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The Dark Side of Prayer May 22, 2016 
Part Five of Heart-to-Heart: A Study of Prayer by Dr. Scott F. Heine 

Preconceived Perceptions 

When our western culture thinks of prayer, 

various images are conjured up in our thoughts: 

 It might be Albrecht Durer’s drawing of 

praying hands, which has been reproduced in 

wall plaques and ceramic figurines a zillion 

times over. 

 Or it might by Enstrom Grace’s portrait of an 

old man praying. 

 Or perhaps there are mental images of 

presidents praying, from George Washington 

to Barak Obama.  

 Maybe there are even thoughts of religious 

heroes praying, from Mother Teresa to Jesus 

himself.  

Or perhaps the thought of prayer in our western 

culture conjures up memories of famous recitations… 

like something said each night before dinner: 
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God is great, God is good. Let us thank Him for our 

food. By God's hand we must be fed. Give us Lord, 

our daily bread. 

Or the slightly more formal and much more Bible Belt: 

Gracious Lord, for the food we are about to partake, 

we thank you. Use this food for the nourishment of 

our bodies… and forgive us for the chocolate cake 

we are determined to enjoy.  

Or the far more formal… and brief… Catholic tradition: 

Bless us Oh Lord, and these thy gifts, which we are 

about to receive, from thy bounty, through Christ, 

Our Lord. Amen. 

Perhaps you’ve heard one of these as you gathered 

around the table as a family growing up. Or maybe you used 

to say your bedtime prayers as a child… something like: 

Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul 

to keep: May God guard me through the night and 

wake me with the morning light. (But if I die before 

I wake, give my toys to cousin Jake.  
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Perhaps you’re more familiar with something like the 

Serenity Prayer: 

God grant me the serenity to accept the things I 

cannot change; courage to change the things I can; 

and wisdom to know the difference. Living one day 

at a time; Enjoying one moment at a time; 

Accepting hardships as the pathway to peace; 

Taking, as He did, this sinful world as it is, not as I 

would have it; Trusting that He will make all things 

right if I surrender to His Will; That I may be 

reasonably happy in this life and supremely happy 

with Him Forever in the next.  

(Pretty nifty prayer, actually!) 

The Imprecatory Psalms 

Or perhaps your idea of praying is something like the 

Psalm of a Captive Soul: 

How can we sing the songs of the LORD while living 

in a pagan land? O wicked ones who have enslaved 

us, you will be destroyed. Happy is the one who 

pays you back for what you have done to us. Happy 
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is the one who takes your babies and smashes them 

against the rocks! (Psalm 137:4, 8–9)  

Oh my! That is one very dark and scary prayer! And did 

you catch that? That’s from the Bible! 

This is an example of what’s called “an imprecatory 

psalm.” And if we’re going to learn all about praying 

together, then we need to ponder the dark side of prayer — 

the prayers that are born from a deep place of pain within 

us. 

Hey, even the examples of prayer we’ve looked at over 

the last couple of weeks have been provoked by incredible 

heartache, right? 

 There’s Hannah’s prayer while being emotionally 

abused in her household: 

Hannah was in deep anguish, crying bitterly as 

she prayed to the LORD. (1 Samuel 1:10 NLT)  

 There’s Hezekiah’s prayer as he learned that he was 

about to die: 

He turned his face to the wall and prayed to the 

LORD… Then he broke down and wept bitterly. 
(2 Kings 20:2–3 NLT)  
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 And there’s even Jesus’ prayer offered from the olive 

orchard outside of Jerusalem, when he explained to 

his friends: 

“My soul is crushed with grief to the point of 

death.” (Matthew 26:38 NLT)  

And he was so emotionally distressed that blood was 

mixed with his sweat. 

Sometimes our most important prayers are born from 

circumstances that have left us utterly devastated. And there 

are a whole bunch of these “imprecatory” prayers spelled 

out for us in the collection of Psalms in the Old Testament. 

“Imprecatory” simply means “to call down curses.” And, yup, 

they’re prayers that are so hurt that they actually dare to 

demand justice and even blame God for all that’s gone 

wrong. 

And I need to say right up front that what amazes me 

about the imprecatory prayers of the Bible is that they’re 

included in the songbook for the people of Israel.  

 When you and I gather to worship on Sundays, we 

follow the Psalms’ command to “sing a new song to 

the Lord,” to allow our worship to express our own 

thoughts, our own styles, our own generation. So we 
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sing these songs of praise with lyrics projected on the 

screens in front of us. 

 But in the days of the Old Testament temple, choirs of 

priests would memorize psalms. Fathers would teach 

these psalms to their families. And people would 

stand before God and sing things like: 

Let my enemies be destroyed by the very evil 

they have planned for me. Let burning coals fall 

down on their heads. Let them be thrown into 

the fire or into watery pits from which they can’t 

escape. (Psalm 140:9–10 NLT)  

(Now all we need is a catchy tune and a guitar chord 

sheet, right? Can you imagine the bridge if this was 

converted into a modern chorus? ♫ “Just kill ‘em 

God. Smush ‘em. Burn ‘em. Drown ‘em dead…”) 

By the way, these aren’t just some rare oddity in the 

Bible. At least 14 of the 150 Psalms are imprecatory in 

nature — nearly 1 out of 10. These are a huge deal! 

Why would God include such seemingly barbaric songs 

as part of his invitation to worship? I mean, really… 
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Scatter them like tumbleweed… Chase them with 

your fierce storm; terrify them with your tempest. 

Utterly disgrace them… (Psalm 83:13–16 NLT)  

Is God actually inviting us to pray like that? Everything 

we’ve seen about prayer so far over the past few weeks — 

the template of the Lord’s Prayer, the cry of a mother’s heart, 

the desperate request from Gethsemane — every other 

example of prayer we’ve considered ends up being an 

expression of surrender & dependence, right? “Be honored, 

God. May your will be done. I need you.”  

But “I need you… to utterly disgrace my enemies?” God 

encourages us to pray that way? 

Absolutely. God wants us to bring those thoughts to him 

because he wants us to be honest with him. He’s not 

interested in our religious pretentions. He’s eager for our 

authenticity. 

And God knows that life leaves us feeling crushed 

sometimes. We’re betrayed. We’re deeply wounded. We’re 

trapped in cruelties and injustice. We’re living in the midst of 

a sinful world that desperately needs a Savior, so it’s natural 

that we’ll become victims sometimes. (God’s going to change 

all that one day, by the way. He’ll put an end to injustice and 

suffering. But he’s holding off on bringing history to a close 
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to allow as many people as possible to embrace his love and 

grace by faith before the end.) 

Yes, it’s true that Jesus told us: 

Love your enemies! Pray for those who persecute 

you! (Matthew 5:44 NLT)  

Yes, it’s true that Paul wrote to the Christians in Rome 

who were facing horrific abuse, 

Bless those who persecute you. Don’t curse them; 

pray that God will bless them. (Romans 12:14 NLT)  

But God knows that we don’t always start with a desire 

to bless the people who victimize us. It’s not the instinct of 

our flesh. For many of us, as we’re learning to live out of our 

new identity in Christ and reflect his grace, it takes time to 

get to the point where we’re sincerely seeking God’s blessing 

for those who have done evil toward us. 

And as we work our way to the point that we can pray 

for those who persecute us, we have the imprecatory psalms 

— prayers of honest, authentic distress… raw, emotional 

cries for justice. 
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The Pattern of Imprecation 

It might be helpful to take one of these imprecatory 

psalms and see the pattern of the prayer. They don’t all 

follow this pattern exactly, because each example of an 

imprecatory psalm in the Bible is in response to a unique 

situation. But there’s kind of a general flow of thought that 

we’ll see unfold as the writer cries out to God. 

Let’s grab one of the shorter ones as an example: Psalm 

83. The title tells us that this is a song of Asaph — one of 12 

Psalms by him in the Bible. He was the head of a clan of 

musicians in the Temple, and the music he wrote tended to 

focus on the emotional responses of people facing difficult 

circumstances. 

An Appeal for Help 

Psalm 83 starts off with an appeal to God to become 

involved in the heartache he was facing: 

O God, do not be silent! Do not be deaf. Do not be 

quiet, O God. (Psalm 83:1 NLT)  

Not that God is ever deaf, mind you. Not that God is 

unaware of the hardships that we face. But the Psalm cries 

out for God to weigh in on what’s happening. 
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And it goes on to… almost… accuse God for not having 

already weighed in on what’s happening. Why isn’t God 

doing something? Does he not see the injustice? Or does he 

just not care? 

Don’t you hear the uproar of your enemies? Don’t 

you see that your arrogant enemies are rising up? 

They devise crafty schemes against your people; 

they conspire against your precious ones. (Psalm 83:2–

3 NLT)  

“Hey, God, it’s not just us who are suffering. Your 

reputation is at stake here, God. They are ‘your arrogant 

enemies.’ They are conspiring against ‘your precious ones.’ 

You need to do something here.” 

Not that all of the imprecatory psalms are so 

magnanimous in their complaints. They don’t all point out 

the tarnished reputation of God. Often they are far more 

personal and self-focused in their complaint and suffering, 

such as when David prayed to save him from the assassins 

king Saul had hired in Psalm 59, 

Rescue me from my enemies, O God. Protect me 

from those who have come to destroy me. Rescue 

me from these criminals; save me from these 
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murderers. They have set an ambush for me. (Psalm 

59:1–3 NLT)  

“So do something, God. We’re suffering here! There’s 

injustice here! We’re in pain! And your name is getting 

trashed in the process!” 

I suspect God is okay with us praying to him this way 

because he created us in his image. And, since he is a God of 

justice, he has given each of us this instinct toward justice. 

We recognize evil and we understand that evil deserves 

consequence. So when we’re the victims of evil, our God-

given sense of justice is particularly triggered. We become 

personally invested in wanting God to prevail in the 

situation… perhaps for the sake of his honor, but certainly 

for the sake of our happiness and safety. 

The Reason for the Appeal 

And having called out for God’s intervention in Psalm 

83, Asaph continues by justifying his appeal. He lists off the 

horrible actions of God’s enemies.  

“Come,” they say, “let us wipe out Israel as a 

nation. We will destroy the very memory of its 

existence.” Yes, this was their unanimous decision. 
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They signed a treaty as allies against you.” (Psalm 83:4–

5 NLT)  

He goes on to offer God a detailed list of all the people 

who should be cursed for the threat and suffering they are 

causing — and it’s an extensive list! Edomites, Ishmaelites,       

Moabites, Hagrites, Gebalites, Ammonites, Amalekites 

(Electrolytes, Men in Tights…), not to mention the people 

from Philistia, Tyre, Assyria, etc. They’re all bad. All these 

Arabic and Middle Eastern nations are swarming around 

Israel hoping to wipe out the Jews. (Wow… history hasn’t 

changed much in the last 3000 years, has it?) 

Calling for Curses 

 So an imprecatory psalm cries out for God to get 

involved, even to the point of questioning God’s 

sluggishness and unresponsiveness. 

 And imprecatory psalm offers a complaint of 

suffering and injustice, detailing the horrible things 

that are taking place. 

 Then an imprecatory psalm does the actual 

imprecatorating  — actually asking God to hurl 

down curses and justice upon the bad guys here. In 

the example from Asaph, he suggests to God: 
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Do to them as you did to the Midianites and as you 

did to Sisera and Jabin at the Kishon River. They 

were destroyed at Endor, and their decaying 

corpses fertilized the soil. (Psalm 83:9–10 NLT)  

“Hey, look, God. We already know that your holiness 

demands consequence for evil. We’ve already seen you 

unleash justice upon the wicked. So… yeah. Do that. Turn the 

bad guys into fertilizer, Lord.” 

At least it’s authentic. Raw? Ugly? You bet. But it’s 

honest, too. “Turn my enemies into fertilizer.” Not the prayer 

that Jesus recommended, but perhaps the first real step we 

need to take to get to the point of compassion, of forgiveness, 

of actually seeking blessing for our enemies. 

Think of it this way: By asking God for justice, Asaph is 

doing exactly what we’ve been talking about in our study of 

prayer. He’s expressing surrender & dependence. He’s 

placing the matter in God’s hands rather than taking matters 

into his own hands. He says he needs God to step in and 

resolve the heartache the people are facing. It’s not pretty… 

and it’s not the final goal… but an imprecatory psalm starts 

with a genuine declaration of surrender & dependency. It’s a 

good thing from an anguished prayer. 
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Declaring God’s Glory 

Thankfully, for the most part, an imprecatory psalm 

doesn’t stop there. The pattern of these dark, wounded 

prayers often shows us a glimmer of transformation in the 

heart of the one praying. By handing the matter over to God, 

the person begins to shift the focus from pain to praise. 

For example, after Asaph goes on and on with all sorts 

of recommendations for how God might smite his enemies, 

he gets to a turning point (or, at least, to the beginning of a 

turning point): 

Let them be ashamed and terrified forever. Let 

them die in disgrace. Then they will learn that you 

alone are called the LORD, that you alone are the 

Most High, supreme over all the earth. (Psalm 83:17–

18 NLT)  

“Let them die. That’ll teach them!” Yeah, he said that. 

But notice how things shift. “You alone are the great I 

AM. You alone are the Most High. You alone are supreme over 

all the earth… which includes my own heartache, my own 

suffering, my own circumstances.” 

An imprecatory psalm leads us from our own pain to a 

bigger understanding of God. As we surrender the situation 
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to the Lord — no matter how raw and brutal our prayers 

may sound — we end up replacing our suffering with 

worship. 

For instance, back over in Psalm 59 when David was 

facing the assassins from king Saul, even amidst calling 

down curses upon his enemies, David prays: 

You are my strength; I wait for you to rescue me, 

for you, O God, are my fortress. In his unfailing love, 

my God will stand with me. (Psalm 59:9–10 NLT) 

And, by the end of his prayer, even as David hopes that 

his enemies will face justice, he says: 

But as for me, I will sing about your power. Each 

morning I will sing with joy about your unfailing 

love. For you have been my refuge, a place of safety 

when I am in distress. (Psalm 59:16 NLT)  

O my Strength, to you I sing praises, for you, O God, 

are my refuge, the God who shows me unfailing 

love. (Psalm 59:17 NLT)  

And here’s the real heart of an imprecatory psalm, and 

why God invites us to come to him with such dark, painful 

prayers. In the midst of our pain, when we are authentic in 
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expressing our surrender & dependence upon him, we are 

freed from the need for justice because we trust God for 

justice. And in that newfound freedom, we can worship 

again. 

Psalm 109 

Let me show you another example. Now that you know 

the pattern, watch how it unfolds in another prayer from 

David — in Psalm 109. 

O God, whom I praise, don’t stand silent and aloof 

while the wicked slander me and tell lies about me. 
(Psalm 109:1–2 NLT)  

There’s the appeal for God to get involved. “Bad people 

are saying bad things about me. Do something, God!” 

They surround me with hateful words and fight 

against me for no reason. I love them, but they try 

to destroy me with accusations even as I am praying 

for them! They repay evil for good, and hatred for 

my love. (Psalm 109:3–5 NLT)  
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“I don’t deserve this slander, God. I’ve been good to 

them. I’ve loved them. Yet they do such evil to me. Do 

something, God!” 

I’m betting this particular appeal hits close to home for 

a lot of folks during their lifetime. One of the hardest things 

for us to surrender is the right to be misunderstood. 

Somehow we just get it into our minds that if that other 

person would just listen to what we’re saying… if they would 

just shut up for a moment and understand us… if they would 

give us the benefit of the doubt… if they really knew our 

hearts…  

Ah, but sometimes they don’t. Sometimes, instead of 

resolving whatever problem they have, instead of seeking 

peace with us, they go about rallying emotional support for 

their misperceptions. And we’re powerless to stop it. We 

don’t even know about all the conversations behind our 

backs. It’s so unfair! “Do something, God!” 

David goes on to offer some specific examples of the 

slander that’s taking place, and then he starts calling down 

the curses: 

Let his years be few; let someone else take his 

position. (Psalm 109:8 NLT)  
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“You know what you should do God? You know what 

would stop him from slandering me this way? Just kill him. 

Yup, that would stop it for sure. Bring his life to a sudden end 

and my problem would be solved.” 

May his children become fatherless, and his wife a 

widow. May his children wander as beggars and be 

driven from their ruined homes. (Psalm 109:9–10 NLT)  

Let no one be kind to him; let no one pity his 

fatherless children. (Psalm 109:12 NLT)  

“For that matter, kill the kids, too. Why let these 

fatherless children pick up where their slandering dad left off? 

Take ‘em out before they can cause me any trouble. Snuff out 

every last one of this guy’s family.” 

May all his offspring die. May his family name be 

blotted out in the next generation. May the LORD 

never forget the sins of his fathers; may his 

mother’s sins never be erased from the record. (Psalm 

109:13–14 NLT)  

Wow. That’s really dark stuff. Really, really dark. No 

sense of forgiveness. No mercy. No compassion. No grace. 
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And, if you keep on reading through Psalm 109, you’ll 

see that David goes on like this for a while. He is really, really 

wounded! He is venting his raw emotion and his craving for 

justice. 

But eventually things begin to turn around. 

May those curses become the LORD’s punishment 

for my accusers who speak evil of me. But deal well 

with me, O Sovereign LORD, for the sake of your own 

reputation! Rescue me because you are so faithful 

and good. (Psalm 109:20–21 NLT)  

For I am poor and needy, and my heart is full of 

pain. I am fading like a shadow at dusk; I am 

brushed off like a locust. (Psalm 109:22–23 NLT)  

My knees are weak from fasting, and I am skin and 

bones. I am a joke to people everywhere; when 

they see me, they shake their heads in scorn. (Psalm 

109:24–25 NLT)  

Help me, O LORD my God! Save me because of your 

unfailing love. (Psalm 109:26 NLT)  

Ah… there it is. Surrender & dependence — the core of 

a beautiful prayer. “You are so faithful and good,” David has 
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said. “Your love never fails.” He honors God and places 

himself in the care of the Lord. 

David is honest with even his dishonorable emotions 

and cravings for justice. He wants his accusers to be 

disgraced. But as for him? 

But I will give repeated thanks to the LORD, praising 

him to everyone. For he stands beside the needy, 

ready to save them from those who condemn them. 
(Psalm 109:30–31 NLT)  

Because God is Good 

How do we do this? How do we get from prayers of pain 

to prayers of praise? 

It all comes down to this, folks:  

 We have to trust the goodness of God.  

 And in order to trust God’s goodness, we have to get 

to know him.  

 And in order to get to know him, we have to spend 

time with him. We have to hang out with him. We 

have to talk with him… heart-to-heart. 

 We have to pray. 
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Remember that David, the guy who just asked God to 

slaughter all the children of his enemy, is called… 

…A man after God’s own heart. (Acts 13:22 NLT)  

…Not because God’s heart is to smite the wicked, but 

because God’s heart is for us to release our heartache to him 

and trust in his goodness. 

And David knew a thing or two about God’s goodness. In 

fact, before we read those imprecatory words of Psalm 109, 

we read the declarations of God’s goodness in Psalm 107. 

Give thanks to the LORD, for he is good! His faithful 

love endures forever. Has the LORD redeemed you? 

Then speak out! Tell others he has redeemed you 

from your enemies. (Psalm 107:1–2 NLT)  

Focus on his goodness, and our pain turns to praise. 

“LORD, help!” they cried in their trouble, and he 

saved them from their distress. He led them from 

the darkness and deepest gloom; he snapped their 

chains. (Psalm 107:13–14 NLT)  
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He also turns deserts into pools of water, the dry 

land into springs of water. He brings the hungry to 

settle there and to build their cities. (Psalm 107:35–36 NLT)  

They sow their fields, plant their vineyards, and 

harvest their bumper crops. How he blesses them! 

They raise large families there, and their herds of 

livestock increase. (Psalm 107:37–38 NLT)  

And this is the appeal of the imprecatory psalms. By all 

means, pray your heart out to God. Be real. He can take it. He 

can take the worst, most ugly, most embarrassingly bitter 

thoughts we can throw at him. Shake your first at the sky. 

Vent your rage to the Lord. Get it off your chest. 

Put it all in God’s hands… so you can let it go. So you can 

be free. So you can begin to see things from a new 

perspective. So you can begin to praise God for his goodness. 

The godly will see these things and be glad… Those 

who are wise will take all this to heart; they will see 

in our history the faithful love of the LORD. (Psalm 

107:42–43 NLT)  

 

PRAYER   •   SONG: You Are Good (CCLI 5191806) 


