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Introduction     
     The book of psalms contains many types of prayers and songs.  There are psalms of 

wisdom, psalms of thanksgiving, and psalms of praise.  But the largest category – by far 

– are psalms of lament.  A lament is “a passionate expression of grief or sorrow.”  

Which raises the question, “why are laments in the Bible?” and “why are there so many 

of them?”  I think God included psalms of lament in the Bible because he knew we’d 

need them.  Jesus warned: “You will have suffering in this world (John 16:33a, HCSB).”  

Suffering comes in all shapes and sizes.  Look around.  Every person you see is 

experiencing suffering of one kind or another. 

      So, God included psalms of lament because he knew we’d need them.  But here’s 

the thing.  I don’t think Christians are very good at lament.  We tend to think the 

Christian life should be one victory after another.  But the psalms of lament remind us 

that the Christian life is lived in the midst of fears, disappointments, and sorrows – not 

above or beyond them.  And so, we need to learn to lament.  Lament, as one pastor 

said, “is the honest cry of a hurting heart wrestling with the paradox of pain and 

the promise of God’s goodness.” 

     Psalm 13 is a good place for us to learn to lament for a few reasons.  It’s an 

individual lament, so you can use it as a template for your own prayers of lament.  It’s a 

general lament, so you can customize it to speak to God about your own pain.  Psalm 

13 is also a good place to start learning to lament because the movements of lament 

are clear.  Psalm 13 reveals that lament consists of four movements. 

1. Lament Turns to God. 

2. Lament Honestly Cries to God. 

3. Lament Appeals to God. 

4. Lament Trusts in God. 

Let’s explore each movement more carefully.  
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1. Lament Turns to God 

     I mentioned that this is a general lament.  What I mean is that the specific 

cause of David’s suffering is unclear.  It could be sickness.  It could be a personal 

enemy, like Saul or Absalom.  It could be that David is wrestling with the loss of 

his son, Absalom.   

     Whatever the specific cause of suffering, David’s first move is a turn to God: 

“How long, O LORD (Psalm 13:1a)?”  David’s turn to God may seem obvious.  

But when suffering is prolonged or intense our circumstances speak to us and 

say things like: “God doesn’t care,” “God has abandoned you,” “God isn’t good.” 

When the dark clouds of suffering hide the goodness and grace of God, turning 

to God with a weary, “how long, O LORD” is a significant act of faith.  It is an act 

of worship.  As one author said, “Turning to God through lament is one of the 

deepest and most costly demonstrations of belief in God.”1        

     I remember attending a counseling conference where the speaker shared 

about a counselee who struggled with debilitating depression for years.  If you’ve 

ever struggled with depression, you know how it speaks to your soul:  “God 

doesn’t care,” “friends don’t care,” “you’ll never feel any different.”  Because of 

her depression, she was tempted to stay home on Sundays.  But the counselor 

noticed that more often than not she showed up.  And he said to her: “your 

presence here is a significant act of faith.”  And it’s true, for some of us, showing 

up on Sunday is a significant act of faith.  And the point is, in our pain, a simple, 

“how long, O LORD?” can also be a significant act of faith. 

     Here’s the thing.  In our pain, we will turn somewhere.  In psalm 13, in the 

midst of his darkness, David turns to God.  The question is: in your darkness, to 

what or whom do you turn?  Who or what is your ultimate place of safety, 

protection, or help?  In our pain, we will turn somewhere.   

      

     You might turn to entertainment.  TV, cell phone, Netflix.  Entertainment can 

temporarily numb the pain but doesn’t provide the real help we need.  You might 

turn to pornography.  Pornography may feel good in the moment, but ultimately 

 
1 Dark Clouds, 31. 
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it enslaves and destroys.  You might turn to alcohol and drugs.  These may 

provide temporary relief, but they too ultimately enslave and destroy.  You might 

turn to work, shopping, human relationships, or whatever.  

     Look, it’s not like you can never watch TV or go shopping.  That’s not what I’m 

saying.  The question is: Are talking to God about your pain?  Even a weary 

groan, “O Father, help me…” is a significant act of faith.  If you’re like me, your 

prayer life often reveals a lack of faith.  You don’t need to beat yourself up.  

Confess your sin.  Affirm your forgiveness in Jesus.  Request grace for change.  

Say, “Father, help me to turn to you instead of other things.” 

     What is your suffering this morning?  You are somewhere on the suffering 

spectrum.  So, lament applies to you.  “Lament,” says one pastor, “is how we 

bring our sorrow to God.  Without lament we won’t know how to process 

pain.  Silence, bitterness, and even anger can dominate our spiritual lives 

instead.”  You can learn to lament.  Lament first turns to God.  Second, lament 

honestly cries to God. 
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2. Lament Honestly Cries to God 

     Lament honestly cries out to God.  Lament names our feelings.  Lament says 

out loud what’s going on in our hearts.  In verses 1-2, David cries “how long?” 

four times.  He’s not looking for information.  He’s honestly expressing his heart.  

And his heart feels like it can no longer endure the pain.  An honest cry is an 

important movement because it avoids the dangers of denial on the one hand 

and anger on the other. 

     David honestly cries with respect to three relationships: God, self, and 

enemies.   

     David first expresses his sense of abandonment by God.  

How long, O Lord? Will you forget me forever? 
How long will you hide your face from me? (Psalm 13:1) 
 
We might paraphrase: “Where are you God?”  For David, the dark clouds of 

suffering have hidden God’s goodness and grace.  He honestly feels forgotten, 

abandoned by God.  And yet by turning and honestly crying to God, David shows 

that, despite the darkness, he still believes in God’s grace, mercy, love, and 

sovereignty.  If he didn’t, he wouldn’t turn and cry to God. 

     Next, David gives honest expression to the turmoil within him. 

How long must I take counsel in my soul and have sorrow in my heart all the 
day?  (Psalm 13:2a) 
 
“Counsel” means something like anxious concern or worry.  David finds himself 

wrestling over and over with his thoughts.  His mind multiplies worries and 

concerns like rabbits.  You’ve experienced that too.  Your mind races.  You can’t 

sleep.  You can’t think straight.  You can’t concentrate.  That’s David’s 

experience.  His heart is sad and heavy – all day long.  There’s no relief!   

     Third, he feels like his enemy will get the last word.  

How long shall my enemy be exalted over me? (Psalm 13:2b) 
 
 

We’re not really sure what the specific enemy is here.  It could be death.  It could 

be sickness.  It could be a personal enemy.  It could be Satan.  Whatever the 
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specific enemy, David gives voice to his concern by honestly crying to God: “how 

long will you let my enemy dominate me?” 

     Recently, I saw a movie where Jim, a man in his 30’s, is struggling through 

the pain of divorce, rejection by his teenage daughter, and now the death of his 

mother.  Throughout the movie, Jim tries to pretend that he’s OK.  But 

periodically, and without warning, he breaks down in a spasm of tears.  Then, 

just as quickly, he catches himself and says, “I’m fine.”  That’s not David.  He 

honestly cries to God, “I’m not fine.” 

     I think one of the hardest things is to honestly bring ourselves to God.  Even 

when we’re not suffering much it’s hard to honestly bring ourselves to God.  We 

tell him what we think he wants to hear.  Denial and anger are twin dangers.  To 

be sure, anger at God is wrong.  Anger that shakes its fist or is bitterly silent is 

wrong.  But more likely, in our Christian tradition, we tend toward denial.  We’re 

afraid to verbalize our hurts or our desires.  As Paul Miller says, “sometimes 

believers can get too ‘spiritual’ for their own good.  You can so quickly 

accept a posture of surrender that you don’t experience yourself as having 

wants and hurts.”  Here’s the thing.  In order to know and be known by God – 

or anyone else – you have to be in honest relationship.  When you are in denial 

with God you miss out on honest relationship.  That’s why, as someone said, 

“God wants to know your ‘How long, O LORD’ and your confusion.”  He 

wants to know you – the real you. 

     What is your “how long, O LORD?”  Is it a struggle with sickness?  Is it the 

loss of a loved one?  Is it a broken relationship with a spouse, child, sibling, or 

parent?  Is it emotional, physical or sexual abuse?  Is it a struggle with sin? 

Whatever it is for you, God wants to know your ‘How long, O LORD.’  
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3. Lament Appeals to God 

     “Lament is the honest cry of a hurting heart wrestling with the paradox 

of pain and the promise of God’s goodness.”  We’ve seen the first two 

movements of lament.  First, lament turns to God.  Second, lament honestly cries 

to God.  In its third movement, lament appeals to God. 

     An appeal is an urgent request.  You can hear David’s urgency. 
 
Consider and answer me, O Lord my God; 
light up my eyes, lest I sleep the sleep of death, 
lest my enemy say, “I have prevailed over him,” 
lest my foes rejoice because I am shaken. (Psalm 13:3-4) 
 

He makes three appeals: “Consider me!”  “Answer me!”  “Light up my 

eyes!”  David feels abandoned by God.  So, his first appeal is “consider me!”  

Or, “look on me!”  “Pay attention to me!”  “Turn your face to me!”  And not only 

“consider me” but also “answer me!”  “Do something!”  “Act now!”  “Fix this!”  

Then, his third appeal, “light up my eyes.”  Before his suffering, God’s favor and 

grace – his shining face – lit up David’s eyes.  But now the dark clouds of 

suffering have hidden God’s face.  His eyes have become weary and dim.  So, 

David asks for God’s grace and favor to shine on him again so that the twinkle 

returns to his eyes. 

     David appeals to God because he is afraid.  “Lest he sleep the sleep of death, 

lest his enemies prevail, lest his foes rejoice because he is shaken.”  Literally, 

“Lest I sleep death.”  It may refer to a sickness that leads to physical death.  

Probably, “the sleep of death” refers to David fear that if the suffering continues, 

he may lose the little faith he has left.  If that happens, his enemies will have 

victory.  In effect, David appeals to God to act to so that his faith won’t fail. 

 

 

 

 

“Look at me!”  “Answer me!”  “Light up my eyes!”  These are bold appeals.  

This kind of boldness makes us uncomfortable.  Some of you don’t see yourself 
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as worthy of asking for things or challenging God like this.  But here in this psalm 

and throughout the OT, God shows great respect to people who boldly appeal to 

him.  We see it too in the NT.  When Jesus encountered a woman from a foreign 

country, she begged him to heal her daughter.  He responds that he was sent 

only to help the people of Israel.  Basically, “no.”  How does she respond?  Did 

she just give up? No.  I probably would have.  But she humbly and honestly 

pushes back.  She won’t take ‘no’ that easy.  She appeals.  And Jesus 

commends her, “O woman, great is your faith!  Be it done for you as you desire. 

(Matt. 15:28)   

If you weren’t feeling uncomfortable before, maybe you are now.  Maybe you 

need to be a bit uncomfortable!  Look, I’m not saying that if you are persistent 

enough or have enough faith God will do what you want.  And I understand that 

we can ask for things selfishly.  But what I am saying is that not asking is a 

problem too!   As a Christian, you are an adopted child of God.  You have the 

privilege, freedom, and – dare I say – the right to boldly appeal to your heavenly 

Father.  In Christ, you are worthy of asking for things.  Think about how children 

are uninhibited, bold, and relentless with their requests.  Daddy, “can I have…”     

God not only wants to hear your, “how long, O LORD?” he wants to hear your 

wants.  Why?  Because he wants to know you.  Because he wants your heart, he 

wants all of you.  And the only way he can have all of you is for you to let him 

know your hurts and your wants.  So, what do you want God to do?  What do you 

feel like you need him to do?  Follow the example of David and many others.  

David doesn’t hold back.  He boldly appeals to God. 

 

 

 

 

God included psalms of lament because he knew we’d need them.  He wants 

us to learn to lament.  “Lament is how we bring our sorrow to God.  Without 

lament we won’t know how to process pain.  Silence, bitterness, and even 

anger can dominate our spiritual lives instead.”  In Psalm 13 we’ve seen the 
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first three movements of lament.  Lament turns to God.  Lament honestly cries to 

God.  Lament appeals to God.  In the final movement, lament trusts in God. 
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4. Lament Trusts in God 

     I’ve said that there are four movements to the lament of Psalm 13.  It’s true.  

Many other psalms of lament follow a similar pattern.  But it’s not a formula.  

Psalm 39 and 88 remind us that prayers of pain don’t always end in a confession 

of trust.  But what we do learn is that the prayer of lament itself is often the 

means God uses to turn our distress to trust – even when the pain remains.   

     And trust is where David ends in Psalm 13.   

But I have trusted in your steadfast love;  
my heart shall rejoice in your salvation. (Psalm 13:5) 
 
It’s a remarkable turn.  Suddenly, David says, “But as for me, I trust in your 

unfailing love.”  Through lament, God has apparently answered David’s appeal 

for the light in his eyes to be restored.  God enabled David to see his steadfast 

love.  A few beams of sunshine break through the dark clouds.  And it doesn’t 

seem like David’s his situation has changed. 

     But it’s also true that David chooses to trust.  David has a history with God.  

He had a record of God’s steadfast love.  And he chooses to trust in God’s 

steadfast love.  David anticipates that God’s steadfast love will result in 

“salvation” or “deliverance.”  Think of salvation as “comprehensive rescue.”  

David anticipates that God’s “comprehensive rescue” will deliver him from every 

enemy.  Suffering.  Sin.  Death.  Satan.  Comprehensive rescue is, after all, 

comprehensive!  And so even in the present he is able to say, 

I will sing to the Lord, because he has dealt bountifully with me. (Psalm 13:6) 
  
      For us, when the dark clouds of suffering hide God’s steadfast love, we can 

learn to turn, honestly cry, and appeal.  The prayer of lament is God means of 

grace to enable you to see his steadfast love.  And as Christians, we have a 

history with God.  We have a record of his steadfast love in the life, death, and 

resurrection of Jesus. 

 

 

     In Jesus, God left the comforts of heaven and experienced rejection, ridicule, 

betrayal, loss, and physical abuse because of his steadfast love for you.  Jesus 
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willingly died on a Roman cross as your substitute because of his steadfast love 

for you.  Through his substitutionary death, Jesus delivers you from your great 

enemy sin.  You are forgiven, cleansed, declared righteous, and adopted by God 

because of his steadfast love for you.  You are given the indwelling Spirit of God 

because of God’s steadfast love for you.  You will be delivered from every enemy 

including suffering and death because of God’s steadfast love for you.  How can 

you know?  Because Jesus was raised from the dead.  God will right every wrong.  

Heal every hurt.  Wipe every tear. Renew your broken body.  Because of his 

steadfast love for you.  A wise counselor said it like this: “God’s love and 

forgiveness for you, in Christ, is deeper, bigger, and longer lasting than 

what you have suffered.” And so, even in your suffering, you can say with 

David, “I will sing to the Lord, because he has dealt bountifully with me.” 

     In Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection we have a record of God’s steadfast 

love.  What more could God do to show us he can be trusted?  But like David, we 

too will need to choose to trust.  It’s been said like this: “In the same way it 

takes faith to turn to God in prayer while in pain, it takes faith to trust in 

God’s steadfast love when circumstances are hard.”  We must choose to 

trust. 

   And choosing to trust God’s steadfast love in Christ isn’t a “one and done” – 

especially in pain.  Suffering, grief, and pain are relentless.  We enter into lament 

over and over again, we remember God’s record of steadfast love in Jesus over 

and over again, so that it leads us to trust over and over again. 

     So, what’s your “how long, O LORD?” Is it your struggle with sin?  Is it a hard 

relationship?  Is it sickness?  Is it loneliness?  Is it ageing?  Is it a significant 

change?  God wants to hear your “how long, O LORD?”  And he points you to his 

record of steadfast love in Jesus.  And he invites you to trust him. 
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Conclusion 

One author said, “I am finally reconciling myself to a world of constant, 

unavoidable loss.”  The older I get the more I get it.  Life in a fallen world is hard.  God 

included psalms of lament in his Word because he knew we’d need them.  We can learn 

to lament.  In the Bible, lament isn’t merely speaking our sorrows.  “Lament is,” to 

quote one pastor, “a prayer of pain that leads to trust.”  He continues, “Lament is 

how we bring our sorrow to God.  Without lament we won’t know how to process 

pain.  Silence, bitterness, and even anger can dominate our spiritual lives 

instead.”  Lament is a prayer of pain that leads to trust.  It does that through four 

movements.  Lament turns to God, honestly cries to God, appeals to God, and trusts in 

God.   

 


