
Hints and Helps for Praying the Psalms 
 
Introduction  
 
“The deeper we penetrate into the Psalms, more often we pray them,  

the simpler and richer our own prayer will become.” 
 

--Dietrich Bonhoeffer  
  Psalms: The Prayer Book of the Bible 

 
The Psalter is the ancient prayer and hymnbook of the people of God. The psalms are God's 
Word to us, while at the same time being our God-given language of prayer and worship. In 
the psalms, we can listen to God speaking to his people (and to us)—while also pondering 
how to return our own prayer to God.  
 
When we sit pause to pray, we may have a vague sense of what's going on within us; a 
better sense of the circumstances around us; a short-sighted view of the world (usually not 
more than today's to-do list); and a mind full of current events (terror attacks, sports 
scores, pipelines, etc.). If we were to just start praying… our prayers might be rather short 
or shallow; praying with God’s prayer book, however, expands our horizons, gives depth to 
our prayer, and lifts us beyond ourselves. 
 
Not only does reading and praying the psalms shape our language of prayer and deepen 
our understanding of God, these help us to see deep within ourselves and beyond ourselves 
to our fellow believers and to the wider world.  
 
Learning to pray the psalms… some hints: 
 

• Read them in order, regularly; become familiar with them (at least the top ten!) 
 

• Pay attention to how God is addressed and portrayed 
 

• Look for a central prayer or main image or theme 
 

• Be aware of invitations to pray for yourself, for others, for the world 
 

• Perhaps write out your prayer in response… writing or journaling often helps 
organize and add creativity to our thoughts. 

 
• Lastly, focus on Jesus. He prayed these very same words as he learned and taught 

others to pray. In fact, Jesus still prays these words for us. Also, it is not coincidental 
if what comes up for you in prayer is related to some aspect or theme of the Lord’s 
Prayer. Lean into that. 

 
 



 
Some helpful details on the Psalms: 
 

• There are 150 Psalms broken into five Books 
 

• They range in emotion from excruciating lament to highest praise; from wise 
instruction to extolling God’s work in creation 
 

• The Psalter generally moves from lament to praise both within a psalm—and within 
the progression from Book 1 to Book 5 (with several exceptions) 

 
• There are several different forms of Psalms (and some are mixed): 

 Laments 
 Hymns (Creation, Wisdom, Royal) 
 Songs of Thanksgiving 
 Songs of Praise  

 
• There are common but varying poetic styles and lengths to the Psalms  

 
• Hebrew poetry utilizes the poetic functions of repetition and parallelism (instead of 

common English poetics of rhyming and meter), so ancient Hebrew poetry 
translates very well to other languages. You can trust the English translations!  
 

• Individual psalms often move from personal to corporate experience 
 

• The themes of Pss 1-2 are reflected throughout the Psalter… so these two psalms 
serve as a double-introduction to the whole Psalter 
 

• Themes include righteous/wicked, two ways, law/teaching, tree/fruit, blessing and 
judgment; kings and thrones, nations, wisdom, worship, refuge 

 
 
 
Some short remarks on praying the Psalms as Christians: 
 

• Our lament need not be so despairing and our hope not as desperate 
 

• We pray through the lens of the Cross. We still might (in our emotional way) want to 
"slay the wicked" or "crush our enemies"--but Jesus' taking on the punishment of sin 
has given us the freedom to love and forgive enemies (as difficult as this can be) (cf. 
Rom 12:16-21) 

 

• Praying for the King… can be praying for the Kingdom of God, and for Christ's rule 
on earth as it is in heaven! 

 



• Who are the "poor and needy" so often mentioned? These are often the targets of so 
much hatred, ridicule, exploitation in the psalms. Is it you? Followers of Jesus? 
People of God? It is definitely a way to get God's attention… like praying "in Jesus' 
name." 

 
• Law/Torah are life-giving instructions and revelation from God. Ultimately this is 

the person and ministry of Jesus, love and truth embodied; or Word of God.  
 
"The richness of the Word of God ought to determine our prayer,  

not the poverty of our heart."  
 

     -- Dietrich Bonhoeffer  
             Psalms: The Prayer Book of the Bible 
 
 


