
Intro: My dad can remember when the first family in his 
neighbourhood got a television; my mother-in-law has a similar 
memory about her neighbourhood. But me? I can’t remember a time 
before t.v. 

In my growing up years, the t.v. series I watched could hardly be 
described as “hard hitting”. We watched the “Brady Bunch,” the 
“Cosby Show,” “Growing Pains,” and “Family Ties.” They were 
shows about “normal” families with normal problems, but these 
families always managed to wrap up their crises in a nice, neat 
package, before the end of every 30 minute show. That should have 
been my first clue that there was nothing normal about these families 
or their lives. 

If only life were that simple. It will be one day, when Jesus returns. 
He will put the world back to rights---physical bodies, minds, 
desires, relationships--everything will be made new, and we will 
experience wholeness of a kind that we can’t really even imagine. 

Can you imagine a world in which no one died, where bodies and 
minds never broke down? Can you imagine a world in which 
communication never broke down, where people always said what 
they meant, and what they said was always a word of blessing? Can 
you imagine a world in which regret, anger, boredom, and frustration 
were absent? Can you imagine a world in which every day was filled 
with peace, hope, and joy? 

Does it sound like a fairy tail? I’ve been describing a world in which 
the kingdom of God has come in fullness. It’s not a fairy-tail, it’s a 
promise of what’s coming when Jesus returns to rule. 

We see glimpses of this kingdom all around us, and within us...and 
there is more for us to taste and experience, but, we must admit that 
the world I’ve just described does not exist yet...not on earth anyway.

Have you ever looked around you and felt a sense of longing for 
something more, or, felt the pain of injustice? Have you ever 
experienced something difficult, troubling, and said to yourself: “it’s 
not supposed to be this way!”? Of course you have--we all have--
deep within us all there are God-given-longings...longings for an 
infinitely better version of our world, and ourselves. And in the 
absence of this version of the world, this version of ourselves, at 
times we lament what is.

The dictionary defines lament as “a passionate expression of grief, 
sorrow, regret, disappointment, or complaint.” That sounds about 
right...doesn’t it? Lament is the appropriate response to the 
brokenness of the world. But here’s the problem, most of us are 
uncomfortable with lament, and as Christians, some of us aren’t even 
sure that lament is an appropriate Christian response...aren’t we 
supposed to be perpetually happy? 

If your cultural heritage is British then perhaps you were raised to 
keep a stiff upper lip. Or perhaps you were raised thinking that one 
should grin and bear it, no matter how dark the day. If you grew up 
watching “The Lion King” then you might have been influenced by 
the Swahili phrase: hakuna matata. It means “no worries”: forget 
about it, leave the past in the past, when something messy happens, 
just keep moving forward. 

There is a powerful impulse within each of to pretend...to deny 
reality, to act as though things are better than they are; it’s a defense 
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mechanism...it gives us the illusion of control. But we can’t pretend 
our way to peace and happiness...pretending leads us the wrong way 
down a one-way-street. 

This morning we are going to turn our attention to Psalm 88, a psalm 
of lament. The Book of Psalms is commonly referred to as the Book 
of Praises and yet, did you know, that lament psalms comprise over 
1/3 of these “praises”? It would appear that the psalmists understood 
praise more broadly than we do. It would appear that God embraces 
our passionate expressions of grief, sorrow, regret, disappointment, 
and complaint, and He counts them as praise. This is good news 
friends...it means that we don’t have to pretend with God...not ever. 

Please turn with me to Psalm 88; if you are using the Blue Bible in 
front of you, please turn to page 925. 

Lord, you are the God who saves me; day and night I cry out to you.
May my prayer come before you; turn your ear to my cry. I am 
overwhelmed with troubles and my life draws near to death. I am 
counted among those who go down to the pit; I am like one without 
strength.

I am set apart with the dead, like the slain who lie in the grave,
whom you remember no more, who are cut off from your care. You 
have put me in the lowest pit, in the darkest depths. Your wrath lies 
heavily on me; you have overwhelmed me with all your waves.

You have taken from me my closest friends and have made me 
repulsive to them. I am confined and cannot escape; my eyes are dim 
with grief. I call to you, Lord, every day; I spread out my hands to 
you.

Do you show your wonders to the dead? Do their spirits rise up and 
praise you? Is your love declared in the grave, your faithfulness in 
destruction? Are your wonders known in the place of darkness, or 
your righteous deeds in the land of oblivion? But I cry to you for 
help, Lord; in the morning my prayer comes before you. Why, Lord, 
do you reject me and hide your face from me?

From my youth I have suffered and been close to death; I have borne 
your terrors and am in despair. Your wrath has swept over me; your 
terrors have destroyed me. All day long they surround me like a 
flood; they have completely engulfed me. You have taken from me 
friend and neighbor—darkness is my closest friend.

Nathan’s Story: On July 11, 1999, a great lament began in my 
family; it started with a late night phone call. Naomi and I were in 
bed, fast asleep, when the phone rang; it was Dave Wiley, best friend 
to my brother-in-law Nathan. Naomi picked up the phone and 
moments later she was saying “No, no, no...;” Nathan’s body had just 
found in Cat Lake...he had drowned.

We were later told that Nathan had experienced shallow-water-
blackout...he had been diving under the water, and then coming up 
for air, diving under water, and then coming up for air...if you do it 
too much, for too long, going too deep, you create an oxygen 
deficiency and you can black out under water. 

Nathan was on a campout with a number of young adults from North 
Shore Alliance, they has gone up to Cat Lake, just outside of 
Squamish. While Nathan had been swimming beneath the surface, 
his best friend (Dave) had gashed open his head and needed a few 
stitches. With all the attention drawn in Dave’s direction, no one 
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noticed that Nathan hadn’t come up for air. They later searched for 
Nathan, couldn’t find him and began to get worried--search and 
rescue found his body later that night.

After Naomi got off the phone, we quickly threw some clothes in the 
bag, jumped in the car and sped through the night to get to North 
Vancouver. The next day, we went out to the funeral home. None of 
us had seen Nathan’s body yet--we knew he had died, but it didn’t 
seem real--Nathan was so full of life, so strong, he seemed 
indestructible...how could he be dead? The funeral director met us at 
the door, and he led us to the room where Nathan’s body had been 
prepared. 

You know how there are certain moments that are frozen in time? 
Moments that happened long ago, but the details are so sharp, so 
crisp, that it feels like you could still reach out and touch them? This 
is such a moment for me...standing outside the room, waiting to go 
in, dreading the reality on the other side of the door.

Mom went in first, and as soon as she walked through the door the 
silence was pierced with a soul-wrenching-wail...it’s the worst sound 
I’ve ever heard...the sound of a heart shattering. As we gathered 
around Nathan’s body, there were very few words, but there was 
weeping--all of us were weeping--a deep-wordless-soul-lament.

As I think back over 13 years, it’s odd what I can’t remember about 
that day. I can’t remember how long we were there for, or any of the 
words we spoke; I’m fuzzy on all those details. But I do remember 
standing over Nathan’s body, putting my hand on his head, and 

praying for resurrection. It was the first time I had ever asked Jesus 
to raise someone from the dead. 

Within the week, we had a funeral right here in this sanctuary; a 
month or so later we scattered Nathan’s ashes at Cat Lake...it was a 
place Nathan loved, a place that has become very special to our 
family. As the weeks went by, the world around us began to move on, 
but we didn’t...we couldn’t.

A “great lament”, isn’t something you get over in two weeks, or two 
months; it takes an abundance of time. When we’re faced with a 
great lament, there’s no way under it, no way over it, no way around 
it, we must go through it. And at the heart of Christian lament, is a 
wrestling in our soul with life, faith, and God. 

Psalm 88 is not like most other psalms of lament. Most lament 
psalms contain six elements: 
 (a) address: the psalmist identifies the Lord as the one to 
 whom the prayer is being offered; 
 (b) then, complaint: the psalmist brings their troubles, their 
 complaint before the Lord; 
 (c) then, trust: the psalmist declares their trust in the 
 Lord...if their is no trust, why pray to begin with?; 
 (d) then, deliverance: the psalmist asks God for deliverance; 
 (e) then, assurance: the psalmist expresses confidence that 
 God has heard and will deliver; 
 (f) and the lament will conclude by praising God for His 
 blessings (past, present, and future). 
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Psalm 88 only contains the first two elements: address and 
complaint. Lord, you are the God who saves me; day and night I cry 
out to you...Why, Lord, do you reject me and hide your face from 
me?1

Vs. 1 provides the only light in the entire Psalm. O Lord, God of my 
salvation; I cry out to you day and night. In this case, God’s 
reputation (that He is a God who saves), and His imperceptible 
presence, are the only things that ensure that the darkness is not 
complete. Even though the psalmist does not perceive God’s 
presence, by faith he believes, and therefore he prays. 

There are times where there is nothing visibly redeeming in a 
situation; in those times we ask God to save us, believing that is with 
us in the darkness. The psalmist called out day and night, believing 
that his prayer was being heard. Psalm 23:4, “Even though I walk 
through the darkest valley, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; 
your rod and your staff, they comfort me.” 

The psalmist uses strong language here...he speaks of dying...of 
laying down in the grave. When I studied at Regent College, my Old 
Testament professor used to say that in the biblical way of thinking, 
the grave is not so much the place that we go to, but a power that is 
constantly trying to break into our lives.2 

We can see in vs. 3-4 that the psalmist is overwhelmed by trouble; he 
sees himself as a dead man walking--it’s only a matter of time--he’s 
running out of the strength to live. 

In vs. 5-9, he points the finger squarely at God: you have put me in 
this dark pit, you’ve overwhelmed me with your wrath, waves of 
chaos are breaking into my life...my life is marked by all that is dead 
and dying. And marked by death as he is, his friends have abandoned 
him (vs. 8); his friends don’t know what to say or do, and so they 
don’t say or do anything...they vanish into the midst. 

In vs. 10-12, the psalmist cries out: God, aren’t I of more use to You 
alive than dead? In vs. 13-14, the psalmist reminds the Lord: I’m 
crying to You for help every morning...do You not hear me? Why are 
you silent? Why are you hiding from me? 

We discover in vs. 15, that suffering has been with this psalmist for 
much of his life. He concludes his lament with a metaphor so clear, 
that it needs little explanation: darkness is my closest friend. 

This is a great lament...some of you have experienced this...perhaps 
you are experiencing it right now. Friends, if you have ever felt any 
of the things expressed in Psalm 88, then you need to know that true 
Christian spirituality is broad enough, deep enough, and high enough 
to encompass your experience of lament. 
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In John 11, we see Jesus standing outside the tomb of one of His 
friends; Lazarus had died a few days before. Jesus had come to the 
tomb for one purpose: to raise Lazarus from the dead. And yet, in 
spite of His “inside information,” Jesus wept. He stood in front of 
grave that smelled of death, He looked around and saw people 
weeping...and He broke down and cried. Lament...Jesus knew better 
than anyone that death was never apart of God’s plan. 

Later, before Jesus entered Jerusalem the final time, He stood outside 
the city and wept; He wept for all those who refused to turn to Him 
and find life with God. In the Garden of Gethsemane, hours before 
His crucifixion, Jesus sweat drops of blood, asking the Father 
whether there was another way...was the cross the only way to save 
humanity? Lament. And then, hanging on the cross, Jesus cried out: 
My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? These are the words of 
Psalm 22, another psalm of lament. 

Isaiah 53:3 describes Jesus as “ a man of sorrows, acquainted with 
deepest grief”.3 Jesus never pretended things were better than they 
were; when He was troubled by what He saw, heard, and 
experienced, He gave Himself to passionate expression of grief, 
sorrow, regret, disappointment, and complaint. If lament was a part 
of Jesus’ life and worship, then it can be a part of ours as well. 

This morning, it’s important that we understand a few things about 
this psalm, and about life with God. Remember what have been 

saying all throughout this series on the psalms: the psalms are meant 
to teach us how to pray...they teach us what we can pray. 

I wonder how many of us have ever prayed to God with the kind of 
words or tone that we find in Psalm 88? Now I’m talking about 
actually praying these words to God...it’s one thing to think them, 
and quite another to actually vocalize our disappointment with God, 
or our sense of abandonment by Him. 

One author writes, “OT faith certainly has the kind of confidence in 
speaking to God that a person has in speaking to their [own] father 
when they know that any words can be said, any pain expressed, any 
accusations voiced.”4

Let me ask you today: is God big enough to handle your 
disappointment in Him? Is He loving enough to listen to your 
complaint? Is He faithful enough to be faithful to us, even when we 
are accusing Him of abandoning us? Yes, yes, and yes. God does not 
want us to pretend. In prayer, He wants us...the real us...no matter 
what comes out of us. Psalm 88 teaches us that we can pray anything 
to God...no holds barred. 

But this psalm also teaches us something else, something equally 
important...it teaches us that we don’t always see things exactly as 
they are.
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Take a look at vs. 7, and 14: Your wrath lies heavy upon me, and you 
overwhelm me with all of your waves...Why Lord do you reject me”?

When a psalmist prays a statement of feeling, it doesn’t necessarily 
mean that it’s equally a statement of fact. Iain Provain writes, “Not 
everything that is said in the Psalms, measured by all of Scripture, 
turns out to be the actual case.”5 In prayer, God wants us...the real 
us...no matter what comes out of us, but what comes out of us might 
not be true.

The psalmist makes a connection between his circumstances and 
God’s wrath...I’m suffering because God is punishing me for 
something. How many of us have ever had the same thought? The 
question is, when we read the Scriptures, are suffering and sickness 
always the result of our own personal sin? No...just look at Job, or 
the man born blind (John 9), or the suffering of the apostles...there 
are many reasons why we experience pain, difficulty, and sickness, 
and most of them stem from the fact that the world is a sinful, broken 
place. 

And just because our circumstances are dark, does it mean God has 
turned a deaf ear to us, rejected us, and forsaken us? Again, no! 
Jesus’ last words to His followers were “And surely I am with you 
always, to the very end of the age.”6

Col 3:3 reminds that we’ve been united with Jesus, our life has been 
“hidden with Christ in God,” and so, the Father could no more ignore 

us than He could ignore the Son, or the Spirit. He cannot, He does 
not, He will not ignore/reject/forsake! And so friends, as you pray, do 
so with authenticity of heart, but let us do so with great humility...we 
don’t always see (or feel) things exactly as they are. 

Jim’s Story: As I wrap up this morning, I want to tell you about 
another great lament that took place in a man that was a part of my 
church in Calgary...I’ll call him Jim. Jim was in his late forties when 
I first met him at the Alpha course. Jim wasn’t sure what to think 
about Jesus, but in the previous months his teenage daughter had 
become a Christian, then His wife, and so Jim was checking Jesus 
out. The Alpha course had a huge impact on him, and not long 
afterward Jim invited Jesus to forgiven his sin, and lead his life. 

I had talked with Jim on numerous occasions, and really liked him; 
he was brand new in his faith, asking great questions, and really 
growing...but about a year or two in, something happened. 

I was in my office one day, working away, when I heard a knock at 
my door...it was Jim. He asked if I had some time to chat, I offered 
him a chair, and he came in and closed the door. When I asked him 
what was going on, he opened with the following statement: 

Mark, I’ve just discovered that my wife is sleeping with an 18 year 
guy--one of my daughter’s high school friends. I know where he lives 
and I’m on my way there right now...I’ve got a lead pipe in the back 

Psalm 88, Embracing God Through Lament           August 5, 2012

6

5 Provain, Psalm 88.

6 Matthew 28:20; c.f. Isaiah 49:14-16.



of my car and I’m going to beat him to a pulp...but I thought I’d stop 
by the church first to see if you could talk me out of it. 

Now fortunately, I had just been reading “Pastoring For Dummies” 
and had just finished reading that section (what to do when an angry 
husband threaten to beat someone to a pulp with a lead pipe)...if only 
life were that simple. So I took a deep breath, sent up an arrow prayer 
to God (give me wisdom!), and we began to talk. 

He asked me for a reason why he shouldn’t beat this guy to a pulp 
and God provided me with a good one...I said, “Jim, how would you 
like spending the rest of your life in prison?” Jim thought about it for 
about a second, and admitted that he wouldn’t like it very much...and 
a few minutes later he admitted that violence wouldn’t heal his 
shattered heart.

A “great lament”, isn’t something you get over in two weeks or two 
months, it takes an abundance of time. When we’re faced with a 
great lament, there’s no way under it, no way over it, no way around 
it, one must go through it...that is, we must go through a deep 
wrestling with life, faith, and God.

Just last year, nearly 7 years after the fact, Jim sent me the following 
email: 

“For some reason, likely God's leading, I am writing this email...I 
came to your office [that day] with the hopes of getting to talk to 
someone about how difficult my life was, and to help me deal with the 
fact that my wife was in the middle of an affair with a man young 

enough to be my son. Looking back I can see that I was an 
emotional mess...Some how I ended up in the parking lot of the 
church.  Fortunately, you talked me out of my violent plan...More 
importantly, you prayed with me and for me.

I worked very hard to [save my marriage] but she was not willing to 
restore a loving relationship that we had for 26 years...I can't 
describe how severe the grief was that I experienced...it was amazing 
how friends and family pulled back [from me] as if I had 
a contagious disease. Now throw in the lawyers and division of all 
the assets that we had worked so hard to acquire. Plus the guilt I felt 
for being a christian and getting a divorce.

I must say that I felt like a total failure and definitely had set up camp 
in a dark valley. At this point, it became my choice to trust God and 
live a godly life or become depressed and bitter.

It has now been six years since the breakdown of my marriage and I 
can now say that even though my life has been hard over the last few 
years it has been incredibly rich. I have become...a more faithful 
man...I am amazed how God can take a bad situation and redeem it 
for good.

Iain Provain writes, “Psalm 88, even in the darkest moment, is still a 
prayer of faith...faith hanging on by its fingertips.”7 As a pastor I 
have seen and walked with many people through their “great lament” 
and I have found one thing to be true: when difficulty crashes in upon 
a life, people either run towards God, or away from Him. 
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In Psalm 88, we do not encounter the miracle of deliverance, we 
encounter the the miracle of perseverance. With darkness closing in 
on him, the psalmist stubbornly clings to God, faith hanging on by its 
fingertips, and he continues to pray to the God who hears, the God 
who is present.

We need Psalm 88 in our Bible, because until Jesus returns, some of 
us will experience Psalm 88 moments. And we need to know how we 
can pray, what we can pray, and that God will hear these kinds of 
prayers and receive them as worship. 

Response Song: Healing Is In Your Hands
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