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How to Pray When You Feel Far From God 
Psalm 139 

This morning as we continue to look at the psalms and how to connect with God through honest prayer, I want to 
look at Psalm 139 and talk about how to pray when you feel far from God.  What do you do when you want to feel 
closer to God?  Some people listen to music, others try to get out into nature while others try to quiet their mind 
and sense His presence.  However, the Bible gives us a different path into God’s presence; a path that does not 
begin in our emotions but first passes through our mind and then our conscience and finally to our emotions. This 
psalm is about God’s omnipresence and His omniscience.  When theologians talk about the “omnis,” they’re 
talking about ways God is wholly unlike His creation; the ways no one and nothing is like God.  Omnipresent means 
all present:  that God is always present in every place and there is no place where God is not fully present.  
Omniscient means all-knowing; there is nothing God does not know.  It is impossible for God to learn because He 
already knows everything; everything that has been, everything that is, everything that will be; and even 
everything that could possibly be but isn’t; every possibility or eventuality. Omnipotent means that God is all-
powerful.  There is nothing God cannot do.  The omnis define the difference between God and everything else; yet 
knowing these things about God won’t change our life until they become personal which is what happens to David 
in Psalm 139. I want to look at three questions this morning.  1. What does this psalm teach us about God? 2. What 
does this psalm teach us about David (and by extension, about ourselves?) 3. What does this psalm teach us about 
feeling closer to God?  This is a great psalm about who God really is and how who He is should affect who we are.  
Let’s look at what it teaches us about God.  
 
First, in vs. 1-6, David realizes that God knows him completely. “O LORD, You have searched me and known me. 
You know when I sit down and when I rise up; You understand my thought from afar. You scrutinize my path and 
my lying down, and are intimately acquainted with all my ways. Even before there is a word on my tongue, behold, 
O LORD, You know it all. You have enclosed me behind and before, and laid Your hand upon me. Such knowledge is 
too wonderful for me; It is too high, I cannot attain to it.” (1-6)  When I feel far from God, I need to remember that 
no one knows me better that God; no one is closer to me than God, no one understands me like God understands 
me.  David says that God searches him and knows him.  God studies him.  He watches David carefully.  He wants to 
know everything about David.  He is very interested in David.  He knows everything that David does or will do; 
everything that David says or will say, everything that David thinks or will think.  He knows David far better than 
David knows himself.  God knows David so thoroughly because He is so close to David, enclosing David behind and 
before and holding David in His hand.  Whether we are aware of God, God is very aware of us, carefully watching 
our path, our thoughts and our words.  And the more David thinks about how intimate God’s knowledge and 
interest in him is, the more incomprehensible it becomes to him.  How the God of the universe could be so vitally 
interested in me is too high.  I can’t comprehend it, David says. God is omniscient, all-knowing and all-seeing. His 
gaze never wanders; He never loses focus.  He is always thinking about us, always aware of everything that is 
happening to us and within us, and always aware of what will happen to us before it happens.  There is nothing 
about us He doesn’t know. 
 
David also realizes that not only does God know everything, God is everywhere; that He is always with David. 
“Where can I go from Your Spirit? Or where can I flee from Your presence? If I ascend to heaven, (If I travel to the 
farthest reaches of the universe) You are there; If I make my bed in Sheol, (the place of the dead) behold, You are 
there. If I take the wings of the dawn, (If I could fly across the earth at the speed of the first light of dawn) if I dwell 
in the remotest part of the sea, (at the bottom of the Mariana trench), even there Your hand will lead me, and Your 
right hand will lay hold of me.” (David says there is no place he can go that God isn’t there.) If I say, "Surely the 
darkness will overwhelm me, and the light around me will be night," even the darkness is not dark to You, And the 
night is as bright as the day. Darkness and light are alike to You. (vs. 7-12) Even in a dark place, a place David can’t 
imagine God to be, God is not only there but is as close to and as fully aware of David as when David is praying to 
Him in the temple.  



David also realizes that not only is God fully present in every place David has been or will ever be, He has been fully 
present with David every moment of his life. “For You formed my inward parts; You wove me in my mother's 
womb. I will give thanks to You, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made; wonderful are Your works, and my soul 
knows it very well. My frame was not hidden from You, when I was made in secret, and skillfully wrought in the 
depths of the earth; Your eyes have seen my unformed substance; and in Your book were all written the days that 
were ordained for me, when as yet there was not one of them.” (13-16)   God was there when David was 
conceived: God formed his body and wove him in his mother’s womb and oversaw every detail of David’s life from 
conception all the way to death.  That’s why David says, “I am God’s creation, fearfully and wonderfully made by 
God Himself who skillfully designed and created me.  God was there when I was only an embryo and He has been 
vitally interested in me and guiding me ever since.  He ordained all the days that I am to be on earth before I was 
even born.  He knows the day of my death, it has already been written; and I will not die a second sooner or a 
second later than what He has decided.  
 
 I used to think that God became interested in me when I got interested in Him; but that’s really not the case.  I 
was the result of an affair between an office manager and his secretary who lived with her parents with her 12 
year old daughter.  My mother didn’t believe she could care for me adequately under those circumstances and so 
she gave me up to the Children’s Home Society for adoption.  From a human perspective, I was an unfortunate 
accident.  But God ordained my birth, God wove me in my mother’s womb, God led my adoptive parents to me 
and has been watching over me and leading me for my entire life; not just since I gave myself to Christ.  And that’s 
true for you as well.  You are His creation.  All of His skill and knowledge went into creating a person in His own 
image, and He knows you and watches you and treasures you – just like He did David.  God is present at our birth 
and God is present at our death and at every moment in between.  That’s why Christians from the time of the 
Roman Empire have stood against abortion, suicide and euthanasia – because our birth and our death belong to 
God, not to us or to anyone else.   
 
As David contemplates how completely God knows him and how constantly God is with him, he is overwhelmed. 
Vs. 17-18, “How precious also are Your thoughts to me, O God! How vast is the sum of them! If I should count them, 
they would outnumber the sand. (In the context, I think David is talking about God’s thoughts about him; about 
how much God thinks about David.) When I awake, I am still with You.” Not only is God present when David is 
conceived and present when his life ends, one day David will awake in His presence.  The Bible often pictures death 
as sleep.  In Mark 5, Jesus arrives at a home where a 12 years old girl has just died.  People are wailing and crying 
but Jesus says, “Be quiet, she’s only asleep.”  Everybody begins to laugh at Jesus because they know she’s dead, 
but Jesus goes into her room where her body lies on a bed, takes her hand and says, “Honey, it’s time to wake up.” 
And she comes back to life.  Because God is everywhere at all times and never lets go of us, He will be there when 
we die to wake us up.  David writes in Psalm 17:15, “As for me, I shall behold Your face in righteousness; I will be 
satisfied with Your likeness when I awake.”  The first face we will see when we die will be the face of God who will 
be with us just as He has been with us every day of our life.  
 
What do we learn about God from this prayer?  God knows us completely and is with us always.  And so if I don’t 
feel close to Him, it isn’t because He’s moved.  And this brings us to what we learn about David from this psalm.  
Even though God is with David from conception to death and beyond, David has to learn how to live in the 
presence of God, just like we do.  As we read through this prayer, we see David’s attitude toward God’s presence 
in his life gradually change. Let’s look at vs. 7-12 again. “Where can I go from Your Spirit? Or where can I flee from 
Your presence? If I ascend to heaven, You are there; If I make my bed in Sheol, behold, You are there. If I take the 
wings of the dawn, if I dwell in the remotest part of the sea, even there Your hand will lead me, and Your right hand 
will lay hold of me.” Notice that David’s initial response to the omnipresence of God is to try to flee from God, like 
Jonah tried to flee when God sent him to preach to Ninevah.  Why would David want to flee from God?  Because 
David is human; because we feel suffocated, controlled, like we’ve lost our freedom when we think about a god 
who knows everything about us; who is always with us and whose gaze we cannot escape. N.T. Wright is a British 
pastor and theologian who writes that most of the liberal theologians who deny Christ and the truth of the Bible 
whom he knows personally were conservative Christians until they got to college and discovered sex.  It wasn’t 



that their learning changed their theology, it was their morality.  If they continued to believe in the God of the 
Bible, they couldn’t be comfortable doing the things they wanted to do.  So they fled from the God they had 
believed in all of their lives.  In Dostoyevsky's great novel The Brothers Karamazov, Dostoyevsky says through one 
of his characters, “If there is no God, everything is permissible.”  If there is no God, everyone is free to do whatever 
they choose, which is the principal reason people reject the idea of God.   I sure did.  I grew up going to church but 
as soon as I left for college, I stopped and began living the way I had always wanted to live.  Several times in my 
first two years of college, Christian students talked to me about Christ and when they did, I had no doubt that 
Christ was real or that He would come into my life if I asked Him.  But the thought terrified me.  I felt like I would 
be losing my freedom, that I would no longer be in control of my life.  I didn’t want to live for Christ; I wanted to 
live for me, and I was running away from God as fast as I could run, just like David.  But like David, I discovered that 
I could not escape Him.  There was nowhere I could go that He wasn’t already there.  David learned that he 
couldn’t escape God but what changed David’s attitude toward God?  Let’s read on. “If I say, "Surely the darkness 
will overwhelm me, and the light around me will be night," even the darkness is not dark to You, and the night is as 
bright as the day. Darkness and light are alike to You.” At first glance, David seems just to be saying that God can 
see in the dark.  Duh!  But in the Bible, darkness always symbolizes the power of evil; so when David says that 
when he feels overwhelmed by the darkness, he knows that God is not.  No matter how dark our way, God sees 
exactly what’s going on and what we need.  David learned that fleeing from God never leads to a good place and 
that God alone is our refuge and shield in times of darkness.  Jonah flees from God and ends up not only in a huge 
storm at sea but being thrown overboard by his fellow sailors and swallowed by a huge fish.  As Jonah sits in the 
smelly darkness of the fish’s belly, he finally turns to God and agrees to go to Ninevah.  Living with God is far better 
than living apart from Him.   That’s why I finally gave my life to Christ.  I discovered that living for me didn’t lead to 
freedom but to slavery. I was a slave to my lusts, fears and faults.  As a result, life was empty and unsatisfying – yet 
I was doing the best I could do.  Surrendering my life to Christ began to look better and better.  I was still afraid of 
losing my freedom, but freedom wasn’t turning out all that great; and so one night I prayed, “Jesus, if You’re there, 
please come into my life and make me what You want me to be.”  Christ came into my life and I discovered what 
David discovered: that the presence of God is not a place to dread but the best of all possible places to be.    
 
And that Jesus died so that we could live there.   You see, in the Bible, the presence of God is both a wonderful 
place and a terrifying place.  We were created to know Him and to live in His presence yet in the Old Testament, 
people who entered God’s presence died instantly because God is holy and we are not.   There’s this awful 
dilemma running through the Bible that the place we were created to be is the deadliest place for us because of 
our sin.  That’s why God sent Jesus;  to restore humanity to the destiny for which we were created and to make us 
fit to live in the very presence of God.   Jesus becomes a man and lives the life we failed to live, living a completely 
obedient and faithful life so that God can credit His perfect record to everyone who puts their faith in Him.  Jesus 
dies the death we deserved, bearing the just punishment for our sins Himself on the cross so that God can pardon 
all who trust Christ as Savior, and then rising from the dead and defeating death on our behalf so that we can live 
forever in the presence of God.  Because of Christ, the presence of God is no longer a place to fear but our true 
home.  The One who knows us best loves us most and sent His Son to die so that we could live with Him forever, 
cleansing us once and for all of the guilt of our sin so we are fit for His presence.  If you’re unsure if you’ve put your 
faith in Christ as your Savior and Lord, you can be sure this morning.  If you believe that Jesus is the Son of God and 
your Savior, ask Him to come into your life, to forgive your sins and to make you the person He has created you to 
be.  In Rev. 3:20, Jesus says, “Behold, I stand at the door and knock.  If anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I 
will come into him and fellowship with him and he with Me.”   Would Jesus lie to you?  Then if you sincerely ask 
Him to come into you, He will.  
 
So in this psalm, we learn that God knows us completely and is with us always – which is initially terrifying for us 
until we learn that the one who knows us best loves us most and that we were both created and saved to live in 



His presence. And that brings us to the third thing we learn from Psalm 139, what this psalm teaches us about 
feeling close to God.  Vs. 19-22 seem almost out of place in this prayer. “O that You would slay the wicked, O God; 
Depart from me, therefore, men of bloodshed. For they speak against You wickedly, And Your enemies take {Your 
name} in vain. Do I not hate those who hate You, O LORD? And do I not loathe those who rise up against You? I 
hate them with the utmost hatred; They have become my enemies.”  This is a common prayer both in the psalms 
and throughout the Bible where David asks God to judge the wicked – which doesn’t sound very Christian at all.  
I’m not going to talk about these verses today but Jeff will next week as we look at these kinds of calls to God for 
justice.  I believe next Sunday will be the most informative of all the messages we’ve done from the psalms 
because Jeff will address an issue many pastors avoid – just like I’m doing now.  But there is so much we can learn 
from this kind of prayer and I hope you’ll join us again next Sunday. 
 
Vs. 23-24 are two of the most familiar verses in the Bible and in the context of God’s omniscience and 
omnipresence, they reveal how we actually experience God’s presence. “Search me, O God, and know my heart; 
Try me and know my anxious thoughts; and see if there be any hurtful way in me, and lead me in the everlasting 
way.”  Why does David ask God to do something he knows God already does, since the first line of this psalm is “O 
LORD, You have searched me and known me?”   David knows that God knows David far, far better than David 
knows David.  David doesn’t know his own heart but God does.  David doesn’t know his true motives but God does.  
David can’t see many of his secret sins, but God does.  David doesn’t know his future but God does.  With all this 
information about himself so readily available, David prays that God will share it with him.  “Try me and know my 
anxious thoughts; and see if there be any hurtful way in me, and lead me in the everlasting way.”  The One who 
knows us best loves us most.  God sees the attitudes which are slowly eating us alive.  He sees the pride which is 
driving us off the cliff.  He knows the fears and the self-interest which keep tripping us and preventing us from 
experiencing the life He intends.  And David is so confident in God’s great love for Him; that rather than being 
threatened by the fact that God sees all that is hurtful and evil in him, David asks God to share that information 
with him so that he can change.  You see, faith in God is largely faith that God knows more than I do; that He sees 
where all my choices will eventually lead; what my attitudes will eventually produce; what my sins will eventually 
destroy – unless I repent and trust Him to change me.  And so, instead of hiding from my sins, I pray that God will 
expose my sins; that He will perform surgery daily and free me from those sins.  One thing I’ve learned in 
swimming is that the primary reason I  need a coach is because I need another set of eyes to watch me swim to see 
the faults in my technique which are holding me back.  I can’t see them.  I just go by feel and if it feels right, I 
assume it is right.  However, my stroke doesn’t feel right because I’m doing it correctly; it feels right because that’s 
the way I’ve always done it; and what feels right is often preventing me from improving and becoming more 
efficient in the water.  The same is true for my character.  What feels natural and good isn’t always so.  Proverbs 
says that “All the ways of a man are right in his own sight but the Lord tests the heart.”  I need God to show me my 
heart because I’ve discovered that so often, what feels right is actually leading me astray.  What does this have to 
do with experiencing God’s presence each day?  David experiences the presence of God as he remembers the truth 
about God - that God knows him completely and is with him always; and then as he asks God to show him the 
truth about himself.  The presence of God is the presence of truth; truth about God and truth about ourselves.  We 
sense the presence of God first through our understanding as we understand Him and ourselves better, and then 
in our conscience, as we want to follow Him more closely and then in our feelings.  Look at Psalm 43:3. “O send out 
Your light and Your truth, let them lead me; Let them bring me to Your holy hill And to Your dwelling places.” What 
brings us into the dwelling places of God?  God’s light and truth; the more about God that David learns, the more 
of God, he experiences.  And the better David understands God, the better David understands himself.  I feel the 
closest to God when God is teaching me something about Himself or about myself. I was reading Mark 6 this week 
and noticed that when Jesus tries to take His disciples away from the crowds for a break but the crowds follow 
them, that instead of resenting the people who would not leave Him alone, Jesus feels compassion for them 
because they are like sheep without a shepherd; and teaches them and then feeds them. I realized that I’m not like 
Jesus; that I guard my privacy and I can get irritated when people want something from me during my off hours; 
that often I do not view people through Christ’s eyes but through my own self-interest.  I knew God was searching 
and trying me and revealing a hurtful way in me.  That’s when I feel closest to God – when I realize something that 
is true of God and something that is true of me.   So I repented of my selfishness and asked Jesus to give me His 



love and compassion for others, knowing that it is only as I lose my life for His sake that I really find it – and I felt 
like my Father was watching over me and guiding me. Truth – truth about God and truth about ourselves leads us 
into the presence of God.  So how do you pray when you feel far from God?  Remind yourself of the truth about 
God: that God knows you completely and is with you always, whether you sense His presence or not – our 
confidence is not in the feeling of His presence but in the fact of His presence.  And then ask Him to reveal the 
truth about you.  
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