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PSALMS OF LAMENT 
 

One of the most important categories of the psalms, 
the most common genre, but with a lot of variety 
between them.  
 
I. Definition: The psalms of lament are an  
          appeal to God in time of trouble. 
 
The kind of trouble varies and encompasses the 
whole range of troubles that humans experience in 
life, and which we can do nothing to help ourselves: 
sickness, injustice, economic/social stress, 
consequences of sin.  
 
Appeal to God on the basis of who He is:  

 

• against injustice at the hands of men, the psalmist appeals to God’s justice 
 

• when the psalmist has sinned and suffers because of sin, the psalmist asks for God to be 
gracious, merciful, and to give His forgiveness 
 

• when the experience is that it seems God has abandoned His people, is not providing for 
them as He promises to do for His people, the appeal is to God’s faithfulness, His reliability, 
in the face of His apparent indifference  

 
II. Elements of the Psalms of Lament 

 
A. Invocation of God by His personal, proper, holy name 

 
B. Complaint to God about trouble 

 
1. Description of the trouble 

 
2. Complaint about enemies and the hurt from them 

 
3. Complaint against God for indifference or wrath, inactivity or rejection 

 
C. Confession of faith 

 
1. Confidence in God’s grace and His gracious disposition -> foundation of the lament 

 
2. Confidence in help from Him -> foundation of the request 

 
D. Confession of innocence or guilt when the psalmist has experienced injustice or has 

confessed his sin 
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E. Prayer to God in trouble 
 

1. Pleas for intervention and help for the psalmist  
 

2. Intercession for God’s people  
 

3. Prayer against enemies (imprecation) 
 

a. Surrender of the injury to God 
 

b. Recognition of God as the just avenger 
 

F. Praise of God 
 

1. Promise of thank-offering or praise 
 
Most common word for “praise” (also “give thanks,” “be thankful,” “confess”): הודה, 
occurs 67 times in the psalms. Nominal form, תודה, occurs 12 times. 
 

2. Praise for anticipated help 
 
III. Based on the Promise and Institution of God 

 
A. Since the Lord has authorized His people to appeal formally to Him at the temple and to 

present their petitions to Him there, the laments are sanctioned by Him. 
 

1. In Exodus 34:5–7 God authorized such appeals of His people by giving them His 
name, Yahweh, and revealing His gracious disposition towards them. 

 
a. On the basis of Exodus 22:22–24, afflicted people could appeal to Him for 

justice and deliverance from their enemies. 
 

b. On the basis of Exodus 22:25–27, the poor without an assured livelihood and 
means of support could appeal to Him for charity and help in time of need. 
 

c. On the basis of Exodus 34:6–7, people in trouble could appeal for help and 
sinners could appeal to Him for mercy and pardon. 

 
2. The Lord’s acceptance of Solomon’s intercession (1 Kgs 8:28–53, 59; cf. 2 Chron 

6:19–40; 7:12–16) authorizes the Israelites to bring their petitions to the Lord at the 
temple in Jerusalem. 

 
B. The purpose of these laments is to appeal to the Lord for help like subjects to their king. 

 
1. They do so in a way that is acceptable to Him and so sure to obtain a favorable 

response. 
 

2. They therefore use conventional language and are often general and formulaic.
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Individual Laments 
PSALM 13: A prayer from deliverance from sorrow of spirit  
 

The 13th Psalm is a psalm of prayer against sorrow or sadness of the spirit which comes at times 
from the devil himself, at times also from men who act against us with spite and evil tricks. As a 
result, we are cast down and grieve when we see such evil aligned against us. But prayer is stronger 
than all misfortune. This psalm gives us here an example, by which we certainly may be comforted 
and learn in every kind of calamity not to become anxious or downcast, nor bite or destroy 
ourselves in the heart. Instead we learn to keep ourselves to prayer and cry to God concerning all of 

these things, knowing that we will be heard and finally be delivered, as St. James also says: “If anyone is troubled let 
him pray” (5:13). This psalm belongs in the Second Commandment and the First and Last Petitions, that we may be 
delivered from evil. 
 

1 To the choirmaster. A psalm of David. 

 
2 How long, LORD? Will You forget me forever? 
 How long will You hide Your face from me? 
3 How long must I counsel in my soul, 
 sorrow in my heart by day? 
  How long will my enemy be exalted over me? 

 
4 Regard! Answer me, O LORD, my God. 
 Lighten my eyes, lest I sleep death, 
5 lest my enemy say, “I have prevailed over him!” 
  and my foes rejoice when I fall. 
 [     6 even though I trusted in Your mercy] 
 
[6 But I—in Your mercy I trust.] 
  My heart rejoices in Your deliverance. 
  Let me sing to/of the LORD, 
 for He has rendered generously to me. 
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PSALM 57: Against conspirators; 8th Commandment 
The 57th Psalm is a psalm of prayer in which David once again complains about Saul and his 
servants, away from whom he crawled into the cave. It has the same meaning as the preceding 
psalm. Therefore we should make use of it against the tyrants and their venomous counselors and 
slanderers, who twist God’s Word to us. They have the fangs and tongue for such work, which 
are – as David says – spears, arrows, and sharp swords. But thanks be to God, who does not 
desert us, but hurls them into the pit which they have prepared for us. Their plots finally come   

                            down on their own heads. 
 
1 To the choirmaster: “Do Not Destroy.” 
   Of David. A miktam when he fled from Saul into the cave. 
 
2 Be gracious to me, O God, be gracious to me, 
 for in You my soul takes refuge, 
   and in the shadow of Your wings I take refuge 
 until disaster passes. 
 
3 I call out to God the Most High, 
 to God who fulfills for me. 
4 He will send from heaven and He will save me; 
 He will rebuke the one who hounds me.   Selah 
   God will send His mercy and His faithfulness/His faithful mercy. 
 
5 My soul is in the midst of lions; 
  I lie down among lions, the sons of Adam, 
 whose teeth are spear and arrows, 
 whose tongue is a sharp sword.  
 
6 Be exalted over the heavens, O God; 
 Over all the earth [be] Your glory!  
 
7 A net the set for my steps, 
 my soul was bowed low. 
   They dug a pit before me, 
 they themselves fell into it.  Selah 
 
8 My heart is firm, O God, my heart is firm. 
 Let me sing and hymn. 
9 Awake, my glory, awake! 
   Awake, O lute and lyre. 
 I would waken the dawn! 
 
10 I will acclaim You among the peoples, O Lord; 
 I will hymn You among the tribes. 
11 For great unto the heavens is Your mercy, 
 and unto the clouds Your faithfulness. 
 
12 Be lifted up over the heavens, O God, 
 over all the earth [be] Your glory! 
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PSALM 25: a “broken” acrostic on repentance in time of suffering because of enemies 
 
The 25th Psalm is a psalm of prayer in which the righteous pray that God will make them godly, 
forgive their sins, guard them from sin and shame, and finally deliver them from all enemies and all 
evil. Along with this it mocks the false, self-centered spirits and teachers. It belongs to the Second 
Commandment and the Second Petition. 

 
 1 By David 

 ,To You, O LORD I lift up my soul     (Aleph) א
 2   my God, in You I trust; do not let me be put to shame      (Bet) ב

          do not let my enemies rejoice over me. 
 .3  Yea, all who wait on You, they will not be ashamed   (Gimel) ג

                They will be ashamed who deal treacherously without cause. 
 ;4 Make me to know Your ways, O LORD   (Dalet) ד
           Teach me Your paths. 
 ,5 Lead me in Your truth and instruct me       (He) ה
           for You are the God of my salvation, 
           for You I wait all the day.       ו  [Waw] 
 ,6 Remember Your compassion, O LORD, and Your mercies     (Zayin) ז
             for they are from eternity. 

 7 The sins of my youth and my transgressions, do not remember        (Ḥet) ח
  according to Your mercy, O remember Thou me, 
  on account of Your goodness, O LORD. 
 
 .8 Good and upright is the LORD         (Tet) ט
   therefore He instructs sinners in the way. 
 9 He leads the lowly in justice         (Yod) י
    and He teaches the lowly His way. 
 ,10 All the paths of the LORD are mercy and truth/wholly lovingkindness      (Kaph) כ
         to the ones observing His covenant and His testimonies/ 

         the testimonies of His covenant.  
  ,11 On account of Your name, O LORD          (Lamed) ל
    pardon my iniquity, because/even though it is great. 
 
 ?12 Who, then, is the man that fears the LORD        (Mem) מ
      He will instruct him in the way he should choose. 
 13 His soul will abide in good         (Nun) נ
      and his seed will inherit the earth. 
 ,14 The hidden counsel of the LORD is for those who fear Him      (Samek) ס
      and His covenant to make it known unto them. 
 ,15 My eyes are continually toward the LORD         (Ayin) ע
        for He will pull out my feet from the net. 
 
  16 Turn to me and be gracious to me            (Pe) פ
       for lonely and wretched am I. 
 ,17 The distresses of my heart are enlarged        (Tsade) צ
        bring me out of my afflictions.    ק [Qoph] 
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 ,18 Look at my wretchedness and my trouble         (Resh) ר
       and forgive all my sins. 
 ,19 Look at my enemies for they are many         (Resh) ר
       and with violent hatred they hate me. 
 .20 Guard my soul and deliver me         (Shin) ש
       Do not let me be ashamed, 
       for I take refuge in You. 
 ,21 May integrity and uprightness preserve me          (Taw) ת
       for I wait for You. 
                        22 Redeem Israel, O God from all his distresses.    
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Communal Laments 
PSALM 44: testing & martyrdom 
 

The 44th Psalm is a general psalm of prayer in which all the saints, especially the New Testament 
saints, lament how they are persecuted by the heathen and tryrants and would be slaughtered, and 
God has given them over to this, as if He had abandoned them. Formerly, however, He had 
helped them with great wonders, and no harms came to them from persecutions. Yes, they are even 
persecuted for their benefit, that is, for God’s sake, as if they had done all evil. In summary, this 
is the sighing of the Spirit against the flesh, which murmurs against God, that it should be 

adjudged unrighteous and governed in such a bad way (according to reason) that the godly, who ought to be helped, are 
allowed to suffer and the evil, who ought to be punished, are elevated, etc. 
 
1 To the choirmaster. By the sons of Korah. A maskil. 
 
2 O God, with our ears we have heard; 
 our fathers have told us the deed You did in their days,  
 in days of old. 
3 You, by Your hand drove out the nations, 
 but them You planted, 
   You smashed the peoples  
   but sent them forth [as shoots]. 
4 For not by their sword did they take possession of the land, 
 and their arm did not gain victory for them. 
  For it was Your right hand and Your arm and the light of Your face 
 because You favored them. 
5 You are my King, O God, 
 command victories [for] Jacob. 
6 Though You we push down our enemies, 
 in Your name we trample underfoot those against us. 
7 For not in my bow do I trust, 
 And my sword does not save me. 
8 For You saved us from our enemies 
 and those who hate us You put to shame. 
9 In God we boast all the day, 
 and Your name forever we will praise.  Selah 
 
10 But You have rejected and humiliated us, 
 and You did not go out with our armies. 
11 You turn us back from the foe, 
 and those who hate us have taken plunder for themselves. 
12 You give us as sheep for food, 
 and among the nations You scattered us. 
13 You sell Your people for no value, 
 and set no high price on them. 
14 You make us a reproach to our neighbors— 
 a scorn and derision to those around us. 
15 You make us a proverb among the nations, 
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 a shaking of the head among the peoples. 
16 All the day my disgrace is before me, 
 And the shame of my face covers me. 
17 because the voice of the reproacher and reviler, 
 because of the face of the enemy and the avenger. 
18 All this came upon us, even as we had not forgotten You, 
 nor have we been false to Your covenant. 
19 Our heart did not draw back, 
 nor did our steps turn from Your way. 
20 Yet You crushed us in a place of jackals, 
 and covered over us with deep darkness. 
21 If we had forgotten the name of our God 
 or spread out our hands to a strange god, 
22  will not God have searched this? 
  For He knows the secrets of the heart. 
23 Yet on Your account we are being killed all the day, 
 considered as sheep for slaughtering. 
 

24 Arise! Why do You sleep, O Lord? 
 Wake up! Do not reject forever. 
25 Why do You hide Your face, 
 forget our misery and our affliction? 
26 For bowed down to the dust is our soul; 
 our belly clings to the earth. 
27 Rise up to our aid, 
 and redeem us for the sake of Your mercy. 
 
 

  



9 
 

PSALM 90: Man’s mortality 
 

The 90th Psalm is a psalm of instruction, in which Moses teaches the origin of death, namely sin, 
which, though known only by God and hidden from the world, is yet inborn in all from Adam to 
us. It shows how life here is not only short, but also miserable, so that it may well be called a daily 
death. Nevertheless, he says that such a life is good, so that through it we would be driven to seek 
God’s grace and help to deliver us from it all. For those who never think of death and feel no 
misery remain senseless fools caring nothing for God’s grace or help. The psalm ends with the 
prayer that God would show us His work, namely, His deliverance from sin and death, that is, 

that He would send Christ. And he asks that, while we live here, God would establish our work, that is, that both 
spiritual and worldly authority may be and remain favorable. A short, fine, rich, and full little prayer. 
 
1 A prayer of Moses, the man of God. 
 
  Lord, a habitation You have been for us, 
 to generation and generation. 
2 Before the mountains were born, 
 and before You brought forth the earth and the land masses, 
 even from eternity unto eternity You are God. 
 
3 You turn man back unto dust  
 and You say “Return ye, sons of Adam.” 
4 For a thousand years in Your eyes are as a yesterday, for it passes over 
 and as a watch in the night. 
5 You engulf them with sleep, 
 in the morning [they are] as grass that passes away. 
6 In the morning it sprouts  
 but it passes away 
 toward evening it is cut and withers. 
7 For we are consumed in Your wrath, 
 and in Your fury we are terrified. 
8 You have set our iniquities before You, 
 our secrets before the light of Your face. 
9 For all our days slip away in Your anger; 
 We spend our years as a groan. 
10 The days of our years, in them [are] seventy years 
 or if in great strength, eighty years. 
   yet their pride is trouble and distress, 
    for [they are] soon cut off  
 and we fly away. 
11 Who knows the strength of Your wrath? 
 according to the fear due to You, Your wrath (lit. “as Your fear, Your wrath”) 
12 To number our days rightly, instruct [us], 
 that we may obtain a heart of wisdom. 
 
13 Return, O LORD! How long? 
 be Thou changed concerning Your servants. 
14 Satisfy us in the morning with Your mercy, 
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 let us sing and rejoice all our days. 
15 Make us glad as many days as You have afflicted us, 
 the years we saw evil. 
16 Let Your work be revealed to Your servants, 
 and Your grandeur to their children. 
17 And may the kindness of the Lord our God be upon us; 
 and the work of our hands, establish for us, 
 and the work of our hands, establish it. 


