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The Book of Psalms stands as a unique architectural marvel within the canon of biblical literature, serving 

simultaneously as a hymnal, a prayer book, and a theological treatise. Within the sphere of contemporary biblical 

scholarship, Robert L. Alden’s Psalms Volume 1: Everyman’s Bible Commentaryrepresents a pivotal

intersection between rigorous academic exegesis and practical homiletical application. This article provides an

exhaustive technical analysis of Alden’s work, specifically focusing on the first fifty psalms, categorized as \"Songs

of Devotion.\"

The Prolegomena to Robert Alden’s Commentary

Robert L. Alden, a distinguished professor of Old Testament, crafted his commentary series with a specific 

pedagogical objective: to provide the layperson and the scholar alike with a concise yet profound tool for navigating 

the complexities of Hebrew poetry. The Everyman’s Bible Commentaryseries, published by Moody Publishers, is

characterized by its adherence to evangelical scholarship while maintaining a high degree of technical clarity.

Volume 1 focuses on Psalms 1 through 50. In the broader structural framework of the Psalter, these chapters

predominantly belong to the first of five books (Book I, Psalms 1–41) and the beginning of Book II. Alden’s

methodology involves an examination of the historical background, a verse-by-verse explanation of the text, and a

synthesis of the psalmist’s original intent versus contemporary relevance.

Core Mechanisms of Hebrew Poetry in Alden’s Framework

To understand Alden’s analysis, one must first master the technical mechanics of Hebrew poetry that he elucidates. 

Unlike Western poetry, which often relies on rhyme and meter, Hebrew poetry is built upon the foundation of 

Parallelism. Alden’s commentary meticulously identifies three primary types of parallelism within the first fifty

psalms:

•  Synonymous Parallelism: Where the second line of a couplet reinforces the first by repeating the thought in 

different words (e.g., Psalm 24:1).

•  Antithetic Parallelism: Where the second line contrasts with the first to emphasize a moral or spiritual truth 

(prevalent in the Wisdom Psalms like Psalm 1).

•  Synthetic Parallelism: Where the second line adds a new thought or completes the first line’s imagery.

Technical Breakdown: Songs of Devotion (Psalms 1–50)

Alden categorizes the first volume under the title \"Songs of Devotion.\" This nomenclature is significant. It implies a

focus on the internal spiritual state of the believer and the community in relation to the Divine. Below is a structural

matrix of the genres identified by Alden in this volume.

Table 1: Classification of Psalms 1–50



Psalm Type Chapter Examples Core Characteristics Theological Emphasis

Wisdom Psalms 1, 14, 37 Didactic tone, contrast 
between the righteous and 
the wicked.

The Law (Torah) as the 
foundation of human 
flourishing.

Royal/Messianic 2, 18, 20, 21, 45 Focus on the Davidic King 
and the ultimate Anointed 
One.

God’s sovereignty over 
nations through His King.

Lament (Individual) 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 13 Petitions for help in times 
of distress or persecution.

Human vulnerability and 
reliance on Divine mercy.

Confidence Psalms 11, 16, 23, 27 Expressions of absolute 
trust in God’s protection.

The security of the believer 
in the presence of God.

Thanksgiving 30, 32, 34, 40 Gratitude for specific 
deliverance or answered 
prayer.

Public testimony of God’s 
faithfulness.

The Case Study of Psalm 1: A Structural Analysis

Alden begins his commentary with a deep dive into Psalm 1, which serves as the gateway to the entire Psalter. 

From a technical standpoint, Psalm 1 is a Torah Psalm. Alden breaks down the verse structure into two divergent

paths:

1.  The Path of the Blessed (Verses 1-3): Defined by its negatives (what the blessed man does not do) and its 

positive focus (delighting in the Law). Alden notes the arboricultural metaphor of a tree planted by streams, 

signifying stability and vitality.

2.  The Path of the Wicked (Verses 4-5): Defined by the metaphor of chaff. In agricultural terms, chaff is the light, 

useless husks of grain that the wind blows away. Alden emphasizes the transience of the wicked compared to the 

permanence of the righteous.

3.  The Final Verdict (Verse 6): A summary of the two ways. Alden points out the active nature of the verb 

\"knows\" (yada), suggesting an intimate, protective relationship between God and the righteous.

Scholarly Exegesis vs. Practical Application

A hallmark of the Alden commentary is the balance of Exegesis (drawing meaning out of the text) and 

Hermeneutics(interpreting the text for today). Technical writers often struggle to merge these disciplines, but

Alden’s framework provides a replicable model. 

Comparison of Commentary Methodologies



Feature Robert Alden 
(Everyman’s)

Standard Academic (e.g., 
WBC)

Devotional (e.g., Matthew 
Henry)

Primary Audience Lay leaders and students Post-graduate scholars General church members

Focus on Hebrew Functional; explains key 
terms

Extensive; philological focus Minimal; focuses on 
English text

Contextual Background Moderate; historical-
grammatical

Heavy; archaeological and 
Sitz im Leben

Light; allegorical and moral

Length Concise (~130 pages per 
volume)

Massive (multiple volumes) Mid-length; prose-heavy

Advanced Theoretical Concepts in Psalms Volume 1

In analyzing Alden’s work, one must consider the superscriptionsof the Psalms. These are the introductory notes

found at the beginning of many psalms (e.g., \"A Psalm of David\"). Alden approaches these with a conservative-

scholarly lens, acknowledging their antiquity and their role in providing a historical context for the poetry. 

The Role of Lament and the Anatomy of the Soul

Alden provides a significant amount of space to the Penitential Psalms (such as Psalm 32). In his analysis, he 

identifies a psychological and spiritual progression: Sin !’ Silence !’ Confession !’ Forgiveness !’ Instruction. This

step-by-step procedure is vital for pastoral care. Alden’s technical breakdown of Psalm 32 shows how the physical

body reacts to spiritual distress (the \"bones wasting away\"), illustrating a holistic view of human nature (the

psychosomatic unity).

The Everyman’s Bible Commentary Book Series Context

To understand Volume 1, one must see it as part of a larger ecosystem. The Everyman’s Bible Commentary series

is designed for portability and high-density information. 

Volume 1 vs. Volume 2 Structural Differences

While Volume 1 covers the \"Songs of Devotion,\" Volume 2 covers the \"Songs of Dedication.\" The distinction in

Alden’s titling suggests a progression from internal spiritual formation (Devotion) to external commitment and

congregational worship (Dedication). 

•  Volume 1 (1–50): Focus on the individual’s struggle and the basic distinction between righteousness and folly.

•  Volume 2 (51–100): Focus on corporate prayer, historical retrospectives of Israel, and the universal kingship 

of Yahweh.

Practical Implementation: How to Use Alden’s Commentary for Systematic 
Study

For those utilizing Alden’s work for technical theological research or sermon preparation, a specific Study Workflow

 is recommended:

Phase 1: Observation

1.  Identify the Psalm’s classification (Lament, Royal, Wisdom, etc.).



2.  Observe the superscription to determine authorship or historical occasion.

3.  Note the internal structure (strophic divisions).

Phase 2: Consultation with Alden

1.  Read Alden’s introductory remarks for the specific Psalm.

2.  Focus on his explanation of difficult Hebrew terms (e.g., Hesed, often translated as steadfast love or mercy).

3.  Analyze the parallelism identified in the verse-by-verse section.

Phase 3: Synthesis and Application

1.  Connect the Psalm’s theme to New Testament fulfillments (Messianic links).

2.  Extract the \"Universal Truth\" that Alden highlights at the end of each section.

3.  Develop a teaching outline based on the structural divisions Alden provides.

Troubleshooting Common Interpretive Challenges

Interpretive errors often arise when readers apply modern Western literary standards to ancient Near Eastern texts.

Alden addresses several of these challenges:

•  The Imprecatory Psalms: Psalms like 35 or 52 contain harsh language against enemies. Alden explains these 

not as personal vendettas, but as appeals for Divine justice and the upholding of the Covenant.

•  Anthropomorphism: Terms describing God having \"eyes,\" \"ears,\" or a \"strong right arm.\" Alden clarifies 

that these are technical literary devices used to describe God’s attributes in humanly comprehensible terms.

•  The Meaning of \"Selah\": Often appearing in the first 50 psalms, this term remains technically ambiguous. 

Alden discusses the theories—musical pause, liturgical crescendo, or meditative break—while acknowledging its 

primary role as a structural marker.

Synthesizing the Value of Alden’s Work

The enduring utility of Robert Alden’s Psalms Volume 1 lies in its ability to condense complex Semitic concepts

into a format that is both readable and academically sound. By focusing on the \"Songs of Devotion,\" Alden

provides a roadmap through the emotional and spiritual topography of the human experience as recorded by the

psalmists. 

His work emphasizes that the Psalms are not merely historical artifacts but are living documents of faith. The

technical precision with which he identifies parallelisms, chiastic structures, and historical contexts makes this

volume an indispensable asset for any serious student of the Bible. As we navigate the first fifty chapters of the

Psalter, Alden’s commentary serves as a lighthouse, illuminating the depths of the Hebrew text while guiding the

reader toward a practical, devotional end. The integration of scholarly exegesis with a heart for the \"everyman\"

ensures that this commentary remains a staple in theological libraries for years to come.

Furthermore, the broader implications of Alden’s study suggest that the structure of the Psalter is intentionally

curated to mirror the journey of the soul. From the initial call to wisdom in Psalm 1 to the cries for deliverance in the

subsequent laments, the technical arrangement of these poems provides a comprehensive framework for

understanding the relationship between the Creator and the created. Alden’s contribution to the Everyman’s Bible

Commentary series remains a testament to the power of clear, concise, and authoritative technical writing in the

field of biblical studies.
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