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5] INTRODUCTION

Rhapsody is a type of music characterized by highly contrasting dynamics. There are
sections of softer tones, then the volume and speed suddenly increase. Composers express
changing emotions from sorrow to happiness. Better known examples are the Hungarian
Rhapsodies composed by Franz Liszt in the 1800s, and the Bohemian Rhapsody sung by the
rock band Queen in 1975. The huge mood swing in a rhapsody is comparable to the rapid
changes of our feelings. You may be having a good day. Then your heart quickly sinks when
you hear a tragic news. The writer of Psalm 109 was wrestling with some troubling thoughts
too. He was mistreated by enemies. Anger was boiling inside. In the end, sadness and pain
turned into joy and praise. It takes some effort to interpret this psalm. That reminds me of an
expression I heard when I first became a Christian: “Reading the Bible is like eating a fish.”
There are some straightforward passages like fish filets that do not have bone. For example,
children can recite stories about Jericho, David and Daniel they learn in Sunday school. Then
there are other Scriptures that even Bible scholars debate for years about their meanings. You
must carefully dissect the details like chewing a fish head. Those passages are not just hard
to understand. They are hard to apply too. Psalm 109 is an example. It is categorized as an
imprecatory psalm. The writer cried out for God’s justice in response to unfair treatments. He
even wished bad fortune to come to his enemies. We should not jump to a conclusion too
soon when studying these psalms. Remember psalms are basically poems. They express the
feelings of the authors. Some ideas or wordings should not be understood literally. Psalm 109
gives us insights on how to pray when we are afflicted by enemies. Through prayer, we lay
out our authentic emotions to the authoritative God.

fi#Z¥E EXPLANATION
1. ##3EAJE Call Sins as Sins

The psalmist did not deny his experience. He calls sins as sins. Let us read verses 2-5. David,
the author, tells us that he was surrounded by enemies. They attacked him with words. Verse
2 says they told lies. They made up things that were not true. Verse 3 adds that they uttered
words of hatred. Their speech was full of anger like blazing fire. Moreover, verse 4 states
that they accused with words. Their intention was to take people down. Other than hurtful
words, the enemies took harmful actions too. In verse 5, the writer says they returned good
with evil. It implies that those enemies were not strangers. They betrayed friendship and
planned to do damage. But the psalmist was not the only victim. He says in verse 16: For he
did not remember to show kindness, but pursued the poor and needy and the brokenhearted,
to put them to death. Not only did those bad guys fail to do good, they even plotted evil
schemes to take innocent people’s lives. All the verbal abuse, rejection and threats took their
toils on the psalmist. Look at verses 22-25. The writer was physically and emotionally




weakened when shouldering all the stress. He had constant fear about what the enemies
would do next. You may have experienced a similar turmoil. Perhaps someone turns against
you and sees you as an enemy. It will affect your work, appetite, emotion and sleep. It proves
that our mind and our body are closely connected. David surely knew how it felt. He faced
many enemies in his life. At one time, king Saul hunted after him. A teenager and the
youngest son in the family became a national hero when David defeated Goliath the giant.
Immediately, Saul recruited David as his personal assistant. He even made David his son-in-
law. Saul’s appreciation of David’s bravery and wisdom quickly turned into jealousy and
hatred when people compared the two of them. They sang: “Saul killed thousands but David
killed tens of thousands.” Since then, Saul tried to kill David. David had no choice but to run
away. He did all the right things but he suffered injustice. You may face different unfair
situations. For instance, a relative or a colleague spread rumors about you. Those lies ruin
your reputation and even cost your job. What will you do? You should prove your innocence
with evidence. Besides, you can pray like David did. You ask God to be your defense
attorney and judge. Even when people do not believe in you or your friends cannot fully
understand your grievances, God does. He knows all that happens to you and in you. No
negative emotion will surprise Him. Tell God how you feel, may it be agony or anger,
confusion or a sense of betrayal, deception or being taken advantage of. Say to Him: “Lord,
it’s not fair!” He welcomes us to dump it all to Him. It makes us feel better to have a
listening ear. We can react the same way to the injustice around us. We see powerful people
prey on powerless people. Innocent people are found guilty in court. They must pay heavy
fines and are even sent to prison. There are more serious crimes around the world. Leaders
oppress their citizens. Some victims become refugees in wars. They lose their home,
properties and even lives. Many Christians suffer from religious persecution too. Those
injustice should stir up our emotions. We should call sins as sins. We pray to God: “Lord, it
doesn’t make sense.” Other than prayer, we ask God for a solution. That is what the psalmist
did.

2. HfEH*2 Reap What They Sow

The psalmist was honest with his pain. He calls sins as sins. As part of his prayer, he asks
God to intervene. He hopes that his enemies will reap what they sow. We will look at verses
6-15. Wow! Are you sweating when you hear those words? This could be the hardest Bible
text you have ever come across. How should we understand it? Remember, this is a prayer.
The writer is not saying: “I will pay back to my adversaries. They hurt me and I’'m going to
hurt them more badly!” Rather, he is asking God to punish the wrongdoers. If that is a correct
understanding, then another problem arises. Critics may say: “Doesn’t the Bible teach us to
love others? How can you believe in such a cruel God?” We will address those issues later.
Let us first summarize the actions the psalmist asks God to take. First, the writer hopes that
his enemies will be found guilty in court (v. 6-7). Second, he prays that their lifespan will be
shortened (v. 8-10). As a result, their wives and children will suffer when the man in the
house is gone. Third, he wishes that no one will show mercy to those needy families (v. 11-
12). Fourth, he hopes the enemies’ names will disappear in history. Fifth, he asks God not to
forgive their sins. In essence, the psalmist is inciting a curse on his enemy. He is not done



yet. Continue to read verses 17-20. The psalmist hopes that those who plan to hurt others will
hurt themselves. It is like a person sets a fire to burn his neighbor’s house, but the wind
blows the opposite direction and consumes his own home instead. He becomes the victim of
his curse! In a secular thinking, to curse people is to wish that bad luck may come to them.
For example, people want their enemies to be hit by a car when crossing the street, to declare
bankruptcy or to contract a terminal disease. But their words have no magic power. Only
God has the power to bless and to curse. The Biblical concept of cursing is not only about
hoping enemies to suffer. Cursing is simply the reverse of blessing. For example, there will
be drought and famine when God stops the rain, there will be sickness when God allows
germs to infect us, and foreign enemies will invade when God lifts His protection. We enjoy
a lot of blessings from God without knowing it! We should always put our hope in Him. We
trust that He will exercise a fair judgment. We mentioned earlier that Saul tried to kill David.
Once, Saul was alone in a cave doing his business. David and his followers were hiding in
the dark. They urged David to take care of Saul because he was in a vulnerable situation.
Saul had to decide whether to pull his pants or draw his sword if David attacked him!
Instead, David cut off a corner of Saul’s robe to prove that he was in a striking distance.
Afterward, David called out to Saul in 1 Samuel 24:12 — “May the Lord judge between you
and me. And may the Lord avenge the wrongs you have done to me, but my hand will not
touch you.” David let God be God. He respected Saul because God assigned him as the king.
God would remove Saul in His way and timing if necessary. David refused to play God. We
should let God act on our behalf too. He is our Heavenly Father. It hurts Him too when we
suffer. He is on our side. Besides, He is the righteous Lord. Our enemies are God’s enemies
when we suffer for doing good. He will not let sin go unpunished. Therefore, we should wait
for His vindication. It is wrong for us to retaliate. Surely, we should guard ourselves and our
family from harm. We call the police when we are in danger. We let the justice system do its
job. But ultimately, we look to God for justice.

3. {EFE A== From Sad to Glad

The writer does not hesitate to call sins as sins. He hopes that enemies will reap what they
sow. However, he refuses to take matters into his own hands. Instead, he lets God be the
judge. After he recommits himself to God, his heart changes from sad to glad. Read from
verses 26-28. The psalmist prays for a few things. First, he hopes that the enemies will see
God’s hand when He demonstrates justice. He does not only ask God to deal with his
enemies. But he also expects to witness God’s glory in the process. Second, the psalmist
desires to have joy when God turns curses into blessings. His faith is rekindled when he
realizes what God is doing through his suffering. The life of Joseph in Genesis is a good
illustration of such faith. Joseph was a victim of sibling rivalry. His older brothers were
jealous that he was the apple in their father Jacob’s eyes. Envy soon turned into hatred. They
plotted an evil scheme and sold Joseph to Egypt as a slave. Bad became worse as Joseph was
falsely accused by the wife of his boss. A slave thus ended up in jail. Joseph could have
turned bitter. But he put his trust in God and waited on Him. By God’s miraculous plan,
Joseph was elevated to become the prime minister of Egypt. After many years, the family
was reunited. Joseph got permission from Pharoah and relocated the family to Egypt. That



saved them from the impact of a massive famine. After their father passed away, the brothers
were afraid that Joseph would seek revenge on them. Joseph reassured them in Genesis 50:20
— “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being
done, the saving of many lives.” Joseph did not ignore the wrong his brothers did to him. He
did not concentrate on his wounds either. Rather, Joseph recognized what God had
accomplished through a tragic experience. He changed a curse into a blessing. Being the
second man in the country, Joseph could guarantee the well-bring of his family. However,
God had a bigger plan than what Joseph could foresee. If Joseph was not sold to Egypt, then
Jacob’s family would not have immigrated to the country. If their descendants were not in
Egypt, Moses might not exist. No Moses, there would be no exodus, no judgment on Egypt,
no wilderness wandering and no Promised Land. Joseph and all those characters were part of
God’s bigger story. Just like Joseph did, the psalmist shifted his focus from his circumstances
to God. He knew that God would not abandon His children. That is why he closes the psalm
with words of praise. Look at verses 30-31. The psalmist had joy not because he witnessed
the punishment his enemies deserved. He rejoiced because God proved to be a righteous
Lord. God will repay sinners for their wrong, and He will reward the righteous for their faith.
We will fall into the ditch of self-pity if we just concentrate on our suffering. We will get mad
when we only look at our enemies. We wonder why God has not punished them. However,
we will have faith when we turn to God. We know that He is always there watching over us,
He is leading us the way and He is beside us giving us strength. We can change from sad to
glad when we step out from our little world and look at the bigger picture. Each of us plays a
role in God’s grand scheme. When our perspective is changed, we will not only question why
God puts us in a challenging situation. We will also ask what He wants to accomplish in and
through our lives.

45w CONCLUSION

Psalm 109 is not a complaint report. It is not a proposal for God to take care of enemies
either. But it is a heart-felt petition. The psalmist expresses his true feelings to God. Through
prayer, we lay out our authentic emotions to the authoritative God. What can we learn from
this psalm? Should we ask God to get rid of our enemies? Perhaps your supervisor or a
colleague often picks on you. It may be a neighbor who is not quite friendly because of your
skin color. It can be a competitor who uses dirty tricks to steal your customers. On a bigger
scale, there are other possible enemies such as crooked politicians, people who are hostile to
the Christian faith and overseas adversaries who try to eliminate us. No matter who they are,
the root cause for wicked behaviors is sin. People harbor evil thoughts, speak nasty words,
and engage in ungodly actions because they disobey God. Here is the fact: we were like that
before we became a Christian. We just sin in different ways! The Bible calls us enemies of
God. He could have wiped us out. But He showed us grace. He opened our hearts so that we
could respond to His calling of salvation. That is the best-case-scenario for our enemies too.
Someone put it this way: “Do I not destroy my enemies when I make them my friends?”
Thank God for His mercy. Jesus became the friend of sinners. He reacts with love toward
people’s hatred. Only God can change people’s heart and invite enemies into His family. His
name be praised!
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