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A  H E S E D W O R D S  A R T I C L E

Learning to Pray by Praying the
Psalms — Until We Reach Psalm 83

A reflection on praying the Psalms, and the one that stops you

✦     ✦     ✦

N O R M  R E E D  ·  J U LY  2 0 2 6

Fill their faces with shame, that they may seek your name, O LORD… that

they may know that you alone, whose name is the LORD, are the Most High

over all the earth.

P S A L M  8 3 : 1 6 ,  1 8  ·  E S V

e tell people that we learn to pray by praying the Psalms.

We say it because it is true, and because it is a mercy. It means you

do not have to invent your own words when you have none. It means the

tradition hands you speech for grief you cannot articulate and joy you cannot

contain. Pray the Psalms, we say, and you will be taught to pray.

And then you get to Psalm 83.

·     ·     ·

Nobody warns you. You go through the book in order and the ground gives way.

Blow them away like tumbleweed. Burn through them like fire through a forest.

Cover their faces in shame. And the reader — who was told that the Psalms



would teach him to pray — puts the book down and thinks: I don’t want to be

taught to pray like this.

That is the honest response, and I want to say at the outset that it is not the

wrong one. Discomfort here is a sign that something in you has been formed by

Christ. Do not talk yourself out of it too quickly.

But do not talk yourself out of the psalm, either.

W H A T  I S  H A R D

Let us name it.

It is hard because it asks God for the ruin of human beings, and we have been

told to love our enemies and pray for those who persecute us. It is hard because

it names the enemies by name, and we would prefer our prayers to stay abstract.

It is hard because — if we are honest — some part of us finds it satisfying, and

that is worse than finding it repellent. It gives voice to something we thought

we had put away.

And it is hard because we suspect it is not really about our enemies at all. It is

about the ones we have not forgiven.

W H A T  I T  I S  N O T  S A Y I N G

But before we abandon it, we should be sure we have read it.

It is not saying: let me destroy them. Read the verbs again. Every single act of

destruction in this psalm belongs to God. You scatter. You pursue. You fill their

faces with shame. The psalmist does not ask for a sword; he asks God to be

God. This is not a prayer that arms the one praying. It is a prayer that disarms

him. He is handing the whole thing over.



That is not a small thing. It is exactly what Paul asks of us: Never avenge

yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God. Not there is no wrath — but it is

not yours to administer. Psalm 83 is what leaving it to God actually sounds like,

when the person praying is furious.

It is not free-floating hatred. The threat is stated: let us wipe them out, that the

name of Israel be remembered no more. Erasure. This is the prayer of people

who could cease to exist. It comes from a mouth that may not have a tomorrow.

And it is not aiming at destruction. This is the part most readers miss,

because they stop reading. The psalm’s last movement is not ash and silence. It

is this: fill their faces with shame, that they may seek your name, O LORD… let

them know that you alone are the Most High over all the earth.

Shame is the instrument. Knowing is the goal. The whole savage poem is

reaching for a moment when the enemy turns and knows God. The door is not

shut. It was never shut.

A N O T E  O N  T H I S  R E A D I N G

This is a reading. Not everyone hears verse eighteen as an open door, and the words will carry

either way. I hear it open.

W H E N  W O U L D  I T  B E  R I G H T  T O  P R A Y  T H I S ?

When someone is genuinely cornered. And when we pray it for them.

For the church that meets in secret and buries its own. For the woman who left

and is being hunted by the man she left. For the child in a house that is not safe.

For the man carrying a rage at what was done to him that has nowhere to go —

who will either swallow it until it poisons him, or act on it and destroy himself.



To him, Psalm 83 offers a third door. Say it to God. Say the whole terrible thing.

And then let go of it, because you have just prayed that God would handle it,

which means you have just agreed not to.

That is not a lesser prayer. In some seasons it may be the only prayer that keeps

a man’s hands clean.

H O W  J E S U S  P R A Y E D  I T

He prayed it. He was a Jew, and it was in the book, and he prayed the book.

And he prayed it as someone who had been the hunted from infancy — soldiers,

Egypt, the road in the dark, and later a cliff at Nazareth and a council in

Jerusalem that consulted together with one accord. He did not have to allegorise

this psalm. He was standing inside it.

Then something happened that we should not step past.

The psalm’s petition was placed in his hand, and he refused it. James and

John, looking at a village that would not receive him: Lord, shall we call down

fire from heaven to consume them? That is verse fourteen with a match in its

hand. He turned and rebuked them. In the garden, with torches coming through

the trees: twelve legions of angels — available, and declined.

He kept praying the psalm. He would not execute it.

That is not editing Scripture. That is a man who actually meant the thing the

psalm says. God, you act — not me. And he meant it all the way down, when it

cost him everything to mean it.

And then he became its answer.



The psalm asks God to move against the enemies of his people. In him, God

moves — and the moving is not fire on a mountain. It is a man on a hill outside

a city, with the enemies of God gathered underneath him, and the wrath the

psalm invited arriving, and landing, on him.

Father, forgive them; they do not know what they are doing.

Set that beside verse eighteen. The psalm’s final ask is that they would know.

And here is the Son, buying that knowing for them, at the price of himself.

He does not cancel Psalm 83.

He pays for it.

A N O T E  O N  T H I S  R E A D I N G

No verse says Jesus had this psalm in mind. What I have is a psalm asking for fire, a man

handed the fire twice who would not take it, and a cross where the wrath came down on the
wrong head.

I find it hard to unhear.

W H A T  W E  L E A R N

We learn that God can be told the truth. All of it — including the part of us that

wants the fire.

We learn that praying our rage to God is how we let go of it. The psalm is not

permission to hate. It is the mechanism by which a hating man puts the sword

down, because he has just asked Someone Else to hold it.

We learn that the enemy is not written off. Until they seek your name.



And we learn the cost of that little word until — which is a cross, and a man

who prayed this psalm and then, with nails through his hands, prayed the rest of

it.

·     ·     ·

So: yes. We learn to pray by praying the Psalms.

Including this one.

Especially this one — because it is here that we find out whether we meant it

when we said we would leave it with God.

These reflections did not begin with artificial intelligence. They began with years of ministry, reading,

prayer, suffering, and conversation.

During the development of this article, AI became a conversation partner. It challenged assumptions,

tested arguments, suggested structures, and helped refine expression. Many of the words that follow
emerged through that dialogue.

The experiences, convictions, interpretations, and conclusions remain my own.


