Psalm 88: Psalms of Discontent
When the Discontent is created by God
Psalm 88a
A song. A psalm of the Sons of Korah. For the director of music. 
According to mahalath leannoth.b  A maskilc of Heman the Ezrahite. 
1 Lord, you are the God who saves me;

day and night I cry out to you. 

2 May my prayer come before you; 

turn your ear to my cry. 

3 I am overwhelmed with troubles 

and my life draws near to death. 

4 I am counted among those who go down to the pit; 

I am like one without strength. 

5 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. 

6 You have put me in the lowest pit, 

in the darkest depths. 

7 Your wrath lies heavily on me; 

you have overwhelmed me with all your waves.d  

8 You have taken from me my closest friends 

and have made me repulsive to them. 

I am confined and cannot escape; 

9
my eyes are dim with grief. 

I call to you, Lord, every day; 

I spread out my hands to you. 

10 Do you show your wonders to the dead? 

Do their spirits rise up and praise you? 

11 Is your love declared in the grave, 

your faithfulness in Destructione? 

12 Are your wonders known in the place of darkness, 

or your righteous deeds in the land of oblivion? 

13 But I cry to you for help, Lord; 

in the morning my prayer comes before you. 

14 Why, Lord, do you reject me 

and hide your face from me? 

15 From my youth I have suffered and been close to death; 

I have borne your terrors and am in despair. 

16 Your wrath has swept over me; 

your terrors have destroyed me. 

17 All day long they surround me like a flood; 

they have completely engulfed me. 

18 You have taken from me friend and neighbour— 

darkness is my closest friend. 

The bible (it hopefully doesn’t surprise you) is full of theology: sometimes though it seems a daunting task to get that theology out.  One of the exciting things about studying the Book of Psalms is that it gives a voice to that theology.  They can give us a confidence to speak about how we see the world, knowing that we do so from a bedrock biblical orthodoxy.  With the Psalms of contentment that voice is naturally praise as we speak of the world ordered as God intended.  Here in the Psalms of discontent the voice is consistently one of complaint.  And complaints raised to God.
We are in the middle of the sermons on Psalms of Discontent.  Last week, when Kelvin preach on Psalm 13 the discontent was created from without, from enemies that surrounded the Psalmist.  Next week, if my guess about the sermon content is correct then the discontent will be created from within, from our own sin.  This week, we look at Psalm 88 where the discontent is created by God and the complaints are raised to God about his own actions.  This straight away puts us into interesting theological territory.
There is a uniqueness to Psalm 88.  Most Psalms of discontent move naturally from complaint to the promise of hope and then to praise.  But not with Psalm 88, it stays firmly with complaint.  The only other Psalm which doesn’t come around to hope at the end is Psalm 143.  I encourage you to read it and compare it to Psalm 88.  I had real difficultly making any suggestions for hymns for the service.  After a reasonably extensive search I found no hymns based on Psalm 88.  All the hymn-writers have followed the natural inclination to focus on the joy of knowing God, and the hope that comes from it.  So there are plenty of hymns based on other Psalms but none on this one.  The theologian Walter Brueggemann called this Psalm an “embarrassment to conventional faith” (Message of the Psalms, pg. 78).  Certainly for Western Christians, it seems difficult to dwell in the unrelieved complaints of this Psalm.
Psalm 6 is slightly easier; here too God is identified as the source of the discontent, but the suffering is recognised as an act of discipline.  As there is a reason given for the suffering, there is hope for it ending and we are much more comfortable with that.  Even in the book of Job, where there are many parallel to the complaints raised by the Psalmist, even here God turns up in the end, and we can see hope restored.
Psalm 88 ends, “Darkness is my closest friend”.  The Psalm cautions us against ever making a glib assertion of faith, or treating too casually the goodness of God.
The glimmer of hope for us is that the Psalmist can still offer his words as a prayer to the “God who saves”.  The Psalm broadly has a three part structure.  Three times there is the testimony of sustained prayer: verses 1-2, 9, 13.  Three times there is the experience of darkness: v 6, 12, 18.  Three times there is the facing of death: v 5, 10, 15.  The Psalmist still has the faith to know the LORD as the God who saves but experiences no hope in the face of death.
Kelvin in last week’s sermon asked us think about whether we could shout at God?  This Psalm gives us an unrestrained example as the Psalmist lays bare exactly what he thinks God has done to him.
You have put me in the lowest pit
Your wrath lies heavily on me
you have overwhelmed me
You have taken from me my closest friends
Your wrath
your terrors
you reject me
I read this Psalm and I hear anger, frustration and desperation.  Raw emotion and real prayer.  An example of prayer to encourage us to talk to God in whatever emotional state we are in.  The Psalmist shows us that God doesn’t want us to sort out our anger or grief before we come to him.  Many of the books I read suggested that Psalm 88 could read by people who are already in the darkest of places as a source of encouragement.  That advice doesn’t sit well with me.  I read this more as a prayer for Christians in the good times to be used as spiritual preparation for when the hard times come.
Illness, suffering and particularly, depression cause feelings of isolation for the sufferer.  It is one of the most pernicious symptoms.  There is a particular hardship for the Christian who at the point of most need find themselves feeling isolated from the God who loves them.  The Psalmist imagined himself on the threshold of a place where even God will not find him.  A place of oblivion where he will be forgotten about by everyone - even God.  Christians who have been in a dark place will tell of how prayer becomes a struggle and bible reading meaningless.  Even though this is because of the illness, and not any spiritual failing, it can add more guilt and dark thoughts into the Christian’s life.  Some will tell that they were afraid of sharing their struggle for fear of judgement.  Within a church fellowship, the suffering of a friend can be a challenge to the wider faith.  There can be a danger that we try to be the voice of God and fill the silence, or saying nothing because we feel we ought to be the voice of God but don’t have the words.  It is very challenging to stand alongside and wait with them for answers.
In our Psalm, even when God is seen as the source of the discontent: God is also seen as the source of the solution.  More than that there is an insistent cry that God should be acting.  Even more than that there is a sense that the Psalmist is justified in his complaint that God is not acting.  But not because he has done anything to deserve it.  The Psalmist makes no claim that God owes him anything.  The complaint is justified because of the standard God has set himself.  In the opening chapter of Genesis, we read that God declared creation good, but it it’s not now so surely God will act to restore it.  God by his own declaration is a God of justice so there should be justice.  God by his own declaration is a God of mercy so there should be mercy.  The people of God are a covenant people, and covenant people understand that there are promises between them and God.  This psalm is an outburst founded on the theological understanding that irrespective of how well the people are doing in living up to the promise.  God has declared himself to be a God of Faithfulness and so he will be faithful.

We too are covenant people and live in the expectant tension of the covenant.  We know things should be better than they are because God has told that this is not how things should be.  In the Gospels, the Kingdom is at hand but yet still to come.  Jesus’ death and resurrection was the end of sin and death but the beginning of the kingdom in which we would experience freedom from them.  So when Paul wrote to the Christians in Rome and told them that he was convinced that “neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation [be that illness, suffering depression], will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.
”  He was not telling them how they would feel, but assuring us that God never wants to let us go.
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a In Hebrew texts 88:1–18 is numbered 88:2–19.


b Title: Possibly a tune, “The Suffering of Affliction”


c Title: Probably a literary or musical term


d The Hebrew has Selah (a word of uncertain meaning) here and at the end of verse 10.


e Hebrew Abaddon
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