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We’re continuing our series of spiritual practices today by exploring the practice of praying (or meditating on) 

Psalms. Let’s look at what the Psalms are, why you would want to pray them or meditate on them, and how to pray or 

meditate Psalms. 

What are Psalms? First of all, Psalms are part of the Bible. There are 150 of them gathered together in the book 

of Psalms in the Old Testament. The Old Testament is the scriptures of the Jews, and like almost all of the Old 

Testament, the Psalms are written in Hebrew. Like the rest of the Bible, they have been translated in to thousands of 

languages, including English. 

Psalms have a distinctive form. They are poems, written in two-part verses. The first part of each verse states 

some idea, and the second part reacts to the idea, either 

amplifying it, drawing a conclusion from it, or contrasting with 

it. (For the literary-minded, this is called “parallelism” because 

each verse has two parallel parts.) For example, look at Psalm 

1. The first half of verse 1 states an idea, “Happy are they who 

have not walked in the counsel of the wicked.” OK, that’s a 

complete idea — You will be happy if you don’t follow the 

advice of wicked people. Then the second half of the verse 

amplifies, or re-states, the idea, “nor lingered in the way of 

sinners, nor sat in the seats of the scornful.” (In this particular 

verse, it’s almost like three parts, actually, rather than just two, 

but the general concept still applies.) Now take a look at verse 

3. The first half states an idea, “They are like trees planted by 

streams of water, bearing fruit in due season, with leaves that 

do not wither.” In this verse, the second half draws a 

conclusion, “everything they do shall prosper.” Now look at 

verse 6. The first half states the idea “For the Lord knows the 

way of the righteous.” The second half states a contrasting 

idea, “but the way of the wicked is doomed.” That’s it — right 

here in Psalm 1 you see all the pieces a Psalm is built from. 

Poetry, in which each verse has with two parallel halves, in 

which the second half amplifies, draws conclusions, or 

contrasts with the first half. 

By the way you can write your own Psalms. They won’t become part of the Bible of course. But writing Psalms 

can be a very meaningful and enjoyable form of poetry. You might notice that a lot of hymns and other songs are written 

in Psalm form: “O for a thousand tongues to sing my great redeemer’s praise * the glories of my God and king, the 

triumphs of his grace.” You might notice that the translation I used for Psalm 1has asterisks between the first half and 

second half of each verse. The asterisks aren’t in the Bible itself, but were added by the translators to help you know 

where the first half ends and the second begins. This is especially helpful if a bunch of people are going to read the Psalm 

out loud, where some of the people read the first half and the others read the second half. But we’ll come back later to 

reading Psalms out loud. 

OK, that’s the form of a Psalm. But what is the content? Psalms are basically someone’s prayer to God. For 

instance 73 of the Psalms are said to be Psalms “of David,” who was a great king of ancient Israel. Sometimes it’s not 

said who wrote the Psalm. Sometimes it’s obvious that a Psalm is 

a prayer to God, like Psalm 22, which begins with “My God, my 

God, why have you abandoned me?” That’s obviously a prayer 

from a person to God. It comes from a real person in a 

particular moment of their life. Psalm 22 is from someone who is 

obviously in distress and doesn’t feel that God is helping them 

very much. By the way a lot of the Psalms are grumpy at God like 

1 Happy are they who have not walked in the 

counsel the wicked, * 

nor lingered in the way of sinners, 

nor sat in the seats of the scornful! 

2 Their delight is in the law of the Lord, * 

and they meditate on his law day and night. 

3 They are like trees planted by streams of 

water, bearing fruit in due season, with 

leaves that do not wither; * 

everything they do shall prosper. 

4 It is not so with the wicked; * 

they are like chaff which the wind blows 

away. 

5 Therefore the wicked shall not stand upright 

when judgment comes, * 

nor the sinner in the council of the righteous. 

6 For the Lord knows the way of the righteous, 

but the way of the wicked is doomed.  

Psalm 1 (Book of Common Prayer) 

1 My God, my God, why have you  abandoned 

me? Why are you so far away when I groan 

for help? 

2 Every day I call to you, my God, but you do 

not answer. Every night you hear my voice, 

but I find no relief. 

Psalm 22:1-2 (New Living Translation) 
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this. If you’ve ever wondered whether it’s OK to get mad at God, just go read Psalm 22. It’s right there in the Bible. 

Whoever wrote that Psalm is angry at God, and is not afraid to come right out and say they’re angry at God, and God is 

not afraid to put that right in the Bible. Always be honest with God. 

Psalms have various kinds of topics. I mean they all have 

to do with God, but some of them laments, like Psalm 22. Others 

are thanksgivings, like Psalm 34. There are Psalms of praise, royal 

Psalms — for instance Psalm 72 which seems to be part of the 

ritual for crowning the king of Israel — Psalms of wisdom, 

prophetic Psalms, Psalms of confidence, and other kinds of topics.  

With some Psalms it’s not always obvious that they are prayers. For instance, Psalm 1 never addresses God 

directly with anything like “My God, my God” or “I will give you thanks.” But actually it is a prayer of praise. It’s not a 

prayer that asks God for anything, but a way of saying praises to God. Do you see what I mean? It’s not a “Please 

God…” kind of prayer, but more of a “Thank you God…” kind of prayer. Thank you God, that you know the way of 

the righteous, but that the way of the wicked is doomed. So first off, Psalms are the prayers or praises of an individual 

person, covering a variety of topics. 

But secondly, as Psalm 1 sort of hints, Psalms are the prayers or praises of a congregation in worship. These 150 

individual prayers and praises became worship poems or songs of the people of ancient Israel. Undoubtedly thousands 

or tens of thousands of Psalms were written (or spoken), and they’re being written to this day. But these 150 became 

the worship book or song book of the Israelites. They recited them together in the Temple during worship, or probably 

sang them, actually. They were used in home worship or in worship by small groups, just like we sing worship songs or 

hymns today. In fact a lot of today’s hymns or worship songs are actually translations of a Psalm or “inspired by” a Psalm.  

Each one of the 150 Psalms has something incomparably worthwhile to say in worship, and it says it well. So well that it 

speaks for the whole congregation. 

So, #1, Psalms are individual prayers or praises, and #2 they are worship poems or songs of a congregation. And 

#3, they are the Word of God. Like everything else in the Bible, they were written by humans, but over the centuries 

they were recognized as being the Word of God, inspired by God’s spirit. This isn’t the talk to go into what it means to 

say that the Bible is the Word of God, so let me just say that the Bible is regarded by Christians (and the Old Testament 

part by Jews) as being God’s communication to humans, using the words of the humans wrote each part of it. Do you 

see what I mean. It’s God’s word, at the same time it’s human words. Kind of like Jesus is a human being and is also God.  

So the Psalms are prayers and praises and poems and songs that have God’s self in them, God’s power, God’s 

presence. Every prayer is a prayer to God. As Psalm is a prayer from God, as well. Every worship song is a song about 

God. A Psalm is a song from God, as well. Each Psalm started as the prayer of one person in a particular situation, then it 

became  a song of worship of the people of Israel, and finally it was recognized by the Jewish people — and later by the 

Christian church — as the Word of God. That’s what a Psalm is. 

 

So why would you want to pray or meditate a Psalm? Well, all of scripture should be prayed and meditated. 

Now it’s great to read the Bible, and hopefully to understand it. And it’s good to think about scripture, and ask 

questions and wonder about it. But if you want to really let the word of God get into your system, you’ve got to go 

deeper. You’ve got to get it into your heart, not just your head. That’s where praying and meditating scripture come in. 

When you pray a passage of scripture you read it and take it in as if it were your own words — or God’s words 

implanted in you, I should say. And then you pray those words back to God from your heart. But they’re God’s words, 

and God gives them back to you as you read them again. And as you read them you pray them back to God. It’s a circle 

that takes you deeper and deeper into the heart of God. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a German pastor who opposed the Nazis. He got arrested for smuggling Jews out of 

Germany into Switzerland, and he was ultimately executed by the Gestapo. While he was alive, he became more and 

more grounded by praying and meditating the Psalms. In many ways, praying the Psalms is what gave Bonhoeffer the 

heart to keep opposing the Nazis. Here’s what he says in the book Meditating on the Word (Cowley Publications): 

“The heart of God opens itself to us in God’s Word. (p. 9) 

“Why do I meditate? Because I am a Christian. Therefore, every day in which I do not penetrate more deeply 

into the knowledge of God’s Word in Holy Scripture is a lost day for me. I can only move forward with certainty upon 

I will give you thanks for what you have done 

and declare the goodness of your Name in the 

presence of the godly. 

Psalm 52:9 (Book of Common Prayer) 
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the firm ground of the Word of God. And, as a Christian, I learn to know the Holy Scripture in no other way then by 

hearing the word preached and by prayerful meditation. (p. 30) 

“What do I want from my meditation? We want in any case to rise up from our meditation in a different state 

from when we sat down. We want to meet Christ in his Word. We turn to the text in our desire to hear what it is that 

he wants to give us and teach us today through his Word….His fellowship, his help, his guidance for the day through his 

Word — that is the goal.” (p. 32) 

In other words, praying/meditating the scripture is the way to get it into your heart, just like hearing a sermon 

or studying the Bible is the way to get it into your head. You decide, which is more important: getting God’s word into 

your head, or getting it into your heart, or both. 

But why the Psalms? Why pray the Psalms instead of other parts of the Bible? Because it works better to pray 

the Psalms. In every monastery or convent, monks and nuns 

pray the Psalms either four or seven times a day. That’s 

Orthodox, Catholic, Anglican, non-denominational, all monastic 

communities are based on praying the Psalms multiple times per 

day. A lot of the Book of Common Prayer of the Anglican tradition 

— which we use here at Charles River Church — is based on 

the Psalms. For 3000 years people have discovered that praying 

the Psalms brings God’s word into your heart better than 

praying any other part of the Bible. I’m not saying anything 

against praying or meditating on any other part of the Bible, of 

course. But if you ignore the Psalms, you’re missing something 

wonderful that doesn’t happen in any other part of the Bible. 

That’s why the Psalms are there, in the Bible! Even now, now 

that the people of God have the New Testament, the part of 

the Bible about Jesus, praying the Psalms still has a unique ability 

to draw our hearts into God’s heart.  

In fact, the New Testament itself says to pray the 

Psalms. Look again at the readings that we just heard. “Sing 

psalms and hymns and spiritual songs,” say both readings. Lots 

of times a New Testament will include one book from the Old 

Testament — the Psalms. Not only that, Jesus himself prayed 

and meditated the Psalms. Most famously he prayed part of 

Psalm 22 while he was on the cross, “My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?” His final words, given in the 

Gospel of John (19:30) are the words of Psalm 31:5, “Into your hand I commit my spirit; you have redeemed me, O 

Lord, faithful God.” The Psalms are not only the worship book of Israel, they are the prayer book of Jesus. 

Well, you don’t have to take my word for it, you don’t have to take the New Testament’s word for it, you can 

find out yourself whether praying the Psalms is a good way to get your heart closer to God’s heart. And you can do it 

right now if you’re willing.  We’re going to read it together as a prayer four times, with a minute or so of time between 

each reading for meditation. I’ll give some guidance about it each time. 

Let’s start by finding a comfortable, yet alert position. Now take a minute to get your head, heart and body all 

working together on this. Do this by breathing. Let your mind focus on your breath. Count ten breaths in and out. If you 

notice that you have gotten distracted, just pick up where you left off or start again at 1. I remember going for about 10 

minutes once never getting higher than about 1.  

Next, let’s read it together out loud, and see if you can put yourself in the place of the first person who prayed 

it. That takes some imagination, since you may not know who wrote it, and even if you do, you don’t know all that much 

about their situation. But imagine yourself in the place of someone in ancient Israel, and see if the Psalm itself gives you a 

clue about what this prayer meant to them. Let’s read it together now, and take a minute or two to imagine ourselves in 

the place of the original prayer. 

Be careful how you live. Don’t live like 

fools, but like those who are wise.16Make the 

most of every opportunity in these evil 

days.17Don’t act thoughtlessly, but understand 

what the Lord wants you to do.18Don’t be 

drunk with wine, because that will ruin your 

life. Instead, be filled with the Holy 

Spirit,19singing psalms and hymns and spiritual 

songs among yourselves, and making music to 

the Lord in your hearts.20And give thanks for 

everything to God the Father in the name of 

our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Ephesians 5:15-20 

16Let the message about Christ, in all 

its richness, fill your lives. Teach and counsel 

each other with all the wisdom he gives. Sing 

psalms and hymns and spiritual songs to God 

with thankful hearts.17And whatever you do or 

say, do it as a representative of the Lord Jesus, 

giving thanks through him to God the Father. 

Colossians 3:16-17 
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OK, that probably helped your head 

encounter the Psalm. You read it, thought about 

it, tried to understand it, and imagined yourself in 

the place of the person who first prayed it. Now 

let’s try to put our hearts into it. Let’s read it 

again, and say it as a prayer of yourself to God. 

You may find there are some parts that you can’t 

pray to God yourself or don’t want to pray to 

God yourself. That’s OK, you can kind of put a 

mental bracket around those parts so that you 

aren’t claiming them for you own. But say them 

anyway so your heart can tell you how it feels 

about every part of the Psalm.  

Did anyone find parts of the Psalm that 

were hard to pray as your own, or that you didn’t 

want to pray as your own? Often there are parts 

that don’t fit you personally. The Psalm may talk 

about a deeper suffering than you feel. Or a praise 

to God that’s not in your heart just now. Or a 

desire for vengeance that you find appalling. The 

“I” in some Psalms proclaims their own 

righteousness, which might not fit you very well. 

Or maybe something else doesn’t fit you. That’s 

where we move on to the third reading. This time 

pray the Psalm as a prayer of Jesus. Imagine it is 

Jesus who is praying, through you. You can feel very confident about this, because Jesus did in fact pray all the Psalms, so 

you’re just plugging your heart into him. Let’s do it and see if some of the things that didn’t fit you as a prayer, fit better 

when it is Jesus praying the Psalm through you.  

Did anyone still have difficulties with anything in the Psalm, as a prayer of Jesus? How about “Let death come 

upon them suddenly; let them go down alive into the grave”? Did Jesus really pray that people would be buried alive? A 

lot of times, you have to remember that the real enemy of Jesus is not a person, but Satan, or the power of evil. The 

people who were Jesus’s enemies, he forgave without hesitation. “Father forgive them for they don’t know what they 

are doing,” he said. Satan, or evil itself, is the enemy Jesus wants God to swallow up, confound the speech of, and bring 

sudden death to. Or another way to think of it is that you sins — my sins, everyone’s sins — are the enemy Jesus wants 

to destroy. Not you or me or anyone else ourselves, but our sins. Think if Jesus removing your sins from you and taking 

vengeance on your sins. He’s really angry at your sins for the damage they did in your life and the life of other people. In 

fact, this is exactly what Jesus did on the cross — take on himself the sins of the world, and praying Psalms of vengeance 

was how he prepared himself spiritually to do that. Psalm 55 is especially meaningful for Jesus because he was the one 

whom death came upon suddenly, who went down into the grave, with our sins in his very midst, and came out alive 

again. And he was the one who called upon God, and the Lord delivered him. 

Now we’re going to pray this Psalm one last time. This time we pray it as a community or group. Not every part 

of it applies to you personally. You may not feel that God is hiding himself from you. You may not feel that the enemy 

has cast an evil spell upon you. You may not wish that you had wings like a dove. Or maybe you do. But we pray this 

prayer together because maybe someone in our community does, or someone in the worldwide community of Jesus’s 

followers does. Maybe you personally will sometime in the future or did in the past. We pray Psalms together, because 

the wrap up the whole of human experience in God’s words, and bring it as a community to God. We put our hearts 

together with each others’ hearts into God’s heart. Let’s pray it together a final time, then take a couple minutes to 

meditate on it as a community. 

1 Hear my prayer, O God; * 

 do not hide yourself from my petition. 

2 Listen to me and answer me; * 

 I have no peace, because of my cares. 

3 I am shaken by the noise of the enemy*  

 and by the pressure of the wicked; 

4 For they have cast an evil spell upon me*  

 and are set against me in fury. 

5 My heart quakes within me, * 

 and the terrors of death have fallen upon me. 

7 And I said, “Oh, that I had wings like a  dove! * 

 I would fly away and be at rest. 

8 I would flee to a far-off place * 

 and make my lodging in the wilderness. 

10 Swallow them up, O Lord; confound their speech; * 

 for I have seen violence and strife in the city.  

16 Let death come upon them suddenly; let them go 

down alive into the grave; * 

 for wickedness is in their dwellings, in their very 

midst. 

17 But I will call upon God, * 

 and the Lord will deliver me. 

From Psalm 55 (Book of Common Prayer) 


