
1 
 
Truthful Speech as Common Prayer: A Study of the Psalms 
Session 8: “Jesus and the Psalms” (August 16, 2021) 
Father Jonathan Bailes 
Focus Verses: Psalm 22 
 

Introduction to Session 9: 
When the psalms were originally composed and collected into a single book, Jesus of Nazareth had not yet 

been born. And yet, according to the authors of the New Testament, the church fathers, and Jesus himself, the 
central key to understanding and reading the Psalms for Christians lies in how they find their ultimate fulfillment in 
him. In this session, we will study the relationship between Jesus and the psalms by asking three key questions: 
How do the psalms refer to Jesus? How does Jesus pray the psalms? And how does all of this change the way that 
we as Christians read and pray the psalms today? 

 
 
For the last seven sessions, we have been studying 
the Book of Psalms, reflecting on what they teach us 
about wisdom and lament and praise and prayer. 
We've looked at patterns in the Psalms as a whole, 
and we've looked more closely at particular psalms. 
We've thought about the psalms in connection to 
our own joys and fears, our own hopes and 
disappointments. But there is one question that we 
haven't yet addressed, at least not directly.  
 
One Question Remains 
According to the German theologian Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer, this is a question that we must address 
before we are ready to really and truly pray the 
psalms. 
 

 
 
 
What do the Psalms have to do with Jesus? 
So that is what we'll be doing in this session. In order 
to help us read and pray these psalms, we're going 
to ask what they have to do with Jesus Christ and as 
a result, we'll be able to understand what they have 
to do with us and how we can pray the psalms (all of 
the Psalms) as Christians today.  
 

 
 

#1 The Psalms anticipate Jesus 

 
And the first thing to notice about the relationship 
between Jesus and the psalms is how these poems, 
these ancient Hebrew songs, anticipate the life and 
the ministry of Jesus. This is something that Jesus 
himself actually called attention to. You see it when 
he appears to his disciples after the resurrection in 
Luke chapter 24. 

 
Jesus isn't the only one who thinks that the psalms 
were written about him. The authors of the New 
Testament do as well. In fact, this may surprise you, 
but there are more references to the psalms in the 
New Testament than to any other book of the Old 
Testament. Sometimes this is rather subtle, like in 
the Gospels, which frequently include allusions (as 
well as quotations) from the psalms as they tell 
about Jesus’ life and ministry and death and 
resurrection. 
 
For instance, in the gospel of Luke is the song that 
the angels sing when Jesus is born. It contains 
echoes of both Psalm 29 and 148. This implies that 
somehow through the birth of this young child, that 
God is being enthroned as king. 
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Several chapters later when Jesus is baptized, a 
voice from heaven says to Jesus, “You are my 
beloved son in whom I am well pleased.” As we read 
on, it's clear that the meaning of Jesus’ sonship and 
his unity with the father is unique. But early Jewish 
readers of Luke's Gospel would also have recognized 
that this statement at the baptism of Jesus is an 
echo of the words spoken to the anointed king in 
Psalm 2. 
 
But it's especially in the story of the passion and 
death of Jesus, that you find allusions to the psalms.  
When Jesus enters Jerusalem, for instance, he's 
greeted by the cries from the crowds - cries of 
Hosanna, a word that means “save us.” They also 
use the phrase “blessed is he who comes in the 
name of the Lord.”  
 
The people who greeted Jesus this way weren't 
making these words up. They were actually quoting 
the words of Psalm 118.  
 

 
 
Finally, at the crucifixion, we find it's the words of 
the psalms that are prevalent. John quotes from 
Psalm 69 in talking about Jesus' persecution. In the 
Gospel of Luke, the final words of Jesus are from 
Psalm 39. In both Matthew and Mark, the words 
that Jesus utters from the cross – “My God, my God, 
why have you forsaken me?” - are the words of 
Psalm 22.  
 
The Rest of the New Testament 
The gospel accounts of Jesus's life and death are 
filled with the words of the psalms. In the rest of the 
New Testament, as Christians reflect on who Jesus is 
and what his death and resurrection meant, it is 
once again the psalms to which they turn for 
guidance.  
 

When Peter, for instance, stands up on the day of 
Pentecost to preach the gospel for the first time, he 
begins with a reference to the Prophet Joel. But 
then, when he goes on to proclaim who Jesus is, the 
scriptures that he turns to are Psalms 16 and 22. The 
apostle Paul also quotes from these same psalms 
when he is preaching later on.  
 
When the Book of Hebrews (in its first two chapters) 
talks about who Jesus is, it quotes Psalms 2, 8, 22, 
45, 102, 104, and 110. When Jesus told his disciples 
that the Psalms refer to him, it's clear that they took 
him seriously. As they went back and reread the 
psalter, they reread these psalms that they knew. As 
they reread them, they found Jesus everywhere.  
 
And it wasn't just the writers of the New Testament 
either. Several centuries later, the Bishop of 
Alexandria, a man named Athanasius, wrote a letter 
to a certain man, Marcellinus, instructing him on 
how to read and interpret the Psalms. One of the 
first things that Athanasius points out to Marcellinus 
in this letter is about the Psalms: how much they 
anticipate and how much they refer to Jesus to Jesus 
- his life, his death, and his resurrection.  

 
 

 
 
 
So the psalms relate to Jesus because the Psalms 
are ultimately about Jesus.  
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#2 Jesus Speaks in the Psalms 

But the relationship between Jesus and the Psalms 
doesn’t end there. No, it's not just that the psalms 
speak about Jesus. The real clue to understanding 
the psalms is to recognize that Jesus is, in fact, the 
one speaking in the psalms. 
 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer talks about this in that 
wonderful little book I quoted from earlier: “Psalms: 
Prayer Book of the Bible.” 

 
 
In chapter 3 of that book, which is entitled “Who 
Prays the Psalms,” he points out that the primary, 
not the exclusive, but the primary author of the 
Psalms is King David.  
 
Traditionally, the Psalms are associated with the 
voice of David, God's anointed king. But David and 
the others who wrote the Psalms didn't write them 
alone (Bonhoeffer says.) The New Testament says 
that the Psalms, just like all the rest of the scriptures, 
were written under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. 
 
So the final answer to the question that Bonhoeffer 
poses (who prays the psalms?), isn't just David or 
Asaph or Solomon. It is the one whom David bears 
witness to in his own life; the one in and by whose 
spirit he prays. The one that the hymn refers to as 
“great David's greater son.” 
 

 
 
Bonhoeffer is not saying anything new here. 1500 
years before he wrote his little book on the psalms, 

Saint Augustine likewise argued that the primary 
voice of the psalter that we encounter, the one 
speaking the words, is none other than the voice of 
Christ himself.  
 
In a sermon that Augustine preached on Psalm 31, 
this is what he says: 
 

 
 
The Real Key to the Psalms 
If we want to read these prayers rightly, then we 
need to recognize who is praying them. The final 
answer to that question: “who is praying these 
prayers?” The final answer is Jesus Christ. 
 
When we read and pray wisdom psalms (like Psalms 
1 & 37), we should recognize that the voice that we 
are hearing is none other than Christ - who is the 
wisdom of God. When we come across psalms of 
lament like Psalm 6 & 22, the words that we're 
hearing are the words of the grief and sorrow of 
Jesus, the suffering servant.  
 
Even in the psalms of praise like Psalm 96 we're 
encountering Christ. For it was Jesus Christ, after all, 
in his humanity who offered the perfect sacrifice of 
praise to the Father on our behalf. Everywhere we 
turn in the psalter, we find Jesus Christ. He is the one 
being spoken of and he is the one speaking.  
 
Jesus and Psalms of Confession 
This may sound strange to you. After all, how could 
Jesus be the one praying in Psalms 51 & 38? These 
are confessions of sin and statements of contrition 
and sorrow over sin? Wasn't Jesus sinless? How 
could he pray psalms like these?  
 
On the face of it, I have to say that does seem like a 
good reason to think that maybe some of these 
songs are not prayed by Jesus. But actually, even 
these Psalms of confession find their most perfect 
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expression when they proceed from the mouth of 
Christ. Because even though Jesus himself was 
sinless and had no reason to be contrite over his 
own sin, it's also true that Jesus took upon himself 
the weight of our sin. He offered confession and 
contrition on our behalf. Jesus never experienced 
grief over his own sin, but he did experience it over 
ours. So even in psalms like that, the most unlikely of 
places, we still find Jesus’ voice.  
 

Changing the Way I Pray the Psalms 

 
Now, at this point, you may be convinced that Jesus 
is indeed the key to the psalms. But you might also 
be left with a question. “What does this have to do 
with me? How does Jesus’ prayer of the psalms 
change the way that I pray them?  
 
This is a really important question, because to ask 
this question is to get at the heart of what it means 
to really pray as a Christian.  

 
 
Now this this is absolutely central to what the New 
Testament teaches us about prayer. When Jesus 
taught his disciples to pray using the words “Our 
Father,” he was inviting them to join into his own 
relationship with the Father. When the apostle Paul 
talks about the gift of the Holy Spirit in places like 
Romans and Galatians, he focuses on how that 
affects our experience as Christians (how it affects 
our experience of prayer.)  

 
 

When Christians pray the psalms, we are praying as 
those who have been given the spirit of the Son (as 
Paul says.) Those who stand where Jesus stands and 
can say what Jesus says.  
 

When we pray the Psalms, we are praying IN and 
WITH Jesus himself.  

 

And not just in and with Jesus, but in and with his 
body, the church.  

 
If you approach the Psalms that way, it really does 
make a big difference how you pray them. 
 

 
 
Maybe you hesitate to pray those words of Psalm 
26:1 because you don't think that you can adopt the 
posture of someone who has walked with full 
integrity. But if you come to that psalm, 
remembering that you stand where Jesus stands, 
then you can indeed pray those words because HE 
did walk with full integrity and you are united with 
him. That is the posture from which you pray. 
 
Or when you come to some of those psalms that call 
down judgement on the wicked - what are called the 
imprecatory psalms – you may hesitate to pray their 
harsh words. If you remember that the words you 
were praying are the prayers of Jesus, then you'll 
also remember that those prayers were indeed 
answered. That God did rise up and judge the 
wicked. And that Jesus himself, the one who prayed 
those words, was the one who actually bore that 
judgment. 
 
Maybe it's not that. Maybe it's the lament psalms 
that you struggle with.  All those psalms that come 
from a place of suffering and pain. Maybe you don't 
like to pray them because you don't feel like they 
represent the condition of your own life. But 
remember, as a Christian, you aren’t just praying the 
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psalms with Jesus – you are also praying them with 
his body, the church.  
 
Even if you aren't experiencing at present a time of 
grief or suffering or loneliness or doubt, there are 
others in the church who are.  Don’t skip that psalm! 
Pray its words; pray them in and with the Christ who 
suffered. And pray them with his suffering church. 
The Anglican tradition of prayer invites all Christians 
to pray through the entire psalter on a regular basis: 
not skipping and choosing, not picking certain ones 
out. Pray them all!  
 
I hope that this study has given you tools to do that 
with more understanding and more confidence. But, 
of course, study is no replacement for practice. Let's 
not just study the psalms, let's make a practice of 
praying them as well. A practice of letting these 
prayers of Jesus be in our hearts and on our lips.  
 
Amen. Let us pray! 
 
 

Group members are encouraged to make use of the 
60-day plan for reading and praying the psalms that 
is outlined on pages 738-763 of the Book of Common 
Prayer 2019.  
 
The same 60-day schedule is used in the Scripture 
readings for Pray Daily on the Christ Church app 
page: https://christchurchplano.org/app/ 
 
The 30-day schedule from the Book of Common 
Prayer 2019 is also printed on this page. 
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