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Asaph’s Prayer of Complaint       August 31, 2025 

9 of 10 in Great Prayers of the Old Testament     Psalm 73 

 

The story is told of a little old lady who was walking into a department store one day, when suddenly a 

crowd of people began to applaud her, balloons and confetti dropped from the ceiling, and a band 

started to play. A grinning store executive approached her, pinned a corsage on her, and pressed a very 

generous store gift certificate into her hand. 

She was the store’s millionth customer. 

Television cameras zoomed in on the woman, and a reporter stretched out a microphone toward her, 

saying, “Congratulations on being the millionth customer! What brings you into the store today, 

ma’am?” 

The woman hesitated a moment, then said, “Well, I was on my way to the complaint department.” 

The grin on the store executive’s face turned into a grimace. It wasn’t exactly the PR moment the store 
had been hoping for. 

How many of you remember the days when department stores would have complaint departments? 

Raise your hand if you do. I see several hands… of people who just dated themselves! 

If you’re on the younger side and have no idea what I’m referring to, here’s your history lesson: Some 
stores used to have complaint departments, where dissatisfied customers could go and discuss their 

grievances face-to-face with a store representative. 

Those days are long gone, of course. Now, people voice their complaints about goods and services far 

more publicly, on social media. 

Question: Does God have a complaint department, or a Google Review page, as it were? Do you think 

God has any interest in hearing let alone responding to the complaints we have when life gets hard and 

seems unfair? 

Could we, should we, dare we ever voice our complaints directly to God in prayer? 

That’s what we’re going to talk about today, among other things, as we continue our series Great 

Prayers of the Old Testament. 

If you’ve been here in recent weeks, I hope this series has been a blessing to you. Each Old Testament 
prayer we’ve explored so far contains rich and valuable lessons you can apply to your own prayer life, 
and each prayer also points beyond itself, to Jesus. 

Today’s Old Testament prayer is no exception. I invite you to turn in your Bible or your Bible app to 

Psalm 73, which we heard during our scripture reading a few minutes ago. 

It’s one of my favourite scripture passages, and I’d like to unpack it verse by verse today. In the process, 

we’re going to consider two truths to strengthen your relationship with God. 

We’ll dive right in with the first, which is that: 

1. God invites your honest complaints. 
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To go back to the question we asked before, yes, God is interested in hearing and responding to the 

complaints we have when life gets hard and seems unfair. We can and should voice our honest 

complaints to God in prayer. 

That may come as a bit of a shock to some of you. But God invites our honest complaints. 

In fact, the first half of Psalm 73 is just that— a complaint. And it is only one of many “complaint 
psalms.” 

The psalms, you see, have been called “the prayer book of the Bible.” They’re included in the scriptures 
as models of how to respond to God in prayer. 

While may believers associate the psalms with praise, people are often surprised to learn just how much 

negative content is also found in the psalms— complaints, anxiety, despair, protest, and doubt. Such 

psalms are called lament psalms, and believe it or not, they comprise the Bible’s largest category of 

psalms. 

Indeed, lament or complaint prayers are meant to be a normal part of the devotional and worship life of 

God’s people until God’s kingdom comes fully on earth as it is in heaven. I love how Bible scholar D.A. 

Carson puts it: 

There is no attempt in Scripture to whitewash the anguish of God’s people when they undergo 
suffering. They argue with God, they complain to God, they weep before God. Theirs is not a 

faith that leads to dry-eyed stoicism, but to a faith so robust it wrestles with God. 1 

Psalm 73, like many other psalms of lament or complaint, begins in desolation but ends in delight. 

However, the psalmist’s pessimism and despair get thoroughly vented first. 

The psalm begins with this notation: “A psalm of Asaph.” Who was Asaph? 

Asaph was one of King David’s chief musicians. This made Asaph one of the primary directors of worship 
for God’s people. As we work though Psalm 73 this morning, keep in mind that we’re hearing the words 
of a prominent spiritual leader voicing his honest complaint to God. 

In verse 1, Asaph declares: 

Surely God is good to Israel, to those who are pure in heart. 2 

This is the major premise of the whole Psalm—that God is good to his people—that God watches over 

and blesses and keeps those who commit their ways to him. 

This is the conviction on which Asaph has staked his life. It also happened to be a conviction he wasn’t 
sure he believed anymore. He was having some serious doubts about God’s goodness. So much so, that 

in verse 2 he says: 

But as for me, my feet had almost slipped; I had nearly lost my foothold. 3 

 
1 D.A. Carson, How Long, O Lord? Reflections on Suffering and Evil, p. 67. 
2 Psalm 73:1 (NIV) 
3 Psalm 73:2 (NIV) 
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Like an exhausted freestyle rock climber on the side of a sheer cliff, whatever grasp, whatever toehold 

of faith Asaph still had felt like it was about to give way. Why? He tells us in verse 3: 

For I envied the arrogant when I saw the prosperity of the wicked. 4 

In other words, Asaph is saying, “God, you’re supposed to be good to the pure in heart, but as I look 
around, I see good things happening to bad people.” 

In verse 4, he goes on to describe why he finds himself envious of these bad people: 

They have no struggles; their bodies are healthy and strong. They are free from common human 

burdens; they are not plagued by human ills. 5 

In other words, they are vibrant, carefree, beautiful people—godless though they are. They’re the kind 
of people who get featured on magazine covers. They’re more than secure financially. They defy God 

and sin boldly, yet their bodies and careers are flourishing. They’re living the so-called good life, and as 

Asaph laments in verse 6: 

Therefore pride is their necklace; they clothe themselves with violence. 6 

These wicked people don’t even bother trying to hide their sinful ways, but rather they flaunt their pride 
like bling, and wear their violence like Versace. Indeed: 

From their callous hearts come iniquity; their evil imaginations have no limits. They scoff, and 

speak with malice; with arrogance they threaten oppression. Their mouths lay claim to heaven, 

and their tongues take possession of the earth. 7 

These arrogant people, says Asaph, are evil schemers, convinced the world is theirs for the taking, 

without a care for anyone they might trample down in the process. And yet their lives seem to be one 

big success story after another. And as if that’s not enough: 

Therefore their people turn to them and drink up waters in abundance. 8 

This is Asaph’s way of telling us that these wicked people are popular. Others flock to them hoping to 

learn the secrets of their success. In fact, the more outrageous these wicked people got, the more 

sought after they became. In today’s world, their books would be best sellers, and their seminars and 
rallies would be packed. In today’s world, one of them just might rise to become President. 

The psalmist continues his description of the wicked: 

They say, “How would God know? Does the Most High know anything?” This is what the wicked 
are like—always free of care, they go on amassing wealth. 9 

Asaph is clearly distressed by the prosperity of these corrupt, godless people. “Why do they get all the 
breaks—why do they get to live the good life, and not me?” he wonders. And this is where he comes to 

 
4 Psalm 73:3 (NIV) 
5 Psalm 73:4-5 (NIV) 
6 Psalm 73:6 (NIV) 
7 Psalm 73:8-9 (NIV) 
8 Psalm 73:10 (NIV) 
9 Psalm 73:11-12 (NIV) 
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the low point in his crisis of faith. Asaph—who (remember) is a worship leader of God’s people, voices 
his bitterest complaint yet: 

Surely in vain I have kept my heart pure; in vain I have washed my hands in innocence. All day 

long I have been afflicted, and every morning brings new punishments. 10 

He’s not only questioning why good things happen to bad people; he’s also questioning why bad things 
happen to God’s people. It’s as if he’s saying: 

Look at my life next to theirs. They openly defy and mock God, and they’re living on easy street. 
But me? I go to church, read my Bible and pray, I tithe, I serve God’s people, I avoid gross sin. 
And where’s it getting me? Because my life is filled with difficulties and struggles. 

Have you ever been there—trying to figure out the “whys” of the trials you’re going through? Or why 
sometimes good things happen to bad people, and bad things happen to God’s people? Trying to figure 

it all out might bring you to the point that Asaph reaches in verse 16, where he says: 

When I tried to understand all this, it troubled me deeply… 11 

His faith is hanging on by a thread. “Where is God in all this?” he wonders. Asaph has no answers. He’s 
torn, confused, envious, tempted, exhausted. What should he do? 

What should we do when we find ourselves in a similar place? Maybe a few of you even find yourself in 

such a place today. 

What Asaph did, for starters, was to voice his honest complaint in the presence of God. 

Even though the first half of Psalm 73 isn’t written in the language of prayer per se, its inclusion in the  
psalms, known as the Bible’s prayer book, along with some 65 additional psalms of lament, make it clear 
that God very much invites us to bring our honest complaints to him in prayer. Psalms like these serve as 

a permission slip to come before God with gut-level emotional honesty. 

As Eugene Peterson explains in his book on the psalms, our darker feelings actually need to be prayed, 

not suppressed. When was the last time you prayed your darker feelings? 

Often, when we have such feelings, we run from God, rather than to him. Often, when life gets hard or 

seems unfair, our prayers slow to a trickle, when really, they should gush like a fire hose. 

In fact, when life gets hard or seems unfair, praying our complaints— as opposed to acting on them, 

venting them to others in inappropriate ways, or stuffing them deep down inside— is actually the safest 

and healthiest way of dealing with them. 

If more people prayed their complaints instead of spewing them on social media, or around the water 

cooler at work, or around the dinner table at home, the world would be a better place. 

Are you angry? Tell God. Do you feel misunderstood? Tell God. Offended? Tell God. Do you feel 

outraged about some injustice? Tell God. Is someone driving you crazy? Tell God. Do you wish God 

 
10 Psalm 73:13-14 (NIV) 
11 Psalm 73:16 (NIV) 
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would eliminate your enemies right now? You might as well tell God about it, because he already knows 

that’s what you’re thinking and feeling. It’s not like he’ll be taken aback if you tell him about it in prayer.  

After all, it’s when we draw near to God in prayer that we actually give God the chance to shed his 
purifying light on any darkness or dangerous attitudes that may be lurking in our hearts. 

So, the invitation from God is clear. Bring your honest complaints to God in prayer. He’s big enough to 
handle your honesty. 

It may seem counterintuitive, but it’s plastered throughout the pages of scripture. When life gets hard 
and seems unfair, don’t run from God. Run to God and pour out your honest complaints to him in 

prayer. 

Today, we’re considering two truths to strengthen your relationship with God. The first, as we’ve seen, 
is that God invites your honest complaints. The second truth is that: 

 

2. “Just showing up” in worship can reignite your relationship with God. 

Let’s go back to verse 16 and then continue on into verse 17: 

When I tried to understand all this, it troubled me deeply till I entered the sanctuary of God. 12 

Here we have the turning point of the whole psalm. 

Asaph is at a loss to figure things out, and his faith is at an all-time low. But things begin to turn around 

for him when? When he goes to church. (Actually, in his case he went to the temple in Jerusalem for 

worship.) 

Asaph entered the sanctuary of God. He showed up to worship with God’s people. And here’s the thing: 
he surely didn’t feel like doing it. But he showed up anyway. 

Everything was so deeply troubling to me, says Asaph, until went into the sanctuary of God, until I 

practiced the discipline of corporate worship. 

It wasn’t until I finally entered the presence of God in the assembly of his people—even though it was 

the last thing I felt like doing— that God took hold of my heart, set my mind straight, changed the 

course and tone of my prayers, and renewed my relationship with him. 

Let’s go verse-by-verse again, and see how it all unfolded for Asaph. 

In verse 15 he says to God: 

If I had spoken out like that, would have betrayed your children. 13 

Asaph is talking here about his sense of responsibility to the people of God, to his family of faith, his 

fellow believers. It was pretty much the only thing that was keeping him in the game at this point. 

 
12 Psalm 73:16-17a (NIV) 
13 Psalm 73:15 (NIV) 



 6 

As disillusioned as he was, Asaph knew that if he, a spiritual leader, were to leak or vent his frustrations 

for God’s people to hear, he would discourage their faith. He might cause them to stumble. 

On a side note, this should serve a reminder to those of us called into Christian leadership that the way 

we use words can have a disproportionate impact on those we lead. If you’re called to lead God’s 
people, never underestimate the effect that your words can have on those you lead— for better or for 

worse. 

When he showed up for worship that day, Asaph was reminded that the spiritual family gathered 

around him was actually a far greater treasure to him than the prosperity of the wicked that he had 

been envying.  

Follower of Jesus—when you find yourself in a crisis of faith, remember that you are part of a people 

that is bigger than yourself, bigger than your experiences, bigger than your pain, bigger than the 

problems you’re facing. 

So just show up for church. Every Sunday. Show up for worship service when you don’t feel like it. Show 
up for small group or Bible study when you least want to. Show up for dinner at Open Table Thursday 

and connect with your spiritual family when you would much rather stay home and binge junk food and 

Netflix. 

Just show up. Why? Because you are part of God’s people, God’s family, and that family is God’s 
precious gift to you, as you are to them. It is in the midst of God’s family that you will begin to regain the 
perspective you need to renew your relationship with God, and to reignite your flickering prayer life. 

In verses 16 and following, Asaph speaks about how his perspective began to change after he showed up 

for worship: 

When I tried to understand all this, it troubled me deeply till I entered the sanctuary of God; 

then I understood their final destiny. Surely you place them on slippery ground; you cast them 

down to ruin. How suddenly are they destroyed, completely swept away by terrors! 

They are like a dream when one awakes; when you arise, Lord, you will despise them as 

fantasies.14 

Asaph had previously concluded that the wicked prospered, and the righteous suffered. But when he 

joins God’s people for worship, his vision clears, and a longer-term perspective comes into much sharper 

focus. 

He is reminded that while the wicked may seem to prosper now, they are ultimately on their way to 

eternal poverty. Godless celebrities may enjoy the height of their popularity now, but they are 

ultimately on their way to being endlessly ignored. 

“They are like a dream when one awakes,” prays Asaph. 

When we “show up” for worship, God wakes us up to the fact that one day, the wicked will be held to 
account, and every injustice will be set right. 

 
14 Psalm 73:16-20 (NIV) 
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When we “show up” for worship God wakes us up to the fact that he is working to renew creation and 
that one day he will wipe every tear from our eyes, as the Bible says in Revelation. 15 

When we “show up” for worship, God wakes us up to the fact that the trials we experience in life are 
not the final word. 

And as Asaph sees this more clearly in the context of worship, he also begins to see himself more clearly. 

He prays: 

When my heart was grieved, and my spirit embittered, I was senseless and ignorant; I was a 

brute beast before you. 16 

When he was comparing himself to the wicked, Asaph saw himself as righteous. But when he “showed 
up” for worship, he was forced to see himself as he really was—someone who was wallowing in self-

pity, bitter with envy, angry like some beast. 

What’s happening here? God is leading Asaph to repentance. 

Asaph’s eyes are being opened to the fact that he’s been holding onto some wrong perspectives and 
attitudes that he needs to let go of. Asaph’s eyes are being opened to the fact that maybe, in some 
ways, his heart wasn’t all that different from the wicked people he was envying—that like them, he too 

was a sinner very much in need of God’s forgiveness and grace. 

Is there anything God is calling you to repent of this morning? 

You see, God never exposes our sinful attitudes and actions to shame us. He does so because he wants 

to set us free from the harm our sin can do to us as well as to others. 

And the fact that Asaph is coming to a place of repentance is a sign that by God’s grace, his flickering 
relationship with God is being reignited. 

Because even though he began his prayer of complaint with a beastly attitude, Asaph the worship leader 

has now come to the point where he’s about to pray one of the most beautiful prayers recorded in 
scripture. Before our eyes, his prayer of despair is transformed into a prayer of delight, all because he 

“just showed up” for worship. 

Asaph’s presence in worship enables him to see that in spite of all his complaining and bitterness, God 

has never let him go. And so, he prays to God: 

Yet I am always with you. You hold me by your right hand. 17 

Some of you need that picture now—of God walking with you. He’s got you by the hand, and in spite of 
your struggles and shortcomings, you remain his beloved child. 

Unlike the wicked that he had been envying, Asaph is reminded that his greatest treasure is not riches, 

or beauty, or ease of life, or popularity. 

 
15 Revelation 21:4 
16 Psalm 73:21-22 (NIV) 
17 Psalm 73:22 (NIV) 
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Because Asaph “showed up” for worship that day, he wakes up to the fact that he already has the 
greatest treasure possible— God himself. Asaph realizes that everything he could ever need or want, he 

already has in God. He continues his prayer, saying to God: 

You guide me with your counsel, and afterward you will take me into glory. 18 

The wicked don’t have God’s counsel to rescue them from making stupid mistakes, says Asaph. But I do. 
The wicked, if they persist in their defiance of God, don’t have a hope of experiencing God’s glorious 
presence. But I do. Indeed: 

Whom have I in heaven but you? And earth has nothing I desire besides you. My flesh and my 

heart may fail, but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever. 19 

My God, says Asaph, right here and now, I trade in everything that I’ve envied for the exceeding treasure 
of knowing you. My flesh and my heart may fail in this life. I may never be one of the beautiful people, 

rich people, or popular people. Trials may come. Things may not always be fair. Things will not always 

make sense. 

But God, I have you—you are the strength of my heart and my portion forever—and therefore, I am 

incomparably rich! 

I can imagine what Asaph might have been thinking after he had been through this experience and sat 

down to write Psalm 73. 

It’s almost as if you can hear him thinking, “Oh, thank God for the sanctuary. Thank God for worship. If I 
hadn’t assembled with God’s people that day— if I hadn’t shown up— I’d have drowned in my own 
bitterness and envy. I’d have made some awful decisions. I’d have remained blind to the reality of God’s 
love and goodness, blind to the fact that God has the bigger picture well in hand. I’d have set myself up 
for a terrible slide into sin, and as a spiritual leader, I probably would have taken others down with me. 

“Oh, thank God for the sanctuary,” you can hear Asaph say. “Thank God for discipline of just showing up 
for worship!” 

How about you? Are you glad you showed up this morning? 

Whether you felt like it or not, whether you did it out of nothing more than sheer habit, or because 

someone dragged you kicking and screaming, you’re here. You’re here! 

I pray that this morning, you find yourself declaring with Asaph in verse 28: 

But as for me, it is good to be near God. I have made the Sovereign Lord my refuge; I will tell of 

all your deeds. 20 

Did God have a word for you today—a blessing? If so, you were able to receive that blessing because 

you came. For the same reason, the author of the New Testament book of Hebrews instructed a group 

of suffering, struggling Christians with these words: 

 
18 Psalm 73:24 (NIV) 
19 Psalm 73:25-26 (NIV) 
20 Psalm 73:28 (NIV) 
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And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds, not giving up 

meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but encouraging one another— and all the 

more as you see the Day approaching. 21 

Though you may have entered this sanctuary today with a deep sigh, or a groan, or a yawn, my prayer is 

that you will leave praying, along with Asaph, “God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever! 
As for me it is good to be near God!” 

Dear friends, let’s keep showing up, come what may. Amen? 

Above all, let’s remember that the ultimate reason we show up, the ultimate reason we worship, the 
ultimate reason we pray, is because Jesus first showed up for us. 

In Jesus, God Almighty left his throne in heaven, and showed up on this earth, born in a lowly Bethlehem 

stable. Immanuel, God with us. He didn’t have to show up here and become one of us. But he did. 

And not only that. Jesus showed up in the Garden of Gethsemane, as his looming fate stared him down. 

Although he cried out to God, “Father, if it is possible, may this cup of suffering pass from me,” he also 
prayed, “not my will, Father, but yours be done.” God’s answer to Jesus’ request to avoid the cross was 
“no”—for your sake and mine—for the world’s sake. And ever-faithful to God’s will, Jesus showed up at 
Calvary, and bore that cross for you, for me, for the world. 

Asaph the psalmist complained about the injustice of how the wicked prospered when the righteous 

suffered. But Jesus— the only human being who was ever truly righteous— would suffer an infinitely 

greater injustice at the hands of a wicked mob, without a word of protest.  

In doing so, Jesus made salvation possible for you and me. Let’s conclude this message now by bowing 
together, and calling on him in prayer: 

Lord Jesus, thank you for showing up. Because if you hadn’t left your heavenly throne, and 
showed up in this world as a human being, if you hadn’t showed up on Calvary’s hill to give your 
life on the cross so sinners like us could be redeemed and forgiven—then we wouldn’t have the 
opportunity of showing up and worshipping you on a day like today.  

Help us to see with ever-growing clarity that you alone are our heart’s truest treasure. 

Because whom have we in heaven but you, Lord Jesus? May there be nothing on earth we 

desire above you. 

When life gets hard or seems unfair, help us to always run to you in prayer, never away, even if 

it means we start by bringing you our honest complaints. 

Because when we come to you in honest prayer, Lord, you lead us to repentance, and in due 

time, you turn our despair into delight. 

When life gets hard and seems unfair, remind us that you will show up again one day when you 

return to earth, and you will set whole creation right once and for all. 

 
21 Hebrews 10:24-25 (NIV) 
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Thank you that in the meantime, nothing can separate us from the love of God that we find in 

you, Lord Jesus. 

No matter what state we showed up in today, dear Jesus, we now join your servant Asaph, and 

say to you with all our hearts, “As for us, it is good to be near God. Because we have made you 

our refuge, Lord Jesus. Thus, we will go into the world as your people, and tell of all your deeds. 

In your name we pray, Lord Jesus. 

And all God’s people said: Amen. 

 

 


