearby water source like a stream. Do you
devote effort and time to developing a deeper spiritual life? Do you actively try to send out deep spiritual
roots? 
� Grounding. Even trees along river banks need proper soil and grounding. What kind of soil is best for a tree?
If you have some gardening experience,  think about what elements you need for good soil  – dirt,  sand,
mulch, nutrients, water, etc. What happens if your soil is all sand, or all mulch, or such? Why is balance
important? What are ways we can be poorly grounded believers? Discuss, for example, some wrong things
that lead to shaky foundations like the following, and how they can trip you up. 
� religious rationalism or intellectualism – overly intellectual approach to spiritual things; relying on your
theological knowledge as a basis for your daily spiritual life, or as a measure of the quality of your spiritual
life
� religious emotionalism – overly emotional approah or ways of thinking and worshipping 
� idealism or romanticism – unrealistic approach to or expectations of the world, others, oneself, the church,
etc. 
� religiosity –  trusting  in  your  religiousness,  personal  morality,  or  amount  of  involvement  in  church  /
fellowship activities as a basis for your daily spiritual life, and as a measure of your spiritual life
� impersonal  spiritual  life –  daily  personal  intimacy  with  God is  lacking  for  the  above  reasons  or  other
reasons; lack of personal accountability and meaningful spiritual fellowship with other believers
� other problems with our spiritual foundations or grounding?
� How then do you need to ground yourself better in God?
� Fruitfulness. Do you live  your spiritual  life  with the goal  in mind of  serving God and working  for  his
kingdom? Is your fruit pleasing to God?

How can we expect to prosper? Does this mean prospering in a worldly or material sense? What then does
‘prosper’ mean, biblically and spiritually speaking? Is it appropriate to ask God to prosper and bless us? What
would it mean for you personally to prosper? Does our spiritual prosperity depend on external circumstances?
Can we prosper in bad times? 

v4-6.

What  awaits  the  ungodly?  What  does  God  want  for  us  to  understand  about  them?  What  problems  or
misunderstandings do these verses answer? 

When we don’t have this understanding, what happens to our view of the world? For example, when we see evil
in the world, or when we are hurt by others’ evil deeds, mistreatment, etc. -- what happens to our view of others,
the world, and of God? How can this be a spiritual hindrance in our relationship with God? 

God wants us to have a biblical, long-range, even eternal perspective on this, which is very different from our
way of thinking, which is naturally centered in the here-and-now. If we can learn this divine perspective about
evil and the godless, how does that change our view of others, the world, or even ourselves? How does it change
our view of God? How does that draw us closer to God? How does it help us worship? 
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If you have been hurt by others in your life and still carry scars or disillusionment, does that still affect your
view of God? Does it make you question his love for you? His protection over you? How can this free you from
this trap? How can you change your thinking to such an “other-worldly”, divine, long-term perspective? 

What should our attitude be toward the ungodly? 

Explain what these verses have to do with worship – what they are doing in a song/poem of worship and praise?

Are you aware of God’s watching over you? What does this mean? 

4. Prayer.

Since  the Psalms were written  in  part  to  be memorized,  spend some time to commit  this  psalm to
memory. Then pray this psalm for yourself – e.g., pray each verse as your own prayer generally, then pray by
applying each verse specifically to your life, difficulties, and things that come between you and God. Since the
psalms are written as prayers in a prayer book and for worship, spend a good deal of time for personal prayer
and worship, as well as group prayer and sharing – say, about 20-30 minutes.
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