
“How Long, O Lord?”
(An Exposition of Psalm 79)1

Introduction

Our text this morning, Psalm 79, was written in the context of the destruction of Jerusalem by the 
Babylonian empire, which took place around 586 BC. This is very similar to another Psalm of Asaph 
that is included in this same section of the Psalter – Psalm 74. Both of these Psalms of Asaph are 
psalms of lament over the devastation in Jerusalem at the hands of the Babylonians.

The death & devastation that the psalmist briefly describes here in this Psalm (as well as in Psalm 74) 
are difficult to imagine. The anguish of heart of the faithful remnant (typified by the psalmist himself 
here) is even more unimaginable.

Not only was the city and even the temple itself in ruins (v.1), but the bodies of the slain were 
seemingly everywhere, with no one even left to bury them (v.2-3)! Just try to fathom what that must 
have been like!

Just as in Psalm 74 the psalmist cried out, “How long, O God . . .?” (v.10), even so here also the 
psalmist cries out to God, “How long, O LORD?” (v.5), and “Help us, O God of our salvation” 
(v.9). This destruction at the hands of Babylon was ultimately a chastisement from the Lord upon His 
unfaithful people, Judah. The psalmist openly acknowledges this (v.5-7), and so cries out for mercy and
forgiveness (v.8-9).

Ultimately he cries out to God for mercy on the basis of the glory of God’s name! Twice in v.9 he asks 
for mercy on this basis – “for the glory of your name” and “for your name’s sake.” He even asks, 
“Why should the nations say, “Where is their God?””

That is the way to pray for mercy and restoration – to acknowledge and repent of our sin and of the sins
of our nation, and to plead for mercy on the basis of the glory of God’s great name! 

May God be pleased to teach us these things this morning, and work in us both to will and to do 
according to His good pleasure.

There are a number of different outlines or divisions of our text suggested by commentators, and we 
will be making use of a slightly modified version of the outline that was suggested by Charles 
Spurgeon in the introductory notes to his commentary on this Psalm.

First, we will look briefly at the psalmist's cry or complaint in v.1-5; then the psalmist's prayer or 
petition in v.6-12; and finally his promise of praise in v.13.

The Psalmist's Complaint (v.1-5)

The first thing that jumps off the page at us is the psalmist's cry or complaint. This “complaint” is not 
the grumbling kind that wickedly finds fault with God for His providential acts of judgment and 
chastisement upon His wayward people. This is a godly complaint – crying out for mercy from God!

1 All Scripture quotations are from the English Standard Version (ESV) unless otherwise noted.



In v.1-5 Asaph writes:

“O God, the nations have come into your inheritance;
they have defiled your holy temple;
they have laid Jerusalem in ruins.

They have given the bodies of your servants
to the birds of the heavens for food,
the flesh of your faithful to the beasts of the earth.

They have poured out their blood like water
all around Jerusalem,
and there was no one to bury them.

We have become a taunt to our neighbors,
mocked and derided by those around us.

How long, O LORD? Will you be angry forever?
Will your jealousy burn like fire?”

The King James Version probably gives us the sense of v.1 a little better where it says, “O God, the 
heathen are come into thine inheritance; thy holy temple have they defiled; they have laid 
Jerusalem on heaps.” (Italics added)

The heathen, pagan idolaters (which is what all foreign nations were prior to the coming of Christ) had 
come into Jerusalem and even into God's holy temple. In doing so, their very presence there defiled it! 
Not only that, but they also defiled it by acts of destruction against it! They even “laid Jerusalem in 
ruins” (v.1)!

It is difficult to imagine the horror that such a thing would have brought to the mind and heart of the 
faithful among Judah. The house of God, the place of sacrifice and prayer where the people met to 
worship the LORD, was utterly destroyed by a pagan army.

Add to that the awful picture of bloodshed, death, and destruction that the psalmist goes on to describe 
in v.2-3, and it sounds just too awful to contemplate. The bodies of the slain, men, women, and 
children, lying in the streets, exposed to the elements like roadkill, with no one to bury them. It is more 
than enough to make any sensitive, God-fearing soul shudder.

Recently a pro-life advocate posted pictures on social media of a number of babies who were butchered
through the abomination of abortion. I simply could not bear to look at them. Someone commented 
that every person who votes for a pro-abortion (really pro-infanticide) candidate should be forced to 
view these photos at length, so they can know exactly what it is that they are voting for.

Are sins like this not the very kind of wickedness and depravity for which God visits judgment and 
wrath upon a nation? Or do we imagine, having seen the judgments of God in history, especially in the 
pages of Scripture, and many of those upon His own covenant people Israel, that He will do any less in 
our day? Will God indeed be mocked?

Does the Scripture not teach us, both by precept as well as by example, that judgment begins with the 
household of God? 1 Peter 4:17 says, “For it is time for judgment to begin at the household of God;
and if it begins with us, what will be the outcome for those who do not obey the gospel of God?” 
Do we not see wickedness and perversion increasing, even in our churches in our day?



Do we not see the beginnings of the wrath of God being poured out upon our nation even now? Do we 
complain about the loss of our prosperity and freedoms, the increase of governmental tyranny and 
corruption, the lawlessness that abounds on every side, but fail to cry out to God about the sins and 
iniquities that bring these very things upon our land?

We are right to be concerned about the former, but we should be much, much more concerned about the
latter. There can be no making America great again without a great national repentance and revival in 
our land, starting in the church. There can be no true liberty or prosperity without godliness.

And so, after a long time of suffering and chastisement at the hand of God, the Psalmist cries out, 
“How long, O LORD? Will you be angry forever? Will your jealousy burn like fire?” This leads 
us to the psalmist's prayer for mercy.

The Psalmist's Prayer (v.6-12)

The second thing we see here in this psalm is the psalmist's prayer or petition to God for mercy. This is 
the right response by God's people in time of national calamity and chastisement. What we see here in 
this Psalm is much like what we read in 2 Chronicles 7:13–14, where God says to His people:

“When I shut up the heavens so that there is no rain, or command the locust to devour the 
land, or send pestilence among my people, if my people who are called by my name 
humble themselves, and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then I 
will hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and heal their land.”

The right response to God's chastisement is humble repentance and prayer. And that is what the 
Psalmist shows us how to do here. And his prayer includes imprecatory prayers against the wicked who
had done these wicked things in Judah. God may have ordained it and used it for His holy purposes in 
chastising His people, but this did not do away with their guilt in doing what they did.

In v.6-7 Asaph writes:

“Pour out your anger on the nations
that do not know you,

and on the kingdoms
that do not call upon your name!

For they have devoured Jacob
and laid waste his habitation.”

We may find that such requests in prayer make us quite uncomfortable, but I assure you that if we ever 
go through anything remotely like Judah did at the hands of the Babylonians, we will quickly learn to 
embrace the concept of imprecatory praying. 

Notice that this is not a self-righteous request. The psalmist nowhere claims that Judah was innocent or 
unworthy of such chastisement from God's hand. He asks in v.8 that God would not remember against 
them their “former iniquities” (the things that had no doubt brought these judgments upon them in the 
first place). And in v.9 he asks that God would “atone” for their sins.



Concerning this request for mercy and forgiveness, Charles Spurgeon writes:

"Sins accumulate against nations. Generations lay up stores of transgressions to be visited upon 
their successors; hence this urgent prayer."2 

One of the primary motivations for prayers for mercy upon our land is that the sins of the fathers often 
end up being visited upon our children. Our sins are not just a private matter; they do great harm and 
bring great harm upon others.

James Montgomery Boice writes of this Psalm:

“ . . .one of its most important features is an acknowledgment of sin. There is an 
acknowledgment of the sins of the fathers, since it was for their sins that Judah was overrun and
Jerusalem destroyed (v.8). But there is also acknowledgment of the people's own and present 
sins, for the psalmist prays, “Deliver us and forgive our sins for your name's sake” (v.9).

“This is important. The people were suffering the destruction of their entire civilization – 
politically, economically, socially, and religiously. Yet there is not the slightest suggestion that 
they did not actually deserve it, or even that they did not deserve having it continue as long as it 
had. Instead of excusing their sins, the psalmist acknowledges them and pleads for forgiveness 
(actually “atone for our sins”).3

He goes on to point out that asking for atonement for their sins was notable in light of the fact that the 
temple had just been destroyed! Perhaps this is a hint of the mature faith of the psalmist, that his faith 
looked beyond the temple sacrifices themselves to the Christ was then yet to come, who is “the Lamb 
of God who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29) by His death on the cross!

Take note of the argument that the psalmist employs in his pleading for God's mercy. Two or three 
times in v.9-10 he asks for mercy and deliverance on the basis of the glory of God's name!  There he 
writes:

“Help us, O God of our salvation,
for the glory of your name;

deliver us, and atone for our sins,
for your name’s sake!

Why should the nations say,
“Where is their God?”

Let the avenging of the outpoured blood of your servants
be known among the nations before our eyes!” (Italics added)

In v.9 he cries out for help and salvation “for the glory of your name” and for deliverance and 
atonement “for your name's sake!”  And he implies a similar argument in v.10 when he says that 
without such mercy and deliverance the nations might mock God and say, “Where is their God?”

You might remember that Moses himself argued like that in his prayer for mercy upon God's people. In 
Exodus 32, after the people had kindled God's wrath against them by their worshiping of the golden 
calf, Moses prayed to God:

2 The Treasury of David, Vol.2 (Part 1), p.378
3 Psalms: An Expositional Commentary, Vol.2, p.657



“But Moses implored the LORD his God and said, “O LORD, why does your wrath burn 
hot against your people, whom you have brought out of the land of Egypt with great 
power and with a mighty hand? Why should the Egyptians say, ‘With evil intent did he 
bring them out, to kill them in the mountains and to consume them from the face of the 
earth’? Turn from your burning anger and relent from this disaster against your people.” 
(Exodus 32:11–12, italics added)4

Here we see a model of godly prayer for us to emulate in both our imprecations as well as in our 
intercessions – the glory of God's holy name must be at the forefront of our hearts!

The glory of God's name is so important that even our own comfort and prosperity must take a back 
seat to it when the sins of God's people violate it and bring blasphemy upon it. That is why some of the 
old puritan writers often said that there is more evil in the least sin than in even the greatest suffering.

As bad as it was, the greatest horror was truly not the dead bodies lying all around in Jerusalem, but the
sins against God that brought that awful chastisement upon His people. Until we get that straight, we 
will never view God's just judgments aright.

And the glory of God's name is so important that it must shape and determine our prayers. It is not 
without reason that the very first request or petition in the Lord's prayer (that great pattern prayer that 
our Lord Jesus gave to us to teach us how to pray!) - before even asking for our daily necessities – is 
that we are taught to pray that above all else, God's name might be “hallowed” or sanctified (Matthew 
6:9).

May God work it in us by His Spirit that we might be a people who are more zealous for the glory of 
God's name than for our own ease and comfort. May we learn to live and worship and pray that way as 
well.

The Psalmist's Promise of Praise (v.13)

Last but not least, the Psalmist closes with a promise of praise to God. In v.13 he writes:

“But we your people, the sheep of your pasture,
will give thanks to you forever;
from generation to generation we will recount your praise.”

This national calamity & fearful chastisement from the hand of God for the iniquities of His people, did
not mean that God had forsaken His people. And so the psalmist looks ahead by faith to God's answer 
and the restoration of His covenant people which was decades in the future.

Even in the midst of all of the death and devastation all around him, the psalmist praised God and gave 
thanks to Him! And he enjoins all of us to do the same right along with him! 

God's redeemed people will give thanks to Him “forever” and “from generation to generation” we 
too will recount His praise. God will never fail to have a people to praise Him; He will gather and 
preserve His church on this earth until Christ comes again in glory to bring us home to glory. - Amen

4 See also Numbers 14:13-16.


