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Types of Psalms

The major classifications of psalms are lament, hymn, prayers of 
confidence, and prayers of thanksgiving. There are also royal psalms, 
wisdom poems, historical recitals, ritual or liturgical, and some psalms 
that might fit more than one classification.

Laments

Nearly a third of all psalms are laments. Some of them are complaints of 
an individual; others are communal complaints. Laments usually consist 
of an actual complaint, a plea for deliverance from hardship, an 
expression of praise of God or confidence that God will intervene and 
deliver the one(s) suffering, and a promise to perform an act of devotion 
in gratitude for God’s intervention. Some laments include an 
acknowledgment of guilt or a claim of innocence. Finally, there is 
frequently a curse hurled at the one(s) believed to be responsible for the 
intolerable situation that called forth the lament in the first place. Many 
people believe that originally the lament included several distinct 
religious sentiments. The first was the lament or complaint. This was 
followed by expressions of confidence that God would hear the 
complaint and remedy the situation. The lament would then end with 
expressions of gratitude for the divine graciousness of which the 
psalmist was confident. While traces of all three sentiments can still be 
found in some laments, the confidence and thanksgiving often comprise 
individual psalms.

Hymns

The hymn consists of a call to praise God and an account of the 
wondrous acts of God that elicited the praise. These marvelous divine 
acts might include glories of creation or the marvelous feats performed 
in history on behalf of Israel. Hymns praising the Lord’s kingship are a 
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distinct group of psalms. Their focus is God’s cosmic sovereignty and 
exclusive reign over all the heavenly bodies. Songs of Zion extol God’s 
holy mountain, the place of God’s dwelling on earth, and Jerusalem, the 
city built on that mountain from which God chose to rule.

Prayers of Confidence

Although confidence or trust is often found in laments, the Psalter also 
contains prayers that focus primarily on such sentiments. The motives 
for confidence in God’s protection and care include divine justice that 
the people believe will be shown on their behalf, God’s faithful 
commitment to the covenant that God chose to initiate with Israel, and 
the promises made to Israel’s ancestors and renewed from generation to 
generation. As is the case with laments, there are both individual prayers 
of confidence and those that are communal in character.

Thanksgiving

Scholars do not agree as to which psalms belong to this category 
because expressions of confidence and gratitude are often found in 
laments. Consequently, this type of psalm is usually classified according 
to its content rather than its form. Thanksgiving psalms are similar to 
hymns, in that they extol the marvelous works of God. However, hymns 
call forth praise because of these wonders, while thanksgiving psalms 
include expressions of gratitude for God’s graciousness.

Royal Psalms

Some psalms seem to have sprung from various occasions in the life of 
the king. They are often referred to as “messianic psalms,” since 
messiah means “anointed one” and kings were anointed. On occasion, 
they might celebrate the king’s success in battle. However, they usually 
extol the special covenant relationship that God established with the 
king and the divine protection bestowed on the Israelite rulers because 
of it. Royal psalms take on new meaning when they are included in the 
Christian tradition and are applied to Jesus who is king par excellence 
and the one uniquely anointed by God. In such instances, it is not that 
the original psalmist had Christ in mind when composing the poem. 
Rather, the early Christian community began to view Christ from the 



perspective of the Davidic ruler and to interpret the psalm from a 
Christian point of view.

Wisdom Poems

Wisdom poems clearly differ from other psalms in both content and 
style. They call people to listen and to learn, not to pray. Although they 
do not follow a uniform style, they do possess some distinctive literary 
characteristics. One such characteristic is the acrostic arrangement in 
which the alphabet determines the initial letter of the first word of each 
successive line. This is recognizable only in the original Hebrew. A 
second characteristic is the recourse made to order in the world of 
nature. This order is employed as an incentive for establishing social 
order. One of the most prominent topics of the instruction found in 
these poems is the theory of retribution: the wise or good will be 
rewarded with happiness and prosperity while the foolish or wicked will 
suffer misfortune. Descriptions of situations that illustrate this teaching 
are intended to exhort people to live life in a way that will lead to 
happiness.

Various other Psalms

The songs of ascent, one of the early collections mentioned above, were 
probably sung during pilgrimages to or processions around Jerusalem 
and the temple. A few other psalms appear to have been composed in 
the style of prophetic speech. Finally, a small number of psalms defy 
classification. They are either historical recounting of the feats of the 
Lord, composites of other psalm forms, celebrations of the kingship of 
the Lord, or liturgical songs.


