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 Together for Joy is the theme of our stewardship sermon series, and I wanted to remind 
you of that up front this morning because when you hear the Scripture reading from Psalms this 
morning, you’re probably going to be asking yourself, “where was the joy in that?”  When I was 
reading Psalm 88 this week, it made me think back to the sermon that Brian preached this 
summer on a text from Lamentations.  I remembered how he warned us that it was one of the 
most depressing passages in the Bible, but I have to say that Psalm 88, which you’ll be hearing 
in just a minute, might be even more depressing.    In the collection of Psalms, there are 42 
individual songs of lament and 16 national songs of lament.  That’s about 1/3 of all the Psalms 
devoted to lamenting.  Psalm 88 is one of those 58 Psalms of lament, but it is unique among all 
of them in that it is the only Psalm of lament that doesn’t end with an expression of praise or 
explicit hope.  That’s why I say it might win the prize for being the most depressing.  Now, having 
said all of that, I’ll also tell you up front that by the end of this, we will be able to affirm the good 
news that God has put us together for joy, so hang in there as we listen together now to Psalm 
88. 
 

1 O Lord, God of my salvation, 
    when, at night, I cry out in your presence, 
2 let my prayer come before you; 
    incline your ear to my cry. 
3 For my soul is full of troubles, 
    and my life draws near to Sheol. 
4 I am counted among those who go down to the Pit; 
    I am like those who have no help, 
5 like those forsaken among the dead, 
    like the slain that lie in the grave, 
like those whom you remember no more, 
    for they are cut off from your hand. 
6 You have put me in the depths of the Pit, 
    in the regions dark and deep. 
7 Your wrath lies heavy upon me, 
    and you overwhelm me with all your waves. Selah 
8 You have caused my companions to shun me; 
    you have made me a thing of horror to them. 
I am shut in so that I cannot escape; 
9 

    my eye grows dim through sorrow. 
Every day I call on you, O Lord; 
    I spread out my hands to you. 
10 Do you work wonders for the dead? 
    Do the shades rise up to praise you? Selah 
11 Is your steadfast love declared in the grave, 
    or your faithfulness in Abaddon? 



12 Are your wonders known in the darkness, 
    or your saving help in the land of forgetfulness? 
13 But I, O Lord, cry out to you; 
    in the morning my prayer comes before you. 
14 O Lord, why do you cast me off? 
    Why do you hide your face from me? 
15 Wretched and close to death from my youth up, 
    I suffer your terrors; I am desperate.  
16 Your wrath has swept over me; 
    your dread assaults destroy me. 
17 They surround me like a flood all day long; 
    from all sides they close in on me. 
18 You have caused friend and neighbor to shun me; 
    my companions are in darkness. 
 

This is a person going through a dark time.  His soul is full of troubles.  With all the talk 
about being counted among those who go down to the Pit and being like the slain that lie in the 
grave he is essentially saying, “My life is a living hell!”  He feels like God is ultimately responsible 
for his suffering and though he is crying out to God for help, it doesn’t seem like God is listening 
or paying attention.  This is a very dark and difficult time, and one of the most heartbreaking 
elements of the whole thing is that this person is going through hell and going through it alone.  
Listen again to verse 8. “You have caused my companions to shun me.  You have made me a 
thing of horror to them.”  And then, again, the final words of the Psalm.  “You have caused friend 
and neighbor to shun me; my companions are in darkness.”  If you can remember a time in your 
life when things fell apart, and you remember the feelings of anger, and depression, and spiritual 
struggle, and then you imagine yourself feeling those feelings and going through that dark time  
without anyone to talk to, and without anyone who could step in and help, without anyone at all 
- if you can imagine that, then you can begin to grasp the sense of loneliness and isolation that 
the Psalmist describes feeling here.  

Even in good times it is not good for people to be alone.  When God created the world 
and no sin, or darkness or sadness had entered the picture yet, Genesis tells us that God looked 
at the man God had made and said, “It is not good that the man should be alone,” so God created 
another human companion for the man to be a helper and a partner.  Companionship in the good 
times makes the good times even better, and a lack of companionship in the bad times makes 
the bad times even worse.  That is the observation of the author of Ecclesiastes who says in 
Ecclesiastes 4:9-12, “ Two are better than one, because they have a good reward for their 
toil. 10 For if they fall, one will lift up the other; but woe to one who is alone and falls and 
does not have another to help. 11 Again, if two lie together, they keep warm; but how can 
one keep warm alone? 12 And though one might prevail against another, two will 
withstand one. A threefold cord is not quickly broken.” 
 I looked up some numbers and I learned that there are about 7.7 billion people in the 
world.  The population of Florida in 2021 is 21.6 million, and the population of Duval County is a 
little over 950,000.  That’s a lot of people, so if just having other people around to co-exist with 
was the answer to loneliness, no one would have to be lonely, but we know that it’s more 
complicated than that.  We know it’s possible to be surrounded by people and to still feel isolated 
because we don’t just need to just be around other people living and breathing the same air.  
The answer to loneliness is real human-to-human connection.  It’s being able to participate in 
relationships in which we receive and also give.  It comes not from just being seen by other 
people but by being known and loved and accepted by others.   



 We are living in a time in history when we are more connected in some ways than we 
have ever been.   Of course, the internet has had the biggest impact as it allows us to see and 
see quickly what is happening halfway around the globe, and it allows us to interact with people 
in ways that were not possible in the pre-internet age, and yet it seems to be true that more 
people feel more alone than ever.  So many advancements and cultural changes have allowed 
us to retreat more and more into our own little worlds, and as a result, too many people can 
relate to the Psalmist struggling and struggling alone.   
 Our other main Scripture text this morning comes from I Peter, and we turn to this passage 
as an answer to the Psalmist’s problem.  It doesn’t provide any answers in terms of why the 
Psalmist is struggling, or how long he will have to endure, or why God doesn’t seem to be more 
attentive, but it does tell us something about what God has done about the problem of being 
isolated and alone as we go through the ups and downs in this life.   Listen to what Peter says.   

4 Come to him, a living stone, though rejected by mortals yet chosen and precious 
in God’s sight, and 5 like living stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to be 
a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus 
Christ. 6 For it stands in scripture: 

 
“See, I am laying in Zion a stone, 
    a cornerstone chosen and precious; 
and whoever believes in him will not be put to shame.” 

7 To you then who believe, he is precious; but for those who do not believe, 

“The stone that the builders rejected 
    has become the very head of the corner,” 

8 and 

“A stone that makes them stumble, 
    and a rock that makes them fall.” 

They stumble because they disobey the word, as they were destined to do. 

9 But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in 
order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into 
his marvelous light. 

10 Once you were not a people, 
    but now you are God’s people; 
once you had not received mercy, 
    but now you have received mercy. 
 
 In I Peter 1:1 it says that Peter is writing these words “to the exiles of the Dispersion in 
Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia.”  These were Christians who were being 
persecuted because of their faith and Peter was writing to encourage them to cling to their faith 
and to persevere in spite of their hardships.   As chapter 2 begins, he urges them to maintain 
Christlike character and at verse 4 where we picked up, he reminds them of who they are.  He 
reminds them that they are not struggling individuals but that they are a community that is joined 
to each other by and through Christ.  He uses the imagery of a building, and he describes how 



God takes each person who comes to Jesus and puts us together like the stones that make a 
building.  Paul also describes this Christian togetherness and community using the image of a 
body saying we are joined together through Christ with each person having a place and a role.  
Peter describes how Jesus joins us together and at the end of the passage, he talks about why.  
You have been called out of darkness and put together as a community so that can bear witness 
to what God has done in Christ.   
 In this world, we do not always get answers like the one the Psalmist asks for.  We don’t 
always get to know why we suffer, or how long we will suffer, but as we listen to Peter 
encouraging his brothers and sisters who are being persecuted, we are reminded that God has 
given us Jesus and a whole group of people that God has gathered together around Jesus who 
can love, and support, and help us even as we love, and support, and help them.   When we are 
joined to Jesus by putting our faith in him, we automatically gain a family, and we belong to the 
family and they belong to us.   When we are part of Christ’s church, we are truly never alone.  
Of course, any of us who have been part of the family of God for any period of time know that it 
isn’t always an idyllic and happy experience.  Unfortunately, it is a family made up entirely of 
flawed people (including ourselves), and each one of us is just as desperately in need of God’s 
mercy and grace as the next person, so it takes work.  We have to humble ourselves and allow 
Jesus to shape us and help us to be like he is, and we have to ask for his help to be able to 
practice loving, and forgiving, and serving each other selflessly.  It is not always easy, and there 
may be times when we have disputes and disagreements, but at the end of the day, whether we 
like it or not, we are still brothers and sisters.  We are still part of something bigger than 
ourselves.   
 As hard as it can be sometimes to be with each other, God’s word reminds us today that 
we are with each other, and it is much better for us to be with each other than to be alone.  As 
you think about your experiences here at LPC, I expect that you could give many examples of 
how you have benefited from the gift of having people to be with you in both the good times and 
the difficult times in your lives.  In these next few weeks as we prepare to make pledges that will 
support the mission and ministry of this church, I encourage you to spend time thinking about 
how God has used this church to keep you from being alone.  I encourage you also to remember 
that there are people in our community who are alone and in need of the kind of connections 
and relationships that can be found through fellowship with Jesus and this community of Jesus’s 
followers.  We have received a marvelous gift from God.  We have been put together for joy - 
the joy of being known, and loved, and supported and together we are called to let others know 
that they don’t have to be alone.  God has made this a place where anyone can come and 
experience being together for joy in Christ.  Amen.   


