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Introduction

This morning we are going to be considering whateh been termed the
“Imprecatory Psalms.” And | will warn you that thest part of this sermon will be more
like a lecture than a sermon; however, if the Latitls and if time allows, things will
become extremely practical after | build for yobasic, yet accurate, understanding of
what the psalms of imprecation are and entail.

Before we begin our discussion on the imprecat@alms in specific, it will be
profitable to say a few words about the book of Bsalms in general. The title of the
book of Psalms in Hebrew ®ellihim which literally means “praises.Our English title,
“Psalms,” comes from the title of some of the majneek versions of the book of
Psalms,Psalmoi, which literally means “song®Thus, the book of the Psalms is a
collection of 150 praises, prayers, and songs sumg@ God. As | have mentioned
before® the greatest contribution that the Psalms makiégowhole of Scripture is that
they are the recording not of God’s word to mamagh as man’s word to God. This
should tell us something about their use: in thekbaf Psalms we learn how we ought
and ought not approach God.

John Calvin suggested that the Psalms are “an rayand all parts of the souf*”

In the Psalms we see men of God at the higheseights and the lowest of lows. The
Psalms are not lacking in one single human emofibis is why many have considered
the book of Psalms to be just as much a revelatianan than of God. And one of the
major implications of this book is that you cantgoGod in any and every stage of your
life, bearing what C. Hassel Bullock terms a “nakesesty.® The example set forth by
the psalmists is that we are to go to God botthatapex of happiness and satisfaction
and at the apex of depression and anger. What Gotsvirom you, as is clear from the
Psalms, is honesty. He does not want you to comsking yourself, your fears, your
delights, or even your anger. The Psalms are dtation to come to Christ bearing forth
your heart in whatever condition it may be.

This reality is going to be ever clear as we sttityyimprecatory psalms (or the
psalms of imprecation). More specifically, the psslof imprecation teach us how we are
to come before God with anger and a desire forgeish the face of injustice. The
imprecatory psalms are just one shade in the maltred pallet of the Psalms. Before
we actually look at some of the imprecatory psaitnsould be a good idea to define
what an imprecation is and how it relates to whdbund in the pages of the Psalms.

Defining Imprecation

! C. Hassell BullockEncountering the Book of Psaln#s Literary and Theological Introduction
Encountzering Bible Studies (Grand Rapids: Bakerd&gaic, 2001), 22.
Ibid.
®In a sermon | preached on August 2, 2009 in a sertitled “The Silence of God.” See:
http://www.biblecreed.com/media/Psalm%2088.pdf
* In Bullock, Encountering the Book of Psaln®3.
® Ibid., 138.




Although | am never generally satisfied with strgiito entries given in standard,
secular dictionaries while doing biblical studispécifically), it might be helpful to just
take a look at how a common dictionary defineswioed “imprecation.” The Random
House Webster’'s College Dictionary suggests thamfwecate is “to call down evil on”
or to call down a [curse] on someone or somethirgccording to Webster's an
imprecation is the act of calling evil or a curg®mn someone (or maybe even something).
This actually may not be all that bad of a defomti depending upon what they mean by
‘evil’ and/or ‘curse.” When most people they thiok calling down curses, they have in
their minds wiccan witches, trolls, totem pollsjjaiboards, and the famous superstition
revolving around the evil eye in animistic culturBsit the images of Harry Potter and/or
the cursed apple from Snow White ought not be Mihstt comes into your mind when
you think of the psalms of imprecation.

In the realm of biblical studies, to imprecateries the meaning of praying to
God that His judgment fall upon the wicked. Andstid what the psalms of imprecation
are all about; they are prayers to God that He troghrcome the enemies of the psalmist
in judgment. And thus an imprecation is the acpi@ying that God might exact justice
by completely destroying the wicked. It is vitahthyou get a specific understanding of
these imprecatory psalms. The best way to undetdbase psalms is to think of them in
terms of prayers as opposed to curses. Consideiollosving statement by Angel M.
Rodriquez;

“...these imprecations are not primarily curses, matyers—entreating God to
punish the enemies of the psalmist in a particwiay. It is true that at times we
find what could be called a formula of cursing... bius used as part of a prayer
addressed to God.”

John Day helpfully suggests that the psalms ofr@cgtion are “cries to the God
of justice to execute his justice in the here ao on behalf of his severely oppressed or
defeated people’’He concludes that these prayers of imprecatiorbaesé understood as
“plea[s] for divine vengeancé.”

| am assuming that some of you have never evemdhef the psalms of
imprecation, and you are already beginning to goeshe validity or maybe even the
morality of such prayers. You may be asking, “Hotda second, | thought Jesus told us
to love and pray for our enemies, and now you @tie¢) me to incite God to come upon
them in fierce judgment?” Just hold on to your hetke validity and relevance of such
prayers will become clear as we move along.

This morning we will be taking just a sampling froamong the psalms of
imprecation; we will not be looking at all of thepsalms. But if you were wondering
how many of these prayers can be found throughwmutbok of Psalms, here is a list:
Psalms 35, 55, 59, 69, 79, 109, and 138M.0f these Psalms are at least generally agreed
upon as falling into the category of “Psalms of tegation.”

® Random House Webster's College Diction@igw York: Random House, 199@&76.

’ John N. Day, “The Pillars of Imprecatiombuchstone: A Journal of Mere Christianit9, no. 9
(2005): 33.

8 Ibid.

? | got this list from BullockEncountering the Book of Psaln28.



Psalm 35:1-8; Psalm 109:1-20; Psalm 137:7-9
This morning we will be looking at the following réke imprecatory psalms.
Before making any comments on them, | want to taach all.

(Psalm 35:1-81 Oppose my opponents, LORD; fight those who fight2 Take
Your shields—large and small—and come to my ai@r&v the spear and
javelin against my pursuers, and assure me: "l aurydeliverance." 4 Let those
who seek to kill me be disgraced and humiliatetifHese who plan to harm me
be turned back and ashamed. 5 Let them be likeshingke wind, with the angel
of the LORD driving them away. 6 Let their way laekdand slippery, with the
angel of the LORD pursuing them. 7 They hid thetrfar me without cause; they
dug a pit for me without cause. 8 Let ruin comehon unexpectedly, and let the
net that he hid ensnare him; let him fall into i-His ruin.

(Psalm 109:1-20) 1 God of my praise, do not bensil2 For wicked and deceitful
mouths open against me they speak against me wiitly tongues. 3 They
surround me with hateful words and attack me wittcawse. 4 In return for my
love they accuse me, but I continue to pray. 5 Thpgy me evil for good, and
hatred for my love.

6 Set a wicked person over him; let an accuserdsédrhis right hand. 7 When he
is judged, let him be found guilty, and let hisymabe counted as sin. 8 Let his
days be few; let another take over his position.L& his children be
fatherless and his wife a widow. 10 Let his chitdveander as beggars, searching
[for food] far from their demolished homes. 11 ketreditor seize all he has; let
strangers plunder what he has worked for. 12 Lebne show him kindness, and
let no one be gracious to his fatherless childiEhLet the line of his descendants
be cut off; let their name be blotted out in thextngeneration. 14 Let his
forefathers' guilt be remembered before the LOR1a, @o not let his mother's sin
be blotted out. 15 Let their sins always remairoleethe LORD, and let Him cut
off [all] memory of them from the earth.

16 For he did not think to show kindness, but pedsthe wretched poor and the
brokenhearted in order to put them to death. 17ldd@d cursing—let it fall on
him; he took no delight in blessing—Ilet it be feonfi him. 18 He wore cursing
like his coat—Ilet it enter his body like water agwlinto his bones like oil. 19 Let
it be like a robe he wraps around himself, likeedt Ine always wears. 20 Let this
be the LORD's payment to my accusers, to thosespdek evil against me.

(Psalm 137:7-9)Remember, LORD, [what] the Edomites said that day a
Jerusalem: "Destroy it! Destroy it down to its falations!" 8 Daughter Babylon,
doomed to destruction, happy is the one who paysbgck what you have done
to us. 9 Happy is he who takes your little ones @dahes them against the rocks.

Four Points
| want to point out 4 different motifs which areiguevident in each of these
psalms of imprecatiorf-irst, what are the Psalmists doing in these passagayh§



This is what imprecatory psalms are—they are nogicah curses, they are prayers
inciting God to come upon the wicked in judgmenuYvill see that this is the case from
Psalm 35:1, 109:1, and 137:7. These are all pesitthrected to God, asking Him to get
involved.

Second | want you to notice the nature of David’s enermy35:4 he identifies
his enemy as “those who seek to kill me,” and tikensee in 35:7 that they did so
without a cause. Look at the nature of the enenBsam 109:16-17: the man that David
is praying against in Psalm 109 seeks to explaiiate, and ultimately annihilate the
poor and needy, those whom God has called us tegirand defend the most. We also
see the man (or men) in Psalm 109 are those wheodoksing and hate blessing; in other
words, they are those who love destruction andstiezlding of blood—they delight in
death as opposed to life. Look at the nature ofetimy in Psalm 137. The psalmist in
137 is praying against those who brutally destroyedpeople of God. Notice what he
says in verses 8-9; the psalmist (on behalf ofpeigple, Israel) prays that God would
repay these evil brutes for what they did to thamg then he identifies what the enemy
did to them (the Isrealites) in verse 9; they ddgheir children upon the rocks. Thus, the
statement, “Happy is he who takes your little oard dashes them against the rocks,”
says more about the wickedness of the enemiesadl Ithan it does about the desires of
the Psalmist. The psalmist (on behalf of the Ist@®)l is merely reminding God of the
evil nature of their enemy, petitioning him to dotheir enemies what their enemies did
to them.

In other words, the enemies of David are not jusliés on a play ground. David
is not crying out for God to come down and smitsmeone who has just cut him off in
traffic, spit on his cheeseburger, or teepeed bisb; these are prayers against those who
are literally trying to Kkill, steal, and destroyaldd’s enemies were pursuing him, but they
were not pursuing him to give him a noogie, a swiok even to trash him in a dumpster;
they were pursuing David to thrust a javelin in Biaek of his head. They wanted nothing
more than to spill his blood.

What's my point? These prayers are only to be gay the case of extreme
injustice. You do not pray an imprecatory prayesiagt someone who has merely rubbed
you the wrong way, committed some sort of a minfnaiction against you or your family,
or against someone who has ripped you off. Thes@maayers deserved for the worst of
injustices.

The third thing that | want you to notice is the nature oé thsalmist’'s pleas.
What is the basic thrust of the psalmist’s plea&ide. The psalmist do not pray these
prayers as blood thirsty men; rather they are meyedying that God repay the wicked
for what they have done. This is most clearly seeRsalm 137:8-9; “Happy is the one
who pays you back what you have done to us. Happe iwho takes your little ones and
dashes them against the rocks.” As said above,rélsals something more about the
enemies of the psalmist than it does about thempsahimself.

In fact, this statement is what is called a ‘symooys parallelism.” This sounds
like quite the big phrase, but it really isn’t. Tliea of parallelism is that you have two
lines that say the same thing just in different svayhey are like parallel lines on a train
track. The rail on the left is different from thalron the right, and yet they are basically
the same. Thus it is with a synonymous paralleliBmlock suggests that a synonymous
parallelism simply “means that the thought patierone line conforms to the pattern in



the successive line'® Actually what we find in this particular paralit is that the
second line clarifies in a more detailed way whaswaid in the first line. In other words
when he says, “Happy is he who takes your littlesoand dashes them against the rocks”
he is clarifying what he meant when he said; “Hajgpthe one who pays you back what
you have done to us.” All this prayer is, then,asprayer that the Edomites and
Babylonians get dealt with according to their omansgressions. The psalmist is praying
that their punishment fits their crime. What wasitltrime? Dashing the children of the
Israelites against the rocks. What would be anfitppunishment in light of this crime?
Having their children dashed against the rocks.sTikinot to say that this form of
punishment was being suggested or was implemendditer, this is merely a way of
communicating the idea of just punishment—punishnfigimg the crime. And this is an
actual historical fact. When the Babylonians raksedcJerusalem in 586 BC (and years
prior), this is how horridly they dealt with theilclien of the Israelites. And it is also
historically true that the Edomites were right thatheering the Babylonians along,
helping them deal mercilessly and inhumanely wstia¢l and her children.

Psalm 109 is very similar in this respect. Althbut09:6-15 may sound quite
troubling at first, once you consider the sort adnmthe psalmist is praying against, the
imprecations make much more sense. The psalmisterely praying that this wicked
man be repaid according to the depth of his trassgon. Some have difficulty with the
psalmist’'s prayers against the children and wiféghefenemy. But with an understanding
of how the ancient world works, such a prayer,@ltfh completely removed from us,
makes sense. In the ancient world a man’s honorgaod name was bound up in his
posterity and in the good fortune of those hetleftarry on his name. The prayers of the
psalmist against the children of the enemy havenhingtto do with the children
themselves, it has everything to do with the enehtiyhe is praying is that the honor and
good name of the enemy would die with him. The mpsstl does not wish evil upon his
enemy’s wife or children; rather he is praying fadgment to befall the man, and the
worst thing for a man is to have his honor die vhiiim.

The fourth thing | want you to notice is this: notice that miere in these
passages do you find the psalmists taking mattosiheir own hands, exacting justice in
their own power. What do the psalmists do in theefaf grave injusticeThese psalms
of imprecation are the record of the psalmist’'s qido rest in God as their avenger
They cry out to God, trusting that He will deal hvitis enemies. You must understand
that the psalms of imprecation do not incite angreviolence; rather they provide the
believer a way of channeling anger and the demangustice by putting vengeance in
the hands of God. | wrote a paper titled, “Freed Rép Love: The Importance of the
Imprecatory Psalms.” This is what is so beautifubat the imprecatory psalms: it is that
they give the offended and defiled a way to chatimeir anger, leaving it at the feet of
Jesus trusting that He will exact justice upondffender. This, in turn, frees the victim
up from the pursuit and demands of vengeance te. lafter all, what does Paul say in
Romans 12:19?

Friends, do not avenge yourselves; instead, leaaenr for His wrath. For it is
written: Vengeance belongs to Me; | will repagays the Lord.

19 Bullock, Encountering the Book of Psaln®s.



The imprecatory psalms are the outworking of suctommand given by the
apostle Paul. You see, David had every opportutotyannihilate those who were
pursuing him. Just read 1 Samuel and see how nraeg David spares Saul’s life when
he had a chance to kill both he and his men, kngul well that Saul was the one who
was seeking to kill him (see 1 Samuel 24; 26). Davas freed up to love Saul even
while Saul was seeking to kill him because he veliehimself of the responsibility and
duty of avenging himself. He trusted that God waisg to avenge him and thus he could
spend his energies on love and honor as opposedusing on hate and revenge. Now,
did David have to deal with anger? You bet he Hig, he did not let his anger control
him. He took his anger to God and laid it at Histférusting Him with the rest.

Piper on Trusting the Promise of Romans 12:19
Consider what John Piper, in his boékiture Gracehad to say about the
importance of trusting God to avenge.

The issue of releasing grudges is an issu@itth in God’s promises of future
grace—the future grace of judgment on the offenidl@ve believe God’s promise,
‘Vengeance is mine, | will repay,’ then we will nbglittle God with our inferior

efforts to improve upon his justice. We will leabe matter with him and live in
the freedom of love toward our enemy—whether trengnrepents or ndt:

It is when a persodoesn’tlay injustice at the feet of Jesus that he hasaxte
judgment on his own. It is when a person doesrrigotheir anger to Jesus, channeling it
through trust in the promises and character of Guat, his anger begins to control him.
You see, the way to deal with anger is not to metthat it doesn’t exist; it is not to
suppress it. The way to deal with anger is to bring Christ, and let the promises of
God speak to that anger. After all, why does amagee? Because of injustice! But anger
must not be suppressed; it must be brought to trd,laid at His feet. The only way
anger can truly be dealt with is through trust. Masople try to deal with it by numbing
it with some sort of emotional Novocain, coverirtgup with a superficial joy and
happiness. But if you deal with your anger by numglit, you will, in the process, numb
your ability to experience joy and peace as wetheBs try to deal with their anger by
drowning it in a bottle. Anger is the emotionalpesse to injustice.

Unfortunately, many people in this world are quickget angry because they
think themselves to be at the center of the une/eaad thus they consider it an injustice
when they don’t get their way all the time. Thistsaf anger does need to be repented of.

Piper goes on to suggest that God has promisedke @ll, Christians and non-
Christians, pay their sin debt in full. The sin tebChristian’s has been paid in full by
Christ on the cross and the sin debt of unbeliewglisbe heaped upon them forever in
hell. Either way, God’s people must trust his preesi of restitution. God will deal with
injustice, and thus the people of God need nottguatice on their own.

Have You Prayed Imprecations?

11 30hn PiperThe Purifying Power of Living by Faith in Future &&e (Sisters: Intervarsity Press,
1995), 266.



Most of those who decry the psalms of imprecatianehactually prayed them on
numerous occasions without even realizing it. B@ngple, no matter their stance on the
war in Iraq or Afghanistan, most Christians havaypd for justice to be exacted upon
Saddam Hussein and those involved in the 9/11ristrattacks because of their violent,
God-less ways (even while praying for their conva@rs How many of you in here have
prayed to God that he would grant the US and h@sasuccess in the war against
terrorism and terrorists? | hear people prayingtics sort of thing all the time. This, my
friends, is an imprecatory prayer. By praying facsess in our battle against terrorism,
you are praying that God would bring the terrorigisjustice. The only difference
between your imprecatory prayers and the impreggicayers in the book of Psalms is
that yours are couched in politically correct laage. Let me put it this way: the only
difference between your imprecatory prayers andrtipeecatory prayers in the psalms is
that your prayers are general (“We pray that yowld:@rant our soldiers victory in the
battle against terrorism and terrorists”) while thgalmists prayers against the unjust
were specific (We pray that the blood of the tastsrwould pool on the ground). The
prayer is the same; the only difference is the Uaigg in which it is couched.

The burning desire for justice that springs uphi@ heart when a human hears of
rape, spousal or child abuse, abortion, incesthdd pornography actually ought to lead
Christians to the throne of grace asking God toimeilved by bringing the perpetrators
to justice.

Consider these words from C. S. Lewis;

“the absence of anger, especially the sort of angpech we call indignation, can,
in my opinion, be a most alarming symptot.”

In other words, a lack of desire for justice agathese who commit unthinkable,
gross injustice is an indication that something giase awry in the moral thermometer of
man. When man can witness or even hear about satkvasted injustice (whether it be
rape, incest, or any other sort of gross injustweghout a desire for restitution, the heart
needs examination. Perhaps one has become so itieednby the graphic images
spewing forth from Hollywood or the internet thatjustice has simply become
commonplace, a reality that we just have to livéehwihe psalms of imprecation, thus,
provide the believer a channel to deal with hisfheate, God-given demand for justice
without having to take matters into their own hands

Conclusion
| just want to end by drawing your attention to th®o most important

implications of the imprecatory psalms for youelifFirst, the imprecatory psalms give
you an outlet to channel feelings of anger that arése in your heart at the news of gross
injustice. And the result of such channeling frges up to love as Jesus loved. You can
love your enemies. The imprecatory psalms do notradict Jesus’ commands regarding
love and forgiveness toward enemies, rather thelenmapossible without at the same
time losing your innate, God-given demand for jesti Without the psalms of
imprecation it would be impossible to love as Jelsw®d. But since we can relieve

12C.S. LewisReflections on the PsalriSan Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1959), 30.



ourselves of the duty of exacting justice we caensipour efforts on love as opposed to
revenge. Thus, the imprecatory psalms promote peace

We live in a world full of injustice, and thus tlmprecatory psalms are just as
relevant for life today than they were in the antiworld. These prayers of imprecation
are not magical, they are simply the pleas of tepfe of God inciting God to come to
their rescue or to the rescue of someone they [blie.righteous trust the character of
God; they trust His promises and release themsétoes the burden and responsibility
of exacting revenge in their own power.

Resting in God’s promise regarding vengeance fyeaup for love.



