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CHAPTER 5:  LAMENTATIONS AND THE CHURCH 
 

Introduction 

This final chapter presses toward practical implementation of Lamentations in the life of the 

church. As such, it provides a means to live out Lamentations as a ‘kingdom text’ in an ecclesial 

context. First is a devotional experience out of formulaic prayers from Lamentations. Second is a 

liturgical or communal experience of Lamentations, adapted from traditional Tenebrae readings. 

The final implementation is an outline for a sermon on Lamentations 3, which links the prayers 

Lamentations with the life of faith.  

 

Implementation 1: Devotional Experience of Lamentations 

This may be done in private or a small group devotional (like a Lenten group). Allow 30-45 

minutes (or for a small group, allow an extra 15 minutes or so for discussion).  

 

Readings:  Read and pray through five texts: Lam 1:9, 11, 20-22; Lam 2:20-22; Lam 3:59-

60; Lam 5:1-2.  

 

Reflection:  Reflect upon the sources of pain expressed in these verses: are they all the same? 

What kind of reality were these poets facing, that led them to these prayers? 

Reflect upon the honesty the prayers exhibit: sin, enemies, disgrace, and even the 

activity of God are in view. In your own life before God, can you relate to these 

feelings (and perceived sources) of pain? In what way specifically?  

 

Prayer: Pray through these texts, directly to God, allowing yourself to be honest with the 

Lord about experiences of suffering. Take a moment in gratitude that God has 

provided a text like Lamentations that says it is ‘OK’ to be direct to the Lord 

about experience of suffering, even when we perceive the suffering to be from the 

hand of God (Lam 2:20-22).  

 

Reflection: Reflect upon the hope on display in these verses...the hope that God is good and 

just and will hear the prayers and respond out of his love for the petitioners. 

Allow your heart to be open to this hope and renew your trust that God will 

respond to our cries of pain. Finally, reflect upon the reality of this text as 

Christian Scripture. Analogically, the liminality of hope in the prayers of 

Lamentations parallel the hope of the prayers Christians pray living in the 

Kingdom of God: ‘Your Kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in 

heaven’ (Matt 6:10). Reflect on this future-oriented hope ultimately made sure 

through the work of Christ. 

 



Prayer: Conclude the devotional in prayer, specifically praying Lam 3:50: ‘Until he looks 

down and sees; Yhwh from the heavens’.  

 

(If in small group devotional, the leader may conclude with a prayer by John Ballie: ‘O Thou 

whose love to man was proven in the passion and death of Jesus Christ our Lord, let the power 

of His Cross be with me today. Let me love as He loved. Let my obedience be unto death. In 

leaning upon His Cross, let me not refuse my own; yet in bearing mine, let me bear it by the 

strength of His.’
1
)  

 

Implementation 2: Liturgical & Communal Experience of Lamentations 

This could be done particularly during the readings of Holy Week, begun on Maundy Thursday 

and consummating on Easter Sunday.  

 

Maundy Thursday Readings: Psalm 70; Lamentations 1; Psalm 71; 1 Cor 11:17-34 (Read 

during the three Nocturnes) 

 

Good Friday Readings: Psalm 26; Lam 2:1-15; Lam 3:1-8; Psalm 22; Heb 4:11 – 5:10 (Read 

during the three Nocturnes) 

 

Holy Saturday Readings: Psalm 4; Lam 3:18-66; Lam 4:1-6; Lam 5:1-11; Psalm 23; Hebrews 9 

(Read during the three Nocturnes) 

 

Easter Sunday Readings: Isa 40:1-2, 9-11; Isaiah 53; Lam 3:21-24; Luke 24:1-53 

 

The services (excluding Easter) may be organised with an emphasis upon meditation and prayer. 

Thus time for reflection ought to be built into the structure of the service. Instrumentation may 

accompany the services, or they may be sung, whichever the minister deems appropriate to the 

context. The goal is to give space and time to reflect upon the suffering(s) expressed in the texts 

and correlate these to the suffering(s) of Christ. 

 

To facilitate the corporate quality of the service, it may do to shape the readings so as to include 

congregational ‘response’ within them. For example: 

 

Reading Ps 70:1-6 

 

Lay Reader: TO THE CHOIRMASTER. OF DAVID, FOR THE MEMORIAL 

OFFERING. Make haste, O God, to deliver me! O LORD, make haste to 

help me! Let them be put to shame and confusion who seek my life! Let 

them be turned back and brought to dishonor who desire my hurt! Let 

them turn back because of their shame who say, ‘Aha, Aha!’ May all who 

seek you rejoice and be glad in you! May those who love your salvation 

say evermore, ‘God is great!’  

 

Congregation: But I am poor and needy; hasten to me, O God! You are my help and my 

deliverer; O LORD, do not delay! 

 



This would enable a tangible ‘experience’ of Scripture individually as well as communally. The 

goal of the services is a corporate experience of suffering and pain, its articulation, and figuration 

in the passion of Christ. The Easter Sunday experience would present the bursting forth of 

resurrection and new life in Christ which brings the worshipper new life in and through 

suffering: ‘Comfort, comfort, my people, says your God’ (Isa 40:1). 

 

 

Implementation 3: ‘Living with Pain in the Family of God: A Sermon on Lamentations 3’ 

Today we explore what it means to ‘Live with Pain in the Family of God’ by working through 

some of the key components to Lamentations chapter 3. We will discover that living with pain in 

the family (and church) is accomplished, in part, through prayer, and praying together. Prayer, 

then, is a key for negotiating suffering in the family of God. 

 

Background:   Now a couple of words are in order. First of all, the original hearers of 

Lamentations were dispersed Judahites living in modern-day Israel. So when we read this 

ancient text in today’s world, a number of events have occurred that shape how we read the 

poetry. Firstly, and most importantly, Jesus has lived, died, been buried, was resurrected, and 

has ascended to be with the Father in heaven. With this reality, we cannot read Lamentations 

3 without reference to what has historically occurred in the Christ-event. Secondly, we read 

this not as Israelites who have been dispersed and their nation destroyed in 587 BCE. Rather, 

we read this, by and large as Western people, hopefully Christians, who are attempting to 

relate this fresh word from God into our lives in some way. So when we read the poem of 

Lamentations 3, we read it in light of Christ and the New Testament. One way to do this is to 

read the prayers and tears of Lamentations in light of the ‘now’ and ‘not yet’ dimensions of 

the Kingdom of God, as people living within that Kingdom. So as God’s people, we read 

Lamentations 3 with an eye to what God has done and will do in Christ, but perhaps living in 

the rhythms of Lamentations’ painful yet expectant prayers: as the Kingdom awaits 

consummation, the prayers of Lamentations await ultimate response from God. As such, 

Lamentations as a ‘kingdom text’ teaches the people of God how to live with pain.  

 

I. Living with Pain Demands Honesty with Self and God  

When we observe Lamentations 3, one of the things that we see most clearly is the stark 

honesty of the lamenter before God. Now to understand the poetry, we must understand how 

the poem functions. Lamentations is a text designed to bring the people of God before their 

Creator and provide a means for them to talk together. In short, Lamentations functions as a 

kind of liturgy…or meeting place between God and humanity. As such, Lamentations 3 is 

almost frightfully honest about the situation the speaker finds himself in. 

 

And the speaker, who identifies himself only as ‘the man’ in Lam 3:1, touches upon three 

crucial sources of pain: 

 

 Sources of Pain in Lamentations 3 

1. Self (sin): (Lam 3:39, 42; see also Lam 1:5, 18)  

2. Enemies: Often times in Lamentations, these enemies are not even identified by 

name. Rather, they are nameless, faceless forces that conspire against, threaten, and 

abuse the speakers of the poetry  (Lam 3:52-3, 61-3) 



3. God: Finally, it can be said that in Lamentations 3, as in the book as a whole, despite 

the affirmations of Lam 3:19-39, GOD is said to be a felt source of pain for the 

sufferers. Now this can be, as I said, extremely uncomfortable and to say. However, 

Lamentations does not back down. Notice the pictures of God in Lam 3:1-15, 41-2: a 

jailor (vv. 5, 7), a bear and lion (vv. 10-11), warrior or hunter (vv. 12-13), and a grim 

party host who provides poison and gall (v. 15).  

 

Let’s look at these for a moment. There is something universal about the sources of pain in 

Lamentations…it touches on some of the major origin-points of pain in life. It is important to 

note that Lamentations 3 is not offering a systematic theology of suffering. It is not 

explaining everything away. Rather, it provides a means for the people of God to address 

God about the suffering they experience…and the perceptions of sources of suffering...even 

if the source is God. Using the analogy of Lamentations as a ‘kingdom text’, for we who live 

in God’s Kingdom, and yet experience pain, we must be honest about the pain, both to 

ourselves and God!! Christians cannot simply masquerade with plastic (though pious) happy 

face and pretend that all is OK…it patently is not: death, sin, enemies, and suffering still 

abound in life, that all of creation groans expectantly for God to overcome (Romans 8).  

 

As Lamentations 3 teaches how to engage God about these realities in the 6
th

 century BCE, 

analogously we might learn how to engage God about these self-same realities in the present 

day, though in light of the Christ-event. In this way, it is alright to engage God about pain 

that we perceive in life, even if we perceive (through our limited faculties) pain to be from 

Him! Now we may be wrong about our perceptions, to be sure, but nonetheless, 

Lamentations 3 gives us a means to address God about this experience. In short, we must 

make peace with our pain…identify it and stop pretending that it is not there. This is the first 

reality that Lamentations teaches us about living with pain. We as a people of God do no 

good to anyone pretending that everything is perfect. 

 

We must identify the source of pain, and identify it correctly. If you are experiencing pain as 

a result of sin, let’s not blame it on God or others. We must face the reality of our sin as does 

Lamentations. If it is an enemy who has caused pain, let’s not become our own worst 

enemies by blaming ourselves or God. And finally, if we feel that God himself has caused 

pain, Lamentations shows us that it is right to address God about this. Now we may be 

wrong, but we can’t go wrong addressing God about our perceptions, and honestly. 

 

II. Living with Pain Requires Responsible Community 

One of the things that has generated a good deal of discussion is the relationship between the 

individual speech of Lamentations 3:1-39, 52-66, and the community speech in Lam 3:22, 

40-51. That is, an individual speaker ‘I’ speaks in some of the verses while a communal 

speaker ‘we’ speaks at other points. So who is speaking – an individual sufferer or a group of 

sufferers? It is at the very least tenable to argue that the poetry intentionally blends these 

perspectives together, kind of like what occurs in the identity of the Suffering Servant in 

Isaiah 40-66. What I mean is that the poetry doesn’t allow us to think of an individual 

suffering without a group that suffers with him. Now this is crucial for a number of reasons. 

The blending of perspectives shows the inherent relatedness of God’s people within a 



community of faith. This fact points us in a direction away from our natural responses to 

pain: 

 

Our Responses to Pain 

1. Isolate Ourselves from Others: Many times when we suffer with pain, whether sin, or 

enemies, or circumstances, or sickness, or even a feeling that God has turned against 

us, we may tend to shut ourselves off from all other people. We say, ‘It’s my burden 

to bear.’ Or we say, ‘I’ll be embarrassed if others know.’ 

2. Put on a Mask and Pretend: One of the most pernicious responses to pain and 

suffering, I would argue, is to put on a ‘happy face’ and pretend to the world that 

everything is OK, even if one is absolutely dying inside.  

3. Collapse Pain into Joy: Sometimes we might, through an attempt to be faithful to the 

life of Christ and apparent injunctions in Scripture (Rom 5:2-4; Phil 3:10; Col 1:24; 2 

Tim 1:12; 1 Pet 1: 6-9; 3:8-22; 4:1-19; Jas 1:2; 5:7-10), collapse the pain of the 

moment into something that is inherently disciplinary, something that is only 

momentary, or as something to delight in as sharing in the suffering of Jesus. In this 

way, my suffering is something that can be explained away theologically and 

therefore minimised.  

 

Lamentations 3 helps us situate these responses rightly. In the first place, the interweaving 

between communal and individual voices prevents a ‘stiff upper lip’ or ‘rugged 

individualistic’ kind of Christianity. The people of God in Lamentations 3 hurt individually 

but bore that suffering together. Suffering and pain are experienced by individuals, but borne 

in a community (Rom 12:15; 2 Cor 1:3-4): we are not alone in suffering. Secondly, the public 

expressions of pain in Lamentations 3 prevent one from ‘plastic Christianity.’ The text 

reveals that all is not ‘perfect’ in the world, and Christians who pretend as if it is deny the 

broken reality of life as presented in the narrative of the Scriptures as well as refuse the 

inherent hope of creation regained. Living as if creation does not groan (Romans 8) devalues 

the hurt and tears of the world, and may preclude prayer for God’s in-breaking and healing of 

the world today.  

 

And finally, despite various injunctions to ‘rejoice in suffering’ or to ‘count it all joy’ when 

experiencing pain as disciplinary, it will not do collapse pain into joy in an indiscriminate 

manner. The recognition of the experience of pain as disciplinary, or redemptive, or 

whatever, is fully gained after it has been walked through. Christ’s suffering is s helpful 

analogue: he truly experienced pain and cried out to God honestly in prayer, ‘My God! My 

God! Why have you forsaken me?’ (Mk 15:34) prior to his resurrection. The vindication of 

God that is proved through resurrection arrives only after a period (3 days) of darkness. In 

this analogy, we might find the hope that God works all things (even pain and suffering) for 

good, but that in no way diminishes the tragedy of the present moment. Rather, it gives hope 

and voice to the experience of pain in and through prayer, as do the prayers of Lamentations 

3. Thus joy does not come before the experience of pain, but rather (or perhaps) within and 

after it. Nor does joy replace pain. Christ still has the scars – a reminder and memorial of 

tragedy and triumph after his resurrection. Our own scars are often still visible long after we 

have walked through pain. In both instances, however, it is the victory that Christ has 

achieved through the resurrection that reveals the scars to be images of tragedy transfigured 



to joy. This is true for us individually as well as in community. Lamentations 3 reveals that a 

responsible community allows individuals to hurt openly and honestly and suffers alongside 

them.  

 

Deitrich Bonhoeffer knew suffering. He had the opportunity to escape Nazi Germany, but 

returned to minister to the suffering Church there and to resist and protest Nazi power. He 

was persecuted, imprisoned, and finally hanged as a traitor to his country. In his book, I 

Loved This People, he writes of suffering: ‘It is immensely easier to suffer with others than to 

suffer alone. It is immensely easier to suffer openly and honorably than apart and in shame.’
2
 

 

But suffering in community is difficult on a couple of fronts. On the one hand, it’s difficult 

for the Christian who suffers, because he or she experientially knows that the Christian 

community itself may have created pain through gossip, or declaring the sufferer a social 

outcast due to sin or hard times, or even the hurtful sense that everyone is looking at them 

like a poor, pitiful creature. The difficulty with sharing our pain with others lay in the 

challenge of not knowing who is coming into the house of pain with you. It’s fine and good 

to say that we are part of a community whose job it is to hurt with you, but it is naive to think 

that this is simple or straightforward. We all know what it’s like to hurt, and then have 

someone come into your house of pain, and then have them hurt you all the more. It is only 

after we build trust in relationship that we can begin to hurt alongside someone. The sufferers 

of Lamentations 3 have survived catastrophe together, walked through disaster hand in hand, 

and now corporately raise their voice to God. Out of this intimacy and unity in suffering, they 

can responsibly suffer together as community. 

 

On the other hand, it’s difficult for the community to hurt with the suffering individual 

because we don’t know how to hurt with the sufferer. We don’t know what to say. We 

certainly don’t know what to do. But this is what we can do. Do what Jesus did. Cry with 

those who hurt, tell them we are praying with them in their dark hours. Then actually pray 

with them, if they would appreciate this. If you really know them, be present for them. Let 

them know you care – even if they lash out at you because of their pain. Despite the 

difficulties, it is always better to practice responsible community. Will there be mistakes? 

Absolutely. Will there be messiness in this endeavour? Most certainly. Will there be hurt 

feelings? Without question. But that is part and parcel of living in a world being regained in 

Christ. The aim of the church of God is holiness and rightness before God so that we might 

proclaim in and demonstrate to the world the beauty of the healing that Jesus brings to our 

lives and to the world. Suffering in responsible community is part of that vision. This is the 

picture in Lamentations 3. They were able to confess sin together, hurt together, pray 

together, sing together, and talk to God about these issues together. 

 

III. Living with Pain Invites Conversation with God 

This is the simplest truth that we can garner from Lamentations: it teaches us the value of 

prayer in and through pain. When we live with pain, the crucial key is prayer. Throughout 

Lamentations 3, and Lamentations in general, there is a general move towards prayer.  

 

Many times, we move beyond talking with God to try and explain our suffering. The 

sufferers of Lamentations 3 could quite readily explain their suffering away. They knew why 



it was there. But explaining pain does little to help one live with it. Instead of explaining pain 

away, Lamentations teaches us to live through it in conversation with God. 

 

 We may pray privately, as individuals, and 

 We may pray together, as community. 

 

We may have the ‘private’ thing down, perhaps. But it is the ‘community’ thing that we may 

have missed. This is unfortunate, because Lamentations 3 shows us that corporate prayer 

strengthens us in faith. This was true as well for the early church: they devoted themselves to 

‘the apostles’ teaching, and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread, and to prayer.’ (Acts 

2:42). Prayer in private and in community helps us live through pain.  

 

So we conclude where we began…with pain and prayer. How do the two relate? Living with 

pain demands honesty with self and God. As we conclude today, I would like us to honestly 

and openly talk to God about our sources of pain…sin, enemies, circumstances…or even the 

feeling that God has caused you pain. Today, if you are by someone you trust, part of your 

‘responsible community,’ I encourage you to pray with them about your hurt. If you are not 

by folks you trust…that is OK. Pray to God privately, on your own, and also ask Him to 

show you that Responsible community you can hurt and pray with. Living with pain is not 

easy. But we are not alone. Jesus suffers with us. The Holy Spirit of God is a comforter, and 

He gives us wisdom to know how to hurt with one another. And even now, the Spirit of God 

is moving in your heart. Take time to respond to Him.  

 

(At this point in the service, the minister may provide space/time to allow for prayer & 

response that fit within the season, or enable private prayer, or finally facilitate prayer in 

small groups in the congregation). 
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