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‘The theology of the Psalms emerges from the piety, the doubts 
and the protests of the psalmists, and it rises to the level of 

revelation.’ Discuss. 
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Reflection 
 
This was a massively challenging essay for me to write. I am used to relying on the doctrine 
of Scripture for my understanding of God’s revelation through text. This allows me to say ‘It 
just is’, rather than studying the text in order to understand the dynamics of God’s 
involvement. As I understand the essay question, precisely this study was called for. I found it 
hard to understand the task, so strange was it to me. It took me a while to grasp that exegesis 
could help with this question. 
 
I found no books and few articles that focussed on this issue, but had to glean what I could 
from more general psalms studies. 
 
I have come away feeling stretched and enriched, with a new sense of what the psalms are 
doing and how they might be read and used in the Christian life. In particular I have started 
asking questions about how the artistry of the psalms - their use of metaphor etc - is part of 
the dynamism of the revelation of God in the Psalter. I have also been challenged to realise 
afresh how humanity has a role to play in God’s revelatory purposes. 
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‘The theology of the Psalms emerges from the piety, the doubts and the protests of the 
psalmists, and it rises to the level of revelation.’ Discuss. 
 
In the Psalms Israelites sing of their struggles, their faith and their worship, individual and 
corporate. The direction of the songs is overwhelmingly upwards, engaging with God. And 
yet the Psalter is part of the canon of Israel’s Scripture, seen as God’s revelation to them. ‘On 
the one hand, Israel’s speech addressed to God is the substance of the Psalms…On the other 
hand…the Psalms…are a voice of the gospel, God’s good word addressed to God’s faithful 
people’ (Brueggemann 1984, 15). 
 
We will explore this puzzle, not from the doctrine-of-Scripture angle, but rather from a study 
of the Psalms themselves. In these texts which contain such a concentration of complaint 
against God, and in which his character is so often called into question, is there a sense that 
God is himself speaking? And if so, how? What awareness do they show of God’s activity in 
the process of composition? And how is this related to their profound and multi-coloured 
humanness?  
 
The question is at its most acute in the psalms known as laments or complaints, and these will 
be our focus. Is the rawness of the human experience expressed in these songs somehow a 
vehicle for the voice of God? If so, how does God reveal himself through such an 
unpromising medium? We will consider the role of the lament in the structure of the Psalter, 
examine some of the lament psalms in detail, and compare our findings with a broader range 
of psalms and Psalter-theology. 
 
Before examining individual psalms, it is worth setting them in context by taking note of the 
structure of the collection in which they are found. The recent ‘canonical’ approach to the 
study of the Psalms has highlighted the fact that the first half of the book contains a large 
proportion of the ‘complaint’ psalms, where in the second half hymns of praise predominate 
(Westermann 1981, 257). The last five psalms form a closing fanfare of praise. This 
transformation from complaint to praise is basic to the movement of the Psalter. It is also the 
trajectory of the ‘lament’ psalms: they nearly always arrive at a place of trust or praise for 
YHWH. In this respect the structure of the collection parallels the structure of the lament. As 
Israel cries out to YHWH and protests against him, the ultimate result is rejoicing. 
Brueggemann has shown that cry and deliverance is also the basic structure of God’s 
redemptive acts in Israel’s history, such as the exodus (Ex. 2:23, Ex. 15): ‘at every crucial 
place in its history, Israel perceived its experience according to this form… Israel’s history is 
shaped and interpreted as an experience of cry and rescue’ (Brueggemann 1995, 82). It is 
significant that these redemptive events are also revelatory. Westermann notes that the 
‘account of deliverance…became the basis of Israel’s relationship with God…Accordingly 
the object of theology [for Israel] is an event between God and man’ (1981, 260-1). In the 
OT, God is known through his redemptive encounters with his people. Integral to these 
encounters are the cry of distress, and the response of praise.  
 
Thus it can be seen that the shape of the Psalter has redemptive-historical significance. Its 
move from protest to praise mirrors the shape of redemptive history: it is structured as an act 
of God. For praise in the OT is the proclamation and culmination of God’s revelatory works. 
It is the sign that God has acted, the sound of salvation achieved. The righteous are stirred to 
praise, proclaiming YHWH - to the assembly, but also to the nations. Through praise, he is 
revealed as the sort of god whose service brings salvation and rejoicing. The lament form 
which shapes the Psalter demonstrates that to know him is ultimately to praise him. As Mays 
puts it, ‘Praise in the psalms has an evangelical function’ (1994, 68). It becomes the word of 
God to the world.  
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Another structural feature of relevance is the placement of psalm 1 and 2 as introductory. 
Psalm 1 has a strong flavour of ‘wisdom’, and Psalm 2 of prophecy. These genres, 
traditionally linked with revelation, are our entry-point into the collection: ‘Psalm 1… 
appended to the Psalter as a hermeneutical introduction…provides the interpretive context 
from which to see the psalms not only as human cries to God… but as a source of divine 
communication to humans’ (Wilson 1993, 74). 
 
We will consider three representative laments, beginning with Psalm 6. The psalm is labelled 
d`Iw ∂dVl, (ledawid, ‘of David’) inviting as to think of David as the subject of the psalm. It 
opens with complaint: David’s pains are the discipline of YHWH. Those pains are then 
vividly, if generically, described, as a motive for YHWH to show mercy: ‘my bones are 
shaking in dismay’ (v.2). Cutting across this complaint comes the question, emphatic in its 
disjointedness: ‘- but you, YHWH: how long?’(v.3).  
 
Verses 4-5 renew the plea, and supply further motives for YHWH’s intervention: his 
covenant love surely demands it, and above all, he cannot be known and praised in death. 
Verses 6-7 expand the image of dying in parallel phrases, using images of moaning, floods of 
tears, weakness and wasting at the hands of enemies.  
 
The shout of v.8 comes as a surprise, heralding a startling turn in the psalm. No longer dying 
but filled with prophetic energy, David drives out his enemies. He knows that his complaint 
has been accepted, and so announces the imminent downfall of his tormentors. He had prayed 
for YHWH to turn: now it seems everything has turned. The evildoers themselves will be 
turned back – they take David’s place as the ones ‘shaking in dismay’ (v.10). This reversal is 
confirmed by a word-play in the final colon, reversing the letters of the verbs …wvñOb´y …wb#UvÎyŒ 

(yashuvu yevoshu, ‘they shall turn back and be ashamed’). 
 

A number of features are to be noted here. First, David’s suffering is placed firmly at 
YHWH’s door. It is his doing. This is not the treatment promised to the righteous in the 
wisdom of Psalm 1, and there is a corresponding expectation that YHWH will make it right. 
The reason for this expectation is stated: YHWH’s covenant faithfulness ( ÔKá®;dVsAj, hasdeka 
from hesed) God will surely bring his people to the place of praise, not to Sheol. The sudden 
turn in the psalm represents the triumph of these covenant considerations over the present 
experience of suffering. But how does this switch come about? It is as though the tension 
between YHWH’s hesed and the mounting metaphors of David’s death, becomes too great, 
and something must snap. Finally it is, not hesed, but suffering and death, that gives. In fact, 
we are not told what happened between vv.7 and 8. Whatever it is, it liberates David to boast 
prophetically in YHWH’s saving judgement as though it had already occurred. This praise is 
the sign that God has indeed intervened. His faithfulness has triumphed. Lastly we notice that 
the psalm is written in first person singular (‘I’) throughout. The language is general enough 
to allow the reader to appropriate it as her own. Yet the title discourages us from doing this 
too quickly: we have David in mind as the primary subject. 
 
As a comparison, Psalm 73 is more about doubts than sufferings. It states the object of those 
doubts upfront: God’s covenant faithfulness to his faithful people. Immediately we are 
launched into a lengthy and graphic description of the success of the wicked. In a merismus, 
their boasting fills heaven and earth (v.9) - a taunt that God is not judging, that there will be 
no retribution for sin. So deeply does this affect the psalmist, that he takes up the idea as his 
own lament (v.13). He reveals that he is amongst the oppressed, though no details are given.  
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By now the psalmist’s own imagery has caught him fast in the grip of doubt. Knowing that 
this is an intolerable situation (v.15), he has nowhere to go but into the temple, where 
everything changes. As in a vision, the wicked fall before our eyes, swept away in horror. The 
psalmist has a complete change of heart. His jealousy now seems like ‘brute ignorance’ 
(v.22). The sphere of the wicked’s boasting (heaven and earth) becomes the sphere of God’s 
uniqueness (v.25). God is his beloved portion: nearness to God means life and honour.  
 
Like Psalm 6, this psalm describes an approach to God. Though there is no cry for help, he 
takes his troubles to the temple for resolution. If the wicked succeed, God is ultimately to 
blame. Once again the central issue in doubt is YHWH’s goodness and justice – his hesed. 
Again there is an abrupt turn. Unlike in Psalm 6, it is connected with an explicit event: entry 
to the temple. Few narrative details are provided - what is certain is the result. It is an 
example par excellence of what Brueggemann would call reorientation (1984). Everything 
looks different in the second half of the psalm: the wicked, God, himself. It is not that 
circumstances have changed – he has changed. “‘Presence” matters more than the ostensive 
advantage of the wicked.’ (Brueggemann 1995, 208). ‘What finally matters…is communion 
with God in which all other issues are derivative and subordinate’ (Brueggemann 1995, 209).  
 
The communal lament of Psalm 85 begins with an account of God’s mercy to his people of 
old. This functions as a motive why he should be merciful now, though no details are given of 
present suffering. Tension is built by a barrage of pointed questions: ‘Will you not…’. Having 
provoked YHWH to respond, in a remarkable pause the psalmist listens for an answer. That 
answer is heralded by an announcement that salvation is near. When it comes, it is in the form 
of a prophetic vision of overflowing joyfulness. YHWH is seen walking forth in the land, on a 
road made by righteousness. As he goes, faithfulness springs up like flowers around him, and 
all is abundance. 
 
Here the turn is not unexpected – it is in fact anticipated. The psalm is a work in which 
YHWH is expected to share. His part is to send the response that turns things around, and 
brings joyful praise. There is a sense of pattern to the psalmist’s approach, a sense of being 
involved in something larger than himself. His part is to protest and plead; God’s is to save. It 
is like a dance in which both partners participate – but the choreography is from YHWH. 
 
From this brief survey we will further explore two main issues. What sense do these psalms 
evince that God is involved in the composition process? And is there a sense that the psalm is 
part of a larger pattern of redemptive history? Firstly, we have noted that the complaints of 
these psalms are not merely about God, they are addressed to God. There is the overarching 
sense that what is taking place in the song is occuring before the Lord. As Terrien has 
suggested, the presence of God is the most ubiquitous and theologically suggestive aspect of 
the laments. (2003, 46). 
 
We have highlighted the striking turn that occurred in each of these laments. How can this be 
explained? It may reflect a successful verdict received after an appeal to the temple courts. 
The psalmist may have received an ‘oracle of salvation’ from a priest or prophet (Westermann 
1981, 64). Or he may have received a direct word from God. Characteristic of this turn is the 
announcement that the petition has been heard. It is hard to find one lament psalm that stops 
with petition, and does not ‘glance beyond the present situation, even if only a half 
verse…expresses a confession of trust’ (Westermann 1981, 75). For Westermann, this 
transition to confidence and praise is ‘the real theme of the Psalms’ of lament (1981, 80). He 
identifies it grammatically with the occurrence of the waw-adversative followed by subject at 
the beginning of the clause. This, he believes, ‘marks the place…at which the oracle of 
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salvation occurs’ (1981, 71-72). This is a fascinating idea, but the location of these forms in 
the structure does not seem to indicate a transition marker of this sort. In Psalm 6, the form 
occurs in v.3, while the turn comes in v.8.  
 
What is clear is the sense of YHWH’s intervention during the course of the psalm: ‘The 
structure of the psalm of lament, which enables us to see the path leading to an alleviation of 
suffering, is one of the most powerful witnesses to the experience of God’s activity in the OT’ 
(Westermann 1981, 267). Also apparent is the frequently prophetic tone of the resulting 
proclamation and praise. Sometimes at the turning point, an actual word from God is 
provided, e.g. ‘I will now arise!’ (Psalm 12:5). In Psalm 85 the psalmist listens for just such a 
word at that very point. The simplest explanation for this would be if these psalms were 
generally understood as the work of prophets, written under the inspiration of the Spirit. The 
placement of the prophetic Psalm 2 as introductory prepares us to interpret the Psalms in this 
light. Prophetic words are frequent enough in the Psalter as a whole: one thinks of Psalms 60, 
82, 87, 91, 95, 110, where the psalmist seems almost to slip into the prophetic register without 
ado, as if it were quite a natural thing to do. One gets the sense that these moments make 
explicit what is often merely understood: that the awareness of God’s presence in the psalms 
often amounts to prophetic vision.  
 
Another factor suggesting this prophetic reading of the laments is the Davidic connection. In 
the Psalter, sixty one psalms are explicitly linked to David in the title, including many 
laments. Eleven of these provide narrative links to events in David’s life. Psalm 2 introduces 
the figure of God’s Messiah, who will be so prominent in the Psalter. Though David is not 
named here, his installment on Zion makes his identity clear. We read the rest of the 
collection through this Davidic frame. Mays (1994, 92) suggests, from David’s last words, 
that his psalm-writing was considered to be prophetic: ‘The oracle of David… /The Spirit of 
YHWH speaks through me, /his word is upon my tongue’ (2 Samuel 23:1-2). In 2 Chronicles 
the Levites sing ‘with the words of David and of Asaph the seer’ (29:30). This suggests ‘a 
view that connects the institution and performance of Temple music with prophecy, and 
understands temple prophecy and cultic praise as generically the same. The possibility of 
understanding David and his words in the light of the canonical prophets stands at the door’ 
(Mays 1994, 93). 
 
These considerations suggest that the intervention of God celebrated in so many of the 
laments can be understood as visionary: it comes as a powerful prophetic word, not merely 
informing but transforming.  
 
How is this revelatory dimension experienced by the reader? A further factor affects the 
functioning of these psalms: their messianism. The laments are connected with David and the 
struggle to establish his kingdom. They reflect the bitter conflict described in the introductory 
Psalm 2. As we hear the songs and cries of the Messiah, we come to realise that we are at the 
heart of God’s purposes here: to reveal himself through the sufferings and vindication of the 
anointed one. We are listening in on the Messiah’s words to his Father, and this becomes 
God’s word to us about his Son. It is in this way that the apostles of Christ so often interpret 
these psalms (e.g. Romans 15:3).  
 
Moreover, many of the laments are individual, couched in terms of ‘I’. The ‘life-centred’ 
approach favoured by Gillingham recognises that efforts to locate an original life-setting for 
the psalms’ ‘I’ and ‘we’, have borne little fruit (see Gillingham 1994). This is largely because 
the language of the psalms is ‘open and metaphorical’, and deliberately so (Miller 1986, 51). 
It is thus capable of speaking into many life-situations. These psalms can be read as at once 
messianic, and also normative for the people of God. ‘As the representative Israelite, David 
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also evokes the experience of every human being.’ (Miller 2004, 218). As the people sing his 
laments, they become conscious that suffering, doubt and protest are the ways of the Messiah. 
They are God’s way of salvation. And as they identify with his laments, they learn that this is 
God’s way for his people also: God is known through suffering and death, through protest and 
rescue. As a result, through meditation on the life of the Messiah they are equipped to view 
their own lives differently. ‘Through the mouth of David, the man, [the psalms] become a 
personal word from God in each individual situation’ (Childs 1979, 521).  
 
This process is picked up on by the writer to the Hebrews. ‘He was perfected through 
suffering’ (2:10) and so becomes God’s word to his suffering people (2:17-18). Indeed this 
pattern of God revealing himself through human suffering and cry and redemption, finds a 
striking correspondence in the gospel of Christ, and sheds helpful light on the New Testament 
claim that the gospel events – incarnation, cross and resurrection - are the ultimate revelation 
of God. 
 
This leads us to the other issue we wished to explore: the lament as part of a larger pattern of 
redemptive history. We have noted how cry and deliverance is basic to the structure of God’s 
revelation in Israel’s history. For a time his faithfulness is in doubt: then he brings relief and 
rejoicing. The Psalter begins with the simplistic wisdom-affirmation of Psalm 1, and 
concludes with the self-abandoned praise of the final psalms. ‘In reading, singing and praying 
the Psalter, the most important and most interesting question is how to move from Psalm 1 to 
Psalm 150, from glad duty to utter delight. That move is through the rest of the Psalter’ 
(Brueggemann 1995, 196). But the rest of the Psalter contains many protests against the 
simplistic prescription of Psalm 1: the righteous do not always prosper, nor the wicked perish. 
In this tension lies the history of Israel, and in this literary tension lies the psalms’ theological 
edge. The tension throws the spotlight on YHWH’s faithfulness as the central issue of the 
nation’s life and faith. How can belief in the covenant and its wisdom survive in the face of a 
sinful world, and indeed of repeated national disaster? We have noted the use of techniques 
such as extended metaphor and cumulative complaint to heighten that tension to the point 
where resolution is demanded. As Brown puts it, ‘the leap from sense to transcendence, from 
the describable to the ineffable, is facilitated by metaphor… it is “likely to be a striking image 
or metaphor, not an exact formula, that turns the switch”’ (Brown 2002, 9). Suffering and 
complaint is amplified poetically, bringing YHWH’s character so radically into danger that a 
response is provoked. The traditions of  the lament allow such a daring procedure. ‘It is 
precisely this form that yields the boldness and conviction that result in gospel…’ 
(Brueggemann 1995, 82). The laments, then, are Israel’s theological workshop where it 
hammers out its attitude to its harsh experiences in the light of the covenant. ‘I take the crisis 
and resolution of God’s hesed to be the central theological issue of the book of Psalms and the 
route of Israel’s faith from the obedience of Psalm 1 to the praise of Psalm 150’ 
(Brueggemann 1995, pg. no. misplaced). Dumbrell describes the psalms as preserving 
theology not generating it (2002, 246). But this misses their true theological scope. Freedom 
from the constraints of a single narrative thread (they reflect scores of narratives) lends the 
psalms a unique flexibility in exploring complex, multifaceted theological realities. 
 
When the laments, and indeed the whole Psalter, finally emerge into the full daylight of praise 
and rejoicing, it is in the hesed of YHWH that they boast. It has proved stronger than all sin 
and death. For Israel, the place of praise is the place of salvation. The lament psalms enable 
the nation – and the believer – to play their part in God’s revelatory story. And so they take 
their place in the pattern of redemptive history as instances of the true word of God. 
  
This brief survey has only begun to consider how the complaint of the psalms functions as a 
vehicle for God’s revelation. We have identified key aspects of that functioning: the 
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salvation-historical patterning, the role of the presence and intervention of God, the place of 
prophecy and messianism, and the use of metaphor and poetic technique in the lament genre. 
Each of these – especially the last - deserves much fuller treatment than can be given here.  
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