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Imprecatory 

PSALMS :

Pastoral Application in the Context  
of the War against Ukraine

Abstract. The beginning of the full-fledged phase of Russia-Ukraine war 
caused new traumatic experience for many Ukrainian Christians. Facing 
unjustified aggression, cynicism and mindless cruelty posed a question how 
to deal with all that. The article proposes to turn to so called “imprecatory 
psalms”, texts with common topic of petition for retribution to those who 
act unjustly. In the article the context, functions and theology of impreca-
tory psalms are analysed; it also considers them from the perspective of 
pastoral application in the conditions of aggressive war of Russian Federa-
tion against Ukraine.
Keywords: Imprecatory psalms, curses, justice, retribution, prayer.
Title. «Псалми прокляття: пастирське застосування в умовах війни 
проти України».
Анотація. Початок повномасштабної фази війни Росії проти України 
відкрив новий травматичний досвід для багатьох українських християн. 
Зіткнення з невмотивованою агресією, цинізмом та безглуздою жорсто-
кістю поставило питання – як з цим всім справлятися. Стаття пропонує 
звернутися до так званих «псалмів прокляття», текстів, об’єднаних 
спільною темою прохання про відплату тим, хто діють несправедливо. 
Стаття аналізує контекст, функції і богослов’я псалмів прокляття, а 
також розглядає їх з перспективи пастирського застосування в умовах 
агресивної війни Російської Федерації проти України.
Ключові слова: Псалми прокляття, прокляття, справедливість, 
відплата, молитва.
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Introduction
u Perhaps anybody had a feeling of surprise, embarrassment, or even 
shame coming across verses in the Bible that contain wishes for adversity and 
death to their enemies (Ps. 57:7-9; 68:23-26); calls for revenge (Ps. 82:9-11; 
94:1-2), expressions of hatred of opponents (Ps. 136:8-9). Together with the 
commands to exterminate the tribes of Canaan[1] and the so-called “texts of 
terror,”[2] they constitute perhaps the greatest problem of interpreting the 
Bible as Christian Scripture.[3] Such texts are most clearly presented in the 
Psalms and are called “imprecatory psalms” (hereinafter – IP).[4] This article 
focuses on these texts.

The experience of the reality caused by the military actions that the 
Russian Federation launched against Ukraine has put the overwhelming 
majority of Ukrainian believers in front of an entirely new reality – insidi-
ous, brutal, senseless war and brutality directed not only against the military 
but also against civilians. This new reality caused a tsunami of emotions and 
thoughts, and most people did not know how to deal with them. The encoun-
ter with this reality led Ukrainian believers to a significant reassessment of 
their pre-war spiritual experience and customary practices. Contemplation 
of, connection and immersion into suffering, as well as powerlessness in the 
face of the horror and pain of war prompts us to seek words that would help 
us to name our experience, comprehend it, express new emotions, and re-
direct everything that has accumulated inside over these few months. What 
may be helpful here are the psalms that describe and express experiences 
approximate to what most Ukrainian believers currently face.

[1] C. S. Cowles et al., Show Them No Mercy: 4 Views on God and Canaanite 
Genocide (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003).

[2] Phyllis Trible, Texts of Terror: Literary-Feminist Readings of Biblical Narratives 
(London: SCM, 2002). 

[3] For aspects of violence in the Old Testament, see M. Daniel Carroll R. and J. Blair 
Wilgus, eds., Wrestling with the Violence of God: Soundings in the Old Testament, 
Bulletin for Biblical Research Supplement 10 (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 
2015). This was often the reason for accusing Christianity or the religious beliefs 
and practices of the Bible of bloodthirstiness and lack of humanism, see  W. W 
Davies, ‘The Imprecatory Psalms’, The Old and New Testament Student 14, no. 
3 (1892): 154; Nancy L. deClaisse-Walford, ‘The Theology of the Imprecatory 
Psalms’, in Soundings in the Theology of Psalms: Perspectives and Methods in 
Contemporary Scholarship, ed. Rolf A. Jacobson (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 
2008), 78–79. 

[4] So Brent Strawn includes in the IP Ps. 57, 68, 82, 93, 108, 136, although he also 
draws attention to Ps. 5:5-6, 9-10; 11:4-5 and 138, see B. A. Strawn, ‘Imprecation’, 
in Dictionary of the Old Testament Wisdom, Poetry & Writings, ed. Tremper 
Longman III and Peter Enns, A Compendium of Contemporary Biblical Schol-
arship (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 17., 11,–57, Nancy Decless-Wahlford 
includes the Ps. 82, 93, 108, 128 136, 77. and 136, see 11, 57, 82, 93, 108, 128, and 
136. deClaisse-Walford, ‘The Theology of the Imprecatory Psalms’, 77.
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In this article, I proceed from the belief that the presence of such texts as 
the imprecatory psalms in the Bible canon and reflected in them experience of 
God’s people can help Ukrainian believers to cope with the negative baggage 
left by this war and its horrors in the hearts and lives of people. This belief 
is based on the understanding that one of the main functions of the Psalms 
is to encourage imitation of a certain course of action and to implement in 
our lives the practices reflected in the life of the people of God as we learn 
from the Psalms. The article is a modest attempt to comprehend the context, 
functions, and theology of the imprecatory psalms, based on modern biblical 
scholarship, from the perspective of their pastoral application in the context 
of the aggressive war of the Russian Federation against Ukraine.

The article will first consider the context in which the IP originated and 
what were their possible functions in the Bible canon. In the second section, 
I will focus on the content and key theological themes of the IP, as well as 
on their reception by Christian theologians. All this will prepare the ground 
for the final summative proposals for using the IP in the aftermath of the 
war against Ukraine.

IMPRECATORY PSALMS:  
CONTEXT AND FUNCTIONS

This section will outline the broad context in which the IP are to be under-
stood and discuss the possible functions of these psalms.

Context of the Functioning of the Imprecatory Psalms

u A fairly widespread negative or skeptical attitude towards the IP could be 
explained by the fact that they are perceived as a personal attitude towards 
the enemies, which is assessed from the perspective of more modern con-
ditions and ethics. That is why it is important to realize in what historical, 
cultural, and theological context the IP emerged and functioned.

From the point of view of the form of the IP, it is unlikely that they can 
be attributed to any particular genre. Strictly speaking, imprecatory psalm 
as a genre does not exist. There are simple so-called psalms of lament or 
complaints, individual or collective.[5] In his typology of psalms, Walter 
Bruggeman groups them into three categories: orientation psalms, disori-
entation psalms, and new orientation psalms.[6] Lamentation psalms with 

[5] C. C. Broyles, ‘Psalms of Lament’, in Dictionary of the Old Testament Wisdom, 
Poetry & Writings, ed. Tremper Longman III and Peter Enns, A Compendium of 
Contemporary Biblical Scholarship (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2008), 
384–99.

[6] Walter Brueggemann, The Message of the Psalms: A Theological Commentary 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg, 2007).
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a more distinct element of the request for retribution to enemies belong to 
the psalms of disorientation.[7] For convenience, we will still call such psalms 
imprecatory because of their main element. This – a curse, an imprecation – 
is a stumbling block for many modern readers. But what is an imprecation, 
and how did it work in the Old Testament?

Douglas Stuart, defining imprecation, says that “to curse is to predict, 
wish, pray for, or  cause trouble or disaster on a person or thing.”[8] And a 
curse itself is “the expression of such a prediction, wish, prayer or causation, 
or the result thereof.”[9] It should be realized that imprecations were one of 
the speech forms of the ancient world, inextricably linked to everyday life 
and practices. Brent Strawn emphasizes that “malediction was a speech-
form in the ancient world. It is present in Scripture because Israel (and the 
Bible) lived in and was part of that ancient world, and its many speech-forms 
and other cultural aspects.”[10] By the way, imprecations as a form are not 
only present in the literature of the ancient Near East or in the Old Testa-
ment. They are also part of the New Testament; even more so, they come 
from the mouth of Jesus Himself (Mk. 11:12-14, 20-25; Mt. 21:18-22) and 
the martyrs (Rev. 6:10). Thus, the imprecation as a speech form is not lim-
ited exclusively to the Old Testament. It is a part of the broader historical 
context and experience.

This means that even such aspects of life as religion did not escape this 
linguistic practice. Thus, we see that, first of all, imprecations are present in 
covenant formulations (Lev. 26:14-39; Deut. 27:11-26; 28:15-68; 30:17-19), 
where they were proclaimed against those who did not fulfill the conditions 
of the covenant and reaped the consequences of their disobedience. Secondly, 
the imprecations were used in the context of the prophetic proclamation of 
judgment against those who opposed the rule of the Lord (Jer. 11:3-4; Mic. 
2:1-3). Finally, imprecations were part of proclaiming personal vows and 
oaths or making personal covenants between different individuals (1 Sam. 
3:17; 14:24; 2 Sam. 3:9).[11]

It should be noted that imprecation or curse as an everyday speech form 
significantly differs from the imprecatory psalms.[12] Broadly speaking, a 

[7] Daniel Michael Nehrbass, Praying Curses: The Therapeutic and Preaching Value 
of the Imprecatory Psalms (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2013), 4–5.

[8] Douglas Stuart, ‘Curse’, in Anchor Bible Dictionary, ed. David Noel Freedman, 
vol. 1 (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 1218.

[9] Stuart, 1218.
[10] Strawn, ‘Imprecation’, 316.
[11] Strawn, 316.
[12] Nerbass does not distinguish between curses and imprecatory psalms, Nehrbass, 

Praying Curses. For another typology, see Pierre Gilbert, ‘The Function of Impreca-
tion in Israel’s Eighth-Century Prophets’, Direction 35, no. 1 (Spring 2006): 44–58.
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curse is an accentuated linguistic form and practice directed against anoth-
er person, whereas the imprecatory psalms are almost always addressed to 
God. Thus, a curse of the other implies that the desired adversities almost 
automatically imposed at those against whom they are directed. As for the 
prayer of retribution, since it is addressed to God, the request for trouble 
remains at His discretion and depends on His will and His final decision. 
That is, the result of the imprecatory psalm is not automatic. Perhaps that 
is why the Bible does not contain a cult curse or a spell but a prayer to God 
for retribution.

Imprecatory psalms existed within a certain worldview. People who 
tried to cast a curse thought of magic when a particular verbal formula or 
sequence of actions would invariably lead to the desired result. But it should 
be noted that, firstly, the words of a curse did not have power in themselves 
– negative reactions or wishes were powerless, and undeserved curses could 
not be fulfilled (Prov. 26:2). Douglas Stuart argues that the proclamation 
of a curse against an innocent person makes this act illegal, yet a deserved 
imprecation is entirely appropriate.[13] Legitimate retribution is closely re-
lated to the covenantal promises and instructions of the Lord. People call 
to God for justice and pray for Him to act according to His revelation.[14] 
Secondly, an imprecation could only come about because of the one, who 
had the power and authority to do so. That is, the imprecations were to be 
divinely sanctioned. In this context, the Decalogue’s third commandment 
should obviously be seen as “a prohibition of the use of the name YHWH 
in unjustifiable imprecations.”[15] Thirdly, as mentioned above, very often 
in the Old Testament, curses are an integral part of covenant relationships 
and obligations, that is, the consequences of the break of these relationships 
and the failure to fulfill obligations.

Another important element for understanding the context in which the IP 
existed and functioned is the notion of retribution or God’s wrath and justice 
in the Old Testament. Brent Strawn notes that “the imprecation is resorted to 
only when a failure of human resources is acknowledged or anticipated.”[16] 
We are talking about the impossibility to restore justice with instruments 
of the judicial system or authorities. It is characteristic that the requests for 
retribution and protection came from those who were in the most vulner-
able position and did not have the strength or means to defend themselves 
and repel the enemy. John Day writes this: “In the community of Israel, as 

[13] Stuart, ‘Curse’, 1218.
[14] Kit Barker, Imprecation as Divine Discourse: Speech-Act Theory, Dual Author-

ship, and Theological Interpretation, Journal of Theological Interpretation 
Supplement 16 (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2016), 152.

[15] Strawn, ‘Imprecation’, 316.
[16] Strawn, 316.
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in the broader ancient Near East, the legitimate curse was an expression of 
human powerlessness. It was used when people were unable to adequately 
help or protect themselves. This cry was the voice of the oppressed, the victim, 
and the unjustly accused. It was directed against powerful or unconvictable 
abusers. Indeed, the legitimate curse was an act of faith that God’s desire 
for justice, as expressed in the Law and ethical teaching of religion, would 
be reflected in real life.”[17] In such situations, the hope of God’s intervention 
and requests for His protection and retribution remained the only way out. 
Since justice was considered a higher value, only the one who acted as its 
guarantor could restore it. That is why the retribution belongs to God, and 
the authors of the IP proceed from this principle. 

From the point of view of Erich Zenger, two things should be consid-
ered when interpreting the IP: first, that the very concept of God’s wrath is 
inextricably linked to and dependent on the personal love of God, as well 
as on God’s interaction with His people. The wrath of God is of a personal 
nature and is related to His mercy. Secondly, if God’s mercy and wrath nec-
essary correlate, they must depend on a higher divine attribute – justice, 
which applies to the situation here and now.[18] Thus, the presence of justice 
indicates God, and the absence of God indicates the needlessness of justice. 
It is not surprising that enemies in the IP are often identified as enemies of 
God since the Psalms in general and the IP, in particular, put the reader in 
a situation of choice: to follow the Lord and worship Him or to side with the 
wicked.[19] IP are prayers for making evident a fundamental principle: good 
behavior is rewarded, and unlawful behavior is punished.

Thus, the curses in general and the imprecatory psalms as a distinct 
manifestation of this speech practice acquire meaning in the awareness of 
the prevailing worldview and theological context in which they emerged 
and functioned. Attempts to read this practice from the perspective of the 
modern worldview and ethical guidelines lead to misinterpretation of the IP. 
In the next section, I will focus on the functions of IP in a biblical context.

Functions of Imprecatory Psalms

u The presence of the IP in the Bible canon undoubtedly implies that ac-
cording to the opinion of those who participated in the formation of the final 
configuration of the Psalms, as well as in the formation of the Old Testament 
canon, these texts have a certain function. That is why they have remained 

[17] J. Day, Crying for Justice: What the Psalms Teach Us About Mercy and 
Vengeance in an Age of Terrorism (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2005), 36-37. Cited 
by Barker, Imprecation as Divine Discourse, 152.

[18] Cited by Gary A Anderson, ‘King David and the Psalms of Imprecation’, Pro 
Ecclesia: A Journal of Catholic and Evangelical Theology 15, no. 3 (2006): 269.

[19] Barker, Imprecation as Divine Discourse, 134.
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in the Scriptures that we have today. Historically, many have tried to con-
trast the vengeful and cruel God of the Old Testament with the loving and 
merciful God of the New Testament.[20] Modern scholars that study psalms 
try to overcome this dichotomy through the theological interpretation of 
psalms and considering their role in forming a community of faithful and 
practical life of believers in accordance with the holistic revelation of God.
[21] Below, we will look at some functions of the IP.

As noted above, interpretation of the IP should be attempted within 
the framework of affirming God’s justice. And since the IP emerged in the 
context of the failure of human institutions responsible for establishing and 
implementing justice, these texts, first, are a way of expressing a request for 
restoration of justice. In this sense, the IP function didactically, teaching 
those in similar circumstances to ask for justice. Keith Barker describes the 
IP as “the prayers of the powerless”[22] because they are addressed to God 
as a guarantor of justice, for only He could restore the justice that was vi-
olated, and only He can be expected to justly repay those who act unrigh-
teously. Brent Strawn, in turn, recalls that “[i]mprecation arises not simply 
from anger and rage but rather from the complex mixture of those feelings 
as well as, more deeply, those of grief and sadness, despite and in spite of 
the rage and anger.”[23] Undoubtedly, sorrow and anguish are caused by a 
lack of justice or by the realization that the retribution on the wicked has 
not yet happened. 

Associated with the expectation of justice is the following function of 
the IP: cathartic-therapeutic action for those who originally pronounced 
them.[24] Understanding such a function of IP undoubtedly receives a nod 
from modern ideas about psychology, according to which the displacement 
of violent thoughts to the periphery of consciousness or their conservation 
can lead to tragic consequences both in terms of the mental health of the 
person herself, and to the deterioration of her relationship with God. 
Going through catharsis helps to relieve the pain of those who have suf-

[20] Joel M. LeMon, ‘Saying Amen to Violent Psalms: Patterns of Prayer, Belief, and 
Action in the Psalter’, in Soundings in the Theology of Psalms: Perspectives and 
Methods in Contemporary Scholarship, ed. Rolf A. Jacobson (Minneapolis, MN: 
Fortress, 2008), 99–100.

[21] Gordon J. Wenham, ‘Ethics of the Psalms’, in Interpreting the Psalms: Issues 
and Approaches, ed. David G. Firth and Philip S. Johnston (Leicester, UK: IVP, 
2005), 175–94.

[22] Kit Barker, ‘Psalms of the Powerless: A Theological Interpretation of Imprecation’, 
in Stirred by a Noble Theme: The Book of Psalms in the Life of the Church, ed. 
Andrew G. Shead (Nottingham: Apollos, 2013), 205–29.

[23] Strawn, ‘Imprecation’, 318.
[24] Walter Brueggemann, Praying the Psalms: Engaging Scripture and the Life of 

the Spirit, 2nd ed. (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2007), 66; LeMon, ‘Saying Amen to 
Violent Psalms’, 100.
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fered greatly and unjustly. Walter Brueggemann somewhat combines the 
first and the second functions, arguing that “when vengeance is entrusted 
to God, the speaker is relatively free from its power.”[25] In his turn, Pat-
rick Miller articulates this act as an attempt of “letting go” and “holding 
back.”[26] Since the IP are a linguistic practice, it means that the main strug-
gle takes place within the speaker’s attitude and response to the enemies’ 
circumstances and actions. Expressing feelings means allowing anger from 
the petitioner to go to God, who hears all prayers, and on the other hand, 
holding back anger and curses, not allowing violence to enter the public 
sphere and transform into aggressive actions. Brent Strawn notes that in 
such a case, “imprecatory prayer may end up being a prayer for the enemies, 
though certainly in much different fashion than we expected.”[27] In addition, 
through these texts, we gain access to other people’s experiences that teach 
us compassion and provide the right words to express our experiences in 
similar situations.

Walter Brueggemann notes that IP can also function as a mirror, al-
lowing the community to recognize hatred in themselves: “Psalms are acts 
of self-discovery that penetrate the facade of sweet graciousness.”[28] After 
discerning such hatred, Brueggemann believes, the author can pass through 
it by yielding it to God in prayer for the retribution and mercy of God.[29] The 
function of the IP as a mirror helps to recognize one’s hatred but also leaves 
open the question of the extent to which such prayers are a legitimate way to 
pray. Brueggemann himself is somewhat skeptical about IP as a legitimate 
and righteous way to pray in certain circumstances.

Finally, the IP are directly related to the Psalms’ function of forming 
beliefs and ways of acting. Joel LeMon speaks of this by drawing on the an-
cient maxim lex orandi lex credendi (“the law of prayer is the law of faith”), 
according to which liturgical practice shapes, or at least significantly influ-
ences, the beliefs of the community. He adds another dimension – ethical 
or behavioral, stating that the Psalms as a liturgical book of prayers of God’s 
people are designed not only to encourage liturgical actions (prayers and 
worship), not only to influence the formation of certain religious convictions 
(beliefs) but also to form the proper life and reactions to various circum-
stances (actions and behavior). Thus, the traditional dictum is expanded to 
include the action component: lex orandi, lex credendi, lex agendi (“the law 
of prayer is the law of faith and the law of action”).[30] LeMon sums it up as 

[25] Brueggemann, Praying the Psalms, 67.
[26] LeMon, ‘Saying Amen to Violent Psalms’, 100.
[27] Cf. Strawn, ‘Imprecation’, 318.
[28] Brueggemann, Praying the Psalms, 66.
[29] Brueggemann, 80–81.
[30] LeMon, ‘Saying Amen to Violent Psalms’, 93–97.
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follows: “the interrelationship of the patterns of prayer, belief, and action 
constitutes an implicit principle underlying the entire book of Psalms.”[31]

The last function of the IP includes the first – learning to express a 
request for justice, and the second – the correct expression of pain and an-
ger. Therefore, we can conclude that the presence of IP in the Bible canon 
corresponds to the task of forming the people of God and their everyday 
practices in accordance with the main goal (telos) – to introduce people into 
a transformative relationship with the Triune God.

IMPRECATORY PSALMS:  
THEMES, THEOLOGY, AND RECEPTION

This section offers a concise overview of the central and recurring themes and 
the imagery typical of the IP. It also examines the range of reception of the IP.

Themes and Theology of Imprecatory Psalms

u Psalm 57 is a personal cry that denounces corrupt judges or officials, 
implying that they are not fulfilling their immediate duties, and asks God to 
restore justice and intervene in the affairs of the author of the psalm. The text 
depicts judges as wicked who do not speak the truth, bear injustice in their 
hearts, act wickedly, and judge wickedly (57:2-4). They are headstrong from 
birth. The author compares them to a deaf serpent that the snake charmers 
try to charm (57:5-6). It is because of its deafness that its poison cannot be 
avoided – it is not susceptible to charms. The author appeals to God for ret-
ribution, as He is the only guarantor of justice (57:7-12). The metaphor of the 
feet of the righteous, bathed in the blood of the wicked, is the image of the 
complete defeat of the wicked and the victory obtained.[32] The concluding 
phrase of the psalm explains the motivation for turning to God – other peo-
ple will see the restoration of justice by God, and they will recognize that He 
reigns, and that life and the pattern of righteous acts are rewarded (57:12).

Psalm 68 is a personal lamentation of a person who finds himself in dif-
ficult circumstances. Most likely, it is about illness or even death. The author 
acknowledges that God allowed this to happen but does not imply that this 
condition results from his sinful actions. On the contrary, he says that he is 
opposed because he has chosen God’s way of life and action (68:8-10, 12-13). 
The situation is complicated by the fact that he is surrounded by enemies who 
hate him (68:5), gossip about him (68:13) and expect his death (68:19). Even 

[31] LeMon, 97.
[32] Samuel Terrien, The Psalms: Strophic Structure and Theological Commentary, 

Eerdmans Critical Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge, UK: Eerd-
mans, 2003).
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relatives turned away from the author (68:9), and instead of compassion he 
receives poison and vinegar from them (68:22). The request for retribution 
is based on the fact that others instead of compassion worsen the already 
difficult situation of the author (68:27). The request for deliverance is also 
addressed to God (68:30-31) and has a didactic function – when God deliv-
ers the sufferer, all others who follow the path of righteousness will glorify 
God and be inspired by this example (68:33), as God is always on the side 
of the needy (68:34). The Psalm concludes with an expression of faith in 
the ultimate victory of those who have chosen the path of righteousness and 
service to God (68:36-37).

Psalm 82 is a collective lamentation because of a military threat to the 
people of God, as a coalition of hostile pagan nations has gathered against 
them (82:6-9). The text distinguishes the nations as enemies not only of 
Israel but also of God (82:3-5). Actions aimed at exterminating the people 
of God are perceived as actions against the Lord. The author of the psalm 
appeals to the actions of God in the history of the people of God when other 
enemies were destroyed and put to shame (82:10-13). He fully trusts in God 
and addresses Him as the Lord of the covenant, the King over all nations, 
the only Lord of all (82:19). The main event that the author prays for is the 
conversion of the nations to the Lord (82:17, 19). 

Psalm 93 – This psalm simultaneously combines collective and indi-
vidual lamentation, united by the themes of God’s justice (93:1-2, 20-21) 
and protection (93:14, 17-18, 22). The author clearly recognizes those who 
belong to the Lord, because they are His faithful even though they are weak, 
oppressed by enemies (93:5). These people are God’s people and His in-
heritance (93:14). The appeal is based on the fundamental belief that “the 
Lord is the God of retribution” and “the Judge of the earth” (93:1). He is the 
foundation and guarantor of justice (94:15), which has nothing to do with 
the throne of iniquity (93:20). The psalm concludes with a firm belief in the 
retribution of the wicked, as it did at the beginning (93:23). 

The psalmist’s appeal to his own experience of deliverance is an illus-
tration of his main thesis, “The Lord, God of vengeance,” and proof that the 
same will happen at the national level.[33] Justice and God’s rule will receive 
complete and final victory over the wicked.

Psalm 108 is considered one of the most distinctive IP. Strictly speaking, 
it is an individual cry that calls for retribution (108:6-19).[34] The appeal takes 

[33] Terrien.
[34] Some commentators believe that the psalm contains a quote of words spoken by 

the enemies of the author. See related commentary in C. Hassell Bullock, Psalms: 
Volume 2, Teach the Text Commentary Series (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 
2017); cf. Terrien, The Psalms. 
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place in the context of an unfair trial or unfounded accusations or ground-
less attacks against the author (108:2-5). Despite the difficult situation, 
possibly burdened with illness or psychological and physical exhaustion of 
the author (108:22-25), he appeals to God for protection (108:21, 26). He  is 
convinced that undeserved curses will not happen, and baseless accusations 
will crumble (108:27) if God blesses him. The just God simply will not al-
low a crooked judgment to be carried out on the weak and oppressed. On 
the contrary, the accusers will be disgraced (108:29). The Psalm concludes 
with the assertion that the Lord is always on the side of the oppressed and 
unjustly accused (108:31).

Psalm 136 is a collective lamentation that mentions the Israelites in 
captivity in Babylon. The memory of the captivity, the abuse of the locals 
(136:1-3) only increased the bitterness of the suffering that befell the captives. 
The author asks God to repay the Edomites (136:7) and the Babylonians 
(136:8-9) for their destruction and cruelty to the Israelites. The author asks 
God to “pay back in kind” to his enemies. And although God is the Judge of 
the nations and the One who delivers justice in this world, the psalm con-
tains a strict note of realism, as justice can be done by the hands of people 
whom the author of the psalm calls blessed.

The review of the IP confirms the view expressed in the first section 
that the IP are significantly different from the practice of curse in everyday 
life. The main difference is that they turn to God, who is the guarantor of 
the implementation and restoration of justice. The second fundamental 
difference is that these are the prayers of the vulnerable, who pass on their 
case to God and expect retribution and delivery of justice from Him. Finally, 
these prayers are requests for equal retribution for the suffering and horror 
that the enemies have caused them. Perhaps it is the vivid, emotional, and 
image-rich language that prevents the modern IP reader from seeing these 
fundamental provisions and realizing their practical value. That is why there 
is a whole range of approaches to the reception and interpretation of the IP, 
and that’s the subject of consideration in the next subsection. 

Reception of Imprecatory Psalms

u A common point is an assertion that the IP have been and remain a kind 
of challenge to Christian interpreters of Scripture.[35] Obviously, this was not 
always the case and was not for everyone. For some, these texts are quite 

[35] Thus, Bede the Venerable (c. 673 – 735) instead of the usual ending of Ps. 137 – 
“Blessed is he who will seize and smash against the rock and your babies” inserted 
the phrase “Blessed is the man who fears the Lord,” see Susan Gillingham, 
Psalms through the Centuries, vol. 1 Blackwell Bible Commentaries (Chichester: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 60, 61.–61. For a list and explanation of the various interpretive 
trajectories of reading the IP, see Nehrbass, Praying Curses.
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familiar and normal, and even necessary.[36] A range of approaches exists 
but those can be condensed to five approaches.[37]

First, some suggest dismissing the IP as irrelevant. This implies 
that parts or all of IP should be ignored and removed from Church’s liturgi-
cal practice. Thus, Gary Anderson points out that even such a fundamental 
practice of the Catholic Church as daily readings from the Psalter, which 
dates back to the origins of monasticism, has undergone a transformation. 
The IP ceased to be mandatory for reading by priests and monks, as well 
as for everyday personal religious life.[38] What would a version of Scrip-
ture look like if these texts were excluded from it? Undoubtedly, this would 
lead to the “sterilization” of the Bible, to the formation of a certain artificial 
version that has nothing to do with the revelation recorded in the canon of 
Scripture. Surely the presence of such texts within the Bible canon should 
not be seen as a problem for interpretation, but as a tool aimed at fulfilling 
a certain function in the formation of God’s people, since “all Scripture is 
God-inspired, and useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting, being trained in 
righteousness, so that the man of God may be perfect, ready for every good 
work” (2 Tim. 3:16). One can hardly agree with the practice of removing the 
IP and deliberately narrowing the experience reflected in the books of the 
Bible. Such actions narrow the possibility of creative rethinking of the sit-
uations, in which contemporary believers find themselves, and redirecting 
their feelings and thoughts in the direction of imitation of biblical patterns 
of behavior and reaction.

However, as noted above, it is impossible to deny that IP is part of the 
Bible canon. Therefore, the second approach is to admit the IP are canon-
ical but do not accept them as appropriate for Christians. There are three 
variations of this approach: 

a) an imprecation is an expression of Old Testament faith and vows 
that are unacceptable to the Church because they do not fit into the 
New Testament concept of loving the enemies;[39] 

b) imprecations reveal the terrible reality of sinful humanity and must 
be rejected, as C. S. Lewis said;[40] 

[36] See W. A. Jarrel, ‘The Imprecatory Psalms’, Review & Expositor 19, no. 4 (1922): 
460–64.

[37] The summary below is borrowed from Barker, ‘Psalms of Powerless’; Barker, 
Imprecation as Divine Discourse, 129–32.

[38] Anderson, ‘King David and the Psalms of Imprecation’, 267; cf. deClaisse-Walford, 
‘The Theology of the Imprecatory Psalms’, 84.

[39] Anderson, ‘King David and the Psalms of Imprecation’, 268; cf. deClaisse-Wal-
ford, ‘The Theology of the Imprecatory Psalms’, 78–79.

[40] C. S. Lewis, ‘ Размышления о псалмах’’, in Собрание сочинений К. С. Льюиса, 
vol. 8 [Reflections on the Psalms in The works of C. S. Lewis vol.8] (M.; St. 
Petersburg: Fr. Alexander Men’ Foundation; Bible for all, 2000), 277–83.
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c) imprecations cannot be used in personal prayers, since only Christ 
can legitimately pray these texts.[41] 

With this approach, the IP are somehow pushed to the periphery of the 
daily practices of Christians and almost fade out of their experience. It is very 
difficult to include in your practices what is considered inappropriate for a 
Christian or applies only to the prayer practice of Christ himself.

This view should include the views of those who believe that the teach-
ings of the New Testament make significant adjustments to the Old Testa-
ment practice reflected in the IP. As noted in the subsection “Imprecatory 
Psalms: Context and Function” above, there’s a distinction between a curse 
and the imprecatory psalms, which are appeals to God for the restoration of 
justice. This effectively precludes the interpretation of IP as an expression 
of personal revenge. Thus, the prohibition of cursing and encouragement 
to bless enemies does not contradict the appeal to God for justice. See an 
example of the fact that there is no contradiction is the martyrs’ appeal for 
revenge for their innocently shed blood (Rev. 6:10). In response to this call, 
God asks them to wait, assuring them that the trial of the oppressors will 
take place. The commandment to love and bless enemies at times did not 
stop people like the apostle Paul, who was very harsh on those who distorted 
the gospel (Gal. 1:8-9). The word “anathema” means “let him be cursed.” In 
summary, it can be noted that the New Testament contains calls to love and 
bless enemies, and at the same time a call to a manifestation of God’s will, 
affirmation of His kingdom, and the rule of justice. The presence of such 
statements does not completely negate the main motive of the imprecations.

The third approach is to accept the IP as a necessary but unrighteous 
response. IP is a useful and necessary way to deal with hate and find a way 
out of it. It should be noted that in addition to belonging to the canon, these 
texts are part of the prayers of God’s people , collected in the most popular 
part of the Bible - the Psalter. This means that the experience of spiritu-
al life recorded in the canon accounts for and reflects any life situations or 
challenges. In addition, it is known that the Scriptures speak quite frankly 
and sincerely about all aspects of human experience, including emotions.[42] 
Therefore, when interpreting these texts, it is necessary to consider both 
realities — the Bible canon and human reality.[43]

The fourth approach is to recognize the IP as prayers against sin and 
not against the sinner. Within this approach, IP is a canonical and appro-

[41] For this, see Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Псалтирь - библейский молитвенник. О ду-
шепопечении [Psalms - the Prayer Book of the Bible. On counseling] (M.: Center 
‘Narnia’, 2006).

[42] Strawn, ‘Imprecation’, 318.
[43] Brueggemann, Praying the Psalms, 64–65.
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priate expression, but they are directed against sin in general, not against 
sinners. Such texts are a call to God to judge sin. According to this view, the 
IP indirectly point to the cross and forgiveness through which God solved 
the problem of curse. In fact, it is very difficult to distinguish between sinner 
and sin, besides, the texts themselves and everyday experience indicate the 
presence of a personified and concrete evil and not some abstract category. 
Moreover, such a phenomenon as abstract sin simply does not exist. Sin is 
always specific actions of certain people.

The fifth approach states that the IP are a righteous response. The IP 
are perceived as canonical and appropriate responses in similar situations. 
It relies on the theory of speech-act theory[44] proposed by J. L. Austin.[45] 
Austin distinguished between three types of linguistic actions: the locutionary 
act – the uttering of words; the illocutionary act is what the speaker does in 
the uttering of the words (the meaning of a sentence); the perlocutionary act 
– what effect this has on the audience. Thus, a certain speech-act (locution) 
contains certain intentions (illocutions), which are determined by taking into 
account the context of speech and the impact it has on the target audience. 
Barker adds here the idea that the interpretation of speech acts should be 
intended to determine the illocution of a human author or editor, as well as 
the illocution carried out by God.[46]

From a theological point of view, this view is based primarily on the 
fact that the IP are included in the canon of Scripture as corresponding to 
its theological basis.[47] The formation of the Psalter as a book was entirely 
purposeful and consistent. Both the form of the Psalms composed of five 
parts, reminiscent of the Pentateuch,[48] and the content, in the sense of 
consciously grouping psalms according to the thematic basis,[49] are strong 
arguments in favor of the belief that the IP were included in the book inten-
tionally since they harmoniously fit into its main task – to form an image 
of worship and life that would correspond to the Torah. Secondly, they are 
consistent with the instructive component of teaching readers what it means 
to live according to the Lord’s instruction. Which is a call to imitation, re-
flection on the law of the Lord, and submission to the Lord as King, and, 
consequently, such a way of life involves conflict with the way of life of the 

[44] See Barker, Imprecation as Divine Discourse, 11–35; 66–104. See Barker, ‘Psalms 
of Powerless’, 210–11.

[45] J. L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words: The William James Lectures deliv-
ered at Harvard University in 1955 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1962).

[46] Barker, ‘Psalms of Powerless’, 211.
[47] Barker, Imprecation as Divine Discourse, 132–33.
[48] Gordon J. Wenham, Psalms as Torah: Reading Biblical Song Ethically, Studies 

in Theological Interpretation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2012).
[49] Barker, Imprecation as Divine Discourse, 109–11.
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wicked, which is reflected in the IP.[50] Finally, the IP are consistent with the 
main theological elocutions of the Psalter, the purpose of which is to declare 
the Lord as King and call for allegiance to Him. Kit Barker argues that IP’s 
theological illocutions contain the following:

Firstly, imprecation is directed to Yahweh, acknowledging Him as 
ruler and rightful judge over all creation. In doing so, it “surrenders 
retribution” to Yahweh and precludes any acts of personal vengeance. 
Secondly, imprecation is based upon a desire for Yahweh to be glo-
rified, recognizing that His reputation is at stake if injustice remains 
unpunished. Thirdly, imprecation recognizes Yahweh’s status as 
covenant Lord and cries out on the basis of His covenant promises. 
Lastly, imprecation is an act of loyalty as the psalmists seek refuge in 
Yahweh and distance themselves from the sinners.
The imprecatory psalms are thus offered to the reader as righteous 
responses to such situations. They are consistent with the Psalter’s pri-
mary illocutions regarding the reign of Yahweh and model a response 
that honours Him as King in the midst of violent oppression.[51]

The proposed review makes it possible to clarify existing approaches to 
the IP, reveals their basis, and hints at the possible outcomes of their use. 
Understanding the IP as a righteous response to situations of injustice to-
wards the vulnerable and vulnerable, as well as a tool for teaching the people 
of God the correct reaction in similar situations opens the possibility of using 
these texts in the pastoral practice of contemporary Ukrainian churches in 
the face of groundless aggression against Ukraine. The next section offers 
some ways of such implementation.

IMPRECATORY PSALMS:  
APPLICATION

In this last section, I shall outline the contours for using IP in the context of 
the traumatic experience of Russia’s aggressive war against Ukraine. First I 
touch on the basic condition for using the IP: it should be the prayer of the 
powerless for justice. Then, I turn to strategies for reading the imprecatory 
psalms – imitation (mimesis). In the end, elements will be proposed that 
can be used when praying in the spirit of the imprecatory psalms.

Imprecatory Psalms – The Prayer of the  
Powerless for Justice
u From the outset, it should be emphasized that the main condition for 
applying IP in pastoral situations should be that it is the powerless or vulner-

[50] Barker, 134.
[51] Barker, 135.
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able requesting justice or retribution. As John Day says, “In circumstances 
of sustained injustice, hardened enmity, and gross oppression, it has always 
been appropriate for a believer to utter imprecations against enemies or to 
appeal for the onslaught of divine vengeance. In some circumstances today, 
appeals to God for his curse or revenge are fitting.”[52] Hence the appeal to the 
IP to enrich personal or joint prayer in the face of trauma acquired during 
the encounter with the horrors of war.

So, speaking of the IP, Walter Brueggemann points to the connection 
between revenge and compassion. From his point of view, revenge is the 
flip side of compassion as God takes the side of His partners. God works on 
the side of the faithful (Ps. 58:10-11) as well as the poor (Is. 35:4-6) and the 
needy. At the same time, one must realize that His compassion is not limited 
to them. Brueggemann emphasizes, “vengeance by God is not understood as 
an end in itself. It is discerned as necessary to establishment and preserva-
tion of a just rule.”[53] God’s vengeance is a manifestation of His anger and 
zeal for the realization of His goals of justice and freedom.

That is why, when referring to the experience reflected in the IP, one 
should put at the center the reputation of God, and not one’s own. Prayers 
containing an appeal for retribution, although derived from personal or 
collective circumstances, nonetheless focus very specifically on the great-
ness and glory of God. The authors pray that the enemies would be put to 
shame and because of this all the faithful would be inspired by this and 
glorify God, His name became known to the peoples around them. Anger 
can be caused by the destruction of our plans and the inability to achieve 
them, but this is not the reason that can justify our prayers in the spirit 
of IP. The litmus test is the question whose reputation concerns us at this 
moment, God’s or personal. If our answer points to God, then such wrath 
is fully justified.

This a motive is also connected with concern for that God cares about. 
That is, if our prayer focuses on the restoration of justice, retribution to 
the powerful who abuse their position or enslave and oppress the power-
less, it means that we choose the side of God and care for what is valuable 
to Him. Here we can talk not only about occasional expressions of hatred 
towards the acts of injustice, but also about systemic rejection of all that 
God identifies as wicked. It is a systemic disgust towards and rejection of 
the path and values of the wicked. The opposite of this would be love of 
and empathy for humanity as bearers of the image of God. Such empathy 
turns into hatred, anger, and protest whenever God’s justice and harmony 
are destroyed.

[52] Day, Crying for Justice, 15-16. Cited by Barker, 131.
[53] Brueggemann, Praying the Psalms, 71.
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The Strategy of Reading  the Imprecatory Psalms –  
Imitation

u As mentioned in the section on the reception of the IP, the presence 
of these passages in the Bible canon suggests that they have a didactic 
function of teaching how to act in such situations while remaining on the 
path of faith and obedience to the Lord. In this case, the basic strategy 
for reading IP should be the principle of imitation (mimesis). The Psalter 
generally encourages readers to choose the way of the Lord (Ps. 1) and 
submit to the Lord as King (Ps. 2). Scholars point out that the number of 
psalms of lamentation decreases towards the end of the Psalter.[54] This 
means that while crying and suffering are part of our reality, the last word 
is praise to the Lord.

The same applies to situations in which a person naturally expects 
retribution upon his abusers and the restoration of justice. Opponents of 
the use of the IP point out that the desire for revenge can be destructive to 
an individual or even an ethnic group. It’s hard to argue with that. Perhaps 
the biblical authors understood this well and instead of their own revenge 
chose a different path— they gave God the opportunity to solve their prob-
lems rather than take initiative into their own hands. Turning to God of the 
covenant for protection and retribution rests on His covenant promises and 
guarantees (Zech. 2:8).

The beneficial use of the IP to overcome traumatic experiences re-
quires overcoming prejudices about the emotional reactions we see in 
the IP and assimilating the emotional language of these psalms. We have 
already indicated that people who are in the situations similar to ones 
of the authors of the IP have a legitimate reason to be angry and express 
their pain. Moreover, they can identify the enemies that have caused their 
losses and sufferings. 

Therefore, resorting to the passionate language of the psalms is fully 
justified and necessary. In addition, some expressions of anger and emo-
tionality may have a therapeutic effect on those who suffer. Denying or 
displacing anger can have the opposite effect since it drives psychological 
trauma deeper inside and a person continues to be angry with God, cir-
cumstances, and others. Once a person has been able to identify the cause 
of their pain and suffering, it opens the possibility of positive changes to-
wards overcoming pain and transforming it into building oneself up and 
reviving hope.

[54] James Hely Hutchinson, “The Psalms and Praise”, in Interpreting the Psalms: 
Issues and Approaches, ed. David G. Firth and Philip S. Johnston (Leicester, 
UK: IVP, 2005), 85-100.
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Practical Aspects of Praying for Retribution[55]

u Prayer along the lines of the imprecatory psalms can be used in personal 
spiritual practice or during a community meeting. The community use of 
the IP, their public reading in the congregation can help the members of the 
congregation convey their anger and pain to God by entrusting Him with 
a solution to the situation in which the people find themselves. As noted 
above, the IP can be a model of how a community should respond to such 
situations, how to formulate its requests, and how to trust God that He will 
do everything according to His good will.

If we are talking about personal practice, then the texts of the IP can 
be used as a model for writing your own prayer.[56] This act – writing and 
reading your own prayer for retribution – can help name the causes of pain, 
identify their embodiment, and can also serve as a tool for transforming 
pain and anger. Turning to God for retribution can mean acknowledging 
one’s own failure to overcome enemies and correct universal injustice. 
Such a step also has a therapeutic effect, since we stop worrying about that 
which is beyond our powers and authority. There is a shift in responsibili-
ty and its transfer into the hands of God. Retribution belongs to God, and 
this is a fundamental statement. The act of passing vengeance to God is at 
the same time an act of deep faith, as Brueggemann says. He emphasizes 
that one’s own desire for revenge must be recognized by articulating it as 
strongly as possible and passing it on to the providence and wisdom of God, 
who Himself will accomplish justice in his own time.[57] But this also means 
that we must be prepared for God to act not according to our patterns and 
schedules. Faith is about the ability to rely on the wise, loving, sovereign, 
and just God.

Complaints should clearly articulate what we expect God to do justly. 
The psalmist points out that enemies “look upon his soul” or “plot misfor-
tune upon me” (Ps. 35:4), points to “witnesses of the false” (35:11), wicked 
judges do not tell the truth, bear injustice in their hearts, judge crookedly 
(57:2-4). Focus helps make prayer more passionate because what we pray for 
gets face, shape, and specific manifestations. That is why the view that the 
IP are a prayer for the retribution to sin and not to the sinner is unfounded 
and unreasonable. With this approach, evil has no face, it is too abstract 
and not personified. Prayer becomes formal and limp. Conversely, when we 
clearly articulate our pain, the causes of this pain, and when we localize evil 
in those who are its actors and perpetrators, it helps us to free ourselves from 

[55] The proposals are borrowed from Nehrbass, Praying Curses.
[56] I owe this idea to Eric Oldenburg from BIOLA University, who shared it on his 

Facebook page.
[57] Brueggemann, Praying the Psalms, 67–68.
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hatred, powerlessness, and pain. At the same time, it must be recognized 
that the main therapeutic value of the IPs is that they help to recognize the 
presence of anger in the person instead of denying it and pushing it to the 
periphery of consciousness. But it remains an open question – what to do 
after expressing emotions, what practical actions a person must perform to 
creatively transform her pain into excitation.

Prayer in the spirit of IP can focus on destroying the plans of the wicked. 
This is what we see in the Psalter. To pray according to the will of God is to 
pray for the destruction of the plans of the wicked and the affirmation of the 
plans and rule of God. The first is excluded by the second. At the same time, 
the prayer for the destruction of the plans of the enemies should include 
the recognition that they are also humans in the image and likeness of God. 
Therefore, praying for the sobering of those involved in their implementa-
tion can lead to the destruction of the design and affirmation of God’s will 
in the lives of these people despite their initial desires.
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