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Key Sentence: We lament when our selves and our circumstances weigh us down  
 
Outline:  
I.The cry of lament (Psalm 143:1) 
II. The crisis within: my unrighteousness (Psalm 143:2) 
III. The crisis without: my circumstances (Psalm 143:3) 
IV. The consequence: my depression (Psalm 143:4) 
 
Psalm 143:1-4 Hear my prayer, O LORD; listen to my pleas for mercy! In your 
faithfulness and in your righteousness, answer me! 2Do not bring your servant into 
judgment, for no one living is righteous before you. 3For the enemy has pursued 
my soul; he has crushed my life to the ground; he has made me dwell in darkness 
like those long dead. 4Therefore my spirit is weak within me; my heart within me is 
desolate. 
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Lament 
Psalm 143:1-4 

 
Long before the Coronavirus, I knew we’d have a short preaching series between the 

end of Luke and the beginning of the summer. After preaching all those long 
passages in Luke I wanted to preach something with only a few verses a week. 
Like maybe a Psalm. I thought, read and prayed and kept coming back to the 
word “lament.” You may not know it, but over a third of the Psalms can be 
seen as laments, Psalms in difficult times. Yet with rare exceptions we don’t 
spend a lot time in the Psalms of lament or the practice of lament. Do we need 
to? It seems to me we do. It seemed that way even before COVID-19.  

Here’s the truth: life is hard, and we often don’t understand why things happen or 
the difficulties that confront us. We struggle with depression, despair or doubt. 
I say “we” to include all of us, but I’m really thinking of individuals. A person 
who struggles with depression, self-doubt and the fear they’ve never really 
committed themselves to God. A person with a horrible life history who asks 
“How could God have allowed this to happen?” A person whose debilitating 
disease has probably made it impossible to conceive a child. A person haunted 
by old lusts who can’t figure out how to be free. A person who has longed for 
marriage and wonders why they’ve had no chance. A person who has done 
their best to show Jesus to their child, only to have that child walk far from 
the faith. I could go on and on until I get to you, if I haven’t already. Each of 
us, I think, has had pains that have been beyond understanding.  

As a result I thought a short series on a single Psalm of Lament was a good idea. A 
series showing the value of honest lament. A series, in fact, on Psalm 143, a 
great example of lament which is also full of godly responses in lament. Then, 
about seven weeks ago we encountered Coronavirus, and suddenly the need 
to know how to lament, to complain and trust in hard times was apparent.  

This week we’ll look at the first four verses of Psalm 143 and identify some of the 
key characteristics of Biblical lament. We will give ourselves permission to 
turn to God, to cry out, even complain. Permission to lament when our selves 
or our circumstances weigh us down. Then, for the next four weeks we’ll look 
at how this psalmist, David, responds in trust to his need for lament, by 
remembering and thirsting, by seeking and trusting, by fleeing and following.  

Before we go any further, we should define lament. Instead of the dictionary, let me 
point you to a book I’ll be using a lot. It is by Mark Vroegop, and is called 
“Dark Clouds, Deep Mercy.” Subtitled “Discovering the Grace of Lament.”  
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Vroegop has three short definitions of lament in the first chapter.  “Lament is the 

honest cry of a hurting heart wrestling with the paradox of pain and the 
promise of God’s goodness.” The honest cry of a hurting heart.. He goes on 
to say “Lament is how you live between the poles of a hard life and trusting 
in God’s sovereignty.” But the definition I love best is “Lament is a prayer in 
pain that leads to trust.” “Lament is a prayer in pain that leads to trust.” 

Let’s begin by reading the whole Psalm, as we’ll do each week. The version I’m 
using is similar to the English Standard Version, but not exact. I’ve looked at 
other versions and at the Hebrew text and selected words and phrases I thought 
communicated more clearly. If you want the DeGray Standard Version, it’s 
on the website, along with one page study sheets for each week of the series. 

Psalm 143:1-12 Hear my prayer, O LORD; listen to my pleas for mercy! In your 
faithfulness and in your righteousness, answer me! 2Do not bring your servant 
into judgment, for no one living is righteous before you. 3For the enemy has 
pursued my soul; he has crushed my life to the ground; he has made me dwell 
in darkness like those long dead. 4Therefore my spirit is weak within me; my 
heart within me is desolate. 5I remember the days of old; I meditate on all that 
you have done; I ponder the work of your hands. 6I stretch out my hands to 
you; my soul thirsts for you like a parched land. Selah 7Answer me quickly, O 
LORD! My spirit fails! Hide not your face from me, lest I be like those who go 
down to the pit. 8Let me hear in the morning of your steadfast love, for I put 
my trust in you. Show me the way I should go, for to you I lift up my soul. 
9Deliver me from my enemies, O LORD! I flee to you for cover. 10Teach me to 
do your will, for you are my God! Let your good Spirit lead me on level 
ground! 11For your name’s sake, O LORD, preserve my life! In your 
righteousness bring my soul out of trouble! 12In your steadfast love vanquish 
my enemies and destroy all those hostile to my soul, for I am your servant.  

This Psalm is attributed to David and over the years scholars have tried to identify 
where in his life it might fit. The most common suggestion is that this Psalm 
was written while David was on the run from his son Absalom, when Absalom 
attempted to usurp the throne. Three main reasons for this. First, in some old 
manuscripts the heading of the Psalm is “of David, when he fled from his son 
Absalom.” Second, Augustine’s very early commentary on the Psalms took it 
this way. Third, many modern scholars, including Bruce Waltke, find internal 
evidence of this both in the language and the mature theology of this Psalm.  

What this points to, for us, is that all lament is circumstantial. It’s the connection 
between the hard circumstances of our lives, or of our hearts, and a God who 
we believe loves and cares for us. It’s the prayer in pain that leads to trust. 
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The first verses of the Psalm show the initial elements of lament, how David prays 

in pain. Psalm 143:1 “Hear my prayer, O LORD; listen to my pleas for mercy! 
In your faithfulness and in your righteousness, answer me!”  This cry shows 
extreme desperation and sustaining faith. Whether this is the most dangerous 
moment of fleeing from Absalom, or one of the other extreme moments of his 
long roller-coaster life, David is at a low, dark, threatening moment. And it 
seems God is silent, unhearing, unanswering. Three times in this verse David 
cries for God to hear. Hear my prayer, O Lord, listen to my pleas. Answer me.  

This is the first element of lament, prayer in pain. You and I can easily get to the 
place in pain where it seems God has not heard, God has not cared, God has 
not helped. We prayed the diagnosis would be benign, but it was malignant. 
We prayed we would keep our job, but we were cut. We prayed the abuse 
would stop, but it escalated. We prayed this month would be different, but still 
no baby. We prayed the prodigal child would return, but he got further away. 
We prayed we would not fall again into sin, but temptation overwhelmed. We 
prayed our hearts would feel God’s presence but all we felt was absence.  

Martin Marty, a prolific scholar of religion, wrote “A Cry of Absence,” about the 
“winter of the soul” that followed the loss of his wife.” He says “Winter is a 
season of the heart as much as a season in the weather. John Crowe Ransom 
connected the two kinds of winter: ‘Two evils, monstrous either one apart, 
possessed me, and were long and loath at going; A cry of Absence, Absence, 
in the heart, and in the wood the furious winter blowing.’” I’ve lived too long 
in Texas to fear the winter image. I like winter. But that first phrase, “A cry 
of absence,” is exactly what we see here, exactly what David is modeling, the 
cry we need in our most down, despairing, and depressed moments.  

Mark Vroegop identifies four stages of lament. This is the first, to turn, to cry out. 
He sees it in Psalm 77, “I cry aloud to God, aloud to God, and he will hear 
me. 2In the day of my trouble I seek the Lord; in the night my hand is stretched 
out without wearying; my soul refuses to be comforted.” “The psalmist is 
reaching out to God in the midst of pain. Don’t miss this or take it for granted. 
. . It takes faith to pray a lament. To pray in pain, even with its messy struggle 
and tough questions, is an act of faith where we open up our hearts to God.” 
“However,” Vroegop says “I’ve found that many people are afraid of lament. 
They find it too honest, too open, too risky. But there’s something far worse: 
silent despair. . . . the hopeless resignation that God doesn’t care, he doesn’t 
hear, nothing is ever going to change.” People who believe this stop praying 
and give up. But lament directs our emotions into prayer, into vocalizing our 
hurt, our questions, and even our doubt. Turning to prayer through lament is 
one of the deepest and most costly demonstrations of belief in God.  
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He goes on to say “I wonder how many believers stop speaking to God about their 

pain. Disappointed by unanswered prayers or frustrated by out-of-control 
circumstances, these people wind up in a spiritual desert, unable, or refusing, 
to talk to God. This silence is a soul killer. Maybe you are one of those who’ve 
given God the silent treatment. Maybe you just don’t know what to say. 
Perhaps there’s a particular issue or struggle that you just can’t talk to God 
about. I hope you’ll be encouraged to start praying again.”   

I hope so too. Even in the face of the perceived silence of God, David cries out. He 
knows who God is. “Listen to my pleas for mercy! In your faithfulness and in 
your righteousness, answer me.” Earlier versions said “my supplication,” 
where we have “pleas for mercy.” Ours is better. The word is based on the 
Hebrew “hanan,” mercy or grace, one of the key character qualities of God. 
It’s used in Exodus 33 where the Lord promises to reveal himself to Moses “I 
will be gracious,” that’s our word, “to whom I will be gracious, and will show 
mercy,” that’s another key word, racham, “on whom I will show mercy.” 

His  second quality is faithfulness. The Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, 
a great resource, says “The basic root idea is firmness or certainty. . . . When 
applied to God himself, the idea of certainty also comes through. It expresses 
his total dependability. It is, to take just one example, the word on which the 
whole book of Lamentations turns. Lamentations is the most heart-wrenching 
lament in all Scripture, but the lament resolves in chapter 3 when the author 
says “The steadfast love” – that’s hesed – “of the LORD never ceases; his 
mercies” – that’s racham – “never come to an end; 23they are new every 
morning; great is your faithfulness.” That’s our word. This is also the word 
that we get “amen” from – so be it, certain be it. He is a faithful God. 

The third word is “righteousness” or “justice.” This is a huge Biblical word which 
basically means “an ethical, moral standard” The Theological Wordbook says 
“in the Old Testament that standard is the nature and will of God.” We could 
spend a week on this. Its nuances range from the strict application of God’s 
moral standard to the sins of fallen men - justice, to the repeated assertion that 
righteousness comes by faith. “Abraham believed God and it was credited to 
him as righteousness.” These two words, righteous and faithful, are used in 
their Greek equivalents in 1 John 1:9 “If we confess our sins, He is faithful 
and righteous to forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”  

So, the lamenting Psalmist is crying out for God to hear him. He doesn’t feel he’s 
been heard even though God is gracious, faithful and righteous. He does not 
deny these things. He hasn’t come to the conclusion that God is not gracious. 
But he hasn’t seen it, hasn’t heard it in his circumstances.  
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Mark Vroegop has wise words “You need to know that lament does not always lead 

to an immediate solution. It does not always bring a quick or timely answer. 
Grief is not tame. Lament is not a simplistic formula. Instead, lament is the 
song you sing believing that one day God will answer and restore. Lament 
invites us to pray through our struggle with a life far from perfect.” 

Verse 2. “Do not bring your servant into judgment, for no one living is righteous 
before you.” As I mentioned, over a third of the Psalms are laments and they 
can be categorized: personal laments, community laments, etc. Penitential or 
repentance laments relate to my own sins, inner circumstances. The greatest 
is Psalm 51 “Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love; 
according to your great compassion blot out my transgressions. 2Wash away 
all my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin.” Our Psalm, 143, is categorized 
as penitential or repentant, mostly based on this verse. “Do not bring your 
servant into judgment.” If the Psalm is a response to Absalom’s rebellion, it 
may be that David is taking responsibility, probably deserved, for the long 
ugly series of events that embittered and empowered Absalom.   

He’s lamenting his prodigal son, but he’s crying to God for mercy. “For no one living 
is righteous before you.” Bruce Waltke explains this well: “in appealing to 
God’s righteousness, God’s humble slave does not claim that his sufferings 
are undeserved. Unlike a proud Job he does not ask for a trial, for no one, not 
even the most godly among mortals, is without sin.” Spurgeon says “David 
pleaded for an audience at the mercy seat, but he had no wish to appear before 
the judgment seat.” “In short,” Waltke says, “‘do not treat me as a criminal on 
trial.’ No person can be righteous, proved right and so acquitted at such a 
trial.” But David is not making an excuse. He’s not saying “back off, everyone 
does this.” He’s saying no one can be saved from their sin by their own 
righteousness and so his only hope is in the gracious, faithful and righteous 
character of the God who saves. As Waltke says “He asserts the doctrine of 
universal sin, not to reduce his guilt, but to stress the universal need of God’s 
covenant grace. Eternal life depends on God’s mercy, not on human merit.” 

Though briefly mentioned, this repentant lament is vitally important to all of us. “All 
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” We’re all guilty of pride or of 
sinful self-indulgence or of putting ourselves way ahead of others to their 
harm. We all have sins that characteristically trip us up, and we all have sin 
that seems to come out of nowhere and seize us. Even in those have been 
redeemed this old sinful nature is still at work. But when guilt and shame from 
our sin weighs on us, when like Paul we say “who will rescue me from this 
wretched body of death,” we can have confidence that there is no 
condemnation for those in Christ Jesus, confidence in a God of grace.  



Psalm 143:1-4, Page 6 of 8 
 
But the lament is important. It’s important to take sin seriously. John teaches that “if 

we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. 9If we 
confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us 
from all unrighteousness.” We are called, I believe, to self-examination and 
feeling the weight of our sin, lamenting it, confessing it and receiving the 
forgiveness of a merciful and just God who took the penalty of our sin on the 
cross. This Psalm only touches on it, but if you wrestle with Psalm 51 and 
map your sin into that pattern of lament and confession, it makes a difference. 

But this Psalm spends less time on the internal circumstances of our sin than on the 
impact of our external circumstances. Verse 3 “For the enemy has pursued my 
soul; he has crushed my life to the ground; he has made me dwell in darkness 
like those long dead.” We don’t fully know the circumstances of this Psalm in 
David’s life. They were probably bad. We do know from this verse and the 
rest of the Psalm that his situation felt catastrophic. But lament does not 
require a catastrophe. We don’t have to have the worst problem anyone ever 
had to cry out to God. We cry to him with whatever circumstances cause pain 
in our lives. These phrases “he’s pursued my soul, he’s crushed my life, he’s 
made me dwell in darkness,” can describe an external foe’s attack, abuse, or 
persecution. It can describe circumstances. It can describe the spiritual enemy 
of our soul seeking to destroy us. Or it could describe disappointment or 
depression. This is what depression feels like, especially that bit about 
dwelling in darkness. For some this is what Coronavirus isolation feels like. 

The key is the Psalmist feels free to cry out to God. Let me quote Mark Vroegop at 
some length: “After we take the first step of turning to God in prayer, the next 
is bringing our complaints to him. There’s a tension here. I’m sure you already 
feel it. Complain isn’t a very positive word. We don’t like complainers. It 
seems like the wrong response to situations where we should be content or 
thankful. But is that always the case? Is complaining always wrong? It can’t 
be. If you read the psalms of lament, you’ll discover a lot of creative 
complaining. You’ll find expressions of sorrow, fear, frustration, and even 
confusion. The Bible is full of complaints. And apparently they aren’t sinful.  

But Vroegap emphasizes that he’s not saying we can vent self-centered rage at God 
when life hasn’t turned out as we planned. He’s not suggesting that you have 
a right to be angry with God. But he does think bringing your complaints is 
Biblical, central to lament. Another author on the Psalms of Lament, Todd 
Billings, says “Writers of laments and complaints in the psalms often seek to 
make their ‘case’ against God, frequently citing God’s promises in order to 
complain that God seems to be forgetting his promises. They throw the 
promises of God back at him.” Without complaint there would be no lament.  
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Vroegop says “people seem to fall into two camps when walking through suffering: 

anger or denial. Some people are so filled with anger at God that they live in 
a self-made prison of despair and bitterness. . . . Their pain gives rise to rage.   
Others seem to think godliness means a new form of stoicism. ‘Everything’s 
fine,’ they say. But you know it isn’t.’” Biblical lament offers an alternative. 
Lament is how those who know what God is like and believe in him address 
their pain. God is good, but life is hard. As Stacey Gleddiesmith says “A 
lament honestly and specifically names a situation or circumstance that is 
painful, wrong, or unjust, in other words, a circumstance that does not align 
with God’s character and therefore does not make sense within God’s 
kingdom.” Lament is the language of a people who believe in God’s 
sovereignty but live in a world with tragedy.  

David is comfortable with complaining, and while I agree that the word complain 
isn’t one we’re comfortable with, I haven’t come up with another. The simple 
truth is God is not offended by our complaints or by our questions. He’s not 
offended when we tell him exactly how we feel. In verse 4 David says 
“therefore my spirit is weak within me; my heart within me is desolate.” The 
situation has devastated me, has weighed me down, and here’s how I feel. 
Vroegop says “Honestly praying this way recognizes that pain and suffering 
often create difficult emotions that are not based upon truth but feel true.” 

David says “My spirit is weak.” Some translations say “my spirit faints within me.” 
I like the word “faint” but I like “weak” even better. “I’m at the end of my 
inner strength, I just can’t do this anymore.” Or as one of my friends says “I’m 
done.” The Hebrew word can be used of cattle or people that are physically 
weak, but it is more often used inwardly, of the heart, soul and spirit. The 
Theological Wordbook says the term describes the individual who observes 
his circumstances and then becomes aware of his separation from God. . . . 
This recognition of weakness is invariably in a prayer when there is also a 
petition for divine assistance. The human resources of strength being 
exhausted, the psalmist petitions God for his help.” That’s lament. 

The other descriptive word is the one that I’ve translated “desolate,” and I chose that 
term out of the common translations because it was evocative. Picture a huge 
destroyed wasteland, the ‘no-man’s-land’ of World War I, Hiroshima after the 
atomic bomb, or Siberia after the meteor strike. No green, no life, no water, 
no structure, chaos as far as you can see. This is what David tells God his heart 
is like. We know how it feels. On one level or another we’ve all had desolate 
hearts. Lament admits that to God. David holds nothing back, doesn’t try to 
hold to his “man after God’s own heart” status. He’s crushed by his situation, 
and his soul is desolate and he’s willing to turn to God and tell him. 
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This is the beginning of lament, to turn to God, to voice your complaint. The pressure 

point for us here is to be willing to do that. If we are too proud or too tied to 
some false ideal of having our act together, we will miss the Biblical fruit of 
lament. If we are terrified of a God we cannot understand, we will miss the 
opportunity to flee to Him, follow Him, remember Him, thirst for Him, and 
submit to Him. We’ll have all these opportunities in this twelve verse Psalm. 

Let me close with one concrete illustration of someone who has learned to lament. 
Many of you know Hannah Gronseth, David Jackson’s daughter, who was 
worship leader here until a few years ago. She’s had debilitating illness, 
chronic autoimmune stuff, maybe Lyme disease, but other things as well.  It 
should come as no surprise that these hardships have at times led Hannah to 
pretty deep depression. Back in 2011 I interviewed Hannah and a few others 
about depression, and Hannah had a strong “value of lament” overtone in her 
comments. “I see that there is a strong emphasis on the joy that Christ brings 
in the church, and that is true, but I believe it is not emphasized enough how 
hard life can be, and how to deal with how hard life can be, and there’s not 
enough music that emphasizes the trials of life and the path out of them.  I 
think specifically that Fernando Ortega deals well, like the Psalmist did, in 
starting in darkness and ending with praise to God.” 

“I believe that the church needs to spend more time telling people how to suffer well, 
and help them not be so surprised at how dark it gets. And to tell them that all 
the greatest prophets and all the greatest apostles despaired of life itself and 
that’s not an abnormal or even an unrighteous emotion but it’s very natural. 
Even Jesus says that he was exceedingly sorrowful, even unto death as he 
faced his own crucifixion and I think it is not unusual or unrighteous to be 
sorrowful and to be heavy hearted. This life is not our home, we are not home 
yet, and the ache that we feel, the sorrow that we feel is because things are not 
right with the world, things are not as they should be and it is okay to weep, 
and it’s okay to feel deep pain as long as you take it to God.” 

That’s today’s lesson, folks, the first lesson on lament is to turn to God and tell it 
like it is. He knows your heart anyway. It is you who will benefit from the 
honesty. Tell him the things about your behavior and your circumstances that 
weigh you down. Turn to God, lay out your complaint, admit your desolation. 
And then? All Biblical lament takes us to the place where we can learn to trust 
him, trust his character, trust his works, trust his goodness, cling to what you 
know is true of God. Lament is the prayer of pain that leads to trust. We’ll 
start to see that next week.  


