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Lament is the prayer in pain that leads to trust. That’s Mark Voegrop’s definition, 

and we’ve seen the truth of it in Psalm 143 these last few weeks. When we’re 
in pain, we turn to God by crying out to him, expressing our complaints, our 
why’s and how long’s, asking him boldly for forgiveness and help and relief 
and justice. We’ve also seen a number of responses that help us build trust in 
times of lament. Remembering, what God has done and what God has done 
for us. Thirsting, longing for the deep presence of Jesus. Boldly asking for his 
presence, seeking his face. And boldly asking to experience his steadfast love, 
for it is in the dawn of that steadfast love that we learn to put our trust in him. 

We’ve also talked about the kinds of things that cause these deep pains in our lives, 
the losses that lead to lament. All kinds of losses and hurts, whether the pain 
of lost family in childhood, the pain of singleness, broken marriage, infertility, 
the pain of lost jobs and financial desperation, of lost loved ones, disease and 
sickness. One of the things these losses have in common is that they seem to 
isolate us, alone in our pain. Often that loneliness and isolation is the worst 
thing, the conviction that no one cares and God is silent. Today, in two more 
responses, we’ll see how to attack that isolation head on. Verses 9 and 10 
teach us to flee to him, desire his will and follow the leading of the Holy Spirit. 
Let’s read the whole Psalm again, because it does all fit together. 

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. 
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I want to illustrate the truth of verses 9-10 by a story about the danger of isolation. 

I’ve often quoted the Tales of the Kingdom trilogy by David and Karen 
Mains. Recently our family reread the third book, Tales of the Restoration, 
and were struck by one story. So, to set it up, there is a man named Hero who 
was once a child in Enchanted City. He escaped to Great Park, the King’s land 
and participated in the King’s rescue of Enchanted City, which became Bright 
City. But there is a dark place, the Burning Place, where evil things can still 
assault unready souls. You still have to cross the burning land to get to Great 
Park. Hero was standing on the edge of Burning Place outside Bright City 
when the girl he had hoped would be his love sadly told him this was not to 
be. In that pain the enemy wants to lead him to isolation, loneliness and defeat.  

“He had been refused. Despair flooded him. How could he continue the tiresome 
work alone? He needed someone beside him, to make the tasks bearable, to 
make the disappointments lighter, to share the joys and satisfactions.” “Raw 
with disappointment, aloneness churning in his soul, Hero wandered west 
around the wall . . . Dark was near. He dare not stay outside the gates without 
his hatchet [which he had given to the girl for her crossing]. Seasoned warrior 
though he was, fighting deceits without weapons would leave him vulnerable. 
He called out, “Watch! Watch!” just to let the Rangers in the tower know a 
lingerer was still outside.” “Angrily he kicked the soot at his feet. Gray puffs 
rose, then settled. This is the place where dreams die, he thought.”  
“Something clattered. Cold caught his ankle, wound around. What? It looked 
like a chainroot that had just sprung out of the ashes. Hero tried to yank it 
away, but the tether held firm. If only he had his hatchet. A wind swirled, 
blowing ashes wildly around him. He was blinded by the gray dusky fog. 
“Watch!” Hero cried. Too late! He could no longer see the last rays of Day’s 
End.” “‘WATCH!’ he shouted at the top of his lungs. Was no one listening?”  

“‘S-s-s-s-s-scarboy!’ hissed a low voice. “S-s-s-s-s-scarboy!” His old childhood 
name. As a child at Branding he had struggled so, his face had been seared by 
a Burner with a hot iron. From out of the thick ash fog, something sharp jabbed 
him in the back of his knees. “‘Ooff!’ Hero stumbled forward. The clinging 
root yanked him short, and he tripped. The deceit over his eyes thickened. He 
was alone at Burning Place with no one to fight beside him. “I am a King’s 
man!” he shouted. “His-s-s-s-s,” said the voice. “That may be. But s-s-still 
you cannot s-s-see. Scarboy!” Hobbled, sightless, alone in this field of ashes, 
Hero felt a knife of terror, like an ice-pick, thrust into his heart.  “Watch!” he 
cried, now on his hands and knees. But he no longer believed he could be 
heard, no longer believed anyone wanted to hear him. Something pushed his 
face into the ashes. Soot smashed against his eyes, his nose.” 
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“Suddenly he was so tired, tired of the work, tired of this life of struggle.” “Then the 

voice whispered beside him, intimately, like a friend, “And you don’t see the 
King so well, either, do you?” Hero jerked away from the terrible truth. Others 
in the Restoration saw the King with ease. How could he be a worthy leader 
if he did not see the King? In those few moments, alone outside the walls he 
was reduced to terror. He knew the Rule: It is dangerous to be a One Only.”   

It’s dangerous to be a One Only, one alone. But how do we handle the isolation, the 
loneliness, the lies of the enemy that seem in our pain to be the truth? Verses 
9-10: “Deliver 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!” Verse 9 starts with another imperative, a bold asking, that is also an 
elemental turning to God, a gut cry for help. We may not have literal enemies 
like Hero did in the story, like David did in the Psalm. But believe me, we 
have enemies. The New Testament, in Ephesians 2 and 1st John 2 summarizes 
them as the world, the flesh and the devil. The world is our enemy because of 
the fall. Nothing works, nothing goes right, nothing is without danger. The 
world system is also our enemy because it holds in front of us the lie that if 
we have enough things, enough money, enough security, enough pleasure, 
we’ll be ok. It calls us to self-sufficiency: “I’m enough, I can do this.”  

That was a lie even before the fall. But because of the fall our flesh is also our enemy, 
our old sinful nature which is in rebellion against God. We are lustfully selfish 
and hurtfully self-serving, constantly drawn to loving ourselves rather than 
loving God and others. Finally, Satan is our enemy. As ruler of this world he 
orchestrates its lies, and, allied with our sinful nature, constantly accuses us 
with lies, that we’re no worse than others, that our sin is not really sin, or that 
we are alone, that we are powerless, that our pain is the final word and despair 
the only option. Damn him. How long, O Lord? Deliver me from my enemies! 

The Psalmist responds the only way it’s possible or even rational to respond “I flee 
to you for cover.” Jesus is the only answer when confronted by the world, our 
own sin nature, and the devil, because Jesus alone has defeated our enemies. 
He says “In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart; I have 
overcome the world.” Jesus has rescued us from the fall, In the end he’ll make 
a new heaven and new earth, the home of the righteous, where, unlike this old  
fallen, sick, sinful world, the dwelling of God will be with man. And on the 
cross he has defeated and conquered our sinful nature. The Apostle Paul 
teaches that God made him, who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we 
might become the righteousness of God. God shows his love for us in this, 
that while we were still sinners, rebels and lovers of self, Jesus died for us. 
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Now, Paul says, if anyone is in Christ he is a new creation, the old has passed, the 

new has come. Therefore, you can put off the old self, that enemy with its 
sinful practices, and put on the new self, created after the likeness of God in 
true righteousness and holiness. All this comes through fleeing to Jesus in 
trust, in faith, fleeing to his cross and his empty tomb where the victory over  
our sinful flesh has been fully and completely won for us.  Because there Jesus 
also defeated Satan. Hebrews tells us that Jesus became flesh and blood “that 
through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, 
the devil, 15and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to 
lifelong slavery.” Jesus has defeated Satan. And in the end he gives Satan the 
hell he deserves. Revelation 20:10 “and the devil who had deceived them was 
thrown into the lake of fire and sulfur where the beast and the false prophet 
were, and they will be tormented day and night forever and ever.”  

We flee to the one who has defeated our enemies. We flee to him for cover. Some 
translations say refuge, others protection or a place to hide, but I like the word 
cover, a literal translation of the Hebrew. To ‘take cover’ is to find something 
to hide behind or under when the firepower of the enemy is overwhelming. 
We take cover in Jesus. The Scriptures use phrases like “cover me in the 
shadow of your wings.” Jesus is the place of safety when our circumstances, 
our lives, our pains, our losses and heartaches have too much firepower. 

We’re all like Hero: weaponless, outnumbered and struck down by his enemies. 
“Poke. Prod. Club. The dark things harassed him as he moved. Up. Get up. 
He must fight against this staggering weight. Oh, to be still, to give way, to 
cease. No. Up. Up. Stand. Stand. He tried to cry, “Watch!” once more, but the 
ashes clogged his throat. He spit to clear his mouth. He gagged on the vile 
choking stuff. The King . . . he was so tired. The King . . . sleepneed like a 
drug paralyzed his mind. The King . . . Heartsickness clutched his chest and 
squeezed. Hero moaned.” “This is not a real fatigue. This is not a real 
darkness. There is sound outside this deceit and light.” “‘To the King!’ Hero 
cried, desperate. The voices whispered back, “But the King is not here. He 
will not come.” Hero cried one last time. “To the King! To the Restoration!” 
There was a yammering. He was shoved in the dark by things he could not 
see. Then a voice, another voice, above the commotion, or beneath it, or 
behind it, said, “I am near! I am near!” Who had spoken? Hero strained to 
hear. Was it the King? Or was it another deceit? Hero coughed. He spat ashes 
out of his mouth. “To the King!” he cried again. Again the new voice, but this 
time laughter, a laugh Hero knew and loved. This was not a mockery. This 
was not a taunting jeer. It was the laugh of a conqueror, and it called, “I am 
very near. Nearer than you know. Do not be afraid.”  
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We flee to the one who has conquered for us, and then, we follow him. Verse 10: 

“Teach me to do your will, for you are my God! Let your good Spirit lead me 
on level ground!” Once again, these are imperatives, bold requests of God in 
the midst of pain. Remember we’re only seven verses past David’s desperate 
complaint: “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. 4Therefore 
my spirit is weak within me; my heart within me is desolate.” But as he has 
turned to bolder and bolder requests, he is now able to ask God to lead him in 
his will, to guide him through this situation, to show him what he should do. 

This actually started back in the second half of verse 8, which we didn’t spend a lot 
of time with last week “Show me the way I should go, for to you I lift up my 
soul.” In this predicament, which as we said may have been the rebellion of 
his son Absalom, David is willing, despite the pain, to seek God’s guidance. 
How am I supposed to handle this? I lift up or entrust my soul to you, because, 
also verse 8, I trust in you. I trust in your steadfast love, your hesed, that you 
are the one who owes me nothing and yet gives me everything. 

Now, in verse 10, he says “Teach me.” You might remember we walked quickly 
through nine different imperatives that Mark Vroegop has identified in these 
Psalms of lament. This is one, “teach me.” And while an imperative toward 
God, it’s an imperative of humility. It reminds me of a verse we love so much 
in 2nd Chronicles where Jehoshaphat humbly prays “We don’t know what to 
do but our eyes are on you.” “Teach me” isn’t just about head knowledge. It’s 
about habit and behavior. Bruce Waltke says this form of the verb “means “‘to 
habituate,’ not merely to signify intellectual learning. The verb is found not in 
wisdom literature or the prophets but in Deuteronomy and in Psalm 119 
among the typical verbs for observing the law.”  

So David says “teach me to do your will.” Not just to know your will, but to do your 
will. Help me to make your will my habit. That’s a powerful prayer. But 
remember it’s a request “not out of my own strength, but you have to do this 
God.” He desires to do what is good but he cannot carry it out, so he prays for 
God’s enablement. So often in pain we give ourselves permission to back off 
a little bit on doing God’s will. This prodigal child is being unwise, so we give 
ourselves permission to be angry. This coronavirus has isolated us so we give 
ourselves permission to neglect community. This relationship is hard, so we 
give ourselves permission to be bitter or angry. But David is teaching us a 
better approach: show me how to do this your way, not mine. Second half of 
the verse: “Let your good Spirit lead me on level ground!” Isn’t that beautiful. 
It’s a direct acknowledgement of our dependence on the Holy Spirit.  
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Now I’ll admit that some commentators, and even Waltke, have refused to capitalize 

the S in Spirit. Waltke says “God’s spirit in the Old Testament is a qualitative 
aspect of his person, not quantitative, not a separate person.” He says “Christ 
and his apostles reveal the Trinity, wherein God’s Spirit is a separate person.” 
But if that personhood of the Holy Spirit was true in Old Testament times, has 
been true from eternity past, shouldn’t references to “your spirit” in the Old 
Testament be taken by us as reference to “your Holy Spirit.” I think they 
should. I mean in Genesis 1 the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters. I 
think that’s God the Holy Spirit at work. And translators agree with me. Four 
and a half of the five translations I use each week capitalize the S. The other 
one capitalizes the S, but only in a footnote. To me it is plain. This is asking 
God the Holy Spirit to lead, just as Jesus promised that he would do. 

And notice that he is called “your good Spirit.” Good means “aesthetically beautiful 
and functionally beneficial to enhance life and so, desirable.” This common 
Old Testament word is often used of God. God said to Moses, “I will cause 
all my goodness to pass in front of you,” and he will proclaim his gracious 
attributes including his abounding love, ḥeseḏ. In other words, David is asking 
that God’s spirit empower him out of his very character and nature. Let your 
good Spirit “lead me,” says. Remember, David was a shepherd, and this verb 
“lead me” originated in the shepherd’s life, commonly used, Waltke says, “in 
situations of leading one safely through snares and triumphantly to a desired 
and promised destiny.” That context is reflected in David’s request “lead me 
on level ground.” I’m asking for relief from these tripping hazards, from this 
painful uphill climb. Lead me, please God, into a place of peace and comfort, 
of safety, where I can walk with you unhindered. 

The word I’ve chosen to summarize all these requests, “Show me, teach me, lead 
me,” is that David desires to follow God. To follow is the human response to 
God’s showing, teaching and leading. David’s desire, even in the midst of his 
pain is to go only where God leads and do only what God wants. We see this 
following fully developed in the teaching of Jesus. What was his imperative? 
“Follow me.” To the disciples on the beach “Follow me, and I will make you 
fishers of men.” To Matthew the tax collector sitting at his booth “Follow 
me.” To the rich young ruler who was possessed by his possessions. “One 
thing you still lack. Sell all that you have and distribute to the poor, and you 
will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.” And to all the disciples, 
and to all the future disciples “If anyone would come after me, let him deny 
himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.” He said “My sheep hear 
my voice, and I know them, and they follow me. 28I give them eternal life, and 
they will never perish, and no one will snatch them out of my hand.” 
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So we flee to Jesus in response to our place of pain, the attacks of our enemies, the 

circumstances of the fallen world, the weakness of the flesh, the temptations 
of the evil one. And after fleeing to Jesus we stay with him by following him. 
This is the fully developed response to the tragedies in our lives that cause us 
the deepest pain. We studied Psalm 23 in small group some months back and 
I was struck by the connection between verses 3 and 4 of that famous Psalm. 
Verse 3 is probably the least famous verse. “He leads in paths of righteousness 
for his name’s sake.” That’s the same word lead that David uses in Psalm 143, 
but explicitly of God as shepherd. But where does God lead? Verse 4, one of 
the most famous verses: “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow 
of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they 
comfort me.” Where does he lead? Through the valley of the shadow of death: 
the paths of righteousness are the valleys of pain. And he’s with us. The 
promise of his presence is a promise for the valley, though it is often hard to 
sense his presence in the valley. That’s what the children’s corner was all 
about. “That’s where I carried you.”  

This is what Hero learns in the Burning Place. He hears the King’s laughter and 
knows that “joy was here at Burning Place again. Now. At this very moment. 
Hero saw a light tumbling high, piercing the deceit of sightlessness. He could 
hear the hum of battle in the air above him. The deceit of soundlessness had 
been destroyed. A command came, “Catch!” He grabbed the falling, turning 
handle of a fighting hatchet that had been tossed his way. Then the King’s 
voice again, “To arms! I am at your hindside.” Hero swung widely in front of 
him. He could now see dark things hunkering down in the faint rays of Day’s 
End. Hack! Hero cut away the entangling chainroot that trapped his ankle.  

He heard laughter behind him and turned to see the King, young and battle-strong 
and confident, parrying with two Burners. Croi-Croi! Croi! The horns blasted, 
calling Rangers to the battle. From the city, men and women bearing torches, 
approached the circle of combat in which the two warriors stood back to 
back.” “ADVANCE!” the King commanded. With that the fighting men and 
women, holding the ends of their torches in one hand, began to move the 
shadows and the power pretenders back, back, back. Realizing they were 
outnumbered, the terrors turned and ran, yowling and wailing. They had crept 
out against a One Only, but they had been bested by the King and his many. 
Facing the King, Hero grinned and raised his hatchet above his head. The King 
lifted his, then crossed the neck of the other handle, hooking the two into one. 
“How long were you beside me?” Hero asked. “Oh, since your first watch 
cry.” Hero groaned. Why was Sighting so hard for him?  
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He said, “I guess I just couldn’t see you.” “No,” said the King. “It was more that you 

weren’t really looking for me.” Hero looked into the face of the King and 
knew everything His Majesty had said was true. He was often too busy with 
other important things to really look for the King. “Listen to me,” said the 
King. “Though I have many things to do in many places, I am always near. In 
battle, I am at your hindside. In duty, I am at your working hand. In slumber, 
I bend to protect you. In loving, I am your heartsong. In Great Celebration, I 
am always, always with you.” The King grasped Hero’s shoulder with his 
right hand and said clearly, “You do not have to see me to find me. You do 
not have to hear me to know my words.”  

And Hero remembered well the lesson he had learned again and again: Though 
alone, he was never really alone. Isolation and loneliness may be the greatest 
hardships of our pain, the root of much lament. But fleeing to the one who is 
always there and boldly following him into the advance, trusting that he will 
show and teach and guide, this can dispels even our loneliness and isolation. 


