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HOW LONG, OH LORD? 
Psalm 13 
 
 
In a National Public Radio commentary regarding the release of a new book coinciding with the 
10th anniversary of Mother Teresa’s death, James Martin talked about her more than fifty-year 
struggle with feelings that Jesus had abandoned her. Although she voiced doubts about God’s 
existence, Mother Teresa did not question Gods reality during those times. She instead 
lamented that she could not feel His presence. Mother Teresa expressed both the strength of 
her faith and the weight of her struggle when she told a friend of hers what she would tell Jesus 
when she saw him, “When I see Jesus, I will tell him I loved him in the darkness.”1     

Mother Teresa’s experiences were not unique; Israel’s king David also experienced times when 
he felt God’s absence in his life. Psalm 13, written by David, offers his poetic reflection on one 
of those occasions and offers us some insights we can apply within our own lives.  

Psalm 13:1-2 
• The first four refrains of David’s psalm begin with the same question (“how long…?”2), 

revealing that he, like Mother Teresa, felt God’s absence in his life. 

• In other passages David expressed his understanding about God’s knowledge of all people 
(cf. Psalm 11:4); he knew that God does “not forget the cry of the afflicted” (Psalm 9:12). 

• Despite his understanding of God’s sovereign knowledge and care, David still felt despair 
because he experienced the absence of God’s practical help in dealing with his enemies 
(Psalm 13:2).  

• David did not feel merely “sorrow” (Psalm 13:2); he felt ‘agony’ and ‘grief’ (two words that 
better capture the sense of the Hebrew word translated “sorrow”). He felt a sharp, deep, 
and disruptive pain because his personal relationship with God – God had personally chosen 
him and anointed him to be Israel’s king (1 Samuel 13:13-14; 16:1-13) and God had entered 
into a special covenant relationship with him (2 Samuel 7:1-16). 

 

Psalm 13:3-4 
• Even though he grieved over God’s absence in his life, David’s responded to his situation by 

turning to God in prayer (Psalm 13:3) – his experience did not alter his convictions about 
God. 

 
1 http://www.npr.org/blogs/news/2007/08/mother_teresas_spiritual_crisi_1.html  

2 All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text Edition, 
Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
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• More significant, David’s concern focused on what his defeat would cause his enemies to 
think (Psalm 13:4). While David’s concern about his defeat might appear self-centered to us, 
it instead reflects his concern for God’s reputation. 

o People in David’s world believed kings represented their gods, a conviction even 
shared by David (cf. 2 Samuel 1:1-16). 

o Because of the connection people believed existed between their kings and their 
gods, David’s defeat would have been interpreted by his enemies as a defeat of his 
God. 

o David’s concern about his defeat thus echoes Moses’ concern about God’s 
reputation in Numbers 14:13-19. 

 

Psalm 13:5-6 
• The final lines of David’s psalm emphasize his way of handling his experience of God’s 

absence – he turned to worship (Psalm 13:6, 3). 

• Regardless of the pressures placed on him by his enemies and his perceptions, David chose 
to trust in God (Psalm 13:5), a trust that built on his history with God in which David had 
experienced God’s faithfulness and blessings. 
 

Applications 
While we may not experience the pressure David felt as Israel’s king, we can nevertheless 
sympathize with him. The rippling medical, social, and economic impacts of the coronavirus are 
creating problems in all of our lives. Those problems can easily spawn stress and despair, 
emotions with an almost universal character that create parallels between David and us. Even 
though some of us might feel insulated against the problems created by the coronavirus, they 
will increasingly affect us as they continue to move throughout out the world. David’s psalm 
thus offers us a perspective to think about in our current circumstances. Consider: 

• Faithful people can still feel despair, grief, and agony. 

• Faithful people can sometimes be overwhelmed by those emotions. 

• Rather than denying those emotions or seeking to resolve them by one’s self, faithful 
people present them to God. 

• This attitude does not represent some religious naivete. It instead: 
o Builds on our recognition of the good things God has already caused in our lives 

(Matthew 5:43-48; James 1:16-17). 
o Involves active trust in God, trust that motivates faithful actions on our part (cf. Luke 

12:13-34). 
 

 
We will, like David, sometimes feel God’s absence in our lives. Rather than allowing those times 
to break us, David’s psalm offers an example on how to difficult times in ways that will deepen, 
rather than weaken, our relationship with God. 

 

 


