
“Divine Desertion”                                                                      April 28, 2019 
Psalm 74 

SI:  We’re going to spend a few weeks meditating on some Psalms. 
I have a personal goal that I’ve been plugging away at for several years. 
   I want to preach a sermon on every single one of the Psalms. 
   There are 150 of them and so far I’ve preached on 50. 
So every now and then I pick a few I haven’t preached on and have a short series. 

John Calvin compared the book of Psalms to an anatomy textbook. 
But instead of describing the human body, it describes the human soul. 
   “[In the Psalms the] Holy Spirit has drawn all the griefs, sorrows, fears, doubts, hopes, cares,  
   perplexities, in short, all the distracting emotions with which the minds of men are wont to be  
   agitated . . .  all lurking places are discovered, and the heart is brought into the light.” 
Don’t you love that last phrase:  “All the lurking places.” 
   Do you have any lurking places in your heart?  I do. 

Calvin’s point is that the Psalms are a unique book of the Bible  
   because they don’t so much tell us what to believe as they show us what 
   faith looks like in the heart and mind and emotions of the believer. 
They’re poetry, they’re song lyrics, so they’re very different from Paul’s  
   letter to the Romans, for example, which uses theological arguments. 
Instead they use metaphors and similes and word pictures to depict our walk 
   with God.   

And because the Psalms are a songbook collection, I don’t have to go in order. 
   I’m free to pick and choose the ones that jump out at me.   
   I’m not even sure which one I’m going to preach on next week. 
But for today, Psalm 74. 



INTRO:  Imagine you have a Christian friend who has suffered some sort of hard 
   blow in life—a painful loss, a deep grief, a cruelty or betrayal, life-threatening  
   injury or illness.  Something really bad. 
And it’s had a ripple effect.  It’s hurting other parts of his life or her life. 
   Suppose he’s been fired and he can’t find another job and the financial effects are 
   spreading and it’s starting to put a strain on his marriage.  That sort of thing. 
And imagine that whatever this bad thing is that has happened,  
   there doesn’t seem to be any resolution to it in the foreseeable future.  

So you’re talking to your friend about this whole situation and how it’s affecting  
   him and he says:  I’m depressed.  I’m terribly depressed.  
You would affirm him.  Right?   
I’m not surprised you’re depressed with all you’re going through. 
I’m so sorry for this depression you’re suffering.  That’s painful.  
   You might ask:  Have you told your doctor?   
   Have you considered seeing a counselor? 
Or if he said:  I’m having panic attacks over this financial mess and I think  
   I’m on the verge of a nervous breakdown. 
You wouldn’t disagree with him.  You wouldn’t say:   
   Surely not.  It can’t be panic attacks.  You’re wrong about that. 
   Once again, you would affirm his assessment of his situation. 

Now, imagine you’re talking to this Christian friend about all he’s going through  
   and instead of saying I’m depressed or I’m having a nervous breakdown he says: 
God has deserted me.  In this whole awful situation, God’s deserted me.   
   He’s no longer answering my prayers. 
   I ask for some assurances that he still loves me but he’s pulled away.  I can tell. 
   It seems like God has rejected me forever. 
How would you respond to that? 

Would you affirm your friend or disagree with him? 
Would you say:  Surely not.  You’ve got it all wrong.  God hasn’t deserted you. 
   God never deserts us.  It’s unhealthy for you to talk that way.   
Or would you say:   
   I agree, it does appear that God has deserted you.   
   It must be terribly painful to feel God pulling away from you like he has. 
   I’m so sorry God’s not answering your prayers.   
Would you affirm or would you disagree with him? 
Psalm 74 presents us with a theme that American Christians rarely talk about. 
But pastors and devotional writers of past generations used to talk about it a lot. 



   They called it divine desertion.   
By divine desertion they meant the Lord withdrawing from a believer for a time. 
   The Lord withholding his blessings. 
   The Lord not communicating a sense of his presence, not answering prayers. 
It’s as if he has simply left and gone elsewhere. 

Obviously, when we talk about God’s presence or absence we have to define that. 
   God is everywhere.  He’s omnipresent.   
There’s even a Psalm about that!  Psalm 139. 
   It asks:  Where can I go from your presence?  Where can I flee from your Spirit? 
   And the answer is nowhere.  You can’t ever get away from God. 
Divine desertion doesn’t mean God leaves where we are and goes to another place. 

This is the language of experience.  It’s the language of feelings. 
It’s a way of speaking about the believer’s experience of God’s nearness. 
It’s a way of explaining what happens in a Christian’s life when that sense of  
   the Lord’s nearness goes away. 

John Owen, a great English theologian from 1600s says it’s the Lord’s withdrawing  
   the customary influences of his grace, love, and favor. 
   Believer is accustomed to feeling certain things from God, then they’re gone. 
Here’s another pastor from the 1800s summarizing Psalm 74 
   A cry on the brink of despair to God who seems to stand with face averted and arm inactive. 
With face averted and arm inactive.  That’s the idea. 
   It’s when the Lord seems to have turned away.   

Look again at verse one of the Psalm and how strongly the writer expresses this.  
   Why have you rejected us forever, O God?  
   You walked off and left us and never looked back.  God, how could you do that? 
It would probably make us nervous to hear a Christian friend say that. 
   We would worry he had lost his faith. 
   We would probably feel compelled to disagree with her.  No, don’t say that. 
But this is a biblical way to talk about troubling experiences and dark times of life. 
   Christians in past generations understood this.  

Here’s how I want to look at this Psalm:  In two parts. 
   1.  How the Psalm writer experienced and talked about divine desertion 
   2.  How for Christians, using the language of divine desertion is healthy 
MP#1  How the Psalm writer experienced and talked about divine desertion 
Keep your Bible open, let’s walk through the Psalm and look at some details. 



The writer’s name is Asaph.  There are several Psalms written by Asaph but they’re 
   not all the same man.  The first Asaph was David’s chief musician. 
Apparently that became a popular name among musicians and songwriters who  
   worked at the temple, so the name pops up over several generations.   
   This is a later Asaph who lived about 400 years after David’s Asaph. 

After asking why God has rejected them, Asaph says: God, we’re your people.   
   We’re believers.  We’re your followers.   
   We’re the sheep of our pasture.  We’re your inheritance. 
   You’ve lived with us in the past.  How can you stomp off in anger?   
God, I was committed to you, I thought you were committed to me. 
   But it doesn’t seem like you are any more and that hurts.   

This feeling of desertion was brought on by something terrible that had happened. 
   What was it?  It was the destruction of the temple.   
The temple was destroyed when the Babylonian army conquered Jerusalem.   
   So that gives us a date for this Psalm.  400 years after King David. 
Lots of Israelites during that time had turned their backs on the Lord and didn’t  
   care about following him, but not Asaph.  He was serious about following God. 
   So the destruction of the temple was devastating to him personally.   

As he describes the temple’s destruction, he’s talking to God. 
   It’s very poignant. 
   Because it’s as if he’s trying to lead God around by the hand through the ruins and  
   make God look at it and listen to how horrible it was to witness.   
There were certain details of this event that are burned into Asaph’s memory. 
   When he closes his eyes, these are the flashbacks.  He wants God to care.    

Vs. 4 Your foes roared in the place where you met us. 
The sanctuary, where all of Asaph’s life he had come on the Sabbath to pray and  
   sing hymns and commune with God, he couldn’t get it out of his mind, the cocky  
   Babylonian soldiers shouting, cheering, laughing, and cursing in the sanctuary. 
They set up their standards as signs.   
   You know how armies in the old days had regimental banners. 
The Babylonian soldiers brought theirs into the temple to stake their claim. 
   This detail really bothered Asaph.  We’ll come back to it in a minute. 

Vs.5 and 6 he describes them chopping with axes and hatchets like they’re cutting  
   down trees, but what were they actually chopping?  All the carved paneling.   
The interior walls of the temple were cedar paneling intricate carved with images of  



   flowers and fruit, all overlaid with finely beaten gold foil.   
   This was master craftsmanship from the time of Solomon.   
The Babylonians smashed them into splinters.  
   When Notre Dame cathedral burned, remember how big a deal it was that the  
   three rose windows had survived.  The roof can be replaced, not those windows. 
Watching those irreplaceable things being destroyed cut Asaph to the quick. 

Then, verse 7 and 8, he watched the Babylonians burn it to the ground and defile it. 
But they weren’t quite done.  They wanted to completely demoralize the Israelites 
   so they burned every place God was worshipped in the land. 
   All the places of worship in towns and villages throughout Israel. 
He’s saying:  God, these things hurt me, did they hurt you?   
   It doesn’t seem to me like you care very much.   

Then Asaph starts telling God about the spiritual aftermath of this event.  Vs 9. 
We’re given no miraculous signs.   
   Its the very same word he used for the Babylonian’s regimental banners. 
He’s saying, God, I keep expecting you to give me a sign that you’re still there and  
   that you still care, but when I close my eyes, the only sign I see are those cocky 
   signs the Babylonian soldiers set up before they burned the temple down. 
You’ve given us no signs, no prophets are left, none of us know how long this 
   will be.  God, you’re not speaking and I see no prospect of change. 

Then, verses 9 and 10, this is where he really pours out his complaint to God. 
How long are you going to let this go on?  Forever?  Is that your plan? 
   Take your hand from the fold of your garment.   
   We would say:  Get your hands out of your pockets. 
It seems irreverent to talk to God like that, and it certainly would be for an  
   unbeliever, but look where Asaph goes next in his conversation with God. 
   He says:  God, I know you can do it, because you’ve done it in the past.   

Verses 12-17 go together as a stanza. 
This is complicated and Bible scholars debate the details, but what Asaph seems 
   to do is he describes God’s deliverance of the Israelites from slavery in Egypt, 
   parting the Red Sea, drowning the army of the Egyptians, and bringing Israel 
   through the desert into the Promised Land. 
But he uses the language of ancient middle eastern mythology. 
   Specifically, he mentions two mythological monsters—Tannin and Leviathan. 
   The version I read said the sea monster and Leviathan. 
So why does Asaph describe God delivering the Israelites from slavery as killing  



   two monsters and dragging their carcasses into the desert to be eaten by animals? 
Well, I think we have a similar way of speaking. 
   We talk about someone facing their dragons or even facing their demons. 

Asaph has just said:   
God, quit turning your back on me, get your hands out of your pockets. 
   Then he says:  Because this thing I’m facing is too big for me.  It’s a monster. 
   But I know you can help me God, because you’ve done it in the past. 
Slavery in Egypt was a monster to them and you killed that monster.   

And then he makes one final urgent plea to end the song, verses 18-23. 
He pulls everything together that he’s said to God so far. 
We’re your people.  We’re your dove.  Don’t hand dove over to be eaten. 
He says look at the repercussions of this God.  Look at the ripple effect. 
   All the people it’s affecting the longer you stay away. 

But the biggest gun he pulls out is an appeal to God’s covenant.   
   Have regard for your covenant.  God, you’ve promised. 
You entered into a relationship with Abraham and all his descendents that you 
   would bless us and make us a blessing to the nations, now keep your promise. 
   Answer me.  Turn back toward me.  Don’t distance yourself any longer. 
And that’s where the Psalm ends. 

Asaph’s situation has not changed.   
He still feels that the main problem in his life is that God has turned his back and  
   has his hands in his pockets. 
And at the same time, Asaph is using every argument he can think of to get God 
   to turn to him and do something.   

What do you think about this Psalm so far? 
   Do you think it’s ok to talk about God deserting and rejecting us? 
   Let’s do some analysis.  This brings us to the second point. 

MP#2  How for Christians, using the language of divine desertion is healthy 
In our church life, the kind of talk that encourages us is when members of this body 
   who are going through terrible struggles say things like:   
   God is faithful.  The Lord Jesus is with me.  I’ve never felt closer. 
   That’s what we like to hear.  That amazes us.  That strengthens us. 



So how could it be healthy for Christians to say:   
   God has rejected me forever and he’s not answering my prayers. 

Well, let’s think about this.   
First, it’s honest.   
It would be awful to be in a church where you are going through one of the worst  
   things in your life and you feel like God has rejected you but you know you can’t  
   say that because everybody is expecting you to say: 
Praise the Lord.  He feels so close to me.   
   That’s one of the striking features of this Psalm, how honest it is. 

There’s a second reason that is more important.   
  Talking this way makes it about your relationship with God and your need for him. 
Remember my opening illustration, your Christian friend who expresses what he’s  
   going through in psychological terms?  I’m depressed.  I’m panicked. 
He might also talk about his situation in financial or economic terms. 
   I don’t see how it will be possible to get a similar job to replace my income. 
There’s nothing wrong with that.   
   Using psychological or financial or medical categories to describe your problems. 
   We have to do that to express certain things. 
But if that is the only language you use, then you’re limiting what you’re going 
   through to the material world and your own psyche. 

Asaph doesn’t do that in Psalm 74. 
He doesn’t just say:  I’m depressed.   
   Or the financial repercussions of the Babylonian invasion are devastating. 
He frames the whole thing in terms of God’s desertion. 
   And as a result, what’s his focus?  God is!   
   And what does Asaph want?  He wants God.  He wants the Lord’s nearness. 
He wants God to draw close to him and give him assurances of his love and care. 
   He keeps looking to God, even though it seems like he’s looking at God’s back. 

You should do that too.   

Every time you feel yourself in trouble as a Christian,  
   every time you are despondent or discouraged about something, 
   every time life does not seem to be going well for you— 
   you should think about that as Asaph did— 
As a matter of the Lord himself turning away from you. 
   That is what has caused your circumstances to darken. 



   And the thing you want most of all is for him to turn back to you and draw near. 

We’re not inclined to think this way. 
We tend to focus exclusively in parts of the Bible that say things like: 
   I will never leave you or forsake you.  That’s absolutely true. 
   The Bible says it over and over:   
   The Lord’s faithfulness will keep him near to us no matter what. 
In that sense, the Lord did not leave and forsake Asaph.   

But we don’t then say that Psalm 74 is wrong, or that Asaph was wrong. 
   That he should have just quoted:  I will never leave you or forsake you and be  
   done with all his whining about God rejecting him.   
But the Bible’s not one-dimensional on this subject.   

It says there’s this other way of seeing our problems and of taking about the bad  
   things we’re feeling and it’s a sense of the Lord stepping away from us. 
And then, when the Lord comes near to us, the cloud is lifted and things are 
   made right again.   
Just so you are clear, these are metaphors, they are word pictures to describe 
   our experience—God hasn’t really abandoned us— 
But their purpose is to personalize the circumstance of our lives  
   and make us look to the Lord Jesus himself as actively involved or not. 

Let’s think about the New Testament reading from Mark. 
Jesus told the disciples to cross the Sea of Galilee while he went up on a mountain 
   to pray.  It’s nighttime, the wind and waves are against them. 
Mark says that Jesus could see his disciples straining against the oars. 
   But where is he?  He’s not with them.  He’s still on the mountain. 
And then, in the fourth watch of the night, after letting them struggle without 
   his presence almost until dawn, what happens?  What does Jesus do? 
   He comes to them, walking on the water. 
Jesus always knew where his disciples were, he always had his eye on them, 
   but it made all the difference in the world to them when he came to them.  
If the Lord comes to his people, then it’s obvious that at other times he is at 
   a distance from us.  If Jesus could come to his disciples, then it’s obvious 
   that he might have chosen not to leave them in the first place. 
His presence and absence, his coming and going are intentional. 
   They are part of his way of relating to us in this life. 

I’ve had this experience.   



I can think of one time in particular when for almost a year I felt the Lord had 
   abandoned me.  Looking back on that, what’s interesting is that I’ve never  
   prayed more.  It was like I was in continual, one-sided conversation with God. 
Show yourself to me.  Give me some relief. 
   Of course I knew the Bible says God will never leave us or forsake us, 
   but experientially speaking he had left me.   

Then one afternoon I was in my car on Woodland St, about to turn on St Joseph. 
   I had written some verses from Romans 5 on a note card and was praying them, 
   and Jesus came to me, walking across the water. 
And the weight lifted, and by the time I got to the church, one mile away— 
   my joy was completely restored.   
It was like that year of discouragement was just a bad dream washed away 
   by the sunshine.   

Everyone’s experiences are different.   
Some Christians have never once felt the Lord has withdrawn from them. 
   Others feel it all the time. 
We don’t know how this was resolved for Asaph.   
   At the end of the Psalm he’s still on the lake battling the wind and the waves. 
   We don’t know when the Lord drew near to him. 

But even to pray this prayer and ask the Lord why he has rejected you, 
   is to confess that whether he seems far or near, he cannot desert his people  
   who cry to him in faith. 
Even though Asaph’s statement about God rejecting him is an accurate description  
   of his feelings, he knows the Lord is his God and that his God will save him. 
   If he doubted that he wouldn’t have written this Psalm! 
If the Lord seems far away from you, pray Psalm 74 until he draws near. 
   And when he comes to you, walking across the water—and he will come— 
   you won’t be sorry for one moment you spent in the storm pleading for his return.


