Psalm 77: Turning to God When Pain Is Our Reality

Series: When Joy Seems Out of Reach: The Journey of Lament

We have a promise from God's Word in Revelation 21:5:

"Behold, I am making all things new."

This is God's promise of complete restoration, a new heaven and a new earth where all pain,
suffering, and sin will be completely eradicated. What an amazing promise that we, as believers,
can trust in and cling to.

But what about now? What about when the fog of pain, loss, and suffering is part of our reality
in this present age? How do we respond as believers when the pain of losing a child is part of our
story, or when we watch cancer slowly overtake someone we love? How do we respond when a
relationship has been broken for many years with an estranged child, and we can't see any
pathway toward reconciliation?

God has given us a path forward through our pain, suffering, and grief.

While it may be helpful to understand the stages of grief, which are based on human observation,
they leave us woefully short of how God designed His people to express their sorrows.

Lament is how Christians grieve.

The path of lament gives us guardrails. It teaches us how to approach our great God with
reverence while also giving us permission to honestly vocalize our pain. It moves us toward
God-centered worship and renewed trust.

Lament keeps us out of two ditches—or, if we've already fallen into one, it provides a pathway
out.

The first ditch is despondency—the "Slough of Despond." This is a life that becomes defined by

pain rather than by God. We could describe this as living with a victim mentality.



Now, I don't want to minimize or discount the very real pain and hurt we experience in this
broken, sin-cursed world. God certainly doesn't. Through lament, He gives voice to our pain. But
He also doesn't want us to stay there.

The second ditch is over-optimism. This ultimately leads to an overinflated confidence in
ourselves rather than in God.

Without the path of lament, we won't know how to properly process our own pain, nor will we
be able to help others process theirs. Instead, we'll offer bumper-sticker theology or pop-song
solutions rather than inviting people to bring their sorrow to God through prayerful lament.

As we unpack Psalm 77 and see how the psalmist leads his own heart toward renewed trust in
God, I'd like to draw out three steps he models for us.

1. Turn to God in Prayer

Believer, knowing where to go when pain becomes part of your experience is the vital first step
in lament.

That may seem obvious, but when suffering hits, it can have a way of becoming the all-
encompassing focal point of life.

I was reminded of this recently as I remembered the searing pain of a kidney stone I had a few
years ago. Anyone who has experienced a kidney stone—or any intense pain—knows the futility
of someone saying, "Just don't think about it."

Lament provides a pathway into truth that anchors our souls in the midst of pain—not by
pretending the pain isn't there, but by bringing it before God.

Verses 1-3



"I cry aloud to God, aloud to God, and he will hear me. In the day of my trouble I seek the Lord;
in the night my hand is stretched out without wearying; my soul refuses to be comforted. When I
remember God, I moan; when I meditate, my spirit faints."

The psalmist knows exactly where to turn when pain becomes reality.

Guardrail #1: Don't remain silent toward God.

Notice that he is turning to God. He is not remaining silent in his pain.

"I cry aloud..."

This is intentional prayer that cries out to God in the midst of suffering. The psalmist knows that
God hears His people when they cry out for help. We see this in Psalm 34:15 and again in verse
17, where David reminds us of God's promise to hear the cries of His people.

The psalmist demonstrates faith by bringing his confusion and difficult questions to God.
Silence toward God during suffering can reveal a functional doubt. But here we see a faithful
step of trust toward God. Even though the pain is raw and fills his entire field of vision, he turns
to the God of all comfort. He prays by faith and not by sight.

Guardrail #2: Refuse to find comfort in created things instead of God.

"My soul refuses to be comforted."

The psalmist refuses to seek ultimate comfort in anything outside of God.

He says, "My hand is stretched out without wearying," expecting that God will supply the grace
necessary to carry him through.

Our hearts are easily drawn toward distractions when painful providence enters our lives: food,
drink, entertainment, endless scrolling, overworking, or anything else that helps us avoid facing
our grief.

But God invites us to bring that pain to Him.



Take heed to this guardrail because human logic can easily justify sinful substitutes: Here are a
couple of example justification statements to help us expose our inner defense lawyer.

"I deserve a vacation to get my mind off this."

"It helps me stay busy."

"That's why I'm working all this overtime."

The psalmist would encourage us to refuse that logic. Instead, seek the Lord with expectant
fervency during seasons of pain and suffering, and flee from trying to find comfort in created
things rather than in the Creator.

2. Ask Honest Questions That Are Shaped by the God of the Bible and His Proven
Character

(Verses 4-9)

After crying out to God, there comes a time of silence.

The psalmist cannot even sleep.

As he reflects on God's faithfulness throughout history—"I consider the days of old, the years
long ago"—his quiet meditation produces honest questions.

These questions seem to contradict what he knows to be true about God.

Silent meditation on what we know to be true about God's character helps us honestly—and
reverently—articulate our struggles, doubts, and questions.

Listen to the questions that arise:

Has God rejected His people forever?

Has His steadfast love ceased?

Have His promises failed?

Has God forgotten to be gracious?



o Is His anger permanent?

The psalmist—Ilikely Asaph, whom King David appointed as Israel's worship leader—knows the
answers to every one of these questions.

He has seen God's steadfast love demonstrated throughout Israel's history.

Yet he is wrestling with the tension between what he knows to be true and what he is currently
experiencing.

This is a faithful way to wrestle with God's sovereign goodness while living in a broken, sin-
cursed world.

Asking honest questions that are shaped by the God of the Bible and His proven character keeps
our lament on a reverent path.

3. Choose to Set Your Mind Godward

(Verses 10—12)

Even though the circumstances have not changed, the psalmist intentionally chooses to fix his
mind on the mighty works of God.

Notice three active verbs:

Remember. Ponder. Meditate.

Keep these three words locked into your mind.

Remember

Remember all the deeds of the Lord.

Remember His faithfulness to His people throughout history.

Ponder

Ask yourself:

What does this teach me about God?



How does this answer my questions?

How should I respond in light of these truths?

Meditate

Fill your mind with God's Word and His character.

Internalize these truths until they begin shaping your thoughts, emotions, and actions.

Lock them into your mind.

Think deeply about them.

Think about how they should change the way you respond.

The Pathway of Lament Leads to God-Centered Worship and Renewed Trust

(Verses 13-20)

Pain and suffering can shake us into an unstable state in which self becomes the center of our
world.

Notice the first six verses.

The focus is almost entirely on self:

"I cry aloud..."

"I seek..."

"I am so troubled..."

"I cannot speak..."

This is part of the process of lament, and God gives us permission to honestly express our pain to
Him. But He does not want us to stay there. He does not want pain to permanently keep self at
the center. Notice the dramatic shift that occurs when the psalmist chooses to set his mind upon

God—His God; deeds, His works, and His redemptive plan.



Through remembering, pondering, and meditating, the focus changes from self-centered to God-
centered.

"Your way, O God..."

"You with your arm redeemed..."

"Your thunder..."

"Your lightning..."

"Your way..."

Lament is designed to bring us into God-centered worship through our pain. Not necessarily to
remove the pain, but to enable us to see God rightly in the midst of it.

Verse 13 begins:

"Your way, O God, is holy."

Your way is perfect, God. He is calling to mind God’s sovereign control over everything He
created in the universe. Listen as the psalmist exudes confidence in this great sovereign God,
“Verses 16-18. He brings to mind times in history when God demonstrated His complete control:
when the clouds gave forth rain at God's command in the time of Noah, when He shook the earth
at Mt. Sinai and the mountain trembled, and when He commanded the thunder and lightning as
He spoke. This is a God who is in control of His creation.

The psalmist then remembers God's redemption of His people through the Exodus.

He is intentionally reorienting his mind toward God's sovereign goodness.

He says in verse 19:

"Your way was through the sea, your path through the great waters."

This was certainly not the path God's people would have chosen because they could not see the

providential outcome. But God's way was perfect. He made a way through the Red Sea that not



only enabled their escape but also utterly destroyed their pursuing enemy and provided their
redemption.

God's way is often through what we would never choose.

His perfect way was through the cross. He lived a perfect life to become the perfect sacrifice for
those who would trust in Him alone for their salvation. He took the place of guilty sinners
(which is everyone of us! “None is righteous not even one”, who justly deserve the payment that
Jesus paid on the cross. (Death). “For the wages of sin is death.” You see He is justly paying
man for his/her sins against a Holy God. But the call of the Gospel remains... Repent, turn from
your life of sin and a life of self-centered worship, trust in Christ and His atoning work and you
will be saved.

The cross looked like defeat. Yet it became God's perfect means of redemption for His people.
The pathway of lament teaches us to trust that even when we cannot understand God's
providence, His way is still holy, His purposes are still good, and His steadfast love has not
failed.

As we prepare to sing this last song of worship to our sovereignly good God, let me share a little
background on how this hymn was originally penned by the author. Horatio Spafford was a
businessman, and in the late 1800s he was in Chicago with his wife and four daughters. They
planned a vacation in Europe, where they would take a ship over and spend some time together.
Horatio had some business to take care of so he sent his wife and four young daughters on ahead
of him and he was going to catch a ship in a few days and meet them there. The ship that was
carrying his wife and four daughters hit another ship that was hauling iron and sank in 12
minutes. All four of Horatio and his wife's daughters drowned as the craft went down. His wife

was among the few survivors left. When Horatio got word, he jumped on a ship and started to



meet his wife and console her in their time of grief so they could be together. The captain of the
ship he was on alerted him to come up to the quarter deck when they were going across the exact
spot where the ship and his four daughters had sunk just a few days earlier. In his sorrow and
grief, he went down to his room and penned this poem that ultimately became the hymn 'It Is
Well with My Soul.'

Listen to this song of lament that Horatio wrote in His time of grief.

1 When peace like a river attendeth my way,
when sorrows like sea billows roll;

whatever my lot, thou hast taught me to say,

"It is well, it is well with my soul."

Refrain (may be sung after final stanza only):

It is well with my soul;

it is well, it is well with my soul.

2 Though Satan should buffet, though trials should come,
let this blest assurance control:

that Christ has regarded my helpless estate,

and has shed his own blood for my soul. Refrain
3 My sin oh, the bliss of this glorious thought!
my sin, not in part, but the whole,

is nailed to the cross, and I bear it no more;

praise the Lord, praise the Lord, O my soul! Refrain



4 O Lord, haste the day when my faith shall be sight,

the clouds be rolled back as a scroll;

the trump shall resound and the Lord shall descend;

even so, it is well with my soul.

Just as this Psalm would have been sung to invite people to follow the ancient pathway of lament
that leads those suffering to a renewed trust in our sovereignly good God. So now as we join
together and sing this hymn, may the invitation be clear to anyone who is in a the midst of the
pain that comes through a trial of suffering, or if you have some pain from your past that you
have been holding onto that has clouded your vision forward, Turn to God in expectant prayer,
ask Him honestly but with a reverence, Don’t remain silent toward God, and refuse to find
comfort in things that only distract and then choose to set your mind God ward by remembering,

pondering, and meditating on His plan of redemption and His unchanging character.



