
As we have already seen, there are a number of psalms that can be classified as Messianic or 

prophetic due to their concern for the Davidic throne, its eternal continuation, and its fulfillment 

in Christ. What may be somewhat surprising is that a number of these psalms can also be 

classified as psalms of lament, including Psalm 22.
1
 What is the connection between lament and 

the yearning for a savior? Furthermore, if there is such a connection, why was it lost on many of 

Jews of Jesus’ day? Why was their expectation of a conquering king so strongly held while the 

testimony of the Old Testament regarding a suffering servant (cf. Isaiah 53) so easily dismissed? 

Finally, what lessons can we take from their shortsightedness? In what ways are our own 

expectations clouding our vision and preventing us from seeing our Savior? 

A Lament Demands a Savior 

Psalm 22 begins in the most harrowing way a psalm of lament possibly can: “My God, my God, 

why have you forsaken me?” Jesus, of course, recites this from the cross in his personal lament 

to God during his suffering. But Psalm 22 quickly switches gears to a confession of trust that 

God will deliver the psalmist (vv. 3–5, 19–21). This confession of trust is built into the very 

structure of a lament psalm.
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 A lament has no purpose if it does not presuppose the presence of a 

God who can hear the lament and act. The Messianic and prophetic psalms further channel God’s 

actions into the Son of God who will lead all of Israel to God’s kingdom. As Christians, of 

course, we look back at these psalms and other passages and see them pointing to Jesus Christ. 

But clearly many of Jesus’ contemporaries did not see the same thing. 

We See What We Want to See 

The Jews of Jesus’ day had no trouble imagining suffering, oppression, or political impotency. 

They lived it every day as subjects to the Roman Empire in their own land. The bulk of Jesus’ 

ministry took place just a few decades after Herod’s massacre of the innocents. In five centuries 

the Jews hadn’t controlled their political destiny for more than a handful of short, violent periods 

between empires. So there is no question that the Jews were attuned to the necessity of the 

corporate lament and the question of suffering. It is precisely because of this context that the 

Jews were so ready for a strong deliverer and a strong deliverer only, to the exclusion of what 

else the Old Testament testified about the Messiah. If you had pointed out passages in Isaiah or 

the psalms that Christians now read as clearly referring to Christ’s suffering, it’s not necessarily 

the case that the priests and Pharisees would have outright disagreed with you
3
; rather it was a 

question of what they chose to emphasize. It is what psychologists today might call 

“confirmation bias”: the idea that we concentrate on evidence that confirms what we already 

believe, and we discount evidence that goes against our beliefs. 

                                                 
1
 Other examples of such psalms are Psalms 16 and 69. 

2
 (1) Address to God; (2) Lament; (3) Confession of Trust in God; (4) Prayer for God to move; 

(5) Vow of Praise. 
3
 Although, of course, Peter made a habit of rebuking Jesus for doing just that (cf. Mark 8:33, 

Matthew 16:23). 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/ReadListenandRespond2014/MessiahDF.pdf


Calibrate Your Expectations 

We each have our own expectations today that are open to such bias. It can cloud our judgment, 

no less than when John the Baptist makes his famous proclamation “Behold, the Lamb of God, 

who takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29, 36). Christians now take that as a declaration 

about Jesus’ atonement for all of our sins, as a sacrificial lamb slaughtered on our behalf. 

However, in all likelihood what John the Baptist intended by his statement was to reference a 

popular eschatological image at the time of a conquering lamb (difficult to imagine for us) taking 

away the sin of the world by literally removing the peoples responsible (e.g., the Romans) 

through militaristic violence.
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 If even John the Baptist’s expectations can be mis-calibrated, there 

is no question that ours can. In a personal sense, this might be the expectation, contra the 

psalmists, that God must and will act immediately on our own laments, in precisely the ways we 

hope, with precisely the outcomes we desire. But let’s not make the same mistakes as the priests 

and Pharisees of Jesus’ day. God has saved and will save the world through his Son, the savior 

Jesus Christ, but there is absolutely no reason to believe it always happens in perfect accordance 

with our expectations. 
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