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Psalm 6
b

The Heart Broken by Grief

Grief teaches the steadiest minds to waver.
— Sophocles

O ne of the most melancholy characters in pop culture has 
to be Charlie Brown of Peanuts fame. He is constantly on 

the short end of things, with mistreatment coming from every 
direction. Lucy torments him with alleged psychological insights 
into his many phobia, and then compounds them by suckering 
him into kicking the football—only to, inevitably, pull the 
football away just as he is prepared to kick it. He is dogged by 
the athletically superior Peppermint Patty, and never quite able 
to reach the dream of his boyhood heart, “the little red-haired 
girl.” Even his dog Snoopy seems to be superior to him in all 
things, and isn’t afraid to show it. Poor Charlie Brown.

Interestingly, Charlie’s default response to the onslaught 
of life’s struggles, disappointments, and failures is to drop his 
head in despair and mutter, “Oh, good grief.”

I can identify with Charlie’s frustrations. But the expres-
sion that has become his trademark—his kneejerk response to 
the sadness of life—is one that I find odd. “Good grief” seems 
to be an oxymoron, a contradiction of terms. Good grief? I 
would suppose that few (if any) grieving people think their 
grief to actually be good. Grief is something to avoid, not 



Singing the Songs of the Brokenhearted

14

something to embrace. It is something that disturbs life, not 
something that enhances it.

Ancient Israel’s King David, a singer of songs, certainly 
struggled to see any kind of goodness in his own experiences 
of grief. Consider his heart cry in Psalm 6:6–7:

I am weary with my sighing;
Every night I make my bed swim,
I dissolve my couch with my tears.
My eye has wasted away with grief;
It has become old because of all my adversaries.

“My eye has wasted away with grief.” What a load of pain 
is wrapped up in those words. That load of pain is what makes 
grief such a powerful emotional force. In 1970 when the Beatles 
released the song “Let It Be,” the overwhelming assumption 
was that Paul McCartney was making a religious reference to 
the Virgin Mary when he sang of “mother Mary” coming to 
him in his “times of trouble.” But it was not a religious icon 
he longed for; it was his own mother, Mary McCartney, who 
had died when Paul was a youngster. He missed her. He longed 
to talk to her when life was filled with pain. His words “Let 
it be, let it be” speak of the great vacuum left in his life by the 
absence of the loved and lost. Good grief? Not so much. 

Grief Is Personal
During my twenty-plus years of pastoral ministry I spent many 
hours with families in the darkest moments of life—in surgi-
cal waiting rooms, emergency rooms, doctors’ offices, funeral 
homes, and counseling centers. There they grieved over the 
death of loved ones, illness, broken relationships, the loss of a 
job, and many other kinds of losses.
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Part of what made their grief so brutal is that it is so personal. 
Even events that are sweeping in scope produce a grief that is 
deeply personal and felt in the most private ways. 

I grew up in West Virginia and was living there in November 
1970 when the Marshall University football team, along with 
coaches, boosters, and community leaders from Huntington, 
West Virginia, were killed in a fiery plane crash on the hills 
outside the Tri-State Airport in Huntington. I had gone to 
grade school with one of the players and had gone to high school 
with another. It was one of the most heart-rending experi-
ences I had, at age eighteen, ever seen. Yet, as the state of West 
Virginia and the communities of Huntington and Marshall 
University mourned and wept, each person involved felt the 
grief privately. Public outpourings of sorrow over the massive 
loss of life could not even begin to express the internal pain of 
each person affected by the tragedy.

In the film We Are Marshall, which tells the story of the 
Marshall air disaster, one of the characters reminds the erstwhile 
fiancé of his dead son, “Grief is messy.” Indeed. It is messy, and 
it is messy in part because it is so personal, regardless of how 
public or sweeping the causes of grief may be.

Grief Is Honest 
In Psalm 6, there is no indication of the specific cause of David’s 
grief. His pain is real, but he doesn’t tell us what its source is. Yes, 
he does mention the attacks of mean-spirited people that have 
exacerbated his heartache (vv. 8–10), but they are not the main 
focus of his psalm. In the very personal depths of his suffering, 
David’s thoughts turn to his disappointment with God.

O Lord, do not rebuke me in Your anger,
Nor chasten me in Your wrath  .  .  . 



Singing the Songs of the Brokenhearted

16

And my soul is greatly dismayed;
But You, O Lord—how long? (Psalm 6:1, 3) 

Honesty is the defining characteristic of the Psalms. In these 
ancient songs we find honest, gut-level responses to the real-life 
circumstances of actual human beings—joy, anger, bitterness, 
guilt, resentment, vindictiveness, and every other emotion that 
we human beings feel. It is out of the honesty of their emotions 
that the psalmists express their responses to life.

One of my seminary professors said that in the Bible we have 
sixty-five books in which God speaks to us, and one book in 
which we speak to God—the Psalms. And when the psalmists 
speak to God, they do so without any attempt at religious pro-
priety. There is no attempt to swath everything in spirituality. 
There is no interest in saving face. There is just honesty. 

Here, as David sinks into the depths of his pain, yes, he 
cries for help from God. But he is crying to a God he thinks 
has deserted him. In fact, he feels that God is punishing him 
by bringing this grief upon him. Notice the words he uses to 
describe the conf lict in his heart:

“Do not rebuke me in Your anger, nor chasten me in 
Your wrath” (v. 1). Whatever else may be involved, David sees 
his season of pain as the rebuke of God in his life. In his com-
mentary on the psalms, The Treasury of David, the great preacher 
Charles Spurgeon remarked that David is not resistant to God’s 
rebuke, but he does not want to be rebuked in anger. He wants 
God’s rebuke to be formative, rather than punitive, in his life. 

“My soul is greatly dismayed” (v. 3a). Dismayed speaks of 
a heart that is vexed, troubled, and deeply disturbed. Spurgeon 
said of this, “Soul-trouble is the very soul of trouble. It matters 
not that the bones shake if the soul be firm, but when the soul 
itself is also sore vexed this is agony indeed.”
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This is not some superficial matter that David can shrug 
off easily or quickly. It is a pain that cuts him to the quick. He 
reaches to his God in the moment of his struggle—but with 
what result?

“But you, O Lord—how long?” (v. 3b). Notice that 
David seems to interrupt his own thought, or cut off part of 
his intended comment with the phrase, “How long?” as if he 
is asking his God, “Until when?” His dismay and grief seem 
multiplied by the sense that he is pouring out his heart to God 
but hears only silence in return. “How long will I endure with 
this pain alone?” seems to be at the very heart of his grief. 

David doesn’t sugar-coat his words or minimize his emo-
tions. He backs up the truck and unloads everything he is feel-
ing on the God that he thinks has abandoned him in his time 
of grief. He does not identify the cause or source of his grief, 
but makes it abundantly clear that, at some level, his grief has 
been compounded by his perception of God’s distance from 
him in his time of need.

Grief Is Painful

Be gracious to me, O Lord, for I am pining away;
Heal me, O Lord, for my bones are dismayed. (Psalm 6:2)

Listen to the words David uses: pining and dismayed. These 
are not neutral words. They are powerful descriptions, preg-
nant with emotion. When he uses the term “pining away,” he 
describes both his emotional and his physical condition. The 
actual Hebrew term speaks of someone who is weak or feeble. 
To me, this brings to mind extreme vulnerability, and conjures 
images from the past.

In my first pastorate, our church held a weekly service at an 
area nursing home. We would arrive early and go from room 
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to room, inviting the residents to the service, then wheel them 
out in their wheelchairs or, sometimes, in their beds. These men 
and women were utterly helpless. They were dependant on the 
staff and sometimes on visiting loved ones. And, once a week, 
they were dependant on us. Their feebleness and weakness made 
them vulnerable. They were “pining away.”

“Dismayed” goes even deeper. It is the same term David 
uses in verse 3, but here he applies it to his bones. One com-
mentary says that King David is telling God that the grief in his 
heart has shaken him down to his very frame. It is not a light 
breeze that has drifted into his life; it is a raging storm that has 
terrified him to his core. It is a crisis.

A colleague of mine likes to say that a crisis is any event that 
forces us to fundamentally reorganize the way we live our lives. 
Even “good things,” such as a wedding or the birth of a child 
or the start of a new job, can be a crisis because they require a 
serious depth of restructuring in the way we live. Here, how-
ever, David is speaking of a different kind of crisis—the kind 
that rocks your world and unsettles your heart. 

How can such pining and dismay be turned to health and 
hope? Only by rescue—and there is only one source of rescue. 

Grief Longs for Rescue

Return, O Lord, rescue my soul;
Save me because of Your lovingkindness.
For there is no mention of You in death;
In Sheol who will give You thanks? (Psalm 6:4–5)

Here David acknowledges that his pain is too great and his 
grief too deep for him to be able to handle it alone. He needs 
help, and only God’s help will do. “Return and rescue!” (v. 4) 
becomes the cry of his heart.
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Notice, however, that he is not seeking rescue because he 
feels he deserves it. He seeks rescue because God is a rescuing 
God. This is the essence of mercy. David seeks what he does not 
deserve, but what is in keeping with the character of the great God 
that he still trusts, in spite of his grief. It is a trust rooted in God’s 
lovingkindness—His mercy that endures forever (Psalm 136).

David implies that he will openly praise God for His rescue 
by declaring that he cannot give praise in death, only in life. 
But the appeal is the same: “God, please, rescue me!”

Grief ’s Deep Response

I am weary with my sighing;
Every night I make my bed swim,
I dissolve my couch with my tears.
My eye has wasted away with grief;
It has become old because of all my adversaries. (Psalm 6:6–7)

Here, at the core of his song, David’s anguish takes full 
voice. Notice that he unveils how his grief has become all-
consuming, manifesting itself in four ways:

Fatigue
“I am weary with my sighing” (v. 6a). The burden of grief 

may be invisible, but it is exceedingly heavy. It saps the energy 
from a person, causing a weariness that is draining. Contribut-
ing to that fatigue is the simple reality that people battling grief 
cannot seem to stir up an appetite, which results in a lack of 
nourishment that exacerbates the physical weariness.

In my years as a pastor, I was always moved by the practical 
caring and generosity of people who brought food (casseroles, 
bread, cakes, salads) to the home of the grieving, even though 
I knew that in the midst of grief most did not want to eat. 
Beyond that, you don’t even feel like you can eat.
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Also, in times of grief it is difficult to sleep because your 
dreams are haunted by words and deeds that somehow interact 
with the grief. All of this creates a weariness, a fatigue, that is 
precisely what David is describing. Of all his needs, food and 
rest are among them.

Tears
“Every night I make my bed swim, I dissolve my couch 

with my tears” (v. 6b). It is in the darkness, after others have 
gone their way, that the private expressions of grief take form, 
which is another reason sleep eludes us in times of grief.

When years of cardiovascular problems finally won and 
my father’s life was taken by the last of numerous heart attacks, 
his death created a crater in my mother’s life that could not be 
measured. My parents’ marriage was a partnership like few I 
have ever seen. They did everything together. In fact, I never 
saw my mom drive until after Dad’s death. She had never needed 
a driver’s license because they did everything together. They 
went everywhere together. They were inseparable. Even later, 
after years of “getting over it,” Mom told me that there were 
still times when she cried herself to sleep. In the privacy of 
her bed, she could weep without having to give explanations 
or receive well-intentioned but futile comfort. Her tears were 
salve for her soul.

Sorrows
“My eye has wasted away with grief” (v. 7a). The idea of the 

phrase “wasted away” is that of failing, and it is usually connected 
with old age. Here, however, aging is not the issue. It is grief 
and sorrow that have dimmed David’s eyes, and he cannot see 
clearly through the dark lens of his heartache. This may even 
speak of his judgment being clouded by his emotions, because, 
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in a state nearing depression, he is not seeing with clarity and 
accuracy the situations that surround him.

Fears
“It has become old because of all my adversaries” (v. 7b). 

David’s enemies have worn him down. Some speculate that he 
was referring to adversaries that were spiritual in nature, such 
as sin, temptation, Satan, and guilt; but it is more likely that 
these enemies were human foes.

As we will see throughout this book, David continually faced 
opposition. It seems, in fact, as if he never had a moment’s relief 
from those who wanted to destroy him. Few of us will ever have 
that level of animosity directed at us on a continual basis, eroding 
our hearts and hopes like dripping water eventually wears away 
solid stone. But in those times when we do encounter mean-
spirited people who want to do us harm, we may get a glimpse 
into David’s struggle. Whether from King Saul, or Saul’s family, 
or a once-dear friend (Ahithophel), or even people within his 
own family (Absalom), there seemed to be no end to the enemies 
David accumulated throughout his life.

Fatigue. Tears. Sorrows. Fears. This is what makes grief so 
tough. It engulfs us and taints every moment of life.

Commentator Derek Kidner said this of David’s condition: 
“Depression and exhaustion as complete as this are beyond 
self-help or good advice. Even prayer has died away. The foes 
who would normally have roused David only crush his spirit 
now. If anything is to save him it will owe nothing to his own 
efforts” (Psalms 1-72).

Grief of this magnitude feels inconsolable, and, perhaps even 
worse, inescapable. Our response to our grief drives us to the 
private agony of spirit that seems to have no remedy—unless 
we see the only way out: the way of trust. 
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The Confidence of Faith
The way of trust—that is where David’s heart now turns. Notice 
that his situation has not changed, nor has his grief: “The Lord 
has heard the voice of my weeping” (v. 8). But what has changed 
is that he no longer feels abandoned by God. Quite the oppo-
site: “The Lord has heard  .  .  . the Lord receives  .  .  .” (vv. 8, 9). 
David senses the trustworthiness of the rescue and care of the 
God who answers his prayers, even in the midst of his grief 
and pain. It is his confidence in a present reality that impacts 
his long view of life, and his attitude in it all. 

David may have learned this lesson from the experiences 
of Job. Suffering in ways most of us cannot begin to imagine, 
Job was overwhelmed by his confidence in the God of heaven. 
His words express a heart that was learning to trust God—not 
in spite of his pain, but in the midst of it.

“Though He slay me, I will hope in Him.” ( Job 13:15)

“As for me, I know that my Redeemer lives, and at the last 
He will take His stand on the earth.” ( Job 19:25)

“I will hope  .  .  . I know.” Those words of confident hope—of 
faith—expressed by Job echo in the words of David the king 
as he turns from his grief and to his God.

The Present Trust

Depart from me, all you who do iniquity,
For the Lord has heard the voice of my weeping.
The Lord has heard my supplication,
The Lord receives my prayer. (Psalm 6:8–9)

David tells his adversaries that God is still with him, in spite 
of the struggles he is facing. He is still weeping. He is still feeling 
the depths of his pain. But he no longer feels abandoned. He 
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recognizes that the God who loves him also hears his prayers—
and those prayers matter to Him! Three times David affirms 
his confidence in a prayer-hearing God, and rightly so.

God does not always answer our prayers in ways that we 
understand, but He always hears our cries. He does not turn 
His back on us or ignore us. He is not too busy to listen. He 
is never disinterested.

What begins to bring peace to David’s heart is the con-
fidence of faith: that God is listening to the tear-stained cries 
of his grief.

The Future Hope

All my enemies will be ashamed and greatly dismayed;
They shall turn back, they will suddenly be ashamed. 
(Psalm 6:10)

In the final stanza of his song, David moves beyond his pres-
ent struggles to the anticipation of victory to come. The present 
tense of verses 1 through 9 anticipates the future exoneration 
in verse 10, and the day is won.

When we are consumed by the grief of today, it is difficult 
to remember the promises of tomorrow that we have from the 
Father. In the upper room, the night before Calvary, Christ 
could sense the grief in His disciples at their coming separa-
tion from Him. What was His response to that present reality? 
Look ahead! He said: “Therefore you too have grief now; but I 
will see you again, and your heart will rejoice, and no one will 
take your joy away from you” ( John 16:22, emphasis added). 
The present now of their grief is answered by the future will of 
seeing Him and rejoicing with an eternal joy!

It is an amazing thing to see grief turned to hope, loss 
turned to anticipation. It is a transformation of heart and spirit 
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that brought David to a confident trust in the ways of a God he 
didn’t claim to understand. He only claimed to believe.

The same was true of Christian businessman Horatio G. 
Spafford, who experienced his own Psalm 6 season of grief.

Spafford was a lawyer whose real estate holdings were 
destroyed in the Great Chicago Fire of 1871. Also, his only 
son died about that same time. For two years after the fire, 
Spafford, a friend of evangelist D. L. Moody, helped many 
of those made destitute by the fire. At that point, he decided 
to take his wife and four daughters on a holiday to Europe. 
Stafford was delayed by business, so he sent his family on ahead. 
Tragically, the ship on which they were sailing collided with 
another vessel. His wife survived, but all four of his daughters 
were lost. Later, this grieving father and heartbroken believer 
expressed his own confident trust in the God whose ways are 
past finding out as he penned these words:

When peace, like a river, attendeth my way,
When sorrows like sea billows roll;
Whatever my lot, Thou hast taught me to say,
“It is well, it is well, with my soul.”

It is well with my soul. To be able to say those words in the 
extremities of grief and loss is an amazing thing. Yet Spaf-
ford understood what David many centuries earlier had sung 
about: even in our grief, God cares and comforts. He loves 
and listens. Our grief matters to our God, and knowing that 
brings hope.

Purposeful Grief
When my dad passed away in 1980, I had been a full-time pastor 
for a grand total of two days. His funeral service would be my 
first. For the previous nine months, my wife and I had com-
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muted each weekend to my hometown from the Bible college 
where I was teaching in order to help plant this new church 
ministry. Dad had been an integral part of that, and we had 
talked almost every weekend about how things would be once 
I was on site and we could work together. My first Sunday, 
however, Dad had a massive heart attack and two days later was 
in the presence of his Savior. 

One night at the funeral home, as I was standing by the 
casket during the visitation time, a pastor friend came and 
quietly stood by me. After a few moments of silence, he softly 
said, “One day you will be thankful for this.” 

Thankful? I thought. You must be crazy! The look I gave him 
must have telegraphed what I was thinking because he put his 
hand on my shoulder and explained his words.

“I have been a pastor for many years and have performed 
dozens of funerals. But I have never lost anyone close to me. 
I still have my parents and uncles and aunts. I am thankful for 
that. But I also know that I have never been able to look into 
the eyes of a grieving family and say, ‘I know how you feel.’ 
You will be much better equipped to minister to hurting people 
because of what you are feeling right now.”

Although I didn’t recognize it at the time, my friend’s words 
were prophetic. In my years of pastoral ministry, funerals became 
a rich time of sharing and caring for others, and those seasons of 
grief became deeply meaningful times of ministry. In fact, my 
wife, Marlene, has often joked that when I die my tombstone 
should read, “He did good funerals and weddings.” 

Good grief? I’m not sure Charlie Brown’s catchphrase is the 
best or most helpful response. I think a better phrase might be 
“purposeful grief.” If we can learn to allow our grief to have 
purpose—to inform our living and loving and serving—then our 
own moments of sorrow can prepare us for great  opportunities 
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for spiritual impact, which is what Paul was calling us to when 
he wrote:

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the 
Father of mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us in 
all our aff liction so that we will be able to comfort those who 
are in any aff liction with the comfort with which we ourselves 
are comforted by God. (2 Corinthians 1:3–4)

May His comfort in our grief move us to comfort  others.


