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Lesson 1 — Name of Book, Structure

Goal:
Students should begin to think about various aspects of Tehillim as whole so that when
they learn individual Mizmorim they will have a sense of where it falls within the Sefer.

Activity:

1. Name: Explain the derivation of the two names of this book. In Hebrew, this book is
called 2°27n 190 or just 2°%1n (plural of 7%°1n). In the Talmud it is abbreviated to o°%n.
This name comes from the root 9771 which is also the root of 79977, The English name
Psalms comes from the Greek name of the book in the Septuagint (the translation made
by the Jews of Egypt in the second century BCE) which is a translation of the word =1,
meaning “a song.” In Hebrew, we also refer to each individual psalm as a 711 and not as
a perek.

2. Discussion: Ask students what they know about Sefer Tehillim. The purpose of this
exercise is not to teach right and wrong answers yet but rather to get students thinking
about the various issued connected with grasping Sefer Tehillim as a whole. Freely
discuss the following: Who wrote it? How do you know? Were all the Mizmorim written
at once or over a long period of time? Were they written down right away or transmitted
orally? Even if there were some written versions, most people would not have access to them since
writing was very expensive. Most people would memorize them and recite them by heart. Is the author
the same person as the final editor? What genre is it? Is it poetry? What are the poems

about? Most of them are praises, prayers, and thanks. Some psalms combine these themes and others
don’t fit neatly into any of these categories. Ps 1. is simply a statement about righteousness — a piece of

wisdom directed from a sage to a student. Ps 150 is all praise. Is it prophetic and what does that
mean? Are the words of the book directed from man to God or from God to man? Unlike
most of Tanakh which is God’s words directed to man, Tehillim are man’s words directed to God. Is

there any order to the psalms or could you mix them up without losing anything? 1t is not
easy to discern any simple chronological or thematic order. However, there are groups of psalms that hold
together such as the Shir haMa’a lot. There are also often linguistic connections from one Mizmor to the
next.

3. Five Books: Now show the students some of the formal aspects of the book. The
whole Sefer is split up into five books. Look at 41:14. Look for an indication in the
Tanakh that the second book begins with 42:1 such as "1 790 written in the margin.
Compare 41:14 with 72:18-20; 89:53; & 106:48. Have students write them on the board:
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Notice how all of these pesukim are very similar. Each of them indicates the conclusion
of one book of Tehillim. Why is the Sefer split up into five books? There is one hint in
72:20. What does this mean that this is the end of David’s songs if the whole book is
made up of his songs? In order to answer this question we need to analyze the psalm
headings.

5. Have the class analyze the headings together. Some Mizmorim have no heading at all
such as Pss 1 and 2. These psalms without a heading (anonymous psalms) are found at
the beginning and end of Tehillim and also some in between. When they occur within
Tehillim they often indicate that the Mizmor is attached to the one before it. Such is the
case with Ps 10 which continues Ps 9 (in the Septuagint they are counted as one).

Ask students to find the first psalm which has a heading but which does not
mention the name of David in the heading. It turns out to be 42 — the first psalm of book
2. Once they get the hang of it, have them continue scanning all the headings looking for
patterns and groups. They should notice the following: Book 1 is all 7v75. Book 2 begins
with 7 n9p »2aY Mizmorim followed by 1 qoND, and the rest are all 7v75. Book three has
11 qox5 Mizmorim, 4 n9p »1aY, and a couple of others. Book 4 does not have any
dominant pattern except for a couple of wn 9w 1Y 1»PW and >wa) »592 headings. Book 5
contains a long section of moynn v, 9 MY5n headings (the word N"55n never occurs in
the first three books), and a small group of 7715 Mizmorim. See summary sheet.

Now we can understand why Ps 72 ends with the words “Here end of songs of
David.” Almost all of the David psalms are concentrated in Books 1 and 2 while only a
few are scattered in the last three books. Books 1 and 2 are collections of David psalms.
What emerges from this analysis is that there are a number of groups of Mizmorim (,7v1>
YN, MOYNN PV ,qONY NP 1Y) which may originally have been independent units.
These units came together to form books and the books came together to form the whole
of Sefer Tehillim. Tehillim is therefore a collection or anthology of Mizmorim.

It is likely that there were many more poems written by David and others over the
centuries which are not included in Tehillim. In fact, Sefer Shemuel includes three poems
of David that are not recorded in Tehillim. Tehillim includes only those prayers and
songs which have lasting significance. It will be our job to discover what about Tehillim
makes it able to inspire so many people throughout so many generations.
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Further Analysis:

Ask students to split up into pairs. One partner should open up to Mizmor 14 and
the other to Mizmor 53. The first partner should read his/her while the other follows
along in Mizmor 53. They should immediately notice that they are parallel Mizmorim. As
they read, the second partner should point out any differences between the two. Ask them
to try and figure out why there should be two of the same Mizmor within Tehillim and
why they are slightly different.

After 5-10 minutes go over the findings together. Ask: Of the five books of
Tehillim where does Mizmor 14 fall? Book 1. In which book is Ps 53?7 Book 2. How can
we explain their repetition? Perhaps each book was originally an independent unit and
they both contained this Mizmor. When all the books were attached to create Sefer
Tehillim we ended up with some duplications. There are a few more parallel Mizmorim
in Tehillim which also fall out in different books (40:14-18 (book 1) = 70 (book 2); 57:8-
12 + 60:7-14 (book 2) = 108 (book 5)). Why are they not exactly the same? Over the
course of centuries of oral and written transmission slight changes enter the text. Neither
Mizmor is necessarily correct or incorrect, they are simply variations which occur in
different locations and traditions.

There is one set of differences between these two Mizmorim which is particularly
striking. Each time God’s name appears in Mizmor 14 as YHVH, (vv 1, 6, 7), Mizmor 53
has Elokim. This change can be explained by looking at the use of God’s names
throughout Sefer Tehillim. If one counts the number of times God’s name appears as
YHVH or Elokim in each Mizmor, one finds an amazing pattern. This pattern can be seen
in the bar graph below. Each line represents the number of times that name of God occurs
in each Mizmor (Mizmor 1 is on the far left and Mizmor 150 on the far right). Within
Mizmorim 42-83 the name Elokim occurs 210 times while YHVH occurs only 45 times.
Within the rest of the Sefer YHVH occurs 584 times while Elokim appears only 94 times.
Therefore the change from YHVH in Mizmor 14 to Elokim in Mizmor 53 is part of a
larger pattern of use of God’s name. We don’t yet have any adequate explanation for
these patterns but they do reveal a complex history of the Sefer. With this realization we
can describe the characteristics of each of the five books of Tehillim as follows:

Structure of Sefer Tehillim
1-41 — Book 1, YHWH Mizmorim from a Davidic collection, mostly prayers
42-72 — Book 2, Elokim Mizmorim from a Davidic Bnei Korah collections, mostly

prayers
73- 89 — Book 3, Elokim Mizmorim from Asaf collection and YHVH Mizmorim from
Bnei Korah collection, mostly prayers

90-150 — Books 4 &5, mostly praise and thanksgiving (Halleluyah only in this section)




in Tehillim
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