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SESSION 4 | A Surprising Prayer 

Psalm 88 
 
 

I. A UNIQUE PSALM 
 
 

“There is no sadder prayer in the Bible.” Derek Kidner 
 
“It is good that we have a psalm like this, but it is also good that we have only 
one. It reminds us that life is filled with trouble, even to the point of despair, even 
for mature believers.” James Boice 
 
 
“The Psalms teach us how to feel.” J.I. Packer 

 
 

II. PSALM 88 
 

A. THE CRY (vs 1-2) 
 
 
 

B. THE CRISIS (vs 3-9) 
 

“The most sinister thoughts that Satan insinuates into our minds are not 
enticements to sin but suspicions about God himself.” Sinclair Ferguson 
 

 

C. THE QUESTIONS (vs 10-12) 
 
 

D. THE CONTINUING STRUGGLE (vs 13-18) 
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“Looking back, this man can remember nothing but ill health and ill fortune 
(v15), looking Godward he is terrified (v15b-17); looking for human comfort 
he can see no one at all (v18).” Derek Kidner 

 
 
 

III. THIS PSALM IS A GIFT FROM GOD 
 

This psalm is a gift from God intended to serve us if we find ourselves in a 
similar place as the psalmist. 
 
A genuine Christian can and does experience prolonged darkness and at times 
unrelieved suffering. 
 
A “mature” Christian can and does experience prolonged darkness and 
unrelieved suffering. 
 
 
“It is utterly crucial that in our darkness we affirm the wise, strong hand of God 
to hold us, even when we have no strength to hold him…Never forget that your 
security rests on Christ’s faithfulness first. Our faith rises and falls. It has 
degrees. We must persevere in faith. That’s true. But there are times when our 
faith is the size of a mustard seed and barely visible. In fact the darkest 
experience for the child of God is when his faith sinks out of his own sight. Not 
out of God’s sight, but his.” John Piper 

 
 

 

IV. THIS PSALM THEACHES US 
 

This Psalm teaches us the nature of genuine faith. 
 
True faith clings to God even when God appears silent and we don’t perceive 
his purpose. 
 
True faith clings to God when his activity is hidden. 
 
“…faith can be real, even when it cannot arrive at strong hope after prayer.” ESV 
Study Bible 
 
 
“There was a divine plan bigger than he knew, and a place in it reserved most 
carefully for him. Burdened and despondent as he was, his existence was far 
from pointless…in God’s hands it was to bear much fruit.” Derek Kidner 
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• It might be perplexing but it’s not pointless. 
 

• It is painful but it’s not pointless. 
 

• It’s not my preference but it’s not pointless. 
 

• There is a divine purpose for every pit. 
 

 
“In the darkness we have a choice that is not really there in better times. We can 
choose to serve God just because he is God. In the darkest moments we feel 
we are getting absolutely nothing out of relationship to him. But what if then-
when it does not seem to be paying or benefitting you at all-you continue to 
obey, pray to, and seek God, as well as continue to do your duties of love to 
others? If we do that-we are finally learning to love God for himself and not for 
his benefits. And when the darkness lifts or lessens, we will find that our 
dependence on other things besides God for our happiness has shrunk, and 
that we have new strength and contentment in God himself. We’ll find a new 
fortitude, unflappability, poise, and peace in the face of difficulty. J.R.R. Tolkien 
describes one of his characters in The Lord of the Rings, Sam Gamgee, who has 
a similar trial of faith and comes through it. 
 
‘But even as hope died in Sam, or seemed to die, it was turned to a new 
strength…and he felt through all his limbs a thrill, as if he was turning into some 
creature of stone and steel that neither despair nor weariness nor endless 
barren miles could subdue.’ 
 
That’s what can happen to us.” Tim Keller 

 
 
Our faith is most authentic when it cries out to God and clings to God in our 
darkest moments. This Psalm informs us that God hasn’t left us without a 
song to sing in the pit. 

 
 

 

V. THIS PSALM EQUIPS US 
 
This psalm equips us to care for others who find themselves in this 
condition of soul or circumstance. 
 

• Do you have a category for a genuine Christian having a Psalm 88 
experience where God withdraws the sense of his presence where one is 
more aware of the absence of God than the presence of God? 

 
• Do you have a category for unrelieved suffering? 
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“A true Christian believer may be taken by God through times of deep and dark 
despair. He or she may be taken through this darkness even though he or she 
has not fallen into sin or backslidden from faith in Jesus Christ. This is a very 
important truth.” Christopher Ash 

 
 
We must learn how to lament with each other as well as rejoice together. 
 
 
“The contemporary church, by and large, is neither adept nor comfortable with 
singing lament. There are numerous contemporary songs based on various 
biblical psalms or parts thereof. But, on closer examination, most of these are 
drawn from psalms of praise or thanksgiving, not psalms of lament. Added to 
this, there are very few contemporary congregational songs of lament. Again, 
there are exceptions (the Redmans’ “Blessed be Your Name” or Stuart 
Townend’s “How Long” come to mind), but they really are exceptions. This is in 
contrast to the balance of the Psalter, where 67 of the 150 Psalms are typically 
categorized as laments-if not in whole, then in part…The practice of singing 
lament is designed to awaken faith and inspire hope as God’s people persevere 
through seasons of pain.” Robert Smith 
 
 
Recommended Resources: 
 

• Article—"Belting Out the Blues as Believers: The Importance of Singing 
Lament” by Robert Smith 
 

• Chapter—The chapter simply titled “Weeping” in the excellent book by 
Tim Keller, Walking with God Through Pain and Suffering 
 

• Book—Rejoicing in Lament by Todd Billings 
 

 
 

VI. THIS PSALM REMINDS US 
 

This psalm reminds us where we find out ultimate comfort and assurance 
in the midst of darkness. 
 
This is the darkest psalm in scripture, but not the darkest place in scripture. 
 

• “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?” Mark 15:34 
• “It represents the most agonizing protest ever uttered on this planet. It 

burst forth in the moment of unparalleled pain. His scream was the 
scream of the damned…for us.”  R.C. Sproul 
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When we find ourselves in a pit, aware of darkness-when our cries to God seem 
only to be met by silence from God—when our suffering is severe or prolonged 
and our discouragement of soul is pronounced-we have the Cross to comfort 
us. 
 
 
“In Him was life, and the life was the light of men. That light shines in the 
darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.” John 1:4-5 
 
 

 


