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I. GENRE:  Lament of the Innocent Individual  

A. It is considered the most mournful of all psalms, somewhat like Job.  

B. While there are other pss with great expressions of pain, they almost 
always have some sense of resolution. Ps. 88 ends with the psalmist 
still in the dark (v. 18), deprived of friends & helpers. 

C. While the ps mentions God’s wrath (7, 16), there is no confession of 
sin or any sense that the distress is particularly deserved. 

1. Unlike penitential psalms where the psalmist admits his guilt, this 
is a poem for the (relatively) innocent sufferer.  

2. In the early church, it became a custom to read this ps on Good 
Friday because Jesus was the ultimate innocent Sufferer.  

II. SETTING & USAGE 

A. AUTHOR: Heman the Ezrahite 

1. There are a couple characters in the Old Testament named 
Heman, but this one is the Levite appointed, along with Asaph and 
Ethan, in the days of David. 1 Chron 15:17-19; 16:41-42. He was 
one of the most notable “Sons of Korah.” 1 Chron 6:33. 

2. Heman was recognized as a prophetic worship leader (1 Chron 
25:1; 25:5), but this is the only Scripture credited to him.  

3. The meaning of the title “Ezrahite” is uncertain. It may mean 
“native,” perhaps indicating his at-home-ness at the sanctuary. 



B. BACKGROUND  

1. It has long been thought that Psalm 88 describes a godly 
individual who suffers a life-long debilitating illness. 

a. One of the superscriptions, Mahalath Leanoth (probably a 
tune name), may mean something like “illness to afflict.” 

b. The psalmist speaks of chronic affliction since his youth (15). 

c. There are many references to his being near death (3, 4, 5, 6, 
10, 11, 12) but no references to enemy threats. 

2. It is not known how much of this psalm is autobiographical of 
Heman’s own experience versus a poem he has written for the 
benefit of other sufferers. 

a. If the poem is autobiographical, it may mean Heman suffered 
a serious ailment that plagued him on & off throughout life.  

b. At times this could have barred him from sanctuary access, 
resulting in his being cut off from others (8, 18). 

C. PLACEMENT 

1. Psalm 87 is one of the Psalm’s greatest prophetic highpoints while 
Psalm 88 is one of its deepest emotional low points. 

2. Pss 88 & 89 are both by unique authors with the title “Ezrahite”: 
Heman (88) and Ethan (89). These close out Book III (Pss 73-89).  

3. Pss 88 & 89 both contain painful laments: Ps 88 is a lament of a 
languishing person while Ps 89 is about the languishing kingdom. 

III. NOTES 

A. Short on Hope: This lament is unique in that it has almost no 
statement of confidence & no vow of a future thank offering. The only 
expression of confidence is found in the opening address (v. 1b). 

B. Committed to Prayer: As hopeless as the psalmist feels, he is still 
determined to seek God’s face. This implies his ongoing faith even if 
he feels uncertain about God’s actions toward him. He believes that 
God, who performs “wonders” (10), is known for his “lovingkindness” 
& “faithfulness (11). He simply doesn’t know why he doesn’t to 
experience more of it. 

 

“Should such an experience be ours, how is it to be faced? Start where the 
psalm starts: by affirming what is known about our God—that he, and only he—
is the ‘God of my salvation’, or, as we could translate it, ‘My saving God’, a God 
whose very nature it is to save his dear ones. This is the purpose of a creed—
scaffolding to hold us upright when the storm comes.”— Alec Motyer 

C. Facing Death: The many references to death imply that the psalmist 
was often in danger of dying from his condition, or that he at least felt 
that he was in such danger. 

1. The many references to the afterlife can disturb Christian readers 
because Heman does not to take comfort in the life to come. He 
describes the afterlife as a place where God is not present or 
praised (10-12).  

2. This should be understood in contrast with God’s special presence 
at the sanctuary & public worship held there. 

a. Heman was a leader of this public worship, so his death would 
result in the loss of his leadership there & the lost possibility 
of his giving public thanks for God’s deliverance. 

b. Wherever the various dead might go, God does not answer 
their prayers or intervene for them anymore. 

c. While the NT teaches that there is ongoing worship in God’s 
heavenly presence, it is true, as Heman indicates, that the 
spirits do not engage with us in worship here on earth. 

d. Heman’s thought is that If God is to be praised for 
deliverance, then He must intervene before it is too late! 

 


