
Be honest
Psalm 42 and other passages

Here’s four different prayers I came across this week, offered by four different 
people:

‘Are you serious, God?  I can’t believe you’d do that, kill off the good and the 
bad alike as if there were no difference between them.  Doesn’t the judge of 
all the Earth judge with justice?’

‘God, are you avoiding me?  Where are you when I need you?’

‘God has no right to treat me like this - it isn’t fair!  If I knew where on Earth to 
find Him, I’d go straight to Him, I’d lay my case before Him face to face...’

‘You are right, O God, and you set things right.  I can’t argue with that.  But I 
do have some questions: Why do bad people have it so good?  Why do con 
artists make it big?  You planted them and they put down roots.  They 
flourished and produced fruit.  They talk as if they’re old friends with you, but 
they couldn’t care less about you.  Meanwhile, you know me inside and out.  
You don’t let me get by with a thing!’

All these prayers were about getting things off their chests, questioning God, 
asking what exactly is going on.  They’re the kind of prayers that many people 
wouldn’t dare utter, because they say, ‘you can’t talk to  God like that!’  But we 
might need to rethink that.

Because the first of these prayers was offered by Abraham, in Genesis 18.  
The second was offered by a songwriter in Psalm 10.  The third was one of 
Job’s very many complaints to God, this one from Job 23.  And the fourth was 
offered by the prophet Jeremiah in chapter 12 of his book.  I read them from 
the Message translation of the Bible.

The Bible features a lot of these prayers - people offloading their anger, fear, 
doubt and questions to God.  Far from being zapped by lightning, these 
people are the ones who experience a real, honest, life-defining relationship 
with the God who is quite big enough to hear what they’ve got to say.  
Meanwhile, others let their faith wither under bottled up doubts masked under 
stiff upper lips and polite religion.
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Last week, we began a month of looking at how the Bible teaches us to pray, 
and we used the word ACTOR as an acronym to remember five themes of 
prayer woven throughout the Word of God:

A for Adoration 
C for Confession
T for Thanksgiving
O for Offloading, and
R for Requests

Last week we looked at adoration - praising God, the most common form of 
prayer in the Bible, and the starting point for prayer and for life.

Today, we’re going to look at how the Bible encourages us to be honest with 
God - honest with our questions, doubts, and anger in offloading; and honest 
about the mistakes and the downright horrible, shady parts of our lives in 
confession.  We’re going to look at how we do these things honestly, and 
reverently, before our God.

Psalms 42-43 are where we begin.  These two psalms were originally written 
together as one, and they have some really helpful things to  teach us about 
how to offload our questions and resentful feelings to God.

The prayer that unfolds over these two psalms is full of questions - there are 
9.  The person talking to God asks questions of God, and of himself, and he 
repeats more than once the mocking questions about his faith that others are 
asking him.  He just pours out the questions to  God, gives them all voice, 
puts them out in the air and lets them hang there, daring God’s response.

‘Why have you forgotten me God?’ (42:9)
‘You’ve crushed me.’ (42:7)
‘Why have you rejected me?  Why must my enemy be on top of me?’ (43:2)

This songwriter’s questions and feelings are about abandonment.  He feels 
abandoned by God, and he tells God so.  He asks in v.2, ‘where can I go and 
meet with God?’  In Psalm 139, David poured out a warm and grateful heart 
that there was nowhere he could go where he didn’t know God’s presence.  
This songwriter, in this part of his life, feels the opposite - ‘God, there’s 
nowhere I seem to be able to go to find you present with me at all.’

Yet throughout these two psalms, there’s another strong theme.  This 
songwriter declares to God his need for God.  He thirsts for God (42:1-2); he 
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talks about the ‘God of my life’ as if his life depends on God (42:8); even in 
the same breaths as he questions God about forgetting and rejecting him, he 
describes God as his rock and his stronghold (42:9, 43:2).

And there is this very clear refrain, that must still be ringing in our ears and 
sticking in our minds after reading it three times in this prayer this morning.  
It’s in 42:5, 42:11 and 43:5...

‘Why are you downcast, O my soul?  Why so disturbed within me?  Put your 
hope in God, for I will yet praise Him, my Saviour and my God.’

Here’s the key to a biblically faithful form of lamenting and questioning and 
offloading.  It’s that as we confront Him with our questions and hurts, we 
return to praise Him in that encounter, too.

It’s like a rhythm in this song and for our struggling prayers; verses of honest 
hurts and questions poured out, before returning to a constant, rooting chorus 
of praise.  It’s like a discipline of clinging on in faith - letting everything that’s 
bottled up come out to God, but then being determined to utter praise to Him 
too, however you feel.

There’s no  better way to deal with the down times than to keep praising God.  
There’s no worse way to deal with them than to stop praising Him.

When people chat to God superficially, as if making small talk over a cup of 
tea, they’ll end up letting go of Him to go and talk to someone else.  When 
people give vent to their questions and anger with God, but don’t follow the 
discipline of making ‘yet will I praise you’ their chorus, then they walk off and 
write God off, preferring to live with bitterness than with Him.

But when people follow the pattern of every psalm where people get things off 
their chests with God, and they find some words of trust in Him or praise for 
Him, they live a genuine, ongoing, tried and tested faith into  days to  come 
and eternity to come.  You can go into the future with real hope in God, if 
you’ve thrashed out the past and the present with Him.

Psalm 42-43 is split into three verses with the chorus following each.  In the 
first verse, 42:1-6, the songwriter laments a lost past - looking back to the 
days when things were good and all was well.  He weeps as he feels how far 
away those days feel - but he says, ‘yet will I praise you, God.’
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In the second verse, 42:6-11, the psalmist cries out about his anxious present 
- the feeling of being crushed and abandoned, the pain of the days - but he 
says, ‘yet will I praise you, God.’

And in wrestling with God over the past and the present, then the psalmist 
can look to  the future in Psalm 43.  He looks forward, still with strong 
questions in v.2, but now also with hope for the future, a future with God, a 
future where the songwriter is restored and where he can see himself 
praising God joyfully.  With grit and determination, he looks forward with hope 
in the wrestling and says, ‘yet will I praise you, God.’

Silent Reflection - Ask God your questions.  Tell Him what you’re angry about.  
Then call to mind something that you praise Him for, and declare to Him, ‘Yet 
will I praise you, God.’

Being honest with God not only means calling Him to account - it also means 
Him calling us to account.

Let’s read together Psalm 51.  This is a great prayer of confession to God, 
written by King David after he had slept with another man’s wife, got her 
pregnant, and then used his power to have her husband killed on the front 
line.

If you think you’ve messed up too much for God to  love you, consider this 
heartfelt prayer of confession to God and trust in God following that, and 
believe that God is able and willing to forgive you.

Read Psalm 51

How much can you bear to  open up to God about the real festering muck 
that’s really in your heart and mind?  Your past and present?

In vv.3-6, instead of trying not to think about it, or offering up a quick, ‘oh, 
sorry God... right, think about something else now...’ - David takes the time to 
pause, and say: ‘God.  I know what I did.  It’s there, clearly in my mind.  And I 
know I need your forgiveness for that, because it was evil in your sight.’

You know when you’ve done something wrong to another person, and you 
both know it, there’s something about that moment where you say out loud - 
‘This is what I did - I’m sorry.’
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There’s something that moves on in your relationship after those words are 
out there.  Something that opens up the opportunity for either a response of 
forgiveness from the other that will heal and draw you closer together; or a 
rejection from the other that will push you apart.

When you pray in confession, you’re putting those words out there to God in 
your relationship with Him.  But instead of wondering how God is going to 
react, the really wonderful thing is, you can be totally confident of God using 
that opportunity to forgive you and bring healing in your relationship with Him.

David prayed with that confidence.  Look at vv.1-2, and 7-12.  The images are 
great - ‘blot out’ my sin.  ‘God, cover it over, so it will be seen no more.’  
‘Wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.’  It’s a total washing, the complete 
dissolving of the stains, absolutely no mark or memory of it left.  That’s the 
kind of total, complete forgiveness David asks for.

And he’s confident of getting it, and rightly so, because he appeals to  God’s 
character.  v.1, ‘according to your unfailing love, according to your great 
compassion....’  David knows God well enough to know that God desires to 
forgive him completely and totally.

And so that you are not in any doubt as to the lengths God would go to  to 
offer you the same complete, stainless, total pardon, consider what Jesus did 
on the cross.  He died, so that not a drop of your blood would be demanded 
for you to be pardoned by God.  He took on every inch and ounce of your sin, 
so that not a hint of it remains on your record with your Holy maker.

If that is what God has done to deliver us complete forgiveness and prove its 
availability to  you, then don’t hesitate for a moment to be completely honest 
with God about everything you’d never dream of telling your closest loved 
one - because you can be sure, God is both able and willing to forgive it all.  
Take it all off your mind.  Lift it all off your shoulders.  Let it die with Jesus.

So, David says - ‘This is what I did.  Forgive me, God.’  Then, for the 
remaining half of the psalm, he looks to  the future.  In vv.10-12, David asks 
God to recreate him, renew him, change him - to make him more able in the 
future to live faithfully than he has done in the past.

The confessions of the Bible ask not just forgiveness for the past and 
present, but change for the future.  Ask God for help to  grow in strength to 
resist temptation.  Ask that He would make you more faithful, more like Jesus 
Christ.
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Still looking ahead in vv.13-15, David says, ‘restore me like this, and I’ll get 
out there and tell everyone who you are and what you’re like and how you’ve 
forgiven me.’  It’s a prayer that commits to God, that says, ‘Forgive me, and 
I’ll tell the world how good you are.’

That’s a positive way to confess, right?  ‘God, I did this.  Forgive me.  Change 
me and make me new.  And open my mouth to  tell others all about your 
mercy.’

vv.16-17 remind us that this is all there is to  do to know God’s forgiveness.  
Simply to ask for it with a totally open, humble, honest heart.  There’s no 
amends for you to make, sacrifices to offer, payment to  be delivered.  Jesus 
Christ has done all of that for you on the cross.  So lay hold of forgiveness, 
because God’s grace is free, though it is very far from cheap.

Silent Reflection - ‘God, here’s what I’ve done... Forgive me... Change me... 
Open my mouth to tell others of your mercy...’

C.S. Lewis said of talking with God, ‘We must lay before Him what is in us, 
not what ought to be in us.’  There’s simply no use in us being anything but 
honest with God about our questions and feelings, and about our every nasty 
little secret.

The whole Bible is about God inviting us to a relationship with Him, and 
everything He has done to make that possible.  Consider the other 
relationships you have.

There are some that are at a pretty surface level - neighbours to  whom you 
say no more than ‘hello’ and ‘awful weather we’re having, isn’t it?’  There are 
colleagues and friends with whom you share a little bit more - Scotland’s 
football or rugby performance, the Oscar winners, maybe the pros and cons 
of Scottish independence.

There are friends and family who know more about you.  You know and trust 
them more, and you share with them more deeply.  In your relationship with 
them, you tell them about your health concerns, your state of mind, your 
worries and pains.

There may be people you can count on the fingers of one hand with whom 
you share the deepest neuroses, addictions, mess ups and embarrassments 
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that you’re prepared to share with anyone.  You do that, only with them, 
because they know you best, and you trust them most.

The relationships that we have with people are marked in their depth by how 
much we have opened up the secrets of our hearts to them.  You don’t get 
any deeper in a relationship without exposing more of your hidden self to 
them.

So what about God?  The One who created you.  The One who knows you 
inside out, better even than you know yourself.  Who knows the things about 
you that you would never admit to anyone - not even yourself.  He knows you 
best, doesn’t He?  So - do you trust Him most?

If you do trust Him most, then do you share with Him all your real feelings, 
questions and doubts?  All your mistakes, terrible thoughts, secret actions?  
Given that He knows them all anyway, what is the point in avoiding talking 
openly and honestly with God?

In Genesis 3:8-11, Adam and Eve heard God coming, and they hid because 
they were ashamed.  They’d done the one thing, the only thing, God had told 
them not to do.

When human beings hide from God, it feels to  us like self-protection.  We 
don’t need to face our sin or dredge up buried questions if we hide.  But it 
looks to God like a lack of trust.  How honest and open you are with God 
shows up how much you trust Him.

And if you don’t trust Him more than anyone else - including yourself - then 
you do not yet have the faith Jesus invited you to joyfully live, now and 
forever.  Because salvation, faith, eternal life, all of that is summed up like 
this: ‘Trusting God, depending on Jesus.’  And prayer, as I said last week, is 
deliberately expressing to God your dependence on Him.

So be honest.  Lift the mask off when you’re talking one to  one with God.  Get 
your anger off your chest.  And lift that weight from off your shoulders.  Put it 
all in front of the God who is big enough to deal with it all.  And trust Him - 
depend on Him - now and forever.
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