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OPENING LECTURE


Each year as we meet together to commit ourselves to a structured Bible Study, we come to encourage each other, meet some new friends, catch up on summer activities with old friends, and focus on the exciting year ahead.  It’s my privilege to give you an overview of what you can expect in this year’s study of Psalms and Proverbs.


If you’ve been with us in years past, you know that ours is a thirteen year course that takes us verse by verse through the entire Bible.  We alternate each year between an Old Testament series and a New Testament series.  Last year we had a wonderful study on prophecy and the book of Revelation.  How many of you were with us? Great!  This year we’ll be in Psalms and Proverbs.  We did this back in 1997, so if you’ve joined us since then this will be a fresh new study for you.  You’re going to notice two things about this study:  


First, this is our only topical study.  Very often when you do a topical study, like “godliness,” you use a concordance and look up all the verses in the Bible pertaining to the subject.  We are not going to pick a verse here and a verse there from Psalms and Proverbs to develop each of our themes; but instead each psalm and each chapter of Proverbs has been assigned to one of our thirty topics.  So we will study the whole psalm and the whole chapter of Proverbs as we go along.  By the time we finish in May we will have studied all 150 Psalms and 31 chapters of Proverbs in their entirety.


Second, there has been a format change.  Our normal pattern is to divide the Scriptures in to five days of study so that you can have a daily time of structured study.  If you were with us for the first time in Revelation you know that we just had questions with no daily division.  However, this year we return to our five day format but with a new twist.  We so frequently hear, “There’s not enough room to write.”  So . . . this year I spaced out the same number of questions (not a longer lesson) and made each lesson two pages – giving you plenty of room to write: PLUS – room for prayer requests and a blank back page 4 for lecture notes.  We’ll see how you like this and may adapt it as a new format for future units.  Again, I want to reiterate – just because each lesson is two pages, it’s not more questions to answer . . . just more space to write.  


Also, as an economy measure (and we all need to be frugal in these times) we’re only going to distribute the first 12 lessons of this 30 lesson unit.  The remainder of lessons 13-30 will be distributed the end of October.


Having spent my summer immersed in Psalms and Proverbs, I can truly say that if you will read all the daily Scripture before you begin to answer the questions, it will be more meaningful to you.  Psalm 64:9 says, “they will proclaim the works of God and ponder what he has done.”  A little each day gives us time to “ponder” the riches of God’s Word.


I want to share a few thoughts with you about the value of a study in Psalms and Proverbs.  Let’s begin with Psalms . . .


One of the beautiful things about the Psalms is that they are all different.  That makes it a book of variety.  It’s a book of broad experience.  It covers the heights of ecstasy to the depths of conflict and tragedy.  We’ll be with David or Asaph or Solomon or Moses through the joys of deliverance or the heartache of despair and guilt.  Certainly it is one of the most emotional of all the books of the Bible.


The name Psalms comes from the Greek word psalmos.  It means “poems sung to the accompaniment of stringed instruments.”  In Hebrew, the book of Psalms was originally called Tehillim, which means “praises” or “prayers.”  These names give us a clue to the Psalms’ original use.  Some were used as a part of temple liturgy in both Solomon’s temple and the rebuilt temple after the captivity in Babylon, making them a Hebrew hymnal for worship and celebration of Feast days and Sabbaths.  Others were used for the nation’s individual and family devotional life.


Who wrote them?  We know for sure that David wrote 73.  There was another man Asaph who wrote 12.  Then there were some sons of Korah who wrote 11.  Solomon wrote a couple, Moses wrote one.  Some men called Ezrahites wrote a couple . . . but about 50 of the psalms are anonymous, though tradition attributes some of them to Ezra.  Scholars call them “orphanic.”  They are orphan psalms.


Now let me add here, just for a moment, that the time covered in the Psalms is very broad.  Think of this.  If it goes all the way back to a psalm Moses wrote, that would take us back to about 1490 B.C.  And if it comes all the way forward to the people of Ezra, the Ezrahites, it would bring us to 444 B. C.  You can see immediately the incredible expanse of time Psalms covers, telling us they represent all kinds of experiences in many different eras.


How are the Psalms put together?  What is the arrangement?  Because we’ll be doing a topical study, and not just reading straight through the Psalms, you might overlook that the Psalms are put together in five books, each ending with a doxology. . . an “amen.”  Someone came up with the insightful observation that these five books seem to correlate well with the first five books of the Bible--Genesis to Deuteronomy.  As they see it, Psalms 1-41 (like Genesis) are about humanity; psalms 42-72 (like Exodus) speak of deliverance; psalms 73-89 (like Leviticus) are about the sanctuary/the dwelling place of God – which, of course then, was the temple.  Now it is the heart of God’s people.  Psalms 90-106 (like Numbers) has an emphasis on the earth and God’s reign; and psalms 107-150 (like Deuteronomy) focus on the Word of God.


By the way, it’s in that last section we have the longest chapter in the Bible.  There are 176 verses in the great Psalm 119. And in those 176 verses there are 174 references to Scripture.  That’s what you call getting your point across.


Anyone remember when we studied Job?  It was a very rewarding study but a challenge because Job is one of the poetical books.  Poetry is often more difficult to understand than prose.  Well, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Solomon are the other four books that make up the poetry section of Scripture.


Does that mean we do not take it literally?  It does not.  It means we take it as literally as we would take any other good work of poetry or song.  We don’t get lost in the forest unable to see the trees. . . trying to pick it apart.  In poetry we look at the big picture of truth.  In the Psalms we get to know God. 


Psalms are songs, let’s not forget that.  Some are lovely and majestic hymns of worship.  Others are songs of warning to be sung in staccato and with crescendo.  Others are quiet, medita​tive devotions.  In the Psalms our eyes are turned upward and we worship and we praise.  In the Psalms our world is lifted from us and placed back into proper perspec​tive.  

●There are personal psalms of confession and heartache.  ●There are teaching psalms that trace the Hebrew history such as Psalm 78. 

●There are prophetic psalms that tell us of the coming of Messiah.  

●There are doctrinal psalms that teach us about some quality or characteristic of God.  

●And then there are devotional psalms that simply warm our hearts and give us a soft pillow in life.  

Psalms like the cloud of Exodus give us a roof over our head when it is pouring down rain or shade when the heat is intensely hot.  Psalms give us word pictures of our God.  And if I understood Revelation correctly as we studied it last year, when we gather around the throne in the future, our best expression will again come in song.  We will sing unto Him, “Worthy is the Lamb that was slain.”  Hallelujah! Doesn’t it make sense that we should become very familiar with God’s hymnbook . . . the book of Psalms?

Down through the centuries both the Hebrew and Greek terms translated into the words “The Psalms,” come from the same root term that means, “playing an instrumental piece of music, or playing instrumental music.”  Again and again we’ll see a variety of instruments mentioned throughout the psalms themselves or in the superscriptions which give instruction to the choir director.


In our second lesson we’re going to come across the term SELAH.  It’s used frequently throughout the psalms.  It means “pause, and think on that.”


Now, so far we’ve just hit some high points about the Psalms.  Let’s “pause and think” about what we can expect to get out of this study of Psalms that will be meaningful for you and me in our own lives.


Here’s the first one:  The Psalms will meet us at the point of pressing needs.  Because they transcend the age and situation in which they were written, they have the power to touch and transform us today.  We read, “ He restores my soul,” and we are restored.  We read, “Be strong, take heart!” and we are strengthened.  We feel God’s love as we let His Spirit use these inspired words to comfort and reassure us.  

The psalmist’s expression of trust encourages our trust. When you’re low, they’ll lift you up.  When you’re lonely and confused, they’ll comfort you.  When you’re afraid, they’ll put their arms around you and encourage you.  You know what I’m talking about.  Who hasn’t been touched when you hear, “The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want . . .”  Psalms meet the need.


Second, the Psalms will give us profound insight.  The Law had be given, and history had been lived, but the Psalms reflect on the meaning of what had happened to God’s people and to what had been decreed.  They reveal God’s heart.  They help us discover the spirit, not just the letter of the Law.  As we meditate on and study God’s attributes, His character, His care, His strength, we see the kind of people He wants us to be.  As Paul urged in Romans 12:2, “By the renewing of your mind, be transformed.”  The Psalms can help transform us.


Third, the Psalms will enrich our prayers.  When we open our hearts to God – listening for His thoughts, receiving His presence, and giving Him ours – we are praying.  Many times our prayers consist of “Help!” and “Thanks!”  These are certainly honest words, but if that is all we pray, then we’re missing something.  By God’s grace we are transformed by what we pray.  

If our words are quick and shallow, we won’t be very deeply transformed.  Our faith won’t be shaped into something rich and strong.


This is where the Psalms can help us.  Rather than just reading them, we can pray them – searching for God’s thoughts, receiving His presence, and giving Him ours.


Consider Psalm 8, the first psalm we’ll study next week, for example.  What better way to help our wobbly faith than to remind ourselves of God’s greatness?


“O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth!  You have set your glory above the heavens.”

(Already I can tell your hearts are singing, aren’t they?)

And when we feel forgotten and vastly unimportant in the scheme of things, we can prayerfully recall how God values us. (vs. 3-6)


“When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you set in place, what is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him?  You have made him a little lower than the heavenly beings and crowned him with glory and honor.  You made him ruler over the work of your hands; you put everything under his feet.”

(What honor . . . what privilege!)


The Psalms give us a language of prayer that can root us in “what is the breadth and length and height and depth” of life in the embrace of intimacy with God.  So enter into the Psalms this year slowly and thoughtfully and prayerfully, and let God fashion you into Christ’s image through the language He inspired.


Well, let’s turn our attention to the book of Proverbs.  We need to understand one discernible difference between Proverbs and Psalms.  

●Psalms tells us how to get along with God; Proverbs tells us how to get along with our fellowman.  

●Psalms talks about spending time in the prayer closet on our knees; Proverbs talks about spending time on our feet in the sidewalk jungle of competition, the demands and the decisions of life, the pressures of work, school and of home.  

●Psalms teaches us how to praise; Proverbs teaches us how to apply the truth that we learn from God in times of praise and prayer.  

●Psalms is excellent preparation for weekend worship; Proverbs is excellent preparation for work during the week.

Proverbs is perhaps the most practical book in the Bible.

Did you ever listen to Dr. J. Vernon McGee?  He was always talking about “where the rubber meets the road.”  There’s a time and place for practicality.  You know who else was good at practical advice? – Erma Bombeck.  She said, “Never have more children than you have car windows.”  Or, “Seize the moment.  Remember the women on the Titanic who passed up the dessert cart.”  And, “Thanksgiving dinner takes twelve hours to prepare.  It’s consumed in twelve minutes.  Half-times take twelve minutes.  This is not a coincidence.”

Practicality . . .


When we think of Proverbs, we think of wise king Solomon.  1 Kings 4 tells us he “spoke 3,000 proverbs and his songs were 1,005.”  The book opens with the words, “The proverbs of Solomon, son of David, king of Israel:”  And he, indeed, wrote the bulk of this book, though most of his 3,000 proverbs have been erased by time.  Other authors, however, also contributed to this book . . . Agur the son of Jakeh and King Lemuel. 


What exactly is a proverb?  The Hebrew root for proverb means “to represent, to be like,” conveying the idea of comparing the familiar with the unfamiliar in order to teach a guiding principle.  Proverbs by nature are brief – the majority in this book are two lines. But these short, observant statements declare profound truths that give wisdom for living. And the brevity is part of the secret or the genius of the book.  

Solomon could be writing book after book after book, but he simply gives us 31 chapters and closes it at the end.  Brief, terse, concise, capsulized truth that you can take in daily doses and it brings about tremendous results.


You’re going to notice that there are three different kinds of couplets set forth in Proverbs and I want to give them to you just one, two, three.


First, there are comparative couplets. The first line is opposite from the second and usually connected with the word “but.”  Example: Proverbs 13:1 “A wise son accepts his father’s discipline, but a scoffer does not listen to rebuke.”


Second, there are completive couplets.  The usually contains the connecting word “and” or “so.”  Example Proverbs 14:13 “Even in laughter the heart may be in pain, and the end of joy may be grief.”


Third, there are contrastive couplets separated by the word “like,” or “as,”  -- or sometimes it begins with the word better or better than.  Example, Proverbs 15:16, “Better is a little with the fear of the Lord, than great treasure and turmoil with it.”  


You don’t have to remember all that.  There’ll be no test.  Just wanted you to know.


Also, as we study through Proverbs, keep in mind that these are principles, not intended to be prophecies or promises.  For example, Proverbs 12:21 says, “No harm befalls the righteous, but the wicked are filled with trouble.”  In general, if we do what is right, live honestly, and obey divine and human laws, we are choosing paths of life and not of harm.  However, we can probably all think of examples where the righteous have suffered – Job for one, Christ for another – and the wicked are rich, successful, and apparently trouble-free.  So remember we link Proverbs with principles.


Another reason Proverbs is so practical is because we can find ourselves in there somewhere.  A study was done about the people mentioned in Proverbs. . .187 different kinds of people are mentioned.  There are 46 different kinds of men, there are 23 different kinds of women, and the rest are just generally different kinds of people.


For example, there are foolish and wise, proud and humble, contentious and good, worthless and lazy, diligent, servants, kings, slaves, flatterers.  There are the needy, the prudent, the violent, the angry, the merciful, the sensual, the fearful, the insecure, the strong, the stubborn, the rich, the under​standing, the intellectual, the slothful.  They’re all here.


One of the things about life is it’s so daily.  We certainly need all the help we can get in our horizontal relationships with one another.  Hopefully this study of Proverbs in a topical format is going to produce what Proverbs chapter 1 sets forth as its purpose in verses 1-6: 

Proverbs will give reverence to the heart.

     
Proverbs will give you a reverence for the Lord. We need that today.  It’s a fear of the Lord . . . not a shuddering awsomeness, but a deep reverence and respect for the God of the universe.

Proverbs will provide discernment to the eye.


One of the marks of the mature, discerning Christian is to know right from wrong.  This book will help you know that.

Proverbs will develop alertness in our daily walk.


We’re living in a corrupt world.  You don’t have to be told that.  You know that’s  true.  The moment you leave this place, or the moment you leave your Christian home, you move into an atmosphere that is surrounded by spiritual gunk, filth, junk.  And as soon as you move from the beautiful atmosphere of Christian fellowship, you are exposed, in your businesses, in your shopping, in your communities, in your entertainment, to the godless environment and the onslaught of all forms of wickedness.  

Now Solomon says, “You get ahold of the Proverbs and you will be alert in your walk to that which will corrupt your life.”  For a student of the Word, one who faithfully meditates on the Word, who daily has his time with the Lord, whether morning or noon or evening, and regularly has the input of holy Scripture, it is remarkable the insight that man receives, tremendous insight.  We become alert.

Proverbs will establish discretion and purpose in life.


C. H. Toy defined discretion as “the power of forming plans.”  No longer aimless, the student of Proverbs will gain foresight in directing their lives.

And lastly, Proverbs will cultivate keenness of mind.


The goal of the book, of course, is to take all of the sources of knowledge and give you wisdom for living through them.  We learn from the Lord, from experience, from other people like our parents, our children, our friends – they all contribute to our keenness of mind, our knowledge.  You know, “Knowledge is what you remember after you’ve forgotten every​thing you ever learned.”  That’s what God will give you in Proverbs.

   
So, we’re expecting big things this year from our study of Psalms and Proverbs:  Discovering that these Scriptures will meet us at the point of our needs; give us profound insight; enrich our prayers; teach us reverence for the Lord and to have discernment for our eyes and alertness in our Christian walk, and also help us to establish discretion and purpose in our lives and cultivate a keen mind.  We’re always excited to start another year of Bible Study.  It’s our prayer that this will be a wonderful year for each of you.


Our group leaders are going to distribute the lesson packets that begin our study.  Please fill out the registration card – it will be collected in a few minutes.  In a day or two, your group leader will be calling you to introduce themselves and tell you what room to report to next Thursday.  You’ll work lesson 1 at home and bring it with you.  Go directly to your assigned group (at 9:30) for small group discussion of your answers and then we will gather here in room 215 for a lecture.  (Remember the new starting time of 7:00 p.m.)  


A reminder if you’re concerned about “homework.”  By studying at home with a focused set of questions, you are prepared to participate in the small group discussion.  A lecture over the same material reinforces the Scripture three different times.  We always encourage you to come even if you haven’t finished or had time to do your lesson, because you’ll get something out of the small group sharing and from the lecture.


Remind to read guidelines, look at memory verses and do a devotion (instructions of “how to do it” are in your packet). 


We’re excited you are here!  


Closing prayer – dismiss 
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