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How to Pray for Justice – Psalm 10:1-18 

In 1994, the United Nations commissioned a special team to investigate the genocide in 
Rwanda. In the span of 10 weeks, nearly one million people had been slaughtered. Most of 
these had been killed by machete. The U.N. gave this, “Special Investigations Unit” a list of 100 
mass graves. They were asked to traverse the country, and make a gross accounting of what 
had happened. And the evidence they collected would be used to prosecute the leaders of the 
genocide. While in the town of Ntarama, the team happened upon a small church. And it was 
filled, knee-high, with corpses. So they began to wade through the sea of bodies. And they 
performed a brief autopsy of each person. Gary Haugen directed this team. And as he stood in 
that church, a thought crystallized in his head. He says this: 

“What was so clear to me was the way these very impoverished Rwandans at their point 
of most desperate need, huddled against those advancing machetes in that church, did not need 
someone to bring them a sermon, or food, or a doctor, or a teacher, or a micro-loan. They 
needed someone to restrain the hand with the machete – and nothing else would do.”1

 Stories like that cause me to pray for the poor, and the oppressed. I pray for their 
protection, and their comfort. But what about the oppressors? How should I pray for them? 
Obviously, I should pray that they’d repent. But, what if they don’t? And what if, as Haugen 
says, no one is there to restrain their hand? Should I pray for God to stop them? Should I pray 
that he would destroy them? Is it ok for a Christian to pray like that? After all, Jesus commands 
us to pray for our enemies (Matthew 5:44)? But, is it ever permissible to pray against them? 
And if so, when? I think the Psalms actually give us a framework for answering these questions.   

        

We’re now almost finished with our series on the book of Psalms. The Psalms are God’s 
prayer book for his people. And up to this point in the series, we’ve focused on personal prayer. 
We’ve learned how to pray for ourselves. But today, we’re talking about justice. And therefore, 
our focus needs to shift a bit. There are times to pray that God would do justice on your behalf. 
But so often, we’ll be praying this on behalf of others. 

Psalm 10 is a prayer for others. And if you have a Bible, you can turn there now. This 
Psalm has clear literary connections to Psalm 9. And, since David wrote Psalm 9, I’m going to 
assume he also wrote Psalm 10. In this chapter, David prays for the oppressed. And he prays 
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against the wicked. And his prayer contains two elements. First, David protests the injustice he 
sees. And second, he appeals to God for judgment.   

In verses 1-11, David brings his protest to God. And in verse 1, he asks, “why?” “Why, O 
LORD, do you staff afar off? Why do hide yourself?” David is asking, “God, why aren’t you doing 
anything about evil?”  

In Scripture, godly people don’t pray with passive resignation. “Well God, there’s lots of  
bad stuff happening in the world. But, if it’s your will, then I guess it’s your will.” That’s not how 
David prays. He trusts that God is in control. But he also knows that God loves righteousness. 
And therefore, God hates wickedness and oppression. And on this basis, he pleads with God to 
act. David begins by identifying an intolerable situation. But, more importantly, he thinks that 
God should find it intolerable. 

Now, it doesn’t appear that David is addressing a specific, historical situation. Instead, 
he’s describing the characteristic behavior of the wicked. So this prayer can be easily adapted to 
many different contexts.  

David prays against “the wicked.” This person “hotly pursues the poor” (v. 2). He 
deceives them, and then crushes them. From his mouth come lies and cursing, and oppression 
(v. 7). He lurks like a lion. And then, he ambushes and murders the innocent. Three times, David 
notes that these victims are, “helpless” (vv. 8, 10, 14). In other words, the wicked prey on the 
most vulnerable members of society; the poor; the fatherless; the afflicted.   

And why do the wicked act this way? Why do they sin so boldly? Because, David says, 
they don’t take God seriously. Derek Kidner says, “they add godward insult to manward 
injury.”2

The wicked don’t fear any transcendent Judge. And therefore, they’re filled with pride. 
They boast of their desires (v. 3). They “puff” at their foes (v. 5). They’re greedy for gain. And 
they become rich through the oppression of others. And their prosperity hardens them. It 

 They mock God’s sovereignty, and his justice. They “curse and renounce the Lord” (v. 
3). They don’t seek God (v. 4). And according to verse 4, all their thoughts are, “There is no 
God.” Now, it’s important that we don’t misunderstand David’s point. He isn’t saying that the 
wicked have a philosophical commitment to atheism. No. The wicked actually believe God 
exists. They just think he’s irrelevant. His existence doesn’t impinge on their decision-making. 
The “thoughts” of the wicked (v. 4) are synonymous with their “schemes” (v. 2). When the 
wicked scheme – when they devise evil plots – they don’t take God into consideration. They say 
things like, “God has forgotten, he won’t see what I do” (v.11); or, “[God] won’t call me to 
account” (v. 13). According to verse 6, God’s ways are “too high for them.” The wicked think 
God’s standards are ethereal. They’re lofty, and otherworldly. They think, “God doesn’t actually 
hold people to such standards.”    
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motivates them to continue living wickedly. In verse 6, they say, “I shall not be moved… I shall 
not meet adversity.” And David simply can’t accept this.   

So he begins his prayer in protest. And that’s our starting point. We must identify an 
intolerable situation. And then, we must tell God why it’s intolerable. David is engaged by the 
exploitation of the powerless. The powerful exalt themselves by trampling on the poor. And 
today, the powerless suffer the same afflictions. Here are some modern day injustices we can 
bring before God. 

First, I feel compelled to talk about what’s happening in the Middle East. Over the past 
few weeks, Syrian and Iraqi Christians have suffered absolutely horrific persecution. Some have 
been displaced. Others have been fined. Some have been raped and tortured. And some have 
been murdered in the most barbaric ways imaginable; all because they believe in Jesus. Think 
about the violence they awoke to this morning.   

Or consider the global poor, and the everyday violence they encounter. In 2000, The 
World Bank published a report entitled, “Voices of the Poor.”3 They catalogued the experiences 
of over 40,000 impoverished men and women. And time and again, the poor reported that 
their greatest fear was violence. Some lived in constant fear of sexual violence – of rape, or 
sexual assault. Some feared the abuse of corrupt policemen. Others were afraid of being 
sentenced to forced labor. And still others feared the violent theft of their land. For millions and 
millions of people, these aren’t irrational fears. They’re clear and present dangers.4

And think about the plight of children in these environments. They bear none of the 
blame. Yet they get the brunt of injustice. For two years, my cousin Jonathan was a 
Representative Counsel with the International Justice Mission. He lived in Chennai, India.  And 
he worked with local authorities to free slaves. Now, if that sounds like the coolest job in the 
world, you are correct. It is. Basically, his job was to be Moses. He walked into quarries, and 
literally lead people out of slavery. So this week, I asked him about the everyday injustices he 
has witnessed. And I was struck by how many of them involved children. Sometimes, parents 
discarded their babies. Other children were willfully prevented from going to school. Still others 
lived along the railroad tracks. And they were in constant danger of being abused, or exploited.  

 And 
consider that most of these people don’t live under the umbrella of any meaningful system of 
criminal justice.  

 Or, consider examples that hit closer to home. I think of Kermit Gosnell, who 
slaughtered pre and newborn babies at his clinic. I think of the women he endangered. And I 
think of all those who enabled him to continue perpetrating evil for years. 

Finally, consider what’s happening in our neighborhoods. Just minutes from here, girls 
are being trafficked for commercial sex. The FBI has named the Bay Area a high-intensity sex-
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trafficking area.5

And that’s why I’m so grateful for Creekside’s recent partnership with New Day for 
Children.

 And Oakland schools have become a hotbed for this kind of activity. Young 
girls are being deceived, or coerced into this lifestyle. And that isn’t happening somewhere out 
there. It’s right here.  

6

If we’re going to pray for justice, we must locate the injustice. We must identify 
situations that are simply intolerable; both to us, and to God. And sadly, that’s not too 
challenging. It’s not hard to find examples of egregious injustice. But the second half of this 
prayer is very challenging; especially for Christ-followers. After protesting injustice, David 
appeals to God for judgment. 

 It’s an organization that works to rehabilitate victims of sex trafficking. At this year’s 
Craft Fair, we’ll be raising money for this program, and spreading awareness about the 
problem. And that excites me. We can pray about this. And, we can address the problem.  

In verse 12, he tells God to “arise.” “Don’t just sit there God, do something!” David’s 
appeal stems from his knowledge of God. He knows that God is great. He reigns (v. 16). He sits 
enthroned over the nations. And David knows that God is good. He helps the helpless (v. 14). 
His heart is inclined towards the afflicted. God listens to them (v. 17). And because God is great, 
and because God is good, David asks God to arise; to remember the plight of the afflicted; and, 
to take note of the wicked. 

And more specifically, David asks God to judge them. In verse 15, he says, “Break the 
arm of the wicked and evildoer; call his wickedness to account till you find none.”  David isn’t 
just asking for the restoration of the poor. He’s praying for retribution against the wicked. He 
says, “break their arm, God.” He isn’t asking God to crack someone’s humeras. This is poetic 
language. The arm is a symbol of power. So David is asking God to crush the oppressive power 
of the wicked; to lift up his arm, and crush the arm of evil. And he prays that God’s judgment 
would be comprehensive. The NLT translates verse 15 a bit more graphically; “go after them 
until the last one is destroyed.” David wants these people wiped from the face of the earth; so 
that, as verse 18 says, “they may strike terror no more.”     

This is a prayer against people. And there are many such prayers in the Psalms. Scholars 
refer to these as “imprecatory” prayers; “to imprecate” means to curse. So these are the 
cursing prayers. And I’ll be honest, some of them are extremely graphic. In fact, verse 15 is 
quite tame by comparison. In addition, they occur quite frequently. There are at least 14 
imprecatory Psalms. And 32 other Psalms contain imprecatory statements.7

                                                           
5 Taken from http://protectoaklandkids.org/. 

 So this isn’t an 
isolated phenomenon. And therefore we have to address it.   

6 http://www.newdayforchildren.com/.  
7 John N.Day, Crying for Justice: What the Psalms Teach Us About Mercy and Vegeance in an Age of Terrorism 

(Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2005); 128, n. 33.  
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So how should we interpret such prayers? Are the Psalmists flying off the handle? Are 
they simply venting rage? Well, before we draw that conclusion, here are three points to keep 
in mind.  

First, these are the prayers of the powerless; of those who have no human defender. 
God is – quite literally – their only refuge. I live in a middle-class neighborhood. Furthermore, I 
live in a Western Democracy. And I just assume that evil will be restrained before things, “get 
out of hand.” Frankly, I get rattled when someone rummages through my car. But think of 
people living in war-torn countries; in places where murder and rape are taking place on a 
massive scale. No military is coming to save the helpless. Their only hope is that God would 
intervene; that he would destroy the wicked. I have never experienced that kind of 
helplessness, or desperation. But I imagine it would transform the way I prayed. The Croatian 
Theologian, Miroslav Volf lived in such a place. And he says this; “In a scorched land, soaked in 
the blood of the innocent, the idea [of a completely non-violent God] will invariably die.”8

Second, these prayers are based on God’s covenant with Israel. In Genesis 12, God 
speaks to Abraham. He says, “I will make you a great nation.” And then, in verse 3, God says, 
“the one who curses you, I will curse.” And God reaffirms this point in Deuteronomy 32. He says, 
“Vengeance is mine, I will repay” (32:35). When God established his covenant with Israel, he 
took on certain obligations. And he pledged to be Israel’s avenger in matters of civil and 
national justice. And the Psalmists believe this. They ask God to fulfill his covenant obligations 
by executing justice on their behalf.  

 These 
are extreme prayers. But they arise from extreme contexts.  

Third, these curses are somewhat unique in their cultural context. Curses were very 
common in the Ancient Near East. And according to the popular thinking of the day, curses 
contained intrinsic power.9

So these aren’t simply the gruesome cries of bloodthirsty men. They’re the prayers of 
the defenseless. The oppressed ask God to act in faithfulness to his covenant. And in so doing, 
they entrust judgment to him.    

 In other words, if you invoked the right curse, and employed the 
right formula, the gods were obligated to do what you asked. But the Psalmists don’t share this 
belief. They don’t manipulate God. Instead they entrust judgment to him. Thus, they actually 
don’t take vengeance into their own hands. They give it to God. 

Now, this helps us understand these prayers in their original context. But it doesn’t 
resolve the difficulties for us, does it? Because we don’t live in the nation of Israel. And, we 
don’t live under Old Testament law. We follow Jesus. And Jesus clarifies the law’s intent. And in 
Matthew 5, he says this; “…I say to you love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute 
you.” Jesus commands us to pray for our persecutors. And clearly, he practices what he 

                                                           
8 Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and Reconciliation 

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996); 304.  
9 Crying for Justice, 36-45.   
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preaches. From the cross, he doesn’t curse his enemies. He prays for their forgiveness (Luke 
23:34). The Psalms contain prayers against enemies. But Jesus tells us to pray for them. And 
Paul reinforces Jesus’ teaching. He says that our battle is not against flesh and blood. We don’t 
fight against physical enemies, but Satan and his demons (Eph 6:12). And in Romans 12 Paul 
says, “Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them” (v. 14). Again, note the 
tension. The Psalms contain curses against physical enemies. But Paul tells us not to curse. And 
he says our true enemies are spiritual. So, at face value, there’s a conflict here, isn’t there?  

And notice; this isn’t just some intellectual conundrum. This discussion has profound  
practical ramifications. The world is filled with injustice. Can we follow David’s example, and 
appeal to God for judgment? 

As a child, I assumed it was wrong to pray against people. So here’s how I prayed. I knew 
there were a lot of bad people in the world. And I knew that everyone should become a 
Christian. And, I knew that world peace was a good thing, because adults said it was. And, I 
didn’t really like praying. So I constructed a very short prayer. I started by identifying the worst 
people in the world. And I concluded that the two worst people in the world were Saddam 
Hussein, and Madonna. And to this day, I have no idea how I came to that conclusion. I was a 
child of the nineties, ok? And my reasoning was this, “well if they become Christians, everyone 
else could too, because they’re like, the worst people in the world.” It was fuzzy logic. I was 7, 
alright? And each night, I prayed the same prayer: “Dear God, I pray that Saddam Hussein and 
Madonna, and everyone else in the world would become Christians…and for world peace. 
Amen.” That was it. I figured that I’d covered all my bases.  

We should pray that God would bless our enemies. And, obviously, that means praying 
for their salvation. But once we’ve prayed these things, have we “covered our bases”? Put 
differently, we might ask this; is there a Christian way to pray Psalm 10? How do we 
appropriate these kinds of Psalms into our prayer lives? 

Well, I think there are two clear ways we can do this. First, we can use the imprecatory 
Psalms to pray against demonic powers. Israel had national enemies. But we struggle against 
spiritual forces of darkness. Therefore we should pray that God would destroy demonic powers; 
that he would crush Satan under his feet. In fact, this might be the primary way we appropriate 
these Psalms. Second, we should use these Psalms to verbalize our feelings of rage, and 
indignation. The Psalms encourage us to be brutally honest with God. Some people idolize their 
feelings. Others suppress them. But the Psalms teach us to pray our feelings; even the ugly 
ones. We should bring our rage before God. And the imprecatory Psalms help us do this. They 
give voice to the anger we actually feel. And by verbalizing our gut-level feelings of rage, we 
allow God to sort them out. Psychologists have noted the danger of suppressing anger. And 
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some Christian counselors believe the imprecatory Psalms have tremendous therapeutic value; 
particularly for victims of violence, and abuse.10

Now, those are two ways to utilize these Psalms. But, we still haven’t answered the 
million dollar question; are there times Christians should pray against human enemies? Is that a 
godly way to pray? At face value, the answer appears to be “no.” And one might infer this from 
the teaching of the New Testament. However, the matter isn’t so clear cut. Other New 
Testament passages lead us in a different direction. 

  

Jesus speaks harsh “woes” against the religious leaders of his day. And in Mark 11, he  
speaks a curse against the nation of Israel (vv. 11-21). Specifically, he speaks against Israel’s 
ruling establishment, which controlled the Jerusalem temple. And Jesus’ curse comes to pass. In 
70 AD, the armies of Rome sack the city of Jerusalem. And they destroy the temple. In Galatians 
1, Paul utters a curse against those who distort the gospel message. And in Revelation 6, we 
catch a glimpse of heaven. The souls of the martyrs sit beneath God’s throne. These Christians 
have been killed for professing faith in Jesus. And they cry out, “O Sovereign Lord, holy and true, 
how long before you will judge and avenge our blood on those who dwell on the earth?" (v. 10). 
The martyrs ask God to avenge them. And in response, God doesn’t reprimand them. He 
doesn’t say, “silly martyrs, you should be praying for your enemies, not against them.” Instead, 
he encourages them to wait a little longer. In other words, he assures them that judgment is 
inevitable. So Jesus, Paul, and the saints gathered in heaven ask God to judge the wicked. And 
therefore, it appears that this is an appropriate way for Christians to pray.  

But when? When can we appeal to God for judgment? It’s important to remember that 
these are extreme prayers, that arise from extreme circumstances. We must be wary of abusing 
these prayers, because they’re very easy for sinful humans to abuse.  

It’s somewhat ironic that these prayers make people uncomfortable. When wronged, 
we instinctively curse one another. At least that’s our temptation. Let me put it this way: 
imagine that we could broadcast your thoughts and emotions onto this screen. And we could 
see your thoughts about other people. During rush hour, we could see your thoughts about 
other drivers. How would you feel about that? Because of sin, we have an innate tendency to 
overreact. I don’t want an eye for an eye. I want two eyes, and maybe even a nose. And 
therefore, we must carefully monitor our reflexive reactions to injustice. And if we’re going to 
pray against people, we must never do so in a cavalier fashion.  

With that in mind, here are some questions to consider. When you see an injustice, ask 
these questions:  

First, ask, “was it against me, or someone else?” When I’m mistreated, I’m often 
outraged. But when others are mistreated, I’m often indifferent. Therefore, if I’m outraged by 
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the mistreatment of another, my anger is probably righteous. After all, it’s selfless. I’m 
concerned with the welfare of another. But if I’m outraged over something I’ve experienced, I 
must be careful. Now, there are certainly times to be outraged over a personal injustice. But, in 
general, if I’m angry over something that’s been done to me, I must proceed with caution. And 
that leads to the second question.  

 Ask, “have I evaluated myself?” Jesus says, “Why do you take the speck out of your 
brother’s eye, but do not notice the log that is in your own eye?” (Matt 7:3). Before you 
condemn someone else’s behavior, ask yourself, “do I do the same thing.” If I do, then I’m a 
hypocrite. In that case, I shouldn’t pray for God’s judgment against someone. I should examine 
my own behavior, and repent!  

Third, ask, “have I prayed that God would bless the oppressor?” We should always pray  
for our enemies. As John Day notes, this is the characteristic Christian ethic.11

Ask, “have I asked God to use any means necessary to save this person?” We should pray 
that God would save the wicked by any means necessary. Some people respond to God’s 
goodness. Others only turn to God out of pain, or affliction. We should ask God to do whatever 
it takes to save sinners. 

 We should be 
characterized by enemy-love. And let me clear about this; we should never stop praying that 
God would bless our enemies. We should pray for evil people, even as we pray that God would 
thwart their plans. And we should pray that God’s goodness would lead them to repentance. 
And that leads me to the fourth question: 

Finally, ask, “is this an example of unremitting, unchecked evil against the helpless?” 
Once we’ve answered the first four questions, we can ask this one. And if the answer is, “yes,” 
we probably have grounds to pray against the wicked. When evil is unchecked – when the 
powerful act with total impunity against the powerless – then we pray the words of Psalm 10. 
We pray, “God, this must stop. Bring these people to repentance. But if they don’t repent, stop 
them. And if this entails their destruction, then so be it.” As Christians, we don’t take perverse 
pleasure in the death of the wicked. We pray this way in order to identify with the helpless. In 
effect, we are saying, “Lord, the helpless are being trampled. And this simply cannot continue. 
So arise, and crush oppression.”  
 

Now, perhaps you still feel uneasy about praying this way. Honestly, that might be a 
good thing. It might indicate that you’ve truly grasped the gospel. Christians believe that Jesus 
lived the life we were supposed to live, so that we could be credited with his righteousness. 
And then, he suffered God’s judgment, so that we don’t have to. Therefore, we never pray from 
a position of moral superiority. When a Christian prays for the destruction of the wicked, she 
implicitly understands that she deserves the exact same punishment. And therefore, we must 
only pray this way with fear and trembling. God is committed to two things; the destruction of 
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evil, and the salvation of evil people. And at the cross, he accomplishes both. God executes 
justice, by taking his judgment onto himself. And God is 100% committed to rectifying this 
world. Therefore, he is committed to eradicating sin. And that causes us to rejoice! We long for 
justice. But it should also cause us to tremble, because we are unjust. And so there’s a 
dilemma: how will God eradicate evil without eradicating us? The cross is God’s answer to that 
question. God has destroyed your sin in Christ, so that you can be saved from destruction. And 
when you trust in him, you experience the benefits of what he has done. If you’ve never trusted 
in him, I’d invite you to do that today. Let’s pray.   
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