
Psalm 130: How Hitting the Depths of Self-Inflicted Chaos 
Can Free Our Twisted Lives  

Psalm 130 is the only one of seven penitential psalms that is also one of the 
Psalms of Ascent. Psalms 120-134 is a clearly labeled grouping in the Psalter 
called the Psalms of Ascent. This group was probably assembled by the editors 
of the Psalter from existing psalms and was masterfully and intentionally 
arranged to be song by Israelites as they made their way to the Jerusalem 
Temple for the three annual feasts. These fifteen Psalms of Ascent are structured 
into five groups of three psalms each that repeat the three themes of trouble, 
trusting God in the trouble, and experiencing security and safety in God in 
trouble, even self-inflicted trouble. 


The sixth of the penitential psalms, Psalm 130, is located as the middle psalm 
of the Psalm 129-131 grouping. So it’s a psalm about trusting God for the way 
through trouble. But what kind of trouble? The worst kind of trouble, our core 
self-sufficiency and self-trust that twists and distorts our lives. 

The medieval ladder of repentance uses the seven penitential psalms, in order, to 
lead us to ongoing repentance:


Step 7. Prayer Against the Final Judgment, Psalm 143:2

Step 6. The Distrust of Self, Psalm 130:6

Step 5. Longing for the Heavenly Jerusalem, Psalm 102:16

Step 4. Love of a Cleansed Soul, Psalm 51:7-8 
Step 3. Hope for Pardon, Psalm 38:15

Step 2. Sorrow for Sin, Psalm 32:5

Step 1. Fear of Punishment, Psalm 6:1


Psalm 130 is Step 6, the step called “The Distrust of Self,” described in Psalm 
130:6 as “my soul waits for the Lord.” My paraphrase of that verse is “The core 
of me, the essence of who I really am, waits for forgiveness from the One who 
made me and knows me better than I know myself. Only the One who is truly 
the “boss of me” can forgive me. So I wait for the LORD. When I catch a glimpse 
of Him, I run his direction…and see him running faster toward me.”


1. Read Psalm 130. Mark its 4 parts of two verses each—lament, confession, 
waiting, and confidence in YHWH’s undeserved redemption of his children. Also, 
there are four Hebrew words for sin translated various ways in these penitential 
psalms. What word is used for sin in this psalm (verses 3 and 8)? How do you 
think that word for sin points to self-inflicted chaos?
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2. The Hebrew words for “depths” usually connects with words for water or sea 
and often refers figuratively to chaos. Consider asking God to point out recent 
times when you have added chaos to your own life (internally/or externally) by 
sinful, self-referenced attitudes or behaviors. Any examples? 

A biblical example of a believer crying “out of the depths” to God, in self-
inflicted chaos, is Jonah’s urgent prayer from the belly of the whale (Jonah 
2:1-10). In answer to his prayer, God has the fish vomit Jonah up on dry land. 
What might that reveal about God’s attitude about Jonah’s behavior, thinking, 
and emotions in the whole Jonah narrative?


Here’s a quote from Augustine’s commentary on Psalm 130:

	 [Jonah] was not only beneath the waves, but also in the 
entrails of the beast…Bursting through all things, [his prayer] 
reached the ears of God, since the ears of God were in the heart of 
him who prayed…We also ought to understand from what deep we 
cry unto the Lord. For this mortal life in our deep. Whoever hath 
understood himself to be in the deep, crieth out, groaneth, sigheth, 
until he is delivered from the deep, and come unto Him who sitteth 
above all the deeps….For they are very deep in the deep who do not 
even cry from the deep…”When the wicked hath reached the depth 
of evils, he despiseth God.” Now consider, brethren, what sort of 
deep that is, where God is despised…If it be said unto him, Pray 
unto God, he laughs…


So Jonah, the reluctant prophet, did not despise God. He called the One he 
knew. In his immaturity, he did what God asked, but the narrative ends with 
Jonah stuck in his self-referenced attitudes, not joining in and rejoicing in the 
mercy and compassion of God. Apparently, Jonah still didn’t think he had been 
forgiven of “much.” (The one who is forgives little, loves little. Luke 7:47b)


2. Compare and contrast the psalmist of Psalm 130, who wrote this individual 
lament for his community, with the reluctant prophet Jonah. How are they alike, 
and how are they different? Where is each one in learning “distrust of self”?

What about you? Where are you in learning “distrust of self”? When and how are 
you noticing your need for grace to be God-referenced instead of self-
referenced?


3. Notice how the psalmist laments to God in 130:1-2 instead of reacting inside 
himself to his own feelings of loss and control and alienation from God.  
What does the psalmist believe about forgiveness of sin? Who can forgive sin, 
and what is one of the purposes of forgiveness according to 130:4b?  
How does your understanding of forgiveness impact how you treat God?
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4. Having reminded himself of his helplessness apart from YHWH’s forgiveness 
of his sin, what does the psalmist do? How do you picture the setting of 
130:5-6?  
The psalmist’s whole being is waiting and hoping, depending on and trusting 
God’s forgiveness. The “morning” imagery foreshadows the Resurrection and 
ultimate forgiveness of sin.  

Confession of sin is implied in 130:3-4. His core problem is sin, not suffering. 
and the psalmist’s confession with his waiting and hoping in God returns him 
from his self-referenced sinning to God-centeredness. 

The heart of his hope is that with the Covenant God there is forgiveness. This 
anonymous psalmist spoke first for himself in 130:1-6. Then Psalm 130:7-8 
shows how the psalmist wants all the people of God to be “taken up out of the 
depths” to live with God in reverent worship. 


5. Imagine Simeon and Anna (Luke 2) joining with this psalmist in singing Psalm 
130. Jesus also prayed Psalm 130 in his earthly life, crying out on behalf of the 
people of God (1-2), trusting there will be forgiveness (3-4), and waiting, waiting, 
waiting. And in his life and death we hear God’s final YES! to all the promises of 
the covenant. “For every one of God’s promises is ‘Yes' in him. Therefore, 
through him we also say ‘Amen’ to the glory of God.” (2 Cor. 1:20)


Now, our Risen Savior leads all of us in praying Psalm 130 in Him. He cries with 
us, we confess and claim forgiveness as He leads us, we wait with Him, and we 
share the perfect redemption and unfailing love that is ours in Him now.


How does Psalm 130 encourage you in Lent 2022? How does it challenge you? 

Here’s how it challenges me:

“Self-referenced” sinning describes our flesh, our sin nature that pursues 
independence from God. It is a serious, slippery enemy, on the list with the 
world and Satan. It’s especially treacherous for those of us who seek to include 
God in our lives. We create “religious false selves.” We can be looking really 
good on the outside and still be full of dead men’s bones. We can be seeking to 
have God in our lives on our terms, still trusting in ourselves instead of 
depending on God. 

Religious false selves tend to be fearful, angry, self-protective, possessive, 
manipulative, destructive, self-promoting, indulgent. Religious false selves 
habitually make distinctions that lead to focus on differences with others instead 
of union in Christ with God. (I put this list together from The Deeper Journey by 
M. Robert Mulholland Jr. and use it to guide my personal confession.)
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