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David Powlison on the Imprecatory Psalms

WorshipGod08, Friday, Aug. 1, 2008

The imprecatory prayers of the psalms are the psalmists attempts to answer this question: What do we do with the question of evil?

We must first understand that the anger of God at evil is one of his excellencies.


“It would be impossible for a moral being to stand in the presence of perceived wrong indifferent and unmoved. Jesus burned with anger against the wrongs he met with in his journey through human life as truly as he melted with pity at the sight of the world’s misery; and it was out of these two emotions that his actual mercy proceeded.” (B.B. Warfield, “The Emotional Life of Our Lord”)

There is a combination of justice and mercy that go together and they can never be taken apart. 

The imprecatory psalms are a whole lot easier to understand if you see yourself as standing inside the problem ​of evil as a participant in the problem of evil, rather than seeing yourself as outside the problem of evil.

Two things goof up the imprecatory psalms. 

The first is to see myself as righteous, and to view others as the bad people over there, or those people who don’t do what I like, or those people who aren’t part of my group or nationality. Those are the bad people and I’m perfectly content to allow God’s wrath to be on them. But I am the good. That’s standing outside the problem of evil, rather than as a participant.

The second view is to say, “I’m just too nice and kind of a human being to go for all that primitive, un-Christian venting of violent emotion.” Those who believe the Bible is the Word of God are embarrassed about those sentiments, and apologize for them. The people who criticize the Bible reject the imprecatory Psalms as primitive, barbaric, un-Christian sentiments. Either way, we put ourselves outside the problem of evil. The fact is, we cannot understand the imprecatory psalms unless we stand inside the problem.

Most of the smoke and fog around the imprecatory Psalms comes because we wrench them out of their context. We must read the whole context, the whole Psalm, and the whole of Scripture. When we do that, these Psalms make sense, and have to do with the very heart of our faith.

Six Comments on Understanding the Context of the Imprecatory Psalms

1. 
An imprecation is asking God to do what he has promised to do: destroy evil.

Ps. 1 – the way of the wicked will perish. 

God has staked his very character and goodness on the fact that he hates those who abuse, and wrong, and hurt, and kill, and betray, and lie, and maim, and are cruel and predatory. He hates and will destroy those who defame his name. 

An imprecation is a plea for God to destroy evil. “Make right all that is so wrong.” That plea is at the center of our hope as Christian people, that God will act on what he has promised to do.

2. 
Ultimately, Satan is the one that that the Psalmists are asking to be destroyed.

So often when the imprecatory psalms are discussed, this question isn’t asked.

The Psalms are very specific about what kind of being is being talked about.

Ps. 109 and 69 are probably the two most extended imprecatory psalms. In Ps. 109, we see a picture of someone who is a liar, a deceiver, an accuser, a killer, a predator, a betrayer, and malicious. The word “accuser” is used three times, along with works like killer, murderer, liar, deceiver, and destroyer.


When we hear the impact of who these curses are being called down on, there is a face that presses through. And it is the face of Satan. It is the face of the evil one, who is the liar and murderer. This is all over the imprecatory psalms.

One of the pieces of understanding these psalms is viewing them in light of passages like Eph. 6:12 “We do not fight against flesh and blood but against spiritual powers of wickedness.” 

Satan has children (John 8:44). “You are in the image of your father who is a liar and murderer from the beginning.” Human beings fulfill that image and that is part of these psalms. We are praying against those who are an embodiment of the lie.

3. 
Ultimately, Jesus is the one praying the imprecatory psalms. 

The person that is praying is described as a victim, sufferer, the poor, the needy, the afflicted, the despairing, the one who is in pain, the innocent, the one who has done good, who has loved his enemies and they have returned evil, the one who is God-reliant. It is a picture of all purity and goodness and love for enemy. It is essentially a picture of Christ. 

The Psalms are in a sense “ours.” But in their original Old Testament version, in a fundamental sense, they are for Christ. What we ultimately see in the imprecatory Psalms is Christ and Christ’s enemies. 

In these prayers the psalmists aren’t simply vindictive, vengeful, and asking God to blow their enemies off. We hear things like, “Oh Lord, save me, help me, I cry to you. Deliver me. Show your steadfast love and faithfulness to me.”

We see this all through the Bible. God saves Israel out of Egypt by destroying Pharaoh and Egypt. He ruins those who serve idolatrous gods. How does God protect the psalmists when they take refuge in him? He destroys their enemies. Ps. 9 and 10 are psalms of passionate calling out for refuge and protection and God’s aid and his steadfast love, and they involve the destruction of enemies. They go together.

One of the reasons we have had trouble understanding the imprecatory psalms is the way the wrath of God has been preached. Usually it’s preached in a way to make us squirm. It’s a warning: you better repent or else. And that is there.

But that’s not all that’s there. In fact, it’s almost 50/50. The other half of the wrath of God is the wrath of God as our hope. Think of Romans 12. “Beloved, never avenge yourself, but leave it of the wrath of God.” Here, the wrath of God isn’t presented as something we should be afraid of, but something we put our hope in. That frees us from the impulse to vengeance, bitterness, and hatred. That frees us to love our enemies. 

Ps. 10 is the same. It is a chilling psalm where a predator is out to get me. It is hair-raising. The last line is unique in the Bible. It is a cry that “man who is of the earth may cause terror no more.” It is a cry of deliverance, asking God to destroy the terrorizers. Jer. 20:13 says something similar. 

The sufferer is ultimately the innocent victim, Lord Christ, and in an extended sense, us. 

4. 
Those who pray imprecations are aware of their own guilt.

The psalmist is keenly conscious that he is part of the problem of evil.

There is a tension in these psalms.

Ps. 69 – “O God, you know my folly and my wrongs are not hidden from you.” In other words, I’m liable to judgment because I’m evil.

Ps. 69:6 “O Lord, do not let those who hope in you be put to shame through me, O Lord God of hosts. Let not those who seek you be brought to dishonor through me, O God of Israel.”

I deserve death, I deserve the imprecations, except for the grace of God. 

5. 
The cup of wrath that God promises the wicked will drink in Ps. 75:6-8 is the cup that Jesus drinks.

“I am overwhelmed with sorrow, even to the point of death. My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from me. Nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will” (Mt. 26:38-39, 42, 44)

Jesus is drinking the cup of malediction, the cup of destruction, the cup of imprecation that is to fall upon the wicked. It is not accident that in the same context, Matthew 26, there is another cup – the cup of mercy. “Drink of it, all of you, for this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Mt. 26:27).

Jesus looks at his enemies and says, “Father, forgive them,” and then he drinks their cup.

Rom. 5:8 While we were enemies, Christ died for us.

What we do with evil will cause us to grow up in our faith like nothing else.

Rom. 12, we are called to lay aside all vengeance, to love our enemies. We are also called to hate what is evil and to love what is good. Can we do both of those things? Yes. 

There are some good intentions in the counsel to “Love the sinner and hate the sin.” But it’s rather a cheap way of trying to capture this. We are called to hate what is evil, and people are included in that. We are also called to love our enemies. 

6. 
We are called to be like God in our attitude toward evil and those who are evil. 

One of the most central revelations of God’s  character is in Exodus 34:6-7:  “The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty.”

God will destroy impenitent iniquity. Yet he forgives sins, and is merciful, gracious, and compassionate. 

The phrase “steadfast love and faithfulness” is used of people as well as God. We are called to love our enemies and hate what is evil. We are being called to be like, in fundamental character, the living God. 

Application:

How does this affect the way we worship God? There has to be a way in the way we pray, sing, and talk that we say at the same time, “What that man did is evil and wrong. I plead with you that you will destroy evil, and heal and protect and restore the broken and victimized. And if it is your will, forgive them now. You did not hold my sin against me. Please forgive and transform that person. If you’re not going to do that, please take him out of circulation. Don’t let evil run the earth. And Lord, come back.”

Christians of all stripes in all sorts of ways pray and sing the imprecatory psalms all the time. It is at the center of any Christian expression of faith that he will right all wrongs and destroy evil, even death.

The Lord’s prayer has seven requests. Five of them have implicit in them the thrust of the imprecatory psalms, the destruction of evil. “Hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come. Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Lead us not into temptation (suffering and lies). Deliver us from evil.” These are all a plea that God will make things right.

At the end of the Bible, “Come, Lord Jesus,” is a plea that Jesus will come and cleanse the earth of all sources of hurt, death, lying, and evil. We deserve the curses, but Jesus drank our cup to the dregs. Now he sends us out as his ambassadors to hate evil with all our hearts and to love our enemies with all our hearts, and we hold the two together because God holds the two together.

