
Psalm Safety – Handling Imprecatory Psalms Properly 

Psalm 58 – Ben Carpentier – All Saints 

 

Hands up if you've ever had a gun pointed at you?  2003, just around the time of the shoe 

bombing, Singapore airport, a young soldier who I swear did not look a day over 16, (S) had his 

SAR-21 military assault rifle (S) unslung, at his hip, finger in the trigger guard, pointed at me for no 

other reason than he was looking at me, and so the gun went where his eyes went.  I was simply 

walking from the gate lounge, just another passenger.  And yet if he'd sneezed or gotten jumpy in 

that moment, I could be dead.  I've been around guns for most of my young life (my father hunted 

on his farm, and my brother is a cop with attitude), but it was not until that moment that I had 

ever really felt the life-threatening danger of a firearm.  Same trip, when I was in England, the (S) 

British airport security had H&K MP5 sub-machine guns.  But theirs were securely locked to their 

chest, pointed at the floor.  The fear I had felt in Singapore was not there.  These guns were being 

well handled by professional looking adults.  They weren't pointed at me.  Fingers were not on 

triggers.  It's not the guns that caused me worry, it was how they were handled. 

 

In the book of psalms, (S) hidden away amongst songs of praise, hymns of confession, cries of 

lament, and words of God's glory, we find a little arsenal of angry, vengeful psalms.  (S) Psalms 

that, if they were aimed at you, might make you feel more than a little uncomfortable.  In fact, 

there is a whole group of psalms which can be called imprecatory, or cursing, psalms.  These are 

psalms where God's people call out to him in a direct way to act against their enemies, and in 

doing so call for terrible, sometimes disturbing retribution.  There are some, like ours today, that 

are uncomfortable to read publicly in church.  Some Christians, even theologians, say they have no 

place in the modern world, or in modern Christian churches.  And yet here we are, learning about 

them. 

 

Psalm 58 

 

Our psalm today is about people who rule and judge unjustly, even violently.  It's about people 

who are wicked in their speech, whose words are as destructive as a snake's venom.  (S) And you 

might think that writing a song about someone calling them an unjust, evil, violent, liar, comparing 

them to a cobra, is pretty nasty.  But that's nothing compared to the rest of this short psalm.  (S) 

Break their teeth!  Make then disappear!  Make them fail!  Make it is though they had never been 

born!  Sweep them away.   

 

What is a curse? - A smoking gun 

 

Ouch.  The psalmist calls this a psalm of David, calling up the idea of David, king of Israel, man of 

God's heart, espousing a litany of hate against his enemies.  And God sees fit to include this in the 

songbook of his people!  We could probably be convicted of inciting hatred if we sung this sort of 

song today.  How are we to understand this psalm of cursing?  There really is a lot more to an 

ancient curse than we can easily understand from our modern viewpoint.  Curses often included a 

list of complaints about the actions of another person, and why they deserve to be cursed (verses 

1-5).  (S) Cursing someone in public was throwing mud on their reputation. 



 

But there is much more to it.  In ancient times, curses were seen as powerful words that could 

cause harm and injury to another person.  Cast your mind back to the story of Balaam in the book 

of Numbers.  (S) “Balak said [to Balaam]: "A people has come out of Egypt; they cover the face of 

the land and have settled next to me. Now come and put a curse on these people, because they 

are too powerful for me. Perhaps then I will be able to defeat them and drive them out of the 

country."” (Numbers 22:5). 

 

A curse was looked at like magic words that you could use to call down pain and suffering on an 

enemy, to weaken them.  These were not idle words, any more than pointing a loaded gun at 

someone is an idle threat.  (S) If you point a gun at someone and pull the trigger, you don't hope a 

bullet flies towards them, you expect them to get hurt.  In calling down a curse, you were doing 

more than wishing, you were expecting suffering to come that person's way.  What do we have, 

then, in the request to bathe our feet in the blood of God's enemies in psalm 58?  We are left with 

a smoking gun in the hands of God's people, who are pointing these curses at their enemies.  God 

is also complicit in these events – he gave the Israelites the bullets for their smoking gun by 

accepting their curses as prayers, as psalms. 

 

Where is the love? 

 

By now, the question that should be ringing loud and clear in our minds as Christians is, (S) “Where 

is the love?”   How do these curses stack up alongside Jesus' call to love your enemies, and pray for 

those who persecute you?  You can see the temptation here to try and drop these cursing psalms 

like a hot potato.  Ban them like we ban guns. 

 

But these words are inspired and attested to by God, affirmed by him in his inclusion of them into 

the Bible, which we believe he has made perfect and inerrant.  And the psalms are included as the 

songs and prayers for God's people to use – they teach us how to pray!  We can't just ditch bits of 

the Bible because they make us feel uncomfortable. 

 

When is it right for us to curse our enemies in God's name?  To answer this question, we need to 

discover three things.  Firstly, in the context of Jesus words, “love your enemies”, can we do this 

cursing at all?  Secondly, who are our enemies?  Finally, what should we ask for, and what should 

we expect?   

 

The first question is a real obstacle.  Jesus' words in Matthew 5:44 are crystal clear, “I tell you, love 

your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.”  How can we love our enemies if we're 

calling on God to kill their children, or bring them into shame and despair, or cause them to be 

ruled by tyrants?  Shouldn't we just knuckle down and get on our knees and pray to God for their 

salvation?  Shouldn't we pray that God will change their hearts?   

 

The answer, of course, is yes.  And you know what?  These psalms do this too.  Listen to the words 

in Psalm 35:11-14: “Ruthless witnesses come forward; they question me on things I know nothing 



about. They repay me evil for good and leave me like one bereaved.  (S) Yet when they were ill, I 

put on sackcloth and humbled myself with fasting.  (S) When my prayers returned to me 

unanswered, I went about mourning as though for my friend or brother.  I bowed my head in grief 

as though weeping for my mother.”  This is a cursing psalm that shows the tension between asking 

for justice and asking for forgiveness.  It does both. 

 

The psalmist loved his persecutors because he knew that is what God wanted.  And we are quick to 

acknowledge that God wants that too.  Of course we are right – we should certainly not be quick to 

curse people, any more than we would be quick to shoot them with a gun.  God is a loving and 

forgiving God, and he calls on us, and empowers us, to be loving and forgiving to our enemies. 

 

Who are our enemies? 

 

But the psalmist knew what else God wants – God wants justice.  (S) God wants to see evil 

punished, he wants to see those that set themselves up as enemies of him defeated.  For us, that 

can be a bitter pill to swallow.  The idea of God as a loving God is one we cherish, and cling to.  It's 

a warm, comforting truth, and it is true.  But it's not the whole story, and we know it.  For God is a 

just God, who desires to see justice meted out on those who disobey him, and rebel against him, 

and are unrepentant in doing so. 

 

This is a hard teaching.  Can you accept it?  Do you accept that God's will means some people do 

not go to heaven?  Can you accept that in the one hand God holds love, and in the other he holds 

judgement?  Because this is the one true God we worship – love, and justice. 

 

If you struggle with this, honestly I don't blame you.  I think it's got a lot to do with our second 

question – that is, who are our enemies?  How many of us today in the modern western world 

even really have enemies?  Perhaps you have an angry next door neighbour whose fruit always 

falls on your side of the fence, or plays their music too loud, or sends you angry letters when you 

play yours too loud.  But seriously, how many of us have enemies that are like David's enemies – 

who spread lies about us, physically attack us, mistreat us or discriminate against us, and want 

everything we stand for and believe in destroyed?   

 

These are not just David's enemies in the psalm, or God's people's enemies, they are God's 

enemies.  This is probably the reason why these psalms are so far from our understanding – we 

simply don't have people knocking on our door ready to kill us simply for coming here today.  That 

idea for many of us is unfathomable.  We don't even see the enemies of God.  So then are these 

psalms of any worth to us at all?   

 

Psalm control – are they even needed? 

 

The answer is yes, but it means expanding our frame of prayer reference a bit.  (S) Will we pray 

against those who seek to undermine and destroy Christianity here in Australia?  Those in positions 

of power and privilege who use their influence to try and attack God through his church, in 



whatever way they can?  The university lecturers who go out of their way to give their Christian 

students a hard time, the atheist employers who won't give a Christian a job, those members of 

the sceptics societies or the atheist societies who actively lobby the government to deny rights to 

Christians.  God has enemies here. 

 

Remember too, there are Christians who live in fear.  There are Christians who wait for a knock on 

the door, who receive threats in the mail, who are attacked, slandered and mistreated where they 

live.  (S) Do we feel the injustice when our brothers in Christ get sentenced to 15 years in jail simply 

for being a house church leader, like Alimujiang Yimiti was in October 2009?  (S) Do we feel for the 

families of Christians who were injured in a mob attack on their church in Hanoi last week, where 

their pastor, Nguyen Danh Chau was injured, among others?  (S) Do we get angry when 35 

Christians in Egypt are killed by the military, run over by military vehicles, for peacefully protesting 

the destruction of their churches, just last month?  Imagine how comforting it is for them to read 

(S) Psalm 58:11, “Surely the righteous still are rewarded; surely there is a God who judges the 

earth.” 

 

The enemies of Christ are very real, and are striking harshly and evilly at God's people around the 

world.  Will we pray for justice?  Will we stand alongside our persecuted brothers and sisters in 

Christ and pray for God to judge his enemies for their evil deeds?  Even as we love these enemies, 

even as we pray for them as they persecute us or our brothers and sisters far away, there is a place 

for asking God to bring his judgement on those who wilfully seek to continually disobey and rebel 

against his rule. 

 

Psalm safety – how to wield a cursing psalm 

 

Which brings us to the final question about how these cursing psalms relate to us.  What is it we 

should be asking for, and what exactly should we expect from God in this matter?  Are we really 

going to be praying for people's teeth to be knocked out?  For their children to be killed, or their 

homes to be looted by debt collectors?  To be honest, I just don't think we feel the righteous anger 

for these crimes against God and his church to be able to muster up this sort of language.  Maybe if 

our turn comes to feel the whip of persecution on our backs, we will change.   

 

But for now, we can at least pray for justice.  We can pray that those who attack Christians will be 

defeated.  (S) Just over a year ago, a group of armed Muslim extremists invaded a church in 

Baghdad , taking hostages and beginning to systematically kill the churchgoers.  They killed 58 

men, women and children before the security forces stormed in and returned fire.  Who are we 

praying will win such a gunfight?  May the terrorists' rifles jam and their ammunition explode in 

their faces.  May those who oppress and persecute churches be discovered for their fraud or their 

adultery or their mistreatment of animals, and lose their important office.  May those who seek to 

crush the spirit of Christ in our young people with militant secular humanism face depression and 

anxiety and sadness at their life's work. 

 

But what we cannot forget, what we must not forget, is that justice only holds if they do not repent 

of their wrongdoing.  It makes for a challenging prayer, to both pray for the salvation and 

judgement of wrongdoers.  But that is what we must do.  (S) As Christian author John Day put it, 



loving prayer for repentance and salvation is the business as usual of God's church – (S) but when 

evil men remain unrepentant, the godly call for God's extreme justice.  Because God is faithful and 

just, and will forgive all sin of those who repent of it, who turn away from it and turn to God for 

forgiveness.  Those people are no longer enemies, but friends, brothers, sisters, and we should 

welcome them with open arms.  Just like Christ has done for all of us. 

 

If these cursing psalms give us a greater appreciation of God's love and his justice, then we are 

already well served.  If they assist us in praying and caring for our persecuted siblings in Christ, 

then they are a valuable tool.  And if they enable us to recognise those enemies of God in our own 

midst, and pray for their salvation and judgement, then we can only be more effective in the places 

God has put us. 


