
An Introduction to the Psalms 

Lecture #4 – Here’s How to Celebrate 

Turning to the more general hymns of praise.  In the Roman Catholic and Anglican traditions, 
two of the best-known and most frequently read psalms are #95 – the “Venite,” and #100 – the 
“Jubilate” or “Jubilate Deo.”  Both are called “invitatory” – that is, they invite us into worship, 
praise, other psalms and lessons, and - most especially – into the deeper presence of God. 

Let’s note their characteristics.  Both begin with an invitation, almost a command.  Both are 
plural.  They commend exuberance.  They speak of coming “before God’s presence” (initially a 
matter of worshiping before the Ark of the Covenant).  They invite and command us to come 
with thanksgiving and praise.  In the Jubilate there is a hint of movement: “enter his gates with 
thanksgiving (for what God has done), go [more deeply] into his courts with praise (for who God 
is).  Gratitude  > adoration. 

Romans 1:21 – the beginning of our fallenness was our refusal to “honor God as God or give 
thanks to him.”  Conversely, one of the keys to being filled with the Holy Spirit is by singing 
“psalms and hymns and spiritual songs” (Ephesians 5:18-20) – what Charles Wesley called being 
“lost in wonder, love, and praise.” 

So, evidently, a) worship/praise is very high on God’s agenda, b) to fail to do this is the 
beginning of our falling away, c) to truly do it is the beginning of being filled with his Spirit, and 
d) we need to encourage ourselves and each other to do this! 

It is more than possible to “go through the motions” without experiencing the reality.  (Do we 
dare to stop the service and say: “Do it again, correctly”?) 

Very few real “rules” for worship, though perfectly legitimate to agree together about certain 
ways of doing things simply so we can do them together.  cf. Archbishop Cranmer’s rubric in the 
First English Prayer Book: “As touching kneeling, crossing, holding up of hands, knocking upon 
the breast, and other gestures: they may be use or left as every man’s devotion serves without 
blame.”   (1549) 

Interestingly, two things strongly urged by scripture are equally resisted by two “camps”: 
• incense – coming out of the Catholic and Orthodox tradition (commanded of the priests 

in nearly 200 verses), and 
• the raising of hands – especially prevalent in Pentecostal/charismatic worship (“Hear the 

voice of my supplication, as I cry to you for help, as I lift up my hands toward your most 
holy sanctuary.”(28:2); “So I will bless you as long as I live; I will lift up my hands and 
call on your name.” (63:4); “Come, bless the Lord, all you servants of the Lord, who 



stand by night in the house of the Lord!  Lift up your hands to the holy place, and bless 
the Lord.” (134:2) 

Note how they are brought together in 141:2 – “Let my prayer be counted as incense before you, 
and the lifting up of my hands as an evening sacrifice.”  (Only mention of incense in Psalms.) 

Psalm 95 spoke of “bending the knee and kneeling before the Lord our Maker,” but kneeling was 
not the usual Jewish posture for prayer.  Standing or prostrating oneself was standard. 

Psalm 150 So: good, biblical worship would be exuberant, joyful singing and shouting, with 
drums, cymbals, dancing, incense, the lifting of hands; words, music, instruments, action! 

Dialogue in many Psalms.  Even in the Venite (typically only the first 7 verses are read but keep 
going – in verses 8-11 suddenly the speaker is the Lord.  Sometimes we/I speak to him, 
sometimes about him; sometimes he speaks to us/me; occasionally we address ourselves: “Bless 
the Lord, o my soul, and let all that is w/in me bless his holy name.”  (103:1) 

All of which raises the question (addressed by C.S.Lewis): Why does God seem to be so 
insistently demanding our praise?  Because “He is that Object to admire which…is simply to be 
awake…not to appreciate which is to have lost the greatest experience, and in the end to have 
lost all.” 

Two major subsections are almost entirely celebratory – the ones just preceding and the ones just 
following Psalm 119:  

Psalms 113-118, the “(Egyptian) Hallel,” recited in homes at the Passover and in the Temple at 
the great annual festivals, especially during Tabernacles: 

• looking back to the time of the Exodus, when God provided manna and water from the 
flinty rock in the wilderness, and 

• looking forward to the time when he promises to “pour out his Spirit on all flesh” (Joel 
2:28) – cf Jesus: “I’m the one who does that!” (John 7:37-39) 

As they marched through Jerusalem they sang and chanted these Psalms: 113 – Who is like the 
Lord?  114 – Recounting of deliverance.  115 – Contrasting the Lord’s glory with idols.  116 - 
Personal thanks and promise to “pay my vows” to praise him.  117 – Praise the Lor all nations, 
all peoples.  118 – Again, personal thanksgiving.  (Note verse 22 – if Moses wrote it, it was 
prophetic.) 

Psalms 120-136 the “Great Hallel” aka the “Songs of Ascent” recited, read, chanted, sung as the 
tribes “went up” to Jerusalem for the High Holy Days – songs of confidence in the Lord.  120 – 
In my distress I cry out to him.  121 – Look to the hills.  122 – Within your gates, O Jerusalem.  
123 – I lift my eyes to you, enthroned in the heavens.  (It almost sounds as if praise is being 
given to the city itself, or the mountain of the city.  But each thing is important because of the 
greater thing that hallows it – ultimately the Lord himself.)   



Note: he never sleeps (121:3-4), but he gives to his beloved sleep (127:2) 

124 – But for the Lord, Israel would have been nothing.  125 - Because of him we are like Mt. 
Zion.  126 – The Lord has done great things for us.  127 – Unless the Lord builds the house, 
those who build it labor in vain….  136 – His steadfast love endures forever.


