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HONEST TO GOD - AN IMPRECATORY PSALM (PSALM 109)
FEBRUARY 19, 2023

As you begin your group, take time to look back and answer the following questions:

How did God’s Word speak to you this week?
Where do you see God at work in your life?

This world can be an ugly place sometimes. At one time or another in life we’ve been wronged or hurt by someone. Or 
we’ve been opposed by someone for unjust reasons or have been accused of things we didn’t do. Those experiences 
remind us that the life of a Christ follower in this broken world is not always hunky-dory. People are sinners (ourselves 
included) and are prone to use their words and actions to cause all kinds of pain and suffering to others.

David is someone with whom we can relate. Like us, he was attacked and wounded by his enemies and experienced 
pain and suffering because of them. We can learn a lot from David because he named his pain to God, prayed for 
deliverance, and found rest in God’s unfailing love for him. 

Sin is a matter of the heart before it is ever an issue of our behavior. This means that your and my biggest 
problem in life exists inside us and not outside us. It’s the evil inside me that connects me to the evil outside 
me. So I must confess that I am my greatest problem. And if I confess this, I am saying that I don’t so much 
need to be rescued from people, locations, and situations. I am in desperate need of the grace that is alone 
able to rescue me from me. I can escape situations and relationships, but I have no power to escape me.1

Share about a time when someone helped you get out of an awkward situation.

An imprecatory psalm includes calls for God’s help and imprecations (or curses) that wish misfortune upon an enemy. 
In this type of psalm, the psalmist calls down calamity, destruction and God’s anger and judgment on his enemies.1

Psalm 109 was written by David as a response to attacks from his enemies and one specific enemy who is leading 
the attack. As king, David had enemies from surrounding nations who threatened him but he also had to deal with 
enemies from the inside who rebelled against him. In this psalm, David pulled no punches in assessing the character 
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of his enemies. He hated them for their evil and betrayal to the degree that he called down curses on them and for God 
to judge them severely. By the end of the psalm, David found confidence in the steadfast love of the Lord, because God’s 
love was greater than the hatred of his enemies toward him.

Read Psalm 109 as a group. Make observations about the passage by answering questions such as these: 

• What do you see? What do you find interesting or insightful? Can you point to something new you learned or 
hadn’t seen before?

• What is the author’s main point? How does he make it?
• What lesson am I meant to learn from this passage (or story)?

Next, ask what this passage says about God, humans, and yourself.

• What does this passage say about God? What does it say about His character and activity in our lives and in 
the world?

• What does this passage say about people? What does it reveal about human nature? (Everyone is made in the 
image of God but is also affected by sin.)

• What does this passage say about you? How does it directly apply to your identity, worth, and purpose in life?

On the surface, imprecatory psalms like Psalm 109 seem contradictory to Jesus’s command to love and pray for our 
enemies (Matthew 5:44). However, if we dig a little deeper, we discover things about the imprecatory psalms that give 
us context. First, these psalms were written as poetry, which means that the language was often figurative. Second, the 
sins of the psalmist’s enemies were not trivial. These enemies were arrogant and defiant toward God and His ways. Third, 
David did not seek personal vengeance in Psalm 109. He called on God to rightly judge and punish evil-doers who stood 
in opposition to God and His people.2

How do imprecatory psalms like Psalm 109 apply to us today? For one thing, we can be honest with God about our 
emotions, even when we have negative emotions (e.g., anger, stress, worry, fear, sadness, etc.). Secondly, we should pray 
for God’s justice, deliverance, and protection. We should lament the fact that evil still exists in the world and pray all the 
more for Jesus’s return when He will finally defeat all God’s enemies, and the evil and sin of this world will be no more. We 
should also pray for our—and God’s—enemies to repent and turn to Christ, even if they intend to harm us and the church 
(cf. Luke 23:34; Rom. 9:1-3; 10:1; 1 Tim. 2:4; 2 Pet. 3:9).

What would help you be more honest with God and others about your emotions, even when they are negative?

In what way are you experiencing the sin and brokenness of this world? What are you praying for God to do in this 
area of your life?

In what ways could you remind yourself to find hope in Jesus and His return this week? How might that change 
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the way you look at your relationships and circumstances?

Do you have enemies in your life? Are you experiencing any opposition, accusation, or persecution from some-
one? Share about this and let the group pray over you about this.

Think of someone who needs to hear that God wants to give us true peace and rest. How could you share this 
truth with them?

As we prepare to leave group tonight, we desire to step out and live a Jesus-centered life and submit to the Spirit (Ro-
mans 8:6-8). Take time to reflect on this past week and set intentions for next week by answering the following ques-
tions:

How have you fed your spirit this week? 
What are ways you drifted to feeding your flesh?

Take a few moments to pray for each other and for God’s continued growth in those areas.

PRAY
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PSALM 109 OVERVIEW

This is one of the imprecatory psalms (see Reflections, p. 953, Imprecations in the Psalms). The genre of the psalm 
reflects the individual lament type. Brueggemann (Message of the Psalms, 85) observes that this psalm reveals 
a delicate balance by keeping two polar expressions in tension: “faithful covenantal speech” and “free, unrestrained 
speech of rage seeking vengeance,” but always such that the latter is subordinated to the former.

The expository structure is as follows:

A Invocation to the God of Praise (v. 1)

 B The Words and Acts of the Ungodly (vv. 2–5)

  C Imprecation (vv. 6–15)

 B′ The Acts and Words of the Ungodly (vv. 16–20)

  C′ Prayer for God’s Love and Judgment (vv. 21–29)

A′ Benediction of the God of Praise (vv. 30–31)

While Jesus Himself quoted some imprecatory psalms (John 2:17; 15:25), He also instructed us to love our enemies 
and pray for them (Matthew 5:44–48; Luke 6:27–38). The New Testament makes it clear that our enemy is spiritual, not 
physical (Ephesians 6:12). It is not sinful to pray the imprecatory psalms against our spiritual enemies, but we should 
also pray with compassion and love and even thanksgiving for people who are under the devil’s influence (1 Timothy 2:1). 
We should desire their salvation. After all, God “is patient . . . not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to re-
pentance” (2 Peter 3:9). Above all things, we should seek the will of God in everything we do and, when we are wronged, 
leave the ultimate outcome to the Lord (Romans 12:19).

The bottom line is that the imprecatory psalms communicate a deep yearning for justice, written from the point of view 
of those who had been mightily oppressed. God’s people have the promise of divine vengeance: “Will not God bring 
about justice for his chosen ones, who cry out to him day and night? Will he keep putting them off? I tell you, he will see 
that they get justice, and quickly” (Luke 18:7–8; cf. Revelation 19:2).4

PSALM 109:1-5

Although the psalm is a bitter complaint and includes a fierce imprecation, David still approaches God in an attitude of 
worship: O God whom I praise, and waits for what God has to say: do not remain silent. He then outlines the situation 
which calls for God to break his silence and speak. The conspiracy was not a mere whispering campaign but an open 
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attack. David feels besieged by their lying tongues and words of hatred (vv. 2–3). Nor was this being done by an isolated 
individual; a number were involved. David had seen these men as his friends, and now they were his accusers (v. 4). They 
were men who knew him well, so that their lies would seem credible. Bitter as this was to him, David restrains himself, 
remembers I am a man of prayer and gives himself to prayer (v. 5).5

PSALM 109:6-20

6 This prayer is a psalm of imprecation, calling for the evil man to be punished. The writer asked that another wicked 
man would be the accuser who finds him guilty. The word “accuser” translates the Hebrew satan, origin of the name 
Satan, also called the adversary and “the accuser of our brothers” (Rv 12:10; cp. Zec 3:1–2). The psalmist apparently 
hoped that human institutions of justice, however corrupted, would eventually result in condemnation of the wicked (see 
Pr 14:32); in the process the righteousness of God would vindicate His faithful one.

7 The psalmist asked that the wicked person, now at the mercy of other godless men, should find his last minute prayer 
to the Lord to be viewed by the Lord as sin.

8 The psalmist had leveled a curse against those who unjustly attacked him (vv. 2–5). The curse was that the attacker’s 
life be shortened and his place taken by another. The apostles used this passage to authorize replacing Judas among 
the Twelve (Acts 1:20). The psalm’s application was clear to them. Judas was accursed; he had betrayed the Lord and 
then hung himself, so another must fill his position among the disciples as a witness to Jesus’ ministry and resurrection 
(Acts 1:21–22).

8–10 The psalmist’s petition sounds unjust—that his attacker’s children should suffer because of his sins. In reality, 
the psalmist was only describing the normal effects of the judgment to be meted out on his evil enemy. When a guilty 
man was condemned to death, his wife and children would be without the resources they had formerly enjoyed. Under 
ordinary circumstances widows and orphans were to be cared for by the people of Israel, no matter how they had 
become destitute (Dt 10:18; 24:17; Ps 82:3; Is 1:17; Jr 7:6; Ezk 22:7). But their welfare depended on their faithfulness to 
God. The sins of the fathers would be visited on the children who hate the Lord (Ex 20:4–6), but for those who love the 
Lord, He would extend His loyal love (Ps 103:17–18).

If, in including his attacker’s family in his curse, the psalmist seems to be excessively vengeful, his passions were 
motivated by a desire for God’s justice to be fully effected. In OT thinking, a person’s life, or “soul,” did not end at the 
surface of his body but extended to his family, his property, his “name” or reputation, and all that pertained to him. The 
NT teaches believers to have compassion, to forgive, and to pray for their enemies. Jesus prayed, on the cross, “Father, 
forgive them, because they do not know what they are doing” (Lk 23:34). Christian use of the psalms of imprecation, 
in corporate worship or personal devotion, is always aimed at the conversion of those who do evil and persecute the 
faithful. That is the ultimate aim of God’s own passion for justice (Ezk 18:23).

16–20 These verses show that the imprecation simply called for this man to reap what he had been sowing. The 
psalmist’s attacker had a habit of cursing, or condemning, others; instead of blessing people with his words, he sought 
to defame and destroy. Therefore no blessing should come his way, but only cursing. This reciprocity is a principle of 
God’s kingdom; as Jesus told His disciples, “with the measure you use, it will be measured to you” (Mt 7:2).6
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PSALM 109:21-31

21 With the emphatic “But you” (cf. 22:3, 9, 19), David in desperate need turns to the Lord. He attempts to move the Lord 
on the basis of three grounds: the nature of the Lord, his own need, and a reminder of the wicked. First, the nature of the 
Lord is unlike that of the wicked. He is “good” and full of “love” (ḥesed). The “name” (see Reflections, p. 135, The Name 
of Yahweh) of the Lord is none other than Yahweh (“Lord”), and he is the “Sovereign” (MT: ʾadōnāy, “Lord”) over all of life. 
Out of the greatness of his covenantal love for his needy children, the powerful love of the Great King is invoked: “deal 
well with me” (lit7., “do with me”; cf. Allen, 71: “act on my behalf”) and “deliver me.” For a similar phraseology, see v. 26.

22–24 Second, the psalmist reminds the Lord of his need. He is “poor and needy” and his “heart is wounded within” him 
(v. 22; cf. v. 16). His heart is “pierced” with grief (cf. 55:4–5). It is as though life flows out of him, like the disappearance of 
“an evening shadow” (v. 23; cf. 102:11). He is shaken “like a locust.” The locust was proverbial for its ferocious appetite—
so farmers would shake locusts off trees and shrubs and destroy them, as we do with other plaguing insects (cf. TWOT 
2:828–29; ZPEB 2:376). The harassment has taken its toll on the psalmist both psychologically and physically. His body 
no longer sustains him, as his “knees give way” and his “body is thin and gaunt” (v. 24).

25–29 Third, the psalmist reminds the Lord of the adversaries. The emphatic “I” (v. 25) stands in contrast to the 
emphatic “But you” (v. 21) and forms a closure of this section. The Lord is good and loving, but the psalmist is haunted 
by the accusers. They seek his downfall by heaping on him “scorn” (cf. 31:11; 79:4; 89:41) and by rejecting him (“they 
shake their heads”; cf. 22:7; Mt 27:39). He prays for relief (v. 26; cf. v. 21) by particularly asking for God’s judgment on 
the wicked (vv. 27–29). The principle of the judgment is clearly that of just retribution—shame and disgrace (v. 29; cf. v. 
25). Their “garments,” “cloak,” and “belt,” signifying a life given to bringing “curse” (vv. 18–19), will be exchanged for their 
being “clothed with disgrace” (cf. 35:26). They will be “wrapped in shame as in a cloak” (cf. 71:13). They must know that 
the deliverance of God’s “servant” (v. 28; see 19:11) is the Lord’s doing and that their judgment is also his work (v. 27; cf. 
86:17)! He will change the curse of the enemies to a blessing for his people (v. 28; cf. 1 Co 4:12).

30–31 David concludes his prayer for deliverance and judgment with a fervent expectation of standing among the 
throngs of worshipers (cf. 22:22) filled with praise for the Lord. The Lord stands “at the right hand of the needy one” (v. 31; 
cf. vv. 16, 22) as his protector, not as his accuser (cf. v. 6). He protects and delivers his children from wicked adversaries 
(cf. vv. 21, 26). To this end the psalmist concludes on the note on which he began—the praise of God (vv. 1, 30).8
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