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1 Do not be silent, O God of my praise. 2 For wicked and deceitful mouths are opened 
against me, speaking against me with lying tongues. 3 They beset me with words of 
hate, and attack me without cause. 4 In return for my love they accuse me, even while I 
make prayer for them. 5 So they reward me evil for good, and hatred for my love.  
6 They say, ‘Appoint a wicked man against him; let an accuser stand on his right. 7 When 
he is tried, let him be found guilty; let his prayer be counted as sin. 8 May his days be 
few; may another seize his position. 9 May his children be orphans, and his wife a 
widow. 10 May his children wander about and beg; may they be driven out of the ruins 
they inhabit. 11 May the creditor seize all that he has; may strangers plunder the fruits 
of his toil. 12 May there be no one to do him a kindness, nor anyone to pity his orphaned 
children. 13 May his posterity be cut off; may his name be blotted out in the second 
generation. 14 May the iniquity of his father be remembered before the LORD, and do not 
let the sin of his mother be blotted out. 15 Let them be before the LORD continually, and 
may his memory be cut off from the earth. 16 For he did not remember to show 
kindness, but pursued the poor and needy and the broken-hearted to their death. 17 He 
loved to curse; let curses come on him. He did not like blessing; may it be far from him. 
18 He clothed himself with cursing as his coat, may it soak into his body like water, like 
oil into his bones. 19 May it be like a garment that he wraps around himself, like a belt 
that he wears every day.’  
20 May that be the reward of my accusers from the LORD, of those who speak evil against 
my life. 21 But you, O LORD my Lord, act on my behalf for your name’s sake; because 
your steadfast love is good, deliver me. 22 For I am poor and needy, and my heart is 
pierced within me. 23 I am gone like a shadow at evening; I am shaken off like a locust. 
24 My knees are weak through fasting; my body has become gaunt. 25 I am an object of 
scorn to my accusers; when they see me, they shake their heads.  
26 Help me, O LORD my God! Save me according to your steadfast love. 27 Let them know 
that this is your hand; you, O LORD, have done it. 28 Let them curse, but you will bless. 
Let my assailants be put to shame; may your servant be glad. 29 May my accusers be 
clothed with dishonour; may they be wrapped in their own shame as in a mantle. 30 With 
my mouth I will give great thanks to the LORD; I will praise him in the midst of the 
throng. 31 For he stands at the right hand of the needy, to save them from those who 
would condemn them to death.  
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Earlier this week, I was in Des Moines, Iowa, attending the biennial General Assembly 

of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ).  If you have never attended one, General 

Assemblies are part worship, part business, part learning, part celebration, and part family 

reunion.  One afternoon between the workshops and dinner, I found myself in family 

reunion mode with some of my closest friends from seminary.  Of course, we began 

reminiscing about our time together.  Do you remember that time we gathered our 

families together for Easter dinner?  Do you remember that time one of you put one of 

Abby’s dirty diapers in your desk drawer?  Do you remember gathering night-after-night 

to study for Dr. Boring’s test on Revelation?  Do you remember that evening we sat 

around naming our nemeses? 

I’m not proud of this, but one night many years ago, we all named a fellow student 

who was the bane of our seminary existence.  One of my buddies had a nemesis who 

couldn’t get his act together in class.  Another’s nemesis was someone who he had spent 

too much time with the previous summer at a church camp.  My nemesis was an older 

woman – a second career student - who believed she had all the answers.  She would look 

at her fellow students with such derision if their answers didn’t match her theology. 

Now, none of these nemeses were actual enemies.  They were more “frustration” than 

“foe.”  But some of us know what it’s like to have actual enemies.  Some of you have 

suffered actual injustices.  You’ve been passed over for promotion by someone of a 

different skin color, age, or gender.  You’ve been harassed by someone in authority.  

You’ve known the unfathomable pain of tragically losing someone in a drunk driving 

incident.  And we could go around the room adding hundreds of other examples.  No 

matter how much time has passed, you can still feel the hate welling up inside you; the 

anger seething within you. 

So, how do we deal with our nemeses?  How do we wrestle with the fact that people 

have done us wrong but we’re supposed to be people of biblical faith who love neighbor 

as self?  It starts with understanding some lines. 
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On a baseball field, there is a line that runs from home plate to first base, and then 

continues all the way through right field to the fence.  Another line runs from home plate 

to third base and continues all the way through left field to the fence.  The game of 

baseball is played between these two lines.  Similarly, in football or basketball, the game is 

played between two sidelines and two endlines.  These are the boundaries within which 

the game is played. 

The Bible teaches its truths in the same ways.  There are boundaries within which 

Biblical truths “play.”  During the Protestant Reformation, the Reformers said that the 

Bible must interpret the Bible.  This means one verse can’t be lifted out of its context and 

then be held up as if it alone tells us everything that we need to know about a given 

subject.  In seminary, we called that proof-texting.  Instead, every verse of the Bible has 

to be put in conversation with every other verse in the Bible that’s on the same subject. 

So let’s have a conversation… 

On one side is Psalm 137.  Blessed is the one who takes your babies and smashes them against 

the rocks.  C.S. Lewis noted that is some Psalms there is a “spirit of hatred” that “strikes us 

in the face like the heat from the mouth of an open furnace.”i  That’s definitely true here 

(Psalm 137) and it’s not just isolated to Psalm 137. 

On the other side is Matthew 5:44.  Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.  It 

seems difficult to reconcile this with that; that these could be on the same playing field 

with one another. 

We want to love our enemies, but we have all sorts of reasons and emotions that keep 

us from doing so.  In our scripture lesson this morning, the psalmist’s complaint is 

outlined in the first few verses.  Deceitful mouths have been opened against him.  

Someone has told a lie about him.  Someone has made a false accusation.  If the psalmist 

just stopped with naming the complaint, it might be a psalm of lament.  But, Psalm 109 is 

one of those psalms with a spirit of hatred.  And it shows perhaps more fully than any 

other psalm that this is how it is in the human heart and community.  John Calvin 
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described the psalms as “an anatomy of all parts of the soul.”  And Psalm 109 proves this 

to be true. 

C.S. Lewis wrote that Psalm 109 shows the natural result of injuring a human being.ii  

When people are mistreated, the expectation is that they will lash out.  As you heard a few 

moments ago as it was being read, Psalm 109 is concerned for vindictiveness toward 

some other human beings who have seriously violated the psalmist.  In the 31 verses of 

Psalm 109, we heard a yearning for retaliation and vengeance of the sort that we don’t 

expect to find in the “edifying” parts of the Bible.iii 

Psalm 109 belongs to a category of psalms known as imprecatory psalms.  Imprecatory 

psalms are a type of prayer for help in which the pray-er asks for deliverance from one’s 

enemies.  Said more plainly, these are the psalms that say “Get ‘em God!” 

The language of Psalm 109 is why in the history of the church, Psalm 109 has been 

excised.  For hundreds of years, Psalm 109 was largely ignored, often criticized as morally 

inferior.  Yet, if we believe scripture has authority for the way we conduct our lives, we 

have to take it seriously.  And, if we are honest, we must conclude that the psalm is about 

us: vengeful people.  Because, when we know ourselves as well as the Psalter knows us, 

we recognize that we are creatures who wish for vengeance and retaliation.iv 

After voicing his complaint, verses 6-19 constitute a “song of hate” against the 

psalmist’s enemy.  It begins with a rush to judgment.  There is no need for a trial because 

the enemy is clearly guilty.  Given this, the psalmist asks that his accuser get a dose of his 

own medicine.  When being sentenced, he deserves no kindness because he didn’t show 

any loving-kindness (hesed).  He should be impoverished because his mistreated the poor 

and needy.  He should be cursed because he cursed others.  He deserves to die because 

he pursued others to their deaths. 

The psalmist’s desire for vengeance covers all the bases.  The enemy, his wife, his 

children, his posterity, his ancestors, any future remembrance of his name…all should be 

dealt with.  He wishes not just for punishment, but for the social annihilation of this 
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person, his memory, his name, his future.v  And after naming the punishment, the 

psalmist describes why God should carry it out. 

The psalmist states that God should be motivated by majesty, fidelity, and compassion.  

God, your majesty is at stake.  For your name’s sake, deal with him.  It’s the only way to maintain your 

reputation.  Likewise, for the psalmist, this is an issue of fidelity.  God, you made a covenant 

commitment with your people and I’m one of those covenant people.  Finally, the psalmist appeals to 

God’s compassion.  He paints a sorry picture of himself.  I am poor and needy, heartbroken, 

thin and weak, an object of scorn.  Surely this will appeal to God’s compassion. 

So why did the psalmist describe the punishment in such depth and the reasons why 

God should be motivated to respond?  It is an act of faith.  The psalmist professes the 

faith that pervades all of the psalms – God will hear the cries of the oppressed, and God 

will act on my behalf.vi 

Faith causes us to believe God is on our side; that God will indeed intervene in the 

messiness and pain of our lives.  That’s why the psalmist could make such an appeal.  Yet, 

faith is also found in God’s response…or lack thereof.  Psalm 109 doesn’t articulate a 

resolution to the issue.  We are left lingering in the unresolved.  And the reality is, that’s 

the way life is.  Faith does not always resolve the hurts and struggles of life. 

But what Psalm 109 does give us is a way to deal with the hurt and struggle brought on 

by our enemies.  It helps us channel our desires for vengeance and retribution in effective 

ways.  To be effective, we have to keep three things in mind. 

First, these imprecatory psalms are utterly human; they give voice to genuine human 

emotion.  When we respond like Psalm 109, it can be a sign of health.  It lets us discover 

the power, depth, and intensity of the hurt.  It’s a catharsis of sorts.  Just as in grief, anger 

is a legitimate response – one best handled by full articulation 

Psalm 109 knows about the unfairness and exploitation that evoke anger and rage.  It 

knows that such rage is tenacious and will be expressed and not denied.  It knows that the 

rage is rightly carried even to the presence of God.  But here’s the difference.  Such rage 
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is not only brought into God’s presence.  It is submitted to God and relinquished to 

him.vii  Vengeance is transferred from the heart of the speaker – from our hearts - to the 

heart of God.  In other words, vengeance is not simply a psychological but a theological 

matter.  When vengeance is entrusted to God, the speaker – you and me – become free 

from its power.viii   

Of course, there are alternatives to giving voice to these emotions.  One option is to 

repress our anger and hurt, to never recognize that this is how we have been wronged.  

The other is to not submit the issue to God, allowing it to justify another act of Cain 

against Abel.  Neither of these is healthy or what Psalm 109 demonstrates.  Because, the 

second thing to keep in mind in order to channel our desire for vengeance and retribution 

is that the pray-er does not take violence into their own hands. 

In Psalm 109, this vehement, violent-sounding prayer is, in fact, an act of nonviolence.  

Our words (and feelings) do not destroy the enemy.  Our feelings brought to speech are 

not as dangerous or as important as we imagined, as we wished, or as we feared.ix  What 

could have been a barbarian lashing out against a neighbor instead becomes a faithful 

activity in which the venomous realties are placed securely in God’s hands.  God is 

permitted to govern as he will.  But in the meantime, the speaker is again free to start 

living unencumbered.  It releases us and promises that sooner or later, in God’s wisdom, 

the retaliation will be more sure and more profound that we could imagine.  God will 

avenge, but in God’s own way and in God’s own time – and perhaps not as we would 

wish and hope.x   

Both the Old Testament book of Deuteronomy (32:35) and the New Testament letter 

of Paul to the Romans (12:19) state that vengeance belongs to the Lord.  It’s mine, says 

the Lord, not yours.  Vengeance is not human business.  When we reserve for ourselves 

the drive for vengeance, it means that we do not trust God sufficiently to submit that to 

his governance.xi  In Psalm 109, the doxology found in verses 30 and 31 make clear that 

the psalmist’s final confidence is in God.  There is no sense of being triumphant, but only 
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of being very sure of God.  In other words, to affirm that vengeance belongs to God is an 

act of profound faith. 

Finally, the third thing we have to keep in mind to channel our desires for vengeance 

and retribution is the fact that someone might be praying this prayer against us.  

Imprecatory psalms ask us to reflect not just on God’s justice, but also on our own 

participation in injustice.  These Psalms are acts of self-discovery that hold a mirror to 

our lives as well.  Because if we really look deep, we will see that our desire for vengeance 

describes a desire for justice and righteousness in self and society.  And if we want a more 

just society, and more justice in our own lives, then we have to look at the economic or 

moral or social reasons someone might be seeking vengeance and retribution against us. 

To channel our desire for vengeance and retribution effectively, what Psalm 109 makes 

clear is that our rage and indignation must be fully owned and fully expressed.  And then 

(only then) can our rage and indignation be yielded to the mercy of God.  In taking this 

route through them, we take the route God himself has gone - Jesus Christ.xii  

20th Century Scandanavian theologian Gustaf Aulen once wrote that “the will of God 

stands in unbroken opposition to everything which is not in harmony with it, or hostile 

and indifferent to it.”xiii  That’s the language of Psalm 109 that we find in the Old 

Testament and it’s the reality of Jesus Christ we find in the New Testament.  There is no 

less of vengeance in the New Testament.  God has not become a romantic who has no 

passion for his purposes.  No, God took on that vengeance in his own person.  And what 

we see in the crucifixion is that God has decisively dealt with the reality of evil which 

must be judged.  This reality becomes evident in the only place that Psalm 109 is quoted 

in the New Testament – Acts 1:20.  There we are reminded that Judas opposed the one 

through whom God blessed all the world.  And we see that for that reason, the fulfillment 

of the psalm’s curse is his fate. 

But before we suggest that Judas’ fate is the norm for the New Testament and for our 

lives, remember what Paul told the Romans.  While we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to 
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God. (5:10) The enemy Psalm 109 is talking about includes us - those of us who have 

resisted God; those of us who have intentionally and unintentionally had deceitful 

mouths; those of us who have not shown kindness; those of us who have neglected the 

poor; those of us who have cursed others.  Yet, as Paul said, God didn’t, and God 

doesn’t, leave us separated from him.  No, the cry for God to act of my behalf is exactly 

what Christ did on the cross.  While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.  (5:8)   

The way that we reconcile these two scriptures here this morning (Psalm 137 and 

Matthew 5) doesn’t come by pretending that we don’t have enemies.  We do.  Some of 

them are far away terrorists.  Somewhat closer are our political enemies.  And even closer 

are those “Judas’” in our life – those in our inner circle who betray us and hurt us.  We 

draw lines between us and them.  But what the lines of the Bible - both the psalms and 

the gospels - teach is that vengeance belongs to God, grace belongs to us.  And as 

recipients of that grace, what Christ asks us to do after identifying our enemies is to love 

them just as he has loved us.  That’s how our nemeses and the world will know that we 

are children of God. 
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