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“Praying Our Hate” 

Introduction: If you were to ask a gathering of faithful people who are familiar with the Psalms to 

identify their favorite psalm, I’m fairly certain #139 would make the list. It’s a psalm that reflects in 

wonderful ways the greatness of God and the humanness of us. But to think it just a calm reflection on 

those things would be to miss its power. For, rather than a calm reflection, this psalm, as we pray it, is 

an invitation from beginning to end for God to search us and do his recreating work in us. For this to 

happen, like Adam and Eve, who were hiding from the Lord in the Garden, we need to ask ourselves 

whether we really want to be found. 

So let me make a few observations about the structure of the psalm, and then we will spend a few 

minutes praying it as we prepare to come to the table of the Lord.  

I. The Greatness of God – 3 “Omnis” 

 A. The psalm lays out in five sections, the first three of which reflect on the greatness of God as 

revealed in his knowledge, his presence, and his power. These are often called the “3 Omnis,” referring 

to God omniscience, omnipresence, and omnipotence. Let’s take them one at a time.  

1. Omniscient (vv. 1-6) – The first 6 verses reflect on God’s omniscience, or the fact that God knows us 

inside and out, from stem to stern. God knows of all our actions, our thoughts, and our words. The 

psalmist describes this as being hemmed in, behind and before, with God’s hand laid upon him. Now, it’s 

worth pausing and asking: Do you find this comforting, or upsetting? Sometimes we like to be known, 

and sometimes we don’t. It is certainly healthier for us to be known than not, but that may depend on 

who it is who is doing the knowing. Since it’s God here who is doing the searching and knowing, how do 

we feel about that? As we pray this psalm, it may lead us to ask, do we feel safe with God? Why, or why 

not? Is it a good thing that he has surrounded us in some way, a protective thing, or a threatening thing? 

Does it feel reassuring to sense his hand upon us, or threatening? Do we think it’s to guide or to punish? 

2. Omnipresent (vv. 7-12) – As we’re pondering that, the psalmist moves on to highlight God’s 

omnipresence, the reality God is everywhere. Which means he is inescapable. Like Jonah, we may try to 

flee or hide, but God will track us down! The reality of his presence everywhere is described using pairs 

of opposites to represent everywhere in-between (“merism”), like heavens and depths, like dawn (east) 

and far side of the sea (west), like darkness and light and night and day. Again, as we pray, do we find 

this comforting? It probably depends whether we’re trying to get away from God, or whether we 

desperately need God to be near us. Praying this psalm will help us discern where we are with God. 

3. Omnipotent (vv. 13-18) – Finally, the psalmist reflects on God’s omnipotence, that God is our intimate 

creator. He was involved in our lives even before we were conceived, and he was the one who knit us 

together in our mother’s womb. He is aware of our distant past as well as our far off future. 

By this point in the psalm, the pray-er seems to have worked through any discomfort he may be having 

with God and draws his reflections on the greatness of God to a positive and celebratory conclusion. 

When he awakes, he is still with God and God is still with him! 

 



II.  The Humanness of Us  

 A. And then we turn the page, both physically (as you flip over your bulletin insert) and 

spiritually, as the psalmist rather suddenly gives voice to his hate. I wonder, as it was read for us a few 

minutes ago, if that turn of the page and abrupt shift in topic seemed jarring to you?!  Yet, as we said 

last week, this can be a necessary and helpful turn for us. For, as many saints of the spiritual life have 

come to recognize, our growth in Christ-likeness comes not through perfect prayer but honest prayer. 

And, as we’ve just seen, since we can’t hide from our omniscient, omnipresent, omnipotent God, why 

not be honest with God about how we’re feeling? Why not use these “cursing psalms” to help us give 

our hate to God and ask him to help us deal with it in ways far more constructive than we might? 

 B. God’s dealing with our hate can go at least three ways.  

1. First, it might be for God to deliver us from whatever evil we might currently be facing. Certainly, the 

psalmist was being attacked by those whom he termed “wicked” and “bloodthirsty” and he was crying 

out for God to remove this threat. That would certainly be an appropriate prayer! 

2. Second, it might be for God to deliver us from the temptation to seek revenge. As Paul writes, “Do not 

take revenge my friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written: ‘It is mine to avenge; I will 

repay,’ says the Lord” (Ro. 12:19). Revenge doesn’t solve anything; it only escalates the hatred and the 

violence. We need to leave such in God’s capable and wise hands. 

3. Third, it might be for God to deliver us from becoming the evil we detest, from being drawn into the 

wickedness we are trying to escape. And so we see the psalm end with an invitation for God to search 

him and test him and identify and so remove anything that might be offensive or inappropriate as the 

psalmist has prayed his hate.  

 C. The truth of the psalm is this: God knows us thoroughly and yet God loves us unflinchingly; he 

in fact loves us more than we love ourselves. Because we are able to pray this psalm after the ministry 

of Jesus, we can be even more certain of this truth. Dressed in the righteousness and love of Christ, we 

can bear to let God expose us because God loves us and has our growth in mind. As Tim Keller puts it: 

“When the upholding love [of Jesus] enables us to accept the unpleasant truth [about us], the prospects 

for growth become unlimited.” 

III. Prayer Exercise 

A. (vv. 1-6)   Lord God, what is it that you know about me that I need you to hold gently? 

B. (vv. 7-12)  Holy Spirit, you are closer to me than my very breath: Can I embrace your nearness and 

celebrate your hand upon me, or am I trying to run from you?  Why? 

C. (vv. 13-18)  Creator God, can I rejoice in how you have made me, in how you have knit me together? 

Help me to see that in your eyes, I am wonderfully made. 

D. (vv. 19-22)  Who are the wicked and bloodthirsty in my life? In my world? Help me to give them to 

you. 

E. (vv. 23-24)  Reveal to me the path of life and protect me from becoming the evil I hate.  

AMEN    


