Let’s pray together, Father God we thank you so much for this day, in
the midst of what seems like a really dark time, we recognize you shining like a light, and you call us to be a light as well. Lord, help us to
know the authority you give us to be fully transparent with what is going on in our lives. What an incredibility gift you have given us the ability to speak our minds and our hearts and pour out our hearts to you.
Help us to see the value of lament in recognizing your sovereignty and
trusting you to guide us as we go forward. We pray this in the precious
name of Jesus Christ, Amen.

So here we are a couple weeks in on the lockdown, still doing our services online and that’s ok, because we are reminded that the building is
not the church, the people are the church. Whether in an office sitting at
a desk, screen casting this to your TV or watching on a smartphone, we
are in this together and we are responsible to praise the God who is consistent even in the midst of this crazy circumstance. We have an opportunity to be a light and to be the hope that this world needs to see. And if
we seize this opportunity and act like the people of God, folks I eagerly
expect that we will see revival and a spiritual awakening in our country.
Now those seem like lofty ideals and that seems like a very positive outlook. Today I want to focus on what might be the negative outlook, and
how the believer theologically and responsibility reflects the depth of
their soul in the middle of the dark day. It is no secret out there folks
that these are hard times. We have members of our church that are having a hard time getting the hours they need to pay the bills. We have others who are expected to work, and the money is not following. We have
others that are dealing with traumatic loss in the midst of this. And we
have even others who are sick and who are trying to get through a health

care system that is overburdened. We may be going through tough stuff
today, but how does the Christian reflect in the middle of this?
We often hear the Paul perspective of the New Testament were Paul says
“rejoice without ceasing.” And sometimes that’s made into a hallmark
card that we throw around. We might say, “turn that frown upside
down,” or “rejoice, it doesn’t matter what is going on in your life, rejoice!” Folks, I’m not quite sure that is what Paul was getting at. The
same guy who says, “rejoice at all times” says elsewhere “we despaired
of life itself.” Or even in another book that he was suffering so greatly
that he prayed three times that God would take away his affliction, but
God said “no.” Paul says that God would not take away his pain and that
it was God’s choice to leave the pain since in Paul’s weakness he was
strong because he was relying on God. So, if we put all of Paul’s life in
context, it doesn’t really seem to me that Paul is saying that you must be
happy, or that you must project happiness. In fact, I think if we look at
the bigger picture of the Scriptures, we get a perspective that shows that
the people of God are given by God himself the authority to be open and
honest with their emotions, even if they are brutal in their language, if
they understand that God is in control.
Pastor Anthony describes how the name of the book of the Psalms
means “praises.” How interesting that out of these 150 psalms, more of
them are laments than anything else? Now, lament is not really that
common of a word. A lament is an expression of sorrow. A lament is a
reflection on pain in life and then an exhortation, an outpouring of how
things may hurt, how we may be suffering. A lament is a raw and unfiltered expression of the realities of life. First and foremost, remember
that these come in context and contact with a bunch of other psalms that
are praises. So like Pastor Anthony says, Psalms gives us a perspective
on the whole of human life under the authority of God. They describe
not just what to do when the fields are rosy and the bank account is full
and there is food on the table, but also when the shelves are empty,

when it is hard to find supplies, and when we are dealing with loss. How
does the follower of God authentically respond to God in the midst of
these times? I think it starts with this Biblical idea of lament. Laments are
prolific in the book of the Psalms. There are more laments with the book
than any other genre. Laments typical follow a pretty structured outline.
They start with an introduction, something like “Oh God, you are my
God.” And that flows into a pre-petition, “God give heed to my cry.”
That then transitions into the invocation, or the body of the lament. These
bodies are different depending on context, but basically contain the complaint: this is what is going on in life; this is the hard circumstance I am
involved with. That typically then resolves in a note of hope and a petition for God to save. And then laments always resolve with a note of confidence in God’s ability to solve the problem. Except for once.
There is one lament in the psalter that contains no such resolution. No
conclusion of hope, but it ends literally darker than it began. I’m talking
about Psalm 88. Now let me just preface this folks: this is in the Bible,
this is in the Psalms, and this is an honest reflection from the People of
God about their suffering. We are going to encounter language in here
that might feel very uncomfortable. Things that we might think out of
bounds to say, and yet they are here. So, let’s set the record straight. The
fact that this is in the Psalms tells us at least in part that God gives his
people the authority to be totally clear and transparent with him in the
midst of their suffering. Let’s check out Psalm 88:

A Song. A Psalm of the Sons of Korah. To the choirmaster: according to
Mahalath Leannoth. A Maskil of Heman the Ezrahite.
1

O Lord, God of my salvation, I cry out day and night before you. 2 Let
my prayer come before you; incline your ear to my cry! 3 For my soul is
full of troubles, and my life draws near to Sheol. 4 I am counted among

those who go down to the pit; I am a man who has no strength, 5 like
one set loose among the dead, like the slain that lie in the grave, like
those whom you remember no more, for they are cut off from your hand.
6
You have put me in the depths of the pit, in the regions dark and deep. 7
Your wrath lies heavy upon me, and you overwhelm me with all your
waves. Selah 8 You have caused my companions to shun me; you have
made me a horror to them. I am shut in so that I cannot escape; 9 my eye
grows dim through sorrow. Every day I call upon you, O Lord; I spread
out my hands to you. 10 Do you work wonders for the dead? Do the departed rise up to praise you? Selah 11 Is your steadfast love declared in
the grave, or your faithfulness in Abaddon? 12 Are your wonders known
in the darkness, or your righteousness in the land of forgetfulness? 13
But I, O Lord, cry to you; in the morning my prayer comes before you.
14
O Lord, why do you cast my soul away? Why do you hide your face
from me? 15 Afflicted and close to death from my youth up, I suffer your
terrors; I am helpless. 16 Your wrath has swept over me; your dreadful
assaults destroy me. 17 They surround me like a flood all day long; they
close in on me together.
And my personal translation of our last verse get’s closer to the Hebrew:
18

You have caused my beloved and my friend and my companions to
shun me; oh darkness.
What a dismal end to a depressing psalm! Let’s just walk through and
take quick note of the high-octane, crazy language. Make no mistake
about it, this psalmist is saying that it is God himself who is in charge of
the suffering in this psalmist’s life. This is a serious, open, clear, unfiltered, and raw perspective on suffering. Furthermore, this is the darkest
lament in the psalter, and perhaps the darkest in the whole of Scripture.
These laments are not just contained here. We find them elsewhere, especially in the Old Testament. Most of the structure of the book of Job is
a lament. Where Job, the righteous man, suffers immeasurably and then

his friends come and attack him even more. When he tries to defend
himself and express his sorrow, he makes a giant lament. The book of
Lamentations; just think of the name: Lament-ations, is just a bunch of
connected laments. This book is given directly after the destruction of
Jerusalem, with the temple the whole of the Southern Kingdom. It describes the wiping out of the sacrificial system, the loss of the ark, the
destruction of the city and the people taken into exile. We find Lamentations describing the cries of the heart of a people who are suffering. Also, even in the New Testament we see laments. Think about Jesus sweating blood in the garden while his friends are asleep, and he is about to
be betrayed by one of his closest allies. He says, “Father if there is any
way this cup can pass from me, let it be so.” What is that? A Lament!
Laments are a foundational aspect of living in a sinful context and
world, a world that is marred by the effects of rebellion. So, whether us
as sinners or Jesus, the sinless one, taking the sin of the world on himself; when we encounter hard times, theologically, our first response
could rightly be to lament. Lament is a little more than just complaining.
In my opinion, complaining doesn’t seem to have an end goal. It is just
trying to voice what you don’t like. A lament on the other hand is much
more purposeful because a lament is theological. Laments take in context who God is and what he is capable of. Look back at Psalm 88 vs. 1:
O Lord, God of my salvation, I cry out day and night before you. So
once again, this is just a short note in a long treaty on the darkest day of
the soul and yet the introduction recognizes God for who he is. This
psalmist who is giving this terrible lament, recognizes that God is the
God of salvation and that his dark night, though desperate and enduring,
is not the end of the story. So, what can we glean from this about a relationship with God and how to deal with our suffering in light of a national pandemic?
At 11th Street Baptist Church, because we are humans, we are not unfamiliar with tragedy and suffering. I had the great joy of serving as the

interim pastor for most of 2019. And now serving under Pastor Anthony’s leadership, it is a continued joy in my life to be able to serve God
by serving here. And I feel so fortunate to count so many members of
11th Street Baptist as friends. As I’ve gotten to know this church, it has
become apparent to me that we are people acquainted with suffering.
Even before February of this year, before we were on lockdown, we
dealt with loss, trauma, and pain. My guess is that Psalm 88 lands
squarely at the center of your heart at least at some point of your life. I
think that Psalm 88 describes what I would call a “no praise day.” Now
I’m using that term loosely, but here is what I mean: have you ever had
one of those days when you wake up and think, “there is nothing of joy
today”? Maybe you’ve lost a job; maybe a family member has been taken under tragic circumstances; maybe there is some other kind of hurt,
abandonment or otherwise that has created in this day the inability even
speak. And maybe you’ve felt like saying these words, vs. 18 - You have
caused my beloved and my friend and my companions to shun me; oh
darkness. This idea of darkness, saying, “this is a dark day indeed.”
Maybe you’ve been there.
One of the things that Psalm 88 helps us to understand is that the dark
day is not uncommon to humanity because we live in a world marred by
sin. It also shows us how God gives us the authority to open and honest
with him. We don’t have to flip that frown upside-down and pretend like
everything is ok. And if there is one place in the world where we should
be able to come with soul bared and hearts exposed and understand that
we are loved, it is in the arms of God and in the presence of his people.
Whether in the church building or in your houses, we are in this together
and we are informed by these laments that begin with our declaration,
“God of our salvation!” Then we recognize that not everything is alright, life is hard, and it can hurt. There is a time and a place for the dark
day of the soul; there is a time and place for laments; and there is a time
and place for the whole, unfiltered pouring out of our emotions. And this

is by no means a new idea, we are looking at a Psalm that does this.
Psalm 88 resolves at the end of his dark day, “oh darkness.” Have you
ever been there? Have you ever been there on that day?
Being in ministry for some time, I’ve walked with many through those
days and I’ve had those days of my own. It is of extraordinary comfort
to me that our God reaches down and touches us, and says, “let it out,
express your heart, speak your hurt, don’t hold it inside.” Isn’t it amazing that the God who speaks things into existence, who sets the stars in
space, who orders the entire cosmos would care to hear about what is in
our hearts? This God who is the God of the universe intimately appeals
to us and says, “not only to I hear you, but I want to hear the full you.”
That is amazing. Not every night is the darkest night of the soul. If you
get a parking ticket, it’s not the right time to scream, “oh darkness!”
But there is such a thing as the darkest night. Let me tell you though,
even the dark night is not the end of the story. Period! Though Psalm 88
resolves in such a depressing way, it is part of a larger coalition of
Psalms that talk about the praises of our God who does save. Not only
does Psalm 88 recognize that God is the God of our salvation, but it is
set in an entire compilation that resolves in that note of praise that Psalm
88 can’t find in the moment. When Psalm 88 describes the day of darkness it is then enveloped in a larger compilation that describes the glory
of God. This day is not the end of the story, even if we die, because if
we are known by God our future is written in the Book of Life. And this
mortal death is only the start of the grander story. Just flip from Psalm
88 to the very end of the Psalms, the last Psalm, Psalm 150 and look at
the language.

1

Praise the Lord! Praise God in his sanctuary; praise him in his
mighty heavens! 2 Praise him for his mighty deeds; praise him according to his excellent greatness! 3 Praise him with trumpet sound; praise

him with lute and harp! 4 Praise him with tambourine and dance; praise
him with strings and pipe! 5 Praise him with sounding cymbals; praise
him with loud clashing cymbals! 6 Let everything that has breath praise
the Lord! Praise the Lord!
The word we see repeated over and over is the word “Hallelu” which
means, “y’all praise him.” When you attach a “yah” to that, you are adding a shortened, poetic version of God’s personal name in the Old Testament: Yahweh. The praise “Hallelujah” means “y’all praise Yahweh
right now!” Psalm 150 is very personal in that way, calling God’s people to praise him with everything they have. This is the actual last word.
This is the resolution that Psalm 88 couldn’t find. This is the next day
when light breaks through. This is the conclusion. Laments give us an
extraordinary opportunity to be open and raw and unfiltered before our
God and before our church family. But they also expose our desperate
need for the God of our salvation and the sense in which he is always
for us, with us and fighting for us. Though we may have those days
where we say of God, “I feel like you are terrorizing me,” we know that
is not the end of the story. We know that that’s not the conclusion, but
that our God is faithful.
In the midst of a corona-virus lockdown, perhaps this perspective on the
laments is particularly timely. Helping us to understand that God appeals to us in our deepest need, gives us the authority to be open and
honest with our suffering and helps us to understand life in light of his
character and recognize that this is not the end of the story. You may be
in a day when it feels like darkness surrounds on all sides, but you are
known by a God who is light. Who is light! This God cares about you.
This God appeals to you. This God seeks you. This God is seeking to
change you and calls you to a personal relationship to him. Will you
trust him? Will you follow him? In the midst of the lament, will you
give your life to him, the God of our salvation that gives context to the
dark days and who turns the darkness into light while working all things

together for good for those who love him according to his will? Do you
trust him?
God gives us the opportunity to express our souls in truth. He calls us to
follow him and he gives us a Spirit that even when we have no other
words to say, he intercedes for us with groanings to deep for words in
the first place. Laments help us to know that God loves us, cares for us,
and provides for us a way to appeal to him and express ourselves in the
midst of our need. And we indeed serve a God of salvation who is not
only with us, but is in us. Folks, don’t neglect opportunities to fully express yourself to God, thinking that he doesn’t have time for you or that
he doesn’t want to hear it. Psalm 88 proves to us that God wants to hear
our hearts. At the same time, don’t let grief overwhelm you because
though today may be characterized by darkness, God is in control. Let’s
pray:

Father God, we thank you so much. We know you are in control. We
know that you are merciful to us and that you will turn our pain, suffering and tears into joy, triumph and victory. God help us to trust you and
help us to be active in our faith, even when its hard. You are the God of
our salvation and with every breath we have, we praise your name. In
Jesus name we pray, amen.

