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Entering Holy Week: Psalm of affliction

Beginning with Palm Sunday and culminating in Good Friday, this is Holy Week, commemorating the final stretch of the Lord Jesus’ earthly journey. Today we use a psalm to help us draw near to the Lord’s inner world during His suffering.

Prayer for illumination
Holy Spirit, share with us your wisdom; gift us with your hope; sustain us with your truth. Be in our hearing and our thinking, that through the words of Scripture we might know your call on our lives. Amen.

1. Honest lament: bringing pain before God (vv. 9–13)
During the years I lived in Iowa, there was a little girl in the church named Brittney. She always sat with her mother at the front near the pulpit. She was about the same age as my son, and I almost watched her grow from an infant. She was lively and adorable, like a little Barbie doll.

But one day, on her way home from school, she was hit by a car and suffered severe head trauma. That she survived could truly be called a miracle. But from then on, she lost control of her limbs and could no longer speak. Yet her face still often carried a smile. Later, her parents divorced, and she lived in a single-parent household. Her mother, Lori, once said very candidly, “Sometimes I really wish this would all just end… do you think I’m a bad person?” As her friends, we replied, “If you had never thought that, that would actually be more concerning.”

The Psalm 31 we read today actually sounds very much like the voice in Brittney’s heart, or her mother’s. It is a pouring out of pain before God, an almost unbearable loneliness and pressure:

O LORD, be gracious to me, for I am in distress; my eye is wasted from grief, my soul and body also. My life is spent with sorrow, and my years with sighing; my strength fails because of my iniquity, and my bones waste away… I have been forgotten like one who is dead; I have become like a broken vessel. For I hear the whispering of many—terror on every side! —as they scheme together against me, as they plot to take my life. (Psalm 31:9–13)

Like that mother, the psalmist does not deny the pain, but chooses to come honestly before God and say, “O LORD, be gracious to me.” This is both a brief cry and a long lament. This is what the Bible calls a lament.

This psalm does not belong only to that girl and her family, but to our whole world. When we look at society today, we find such cries everywhere—confusion, anxiety, anger filling the crowds. Yesterday, millions of people took to the streets to protest.The many acts of violence in the past year, even in recent weeks, make it seem as though everyone is carrying their own cross. This psalm is like a silent cry, expressing these tragedies and sufferings as a sacred lament.

2. The turning point: “Yet” brings a new direction (v. 14)

However, what follows is an unexpected turning point—a major shift. In verse 14, the psalmist uses a key word: “Yet.” This word seems to interrupt all the complaints and turn the whole direction around.

The psalmist begins to realize that behind the complaints there is another reality—a completely different truth.

He says, “Yet I trust in You, O LORD; I say, You are my God.”

That is to say, even in all this chaos and pain, he still chooses to believe that his life is in God’s hands.

Honestly, such a turn can sometimes sound like self-comfort, even like a kind of religious illusion. But if we think carefully, it is actually a profound life choice.

Our lives often stand between two paths:

One is that we honestly lament and speak our pain, yet still move toward that “yet,” continuing to pray and to go on.

The other is that we remain in complaint, letting disappointment become the end, prayer stops, and life becomes stuck.

If we do not want to remain trapped in helplessness and complaint, we must turn—reorient how we see life.

So what does this turning point—“yet”—really represent?

It reminds us that we are not the masters of life. Life is not something we can fully control, but a mysterious gift that far exceeds our present emotions and understanding.

3. Repositioning life: in whose hands am I? (vv. 14–15)

In a sense, saying “yet” is itself a change. Especially as Lent ends and Holy Week begins, this is worth our reflection.

We often live in a self-centered state, thinking we belong to ourselves, needing no one, owing nothing to anyone, and responsible to no one. But the psalmist says:

“O LORD, I still trust in You; I say, You are my God; my times are in Your hands.”

Here, the three “yet” statements deepen layer by layer:
“Yet, I trust in You”—this is trust, handing oneself over.
“Yet, You are my God”—this is acknowledging that life has a direction beyond oneself.
“Yet, my times are in Your hands”—this is a reorientation, placing life back in its proper position.

This statement is one of the most moving declarations in the Psalms. It helps us lift our heads again amid busyness and anxiety.

Jesus also said, “Which of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life?” (Matt. 6:27). After the pandemic, we understand this even more clearly—no one can extend life through anxiety.

What we can do is give our best; but at the same time, we must learn to accept that some things are beyond our control.

4. From complaint to faith: the growth of a life of prayer

When the psalmist speaks this third “yet,” the focus of his life changes. Difficulty is no longer the only center, because prayer sustains him.

A faithful person gradually shifts attention from immediate problems to a greater reality—God with us. Such a life has depth and becomes the strength by which we live.

When complaint reaches its limit, it begins to change—into submission and trust. The once direct and intense voice gradually becomes yielding. At this point, the psalmist begins true petition.

Such petition is not casually directed to a “convenient god.” If our god merely serves our needs, it is actually an idol of our own making. The true God requires us first to be attentive, honest, and submissive, and only then to enter into petition.

When we learn to pray this way, drawing near to God is no longer a burden but becomes natural, even joyful. We can express our needs to God, and He is not offended; rather, He expects us to seek His help.

The psalmist dares to pray this way not because he is confident in himself, but because he knows there is a God greater and more secure than his circumstances. Therefore, we can move forward with focus, believing that in the darkness, God is the warm light; He is also the path that leads us home. He can save, lift up, and make us whole again.

Finally, from honesty, to submission, to petition, to the deepest core—love. The psalmist says, “Save me according to Your steadfast love.”

This “steadfast love” is an unshakable love and the most crucial turning point in faith. It is the foundation of the universe, society, and personal life—a complete loyalty and bond.

So how do people understand such love in great suffering? How did Jesus live out such love? The answer may be: He practiced it His whole life.

In the faith community and among neighbors, we learn this steadfast love little by little. When others need us, when someone asks for help, even when it is inconvenient, those moments are the most real practice of love.

For this reason, we have the courage to pray when in need.

If you think this is a “simple spiritual step,” you are mistaken. The Psalms do not simplify faith, but invite us to live a different kind of life—acknowledging that we need one another and rejecting a life of isolation.

We easily fall into several traps: 
never admitting defeat or need; 
never asking for help or showing weakness; 
unwilling to connect for fear of the cost.
But this path ultimately leads only to isolation and anxiety.


Therefore, we learn another way of life: to speak honestly, submit joyfully, and pray with faith; to acknowledge that we cannot rely only on ourselves, but regain life within responsibility.

Jesus is our example. During this Passion Week, we reflect on how He emptied Himself, became a servant, and obeyed the Father’s will. He chose submission, and God exalted Him and gave Him glory.

We likewise praise Him with our mouths and worship Him on our knees. As we reflect on Jesus’ life, we discover that He has already lived out everything the Psalms speak of.

What Paul reminds believers of is essentially this: have the mind of Christ and live as He lived. Do not look only to your own interests, but also to those of others. This is a subversive choice.

5. Living out a “yet” life: practicing love in relationships

When we live in this kind of love, we can still pray in difficulties and hold fast to that unshakable love.

Without this “yet,” we easily see only our own needs and treat others as burdens. But whether a community lives out this kind of love can be seen in how we treat the poor, the hungry, the cold, and the sick.

Jesus is the one who lived all of this out:
He honestly cried out, “My God, my God.”
He fully entrusted Himself: “Into Your hands I commit my spirit.”
He also made this petition: “Father, forgive them.”
Let us learn this kind of life. As we walk with Jesus and with such people, we will find that this is not an ordinary way of living, but a better way.

Yet this path must be practiced daily. May this steadfast love become a steady strength in our lives. Let us walk with the Lord this week and enter into deeper reflection.
