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The Christian Life through the Lens of the Psalms 

 

 

The Justice of God and the Frustration of his People 

Psalm 10 
 

 

Our journey through what’s called Book 1 of the Psalms (chs. 1-41) brings us to chapter 10 this 

morning.  As we noted last week, Psalms 9 and 10 were most likely written originally as a single 

psalm that focused on the subject of God’s justice.  Psalm 9 encouraged us to be grateful for 

God’s justice—the fact that we can trust God to deal justly with evil this world—to do what is 

right, and make right what is wrong.  Again, that’s justice in the Bible—doing what is right, and 

making right what is wrong.  You probably picked up from the Scripture reading earlier that 

Psalm 10 takes us in a slightly different direction with this subject.  Not that the psalmist is 

ungrateful, per se, but rather more confused and perplexed.  He believes in God’s justice, but 

what he finds hard to believe as he looks out on the rampant evil in the world, is that God doesn’t 

seem to be doing anything about it.  Listen again to v. 1: “Why, O LORD, do you stand far off? 

Why do you hide yourself in times of trouble?”  That’s a pretty honest question.  And so  

whereas Psalm 9 encouraged us to be thankful for God’s justice, Psalm 10 helps us navigate the 

frustration and weariness of living in a world where evil seems to prevail and God’s justice 

seems far off. 
 

How do we make sense of the gap between what we know to be true about God and his purposes, 

and what we see to be going on in the world around us?  Especially with regard to God’s justice.  

We saw last week how God’s justice is necessary—we need a God who has the character to do 

what is right, and the ability to make right what is wrong, because he really is that holy, and sin 

really is that sinful, whether it’s directed toward us or toward God.   

 

But what happens when God’s justice seems far off?  Where is God when the bank forecloses on 

my house?  When my spouse tells me to get out?  Where is God when I get the lay off notice?  

Or when the drunk driver hits my kid?  What happens when God doesn’t seem to be very 

interested in stopping the harmful things that are being done to us, or that we’re doing to 

ourselves?  How do we respond? 

 

There are a lot of options.  We can complain and grumble, bickering about God and accusing 

him of being either not good enough or not powerful enough to stop what we see as wrong in the 

world.  This was the common mode of the Israelites in their journey from Egypt to the promised 

land.   

 

We could simply give up on God.  We can start with the musings of Asaph, who wrote Psalm 73, 

that he has wasted his time trying to keep his life pure, since the wicked are the ones who live in 

peaceful prosperity, and we can go varsity, hit the eject button on God.  Dive headlong into the 

ways of this world, since they seem to have all the fun while God’s people suffer. 
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We can go the opposite way, and pretend that there is nothing actually wrong with how the world 

works—at least for Christians. Everything is fine.  It’s fine.  If you’re here and you’re new to 

Christianity or kind of exploring it, then I have a hunch that this is a lot of what you see—that 

the church has no room for broken people or sinners.  And yet underneath, most of us live with a 

quiet tension and frustration.  We don’t truly always like what we see, or what we experience, 

but we’re afraid that if we’re honest about our frustrations, other people will think that we’re 

lacking in faith, or that our suffering is because of something we’ve done—we’ve not been good 

enough in some area of our life.  We don’t always know which one, but if I can figure it out and 

fix it, then life will go well again.  And in the meantime I’ve just got to keep up the show.   

 

Or, we can follow the trail that many of the disciples were initially on, or other Jewish groups 

before them, like the Maccabbees, and recognize that this world is messed up, and it’s up to us to 

fix it.  And so we gather the troops and rally around this new political hero, this new program, 

this new movement—whatever we need to take control of this fallen world and force it into 

submission.  If God won’t do it, we will. 

 

And of course none of these ideas are capable of doing justice to our situation.  They either think 

too lowly of God, too little of sin, or too highly of ourselves.  So what do we do?  This is where 

the Psalms help shape us—help shape the way we navigate through life in a fallen world.  And 

here they do so with what’s called a lament.  Psalm 10, as it flows out of Psalm 9, transitions 

from thanksgiving into a lament—an honest expression of frustration and complaint, looking to 

God for help from the midst of the trial.  The Psalms are full of lament, and the laments of 

Scripture are raw and honest—listen again to v. 1: “Why, O LORD, do you stand far off? Why 

do you hide yourself in times of trouble?” 

 
So a lament allows us to be honest with how messed up the world is, and how frustrated and 

weak and in need we are, and at the same time directs us to the one who can actually do 

something about it.  A lament is a prayer.  It’s not just a venting session, though there is a fair 

amount of release involved.  And it’s not the same thing as grumbling; the difference between 

the kind of grumbling the Israelites did in the wilderness and lamenting is that a lament rises not 

out of disbelief in God, but belief that he is God and that he can do something about it.  Again, a 

lament is a prayer, directed to the God who has the character and ability to deal justly with evil in 

the world, and who is in fact able to redeem our suffering and use it for his purposes. 

 

Laments like Psalm 10 break through what can feel like the veneer of a Thomas Kinkade 

Christianity.  There’s a pervasive notion that the Christian life should always be bright and 

cheery—no blemishes, and we feed that through an unbalanced diet of celebratory songs and a 

culture of T-shirts and mugs bearing positive and encouraging statements that are true enough 

but ring hollow in the ears of those suffering under the weight of guilt, despair, or oppression.  

Now, the problem is not the songs or the T-shirts, but the idea that suffering has no place in my 

Christian experience, that God isn’t in it or can’t use it, and if it’s there, then something must be 

wrong with me.  Laments help us express our frustrations, our doubts and fears honestly by 

rehearsing what’s wrong with the world and again directing our requests to the God who is able 

to do something about it.  They remind us that we can trust God to deal justly with evil in the 

world—even in the meantime. 

 



 3 

So how does Psalm 10 direct our hearts when we stand before a world where sin and evil and 

brokenness seem to prevail?  I think we can see it in four parts.  It begins with a release of 

frustration in v. 1, followed by a rehearsal of what’s wrong with the world in vv. 2-11.  It then 

turns to a request for God to do something about it in vv. 12-15, and concludes by resting in God, 

who will be faithful to establish his justice (vv. 16-18).  So, first, a release of frustration. 

 

A Release of Frustration, v. 1 
We’ve already noted the honesty of v. 1.  From where the psalmist stands, surrounded by trouble, 

it feels as though God is playing hide and seek, and it’s getting annoying that we can’t find him.  

“Why do you hide yourself in times of trouble?”  This is the God, who according Psalm 9:9 is a 

“stronghold in times of trouble.”  But it doesn’t feel like that right now, and the psalmist is 

honest enough to tell God that.  And by the way, that’s okay—it’s okay to be honest with God.  

He already knows what you’re thinking—you might as well express it to him and do business 

with it.  

 

A Rehearsal of What’s Wrong With the World, vv. 2-11 

The psalmist then rehearses what’s wrong with the world in vv. 2-11.  Verse 2 summarizes the 

problem: “In his arrogance the wicked man hunts down the weak, who are caught in the schemes 

he devises” (or perhaps, “let them be caught in the schemes that they have devised,” as in the 

ESV).  Notice that we have the same categories of people here as we had in Psalm 9: the wicked 

(six times in this chapter)—those who are against God and seek to take advantage of his people; 

and God’s vulnerable people, described as the poor or afflicted (five times), or the helpless (three 

times), or the fatherless and the oppressed.  Again, these categories reinforce the fact that we 

need God to establish justice—wickedness really does need to be condemned, and God’s people 

are too weak to do anything about it apart from him.   
 

And we see the same fundamental problem underneath the wicked that we saw in chapter 9—a 

confusion of identity between who is God, and who is not.  Verses 3-4 describe the self-

glorifying will of the wicked.  He boasts in or praises the desires of his own heart—that’s his 

object of worship: his own desires.  His aim is to make much of himself, instead of doing what 

he was created to do according to Psalm 8—to make much of God.  And this is because he has 

renounced and reviled God.  Verse 4: “In his pride [he] does not seek him; in all his thoughts 

there is no room for God.”  And if God is out of the picture, then he’s free to rule his own world 

with no one to correct him or hold him to account. 

 

And so his self-glorifying will leads to his self-confident ways or behavior in vv. 5-6.  He has no 

need for God in the way he lives his life.  He is prosperous, after all.  He’s able to get what he 

wants out of life, and he doesn’t mind playing a little dirty to get it.  God’s ways, God’s 

judgments are too high for him.  Not that he can’t understand them, but that he doesn’t take his 

eyes off his sin long enough to see them.  He’s like a teenager borrowing Dad’s sports car, so 

engrossed in trying to max out the speedometer, that he doesn’t look up to see the truck stopped 

in front of him.  He doesn’t need God or his ways; he has no fear of his enemies; he assumes he’s 

invincible.  “Nothing will shake me; I will always be happy and never have trouble.”  

 

And these self-confident ways show themselves in destructive words and violent works, in vv. 7-

10.  “His mouth is full of curses and lies and threats; trouble and evil are under his tongue” (v. 
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7).  See that pile up of destructive words there—five different ways to describe the deadly speech 

of those who put themselves in the place of God and will do anything to stay there.  Empty 

promises, sowing seeds of dissent, gossip, slander, threats of brutality, outright deception.  

Whatever it takes.  And the works match the words.  Notice the picture of stealth and secrecy—

the deception to get what he wants.  He lies in wait, setting an ambush, like a lion in cover.  To 

do what?  To take advantage of the weak and helpless for the sake of his own gain.   

 

And this is the essence of the psalmist’s trouble—what he sees and complains about.  The 

wicked take advantage of the innocent, and God doesn’t seem to be doing anything about it.  It’s 

as if he just sits by watching the husband abuse his wife, or the wife cheats on her husband, the 

uncle molests his niece, the dealer entices his client to get just one more fix, the executive lines 

his pockets while laying off desperate employees, the student is bullied in school (or at youth 

group), the recent graduate is discriminated because of the color of her skin.  And you ask again, 

“Why, O LORD, do you stand far off? Why do you hide yourself in times of trouble?” (10:1). 
 

The wicked seem to get away with it.  God doesn’t seem to care.  And it not only looks that way 

to you, but to the wicked as well.  Verse 11 reveals the logic underneath his destructive actions: 

“He says to himself, ‘God has forgotten; he covers his face and never sees.’”  This is foolish, but 

it is in fact the very logic underneath every sin committed—the mistaken idea that God cannot 

see, or will not hold us to account.  It’s like a toddler playing hide and seek.  They think that 

because they can’t see you, you must not be able to see them.  (Hide their eyes).  The other night 

Moriah asked for some more books while she was trying to fall asleep, and I asked her to wait in 

her bed.  And I see her step aside around the corner so I’m just out of her view, and I can see this 

little puff ball of hair sticking out.  It’s kind of cute when a two-year-old does it.  It’s repulsive 

and destructively foolish when men and women pretend that God can’t see them in their efforts 

to make much of themselves at the expense of God and others. 
 

We see the pattern in almost every celebrity scandal on TV.  Politicians who think they can have 

an affair, a child, and keep it all a secret while they run for President, or Governor of California.  

No one will see; no one will hold to account, no matter how badly I wreck someone else’s life 

and my own.  And lest we fall into the same trap of pride and invincibility, we have to 

remember, but for the grace of God, there go I.  We are no different.  We are not immune!  Not a 

blessed one of us.  And the minute we think so, the devil has his foothold, and that’s all he needs 

to start his destructive work—to set us adrift.  No Christian wakes up one morning and decides 

I’m going to turn my back on God today.  We take little steps, here and there, all the while 

convincing ourselves that God doesn’t see, and that we’re not too far from shore that we can’t 

get back. 

 

In my early Christian walk there were five men who were particularly influential in my life—

mentors.  They taught me how read my Bible, walk with God, give my life away.  Of those five, 

only two are still in vocational ministry.  And it was sexual sin in every case.  Two out of five.  

That’s not very good odds.  And my heart breaks over them, especially over one who remains 

unrepentant.  But the minute I think it can’t happen to me, that God won’t see what I’m doing, 

that I can get away with it, is the minute I’ve lost.  I read the same Bible those men read.  I’ve 

been through the same training.  I am not immune from the lures of sin, and neither are any of 

you. 
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And so as we turn and look at the psalmist’s request for God to deal justly with evil in vv. 12-15, 

let’s hear both an encouragement and a warning: a warning against drift, and against persisting in 

unrepentant sin, thinking that God will not call us to account; and an encouragement to persevere 

in prayer and in trusting God to be with us, to use our suffering, and ultimately to deal justly with 

evil, either through the cross or the final judgment.  Let’s hear and join in this request as those 

who cling desperately to the grace of God in Christ, without which we would be no different than 

those who surround and oppose us. 

 

A Request for God to Do Something About It, vv. 12-15 

Verse 12.  Having rehearsed the dire situation, he now pleads with God to do something about it: 

“Arise O LORD!”    Verse 12 echoes chapter 9:19.  It’s calling God to action.  “Do not forget the 

helpless!”  And in vv. 13-15 he reminds God of the foolish logic of the wicked, and God’s own 

commitment to establish justice on behalf of the poor and afflicted.  God does see our trouble 

and grief; he does take it into his hands to do justice to the wicked and call him to account.  So 

the psalmist pleads with God to do something, and then expresses his confidence that God will in 

fact be faithful to do so, in vv. 16-18, and his restful confidence. 

 

A Restful Confidence in God to Be Faithful, vv. 16-18. 
This is perhaps a surprising conclusion to the psalm when we consider where it began—from a 

complaint to now a confession of faith that God will be faithful to establish justice.  And he rests 

confidently in God for three reasons.  First, because of the reality of God’s reign in v. 16: “The 

LORD is King for ever and ever; the nations will perish from his land.”  God is God, and despite 

what the nations and the wicked think, there is no other.  And he is still on his throne—even 

amid our trouble, so we can trust him.   

 

Second, the psalmist rests in God’s relationship to his people.  Verse 17: “You hear, O LORD, 

the desire of the afflicted; you encourage them, and you listen to their cry.”  Despite what it feels 

like at the present, he is confident that God does in fact hear his people’s cries and comfort and 

strengthen their hearts.   

 

God understands our suffering.  When God’s eternal Son took on flesh and walked on this earth, 

he knew what it felt like to be misunderstood and falsely accused.  He knew what it felt like to 

have someone break their promise.  He knew what it felt like to be taken advantage of—to be 

praised one day because of what people think they can get from you, and then demonized the 

next, when you don’t deliver on their terms.  Jesus can identify with the bruises and pain of the 

battered wife.  He knows what if feels like to be betrayed by someone you trust.  His crown was 

a crown of thorns.  When he was nailed to the cross, all the evil and sin of this fallen world was 

poured out on him.  The pain of every abortion, every rape, every sexual abuse, the terror of war, 

the devastation of genocide and hunger—all the evil and injustice that this world can muster, all 

of it poured out on him.  Jesus understands our suffering. 

 

And he is present with us in our suffering.  He has not left us as orphans, but is present with us 

through the Holy Spirit to uphold us and carry us through the trial, and even to use the trial for 

his redeeming purposes.  God is at work in our suffering.  Just as God brought life and peace to 

the world through the death of his Son, so he is at work through our wounds and trials both to 
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change our hearts to be more like him, and to demonstrate to the world the sacrificial, self-giving 

love of Christ.  That doesn’t mean that injustice is okay.  The fact that God uses it doesn’t mean 

that it isn’t evil or doesn’t need to be stopped.  No, God weeps with us in our trouble; he burns 

hot with anger over the injustice committed.  But he will not waste it.  He will redeem it and use 

it. 

 

And third, the psalmist rests with confidence in God because of God’s resolve to do what is right 

and make right what is wrong.  Verse 18: he will defend the fatherless and the widow—the weak 

and those in need; he will remind our oppressors that they are but men, and that he alone is God.  

God will be faithful to bring justice to our present suffering.  Sometimes he acts promptly.  

Sometimes justice waits for the end.  But as we saw last week in chapter 9, sin has to be dealt 

with.  A just judge has to deal justly with evil.  And so at the end of the age, we will all stand 

before God to give an account of what we have done in this life, whether good or evil.  He will 

repay those who in their quest for self-glory seek not only to take advantage of others but to 

displace God himself.  And if we take an honest look into our hearts, we know we all stand 

condemned.   

 

But that’s what brings us to the cross, where God has taken his justice and brought it forward 

into the present.  In the cross of Jesus, God dealt justly with sin, and lovingly with sinners who 

place their faith and hope in Christ.  When Jesus Christ hung there, suspended between heaven 

and earth, not only was this world doing its worst, but God took his final judgment and poured it 

out on Christ in advance.  The full brunt of God’s holy anger and wrath—all weight of hell that 

we deserved—fell on Christ in that moment, to deal justly with the sin in our lives and bring 

forgiveness; to deal justly with the sin committed against us and free us to forgive; and to show 

us the pattern for life in the meantime—the pattern of the cross. 

 

And so I urge you this morning, whether you have placed your faith in Christ or are exploring 

the idea, to hear the warning: God will not let injustice prevail, or sin go unpunished.  And heed 

the encouragement: cling to the cross.  Pray boldly and honestly; believe that God will act and 

that he is with you; and cling to the cross. 

 


