
May 4 Devotional (for Sunday April 10) 

Grief and Hope Series Part 1  

“Summoning God in Times of Distress”  

Hello CMBC family, 

 I have been thinking about Lament for some time now. Depending how they are categorized 1/3 to ½ of 

the Psalms are lament. It is certainly not that portion of my prayers. How about yours?  

Maybe we should clarify what Lament is, and what it is not. Then we will consider why it is important 

and how learning to lament is a life-giving skill available to every believer.  

Lament Psalms are sometimes called ‘Psalms of Complaint’. This can be confusing because many of us 

have been told to stop complaining all our lives, and now tell others to stop complaining as well.  

There is unhealthy complaining. Complaint which helps a person dwell on the negative excessively is not 

life-giving but rather death inviting. Whining with no greater purpose than to be heard, or so others 

know why you are only a victim who should not be held accountable like others sabotages ones own life. 

Complaining which justifies our own selfish or sinful actions is simply more rebellion and sin. Railing 

against ‘getting our just desserts’ or consequences and discipline we have earned is futile, as well as 

truth twisting. Each of these lead poorer attitudes and life.  

Lament includes complaint. In fact complaint is an essential part of lament. Complaint is the focal point 

of Lament Psalms because it reveals what motivated the psalmist to pray. It is good and healthy to be 

honest about our situation. This is an uncomfortable prayer for many of us. When explaining the 

different genres (types) of Psalms in his book, How To Read The Psalms, Tremper Longman III writes, 

“Lament is the polar opposite of Hymn on the emotional spectrum.” Hymn Psalms are an expression 

coming from the height of our relationship with God. Lament psalms are cries for help while in the deep 

valleys of life and there is no where to turn … but to God. The mood of Lament is despair.  

Tremper points out that there are three types of Lament Psalms.  

“1. The Psalmist might be troubled by his own thoughts or actions.  

  2. He may complain about the actions of others against him (the “enemies). 

  3. He may be frustrated by God himself.”  

This last one sounds sacrilegious and inappropriate for a Christian to voice out loud to some people. But 

if we are honest we have all had each of these types of thoughts. Lament expresses honestly our mood 

when in despair. Despair directed toward God can seem like opposite of faith. But is it?  

Lament psalms have a common mood of desperation. Tremper states, “Besides mood, laments are also 

united by a similar structure.” Though few lament psalms have every element of lament they will have 

many though possibly not in this order. Tremper mentions 7 elements, I summarize them as 6 because 

as Tremper agrees later the first two are so closely connected. These 6 elements of lament structure 

are: 



 “Invocation combined with a plea for help.      

 Complaint(s),            

 Confession of sin or an assertion of innocence,        

 Curse of enemies,           

 Confidence in God’s response,          

 Hymn or blessing. “   

It is not my intention to expand on each of these elements here. This simply illustrates how lament is 

different from how we often think about complaint. As I already mentioned complaint or lament is the 

focal point and the reason for the prayer. This is not, however, useless, or harmful, or manipulative 

whining and complaining.  

Lament is summoning God in times of distress. It is crying out for help when life is overwhelming and we 

are in a state of disorientation. Lament Psalms give us language to worship and pray during seasons 

when we are ‘at the end of our rope’. There is a sense of desperation. And there is an awareness of 

where to turn, to whom to turn. Lament summons God and invites him in to be ‘an ever present help in 

time of need’ as Psalm 46 says. Lament is complaint. Lament is worship. Lament is prayer. Lament is a 

very real act of faith in God alone.  

At least ½ of the Psalms contain lament. Why? In short, because life on fallen planet Earth is this broken. 

There is calamity. Life is rife with disappointment. Hardship and toil are common. Grief is real. Mourning 

lasts for longer than we want it and comes with an intensity that leads to despair. We truly are troubled 

by our own thoughts and actions, horrified and feel violated at the actions of others, and even 

frustrated with God. Life is not as it should be and it is disorienting to experience this personally. Lament 

summons God in times of distress and lays our specific situation at his feet.  

Consider Psalm 57 English Standard Version (ESV) 

Let Your Glory Be over All the Earth 

To the choirmaster: according to Do Not Destroy.       

 A Miktam of David, when he fled from Saul, in the cave. 

57 Be merciful to me, O God, be merciful to me, 

    for in you my soul takes refuge; 

in the shadow of your wings I will take refuge, 

    till the storms of destruction pass by. 
2 I cry out to God Most High, 

    to God who fulfills his purpose for me. 
3 He will send from heaven and save me; 

    he will put to shame him who tramples on me. Selah 

God will send out his steadfast love and his faithfulness! 

4 My soul is in the midst of lions; 

    I lie down amid fiery beasts— 

the children of man, whose teeth are spears and arrows, 

    whose tongues are sharp swords. 



5 Be exalted, O God, above the heavens! 

    Let your glory be over all the earth! 

6 They set a net for my steps; 

    my soul was bowed down. 

They dug a pit in my way, 

    but they have fallen into it themselves. Selah 
7 My heart is steadfast, O God, 

    my heart is steadfast! 

I will sing and make melody! 
8     Awake, my glory! 

Awake, O harp and lyre! 

    I will awake the dawn! 
9 I will give thanks to you, O Lord, among the peoples; 

    I will sing praises to you among the nations. 
10 For your steadfast love is great to the heavens, 

    your faithfulness to the clouds. 

11 Be exalted, O God, above the heavens! 

    Let your glory be over all the earth! 

David is in a desperate situation, due to no fault of his own. He laments. He summons God during a time 

of distress. He acknowledges God as sovereign, “most high” v 2, “above the heavens” v 5 &11. He is 

honest and bold in describing his situation as well as how it is impacting him. He expresses faith that 

God will answer but doesn’t demand how. His complaint is detailed and leaves room for worship of God 

in the midst of it.  

There are more observations we can make. There are many more Psalms of Lament to consider. We too 

can respond with lament during times of disorientation. Even in the depths of grief we can know hope.  

Are you distressed? Summon God. Pour out your complaints to him in detail. Be specific about how you 

are feeling, what you are thinking, and your desires. Even express your desires which seem contrary to ‘a 

Christian response’ like a desire for vengeance, or disappointment in his inactivity. Release it all to him. 

Lay it all at his feet. Summon his help. And worship.  

 

 

Gary Burke 

 


