Imprecatory Prayer and the Ethic of Love: A Case Study of Christian Persecution in Nigeria

Rev. Prof. Samuel Oheneba-Dornyo

Published on: October 11, 2025

Abstract

In recent years the Christian community in Nigeria has endured wave upon wave of brutal
attacks—churches burnt, pastors abducted, whole congregations slaughtered. Between 2020 and
2024, reports estimate tens of thousands of Christian lives lost and hundreds of worship-centres

reduced to ashes. genocidewatch+20SV News -+2. In my counselling ministry I encountered

Nigerian refugee-believers in Ghana who carried not only physical scars but also raw cries for
justice. These stories raise a pressing theological question: in the face of such atrocity, is the use
of imprecatory prayer—invoking divine judgment on oppressors—justified within the ethic of love

commanded by Jesus?

This paper examines the biblical tradition of imprecatory psalms alongside New Testament ethics
of loving enemies (Matthew 5:44) and Romans 12:19’s caution: “Vengeance is mine, I will repay,
says the Lord.” By analysing case narratives from Nigeria’s persecuted Christian communities, the
study explores whether cries for divine justice can co-exist with the Christian call to mercy. From
this observation, one can see that the tension is not easily resolved by simplistic prescriptions.
Imprecatory prayers, the article argues, surface as authentic outpourings of wounded faith and

communal lament while also demanding theological scrutiny.

The theological analysis identifies three models: (1) redemptive imprecation—prayers seeking

God’s justice in hope of restoration; (2) retaliatory imprecation—prayers aimed at harming the


https://www.genocidewatch.com/single-post/nigeria-s-silent-slaughter-62-000-christians-murdered-since-2000?utm_source=chatgpt.com

enemy; and (3) reconciling intercession—prayers combining justice and forgiveness. Nigerian
case materials show that most persecuted Christians moved toward the first model, though the
emotional pull of the second was strong. The ethic of love, the paper contends, must reshape
imprecatory impulses into redemptive intercession that honours both divine justice and Christ-like

mercy.

For the way forward, the article recommends that church leaders and counsellors equip believers
with liturgies that transform imprecatory emotion into spiritual solidarity, communal lament, and
active non-violent resistance. Pastoral training should include biblical theology of judgment,
emotional resilience, and cross-cultural awareness of persecution contexts. Evangelical
communities must adopt an ethic of justice grounded in grace—not vengeance cloaked in prayer

but the persistent petition: “Lord, vindicate Your people, let Your mercy triumph.”

1. Introduction

The past decade has witnessed a troubling surge of religious violence across parts of Africa,
particularly in Nigeria’s Middle Belt and northern regions. Thousands of Christians have been
killed in attacks by militant groups such as Boko Haram and Fulani extremists. Churches have
been razed, pastors kidnapped, and families displaced, leaving behind a haunting trail of loss and
trauma. Between 2020 and 2024, reports from both local and international human rights
organizations describe these incidents not merely as sporadic violence but as an emerging pattern
of religiously motivated persecution. In this climate of suffering, a spiritual and ethical tension has

emerged within Christian communities: how should believers pray for their oppressors?



In my theological ministry and counseling encounters in Ghana, I have often sat with Nigerian
refugees and Cameroonian Christians who fled similar attacks in Bamenda and the Anglophone
regions. Their stories are raw with anguish. They do not seek vengeance so much as vindication.
One elderly pastor from Maiduguri, who lost his two sons in an attack, said through tears, “We
prayed, and our church was burnt the next day. Tell me, man of God, is it wrong to ask God to
stop them forever?” His question reveals the theological crisis at the heart of this research: Can

imprecatory prayer—invoking divine judgment—>be consistent with the Christian ethic of love?

This tension is not new. The psalmists of Israel often cried for divine vengeance against injustice:
“Break the teeth of the wicked, O God” (Psalm 58:6). These were not prayers of personal hatred
but expressions of covenantal outrage when the righteous suffered and God’s justice seemed
delayed. Yet in the New Testament, Jesus’ voice resounds differently: “Love your enemies and
pray for those who persecute you” (Matthew 5:44). Between these two testaments lies a theological
struggle that continues to challenge the conscience of the Church—especially where believers face

oppression.

In much of Africa, prayer is the Church’s primary weapon for confronting evil. Ghanaian
Pentecostal and Charismatic traditions, for instance, have cultivated what some theologians
describe as imprecatory spirituality—a form of prayer that calls for divine judgment against evil
powers, human or demonic. While these prayers often emerge from biblical models of warfare
(e.g., Psalm 35 or Psalm 91), they can also slide into emotionally charged rhetoric that resembles
vengeance rather than intercession. The pastoral question then becomes: Where does justifiable

lament end and spiritual vengeance begin?



The Nigerian context intensifies this dilemma. When believers witness the killing of their children
and the burning of their churches, theological abstractions about “loving one’s enemies” can sound
hollow. Yet the call to love remains the core of Christian ethics. The present study therefore
explores this moral and theological intersection—how imprecatory prayer and the ethic of love
can coexist within Christian faith, and how persecuted believers can pray for justice without

betraying the compassion of Christ.

The study draws on biblical-theological analysis, ethical reasoning, and pastoral reflection,
enriched by qualitative accounts from persecuted Nigerian Christians and comparative experiences
from Ghana and Cameroon. Its goal is not to condemn imprecation but to reclaim it—reinterpreting

it as a redemptive cry for God’s justice rather than a human thirst for revenge.

2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

The discussion of imprecatory prayer has long occupied a complex space within biblical
scholarship, ethics, and pastoral theology. Scholars such as Walter Brueggemann (1984) and Claus
Westermann (1981) view the imprecatory psalms as an essential part of the human dialogue with
God—honest lament that gives voice to the pain of oppression. Brueggemann argues that the
psalms of wrath do not undermine faith but preserve it by allowing the sufferer to protest within
the covenantal relationship. Similarly, Leslie Allen (1983) interprets imprecations as “liturgies of

justice,” through which the righteous surrender vengeance to God rather than acting upon it.

However, the ethical challenge arises when such prayers are misused in contemporary contexts.
Some evangelical and Pentecostal traditions, particularly in Africa, have adopted imprecatory

motifs in prayer warfare—phrases such as “Let my enemies perish by fire!” echoing Old Testament



idioms without the theological nuance of covenantal justice. As Emmanuel Lartey (1997) notes,
African Christian spirituality often combines biblical imagery with indigenous understandings of
power and protection. The result is a vibrant but tension-filled prayer culture where calls for divine

intervention sometimes border on retaliatory aggression.

In theological ethics, Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1959) and John Stott (1984) provide essential
grounding for interpreting love and justice within a Christian worldview. Bonhoeffer’s writings
from prison emphasize that love of enemies is not sentimental weakness but a radical participation
in God’s reconciling mission. Stott, reflecting on Ephesians, portrays divine love as both
redemptive and righteous—God’s holiness demands justice even as His mercy offers grace. These
insights guide this study’s attempt to reframe imprecatory prayer as an act of faith that upholds

justice while entrusting vengeance solely to God.

In pastoral psychology, scholars such as Howard Clinebell (1984) and Gary Collins (1988) stress
the therapeutic function of honest emotional expression in prayer. Suppressed anger or grief, if not
verbalized before God, can lead to bitterness. Within counseling practice, I have observed that
many persecuted believers—especially refugees from northern Nigeria—experience deep relief
when they articulate their pain to God without fear of theological reprimand. From this
observation, one can see that imprecatory prayer may serve as an instrument of emotional catharsis

and spiritual surrender rather than moral transgression.

Comparative examples from Ghana and Cameroon enrich this conversation. In Ghana, churches
often hold prayer marathons where imprecatory psalms are invoked against perceived spiritual
enemies. In these gatherings, Psalm 35 and Psalm 109 are recited not out of malice but as

declarations of divine justice against evil structures—corruption, witchcraft, or political



oppression. Likewise, in Cameroon’s conflict zones, pastors have reported leading “prayers for
deliverance” that blend lament and imprecation as communities mourn lives lost to violence. These
expressions highlight a collective theology of resistance—communities pleading for divine justice

in contexts where human systems have failed.

Theologically, this study situates imprecatory prayer within what Louw (2000) calls a
hermeneutics of compassion: the interpretation of suffering through the cross and resurrection. The
cross transforms human anger into redemptive petition; it allows believers to cry for justice while
leaving the outcome in God’s hands. This framework affirms that imprecatory prayer is not
inherently unethical—it becomes problematic only when it replaces faith with hatred or substitutes

God’s righteousness with human revenge.

In conclusion to this section, the reviewed literature reveals three intersecting streams:

1. Biblical-Theological Tradition — where imprecation functions as covenantal lament
(Brueggemann, Westermann);

2. Ethical-Christological Tradition — where divine justice is interpreted through love and
forgiveness (Bonhoeffer, Stott); and

3. Pastoral-Psychological Tradition — where prayer serves healing and emotional release

(Clinebell, Collins, Lartey).

These streams converge into a theological framework that views imprecatory prayer not as
contradiction but as complement to the ethic of love—when properly understood through the

cruciform lens of grace.

3. Methodology



This study employed a qualitative theological approach integrating narrative inquiry, pastoral
case study analysis, and contextual theological reflection. The aim was to interpret the lived
experiences of persecuted Christians, the emotional and theological logic behind imprecatory
prayers, and how these experiences interact with the biblical ethic of love. Quantitative or
statistical measurement was not appropriate for this research, since the central questions concern

moral meaning, emotional expression, and spiritual understanding rather than numerical trends.

The method reflects what Richard Osmer (2008) describes as “practical theological
interpretation”—a movement between concrete human experience and theological reflection.
Within this framework, theology listens to experience not as data to be dissected, but as stories

seeking divine meaning.

3.1 Research Design: Qualitative Theological Reflection

The research followed the phenomenological narrative model outlined by Clark Moustakas
(1994), emphasizing participants’ descriptions of faith responses to persecution. The goal was not
to generalize but to explore how individuals and congregations experience and interpret the moral

tension between love and imprecation.

A constructivist theological lens was adopted, recognizing that theology is formed through
community experience. Thus, the voices of Nigerian, Ghanaian, and Cameroonian believers
became interpretive texts alongside Scripture and theological literature. From this angle,
imprecatory prayer is approached not as an abstract doctrine but as a lived theology of survival

and hope.



3.2 Data Sources and Participants

Three primary sources of qualitative material were utilized:

1.

Narrative Interviews with Nigerian Christians (2021-2024):

Twelve semi-structured interviews were conducted among Nigerian Christians displaced
by violence in Plateau, Benue, and Borno States, as well as with refugees now residing in
Ghana. These included pastors, widows of slain ministers, and youth leaders. Interviews

centered on three questions:

o How do believers respond to violent persecution through prayer?
o What emotions are expressed in their prayers?
o How do they reconcile divine love with the desire for justice?
Interviews were recorded with informed consent and transcribed for theological

analysis. Pseudonyms were used for confidentiality.

Pastoral Case Studies from Ghana and Cameroon:

In Ghana, I engaged three congregations that regularly hold “night of vengeance” or “fire-
prayer” meetings—services patterned after the Psalms of warfare. Observations focused
on how these prayers were framed and interpreted by leaders and members.
In Cameroon, two pastors from Bamenda and Kumba provided written testimonies
describing the use of lament and imprecatory psalms during attacks by separatist and
extremist groups between 2019 and 2023. Their reflections added comparative insight into

how persecution reshapes theological language.



3. Documentary and Theological Sources:

Reports from Open Doors International and Genocide Watch (2020-2024) were reviewed
to contextualize persecution in Nigeria. Biblical commentaries, ethical writings
(Bonhoeffer, Stott, Brueggemann), and African pastoral theology texts (Lartey, Louw,

Clinebell) served as theological dialogue partners in the interpretive process.

3.3 Data Collection Procedures

Data were gathered through a blend of field interviews, written testimonies, and observation of
prayer practices. In my counseling ministry, I conducted listening sessions with trauma survivors
and clergy during pastoral retreats in Ho, Accra and Kumasi between 2022 and 2023. These

informal encounters often unfolded as story-sharing rather than question-answer sessions.

Participants were encouraged to recount moments of crisis: when they prayed for divine
vengeance, when forgiveness felt impossible, and when love was rediscovered through suffering.
Such narrative openness allowed emotions—anger, grief, faith, and hope—to emerge naturally.

Field notes were taken on tone, language, and biblical references used during prayers.

All interviews and reflections were later coded thematically using a hermeneutic circle—moving
between text, experience, and Scripture until theological meaning crystallized. This recursive

reading allowed Scripture to interpret experience and experience to illuminate Scripture.

3.4 Data Analysis

Analysis followed thematic and hermeneutical interpretation:



1. Thematic Phase: Transcripts were read repeatedly to identify recurring motifs—justice,
anger, mercy, forgiveness, divine protection, and hope. These were grouped into thematic
clusters corresponding to biblical categories of lament, imprecation, and love.

2. Hermeneutical Phase: Each theme was then examined through theological reflection
using biblical exegesis and moral reasoning. The imprecatory psalms (35, 69, 109) were
analyzed alongside Jesus’ teachings on love and forgiveness (Matthew 5:44; Luke 23:34).
The goal was to trace how participants’ prayers resonated or diverged from scriptural
paradigms.

3. Contextual Integration Phase: Finally, the findings from Nigeria, Ghana, and Cameroon
were compared to discern how socio-political environment influences theological
expression. The Ghanaian tendency toward “fire-prayer” idioms was contrasted with

Nigerian laments of martyrdom and Cameroonian communal lamentation.

The analytical approach thus combined biblical theology, pastoral hermeneutics, and contextual
ethics. By reading lived experience through the lens of Scripture and vice versa, the research

sought a balanced understanding of imprecation that honors both justice and love.

3.5 Theological and Ethical Considerations

The study recognized the sensitivity of engaging with traumatized participants. Ethical protocols
emphasized confidentiality, informed consent, and spiritual care. Participants were offered follow-
up pastoral counseling and intercessory support. Theologically, the research approached

imprecatory prayer not as a weapon but as a window into the soul’s struggle with divine justice.
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In keeping with Bonhoeffer’s (1959) notion of “responsible freedom under Christ”, participants
were encouraged to express their pain honestly before God while being guided toward forgiveness

and reconciliation. The methodology thus served a dual purpose: research and pastoral healing.

3.6 Limitations

The study’s scope was qualitative and interpretive; therefore, findings are context-specific and not
generalizable. The limited sample of Nigerian and Cameroonian respondents represents only a
portion of persecuted Christian communities. Language barriers and trauma-related memory gaps
also affected data depth. However, the study’s strength lies in its theological depth and its

contribution to practical theology and African Christian ethics.

3.7 Summary

This methodology grounds the study in the lived faith of persecuted Christians. Through
narrative interviews and contextual theological reflection, it seeks to discern how imprecatory
prayer can coexist with the ethic of love, transforming anger into redemptive intercession. By
weaving voices from Nigeria, Ghana, and Cameroon into dialogue with Scripture and theology,
the research situates imprecatory prayer not as a contradiction to Christian love but as a crucible

through which divine justice and human compassion meet.

4. Presentation and Discussion of Findings

The analysis of narrative interviews, pastoral case studies, and contextual observations yielded

three major thematic patterns:
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1. Lament as Love: Imprecatory prayer as an act of covenantal faith and moral protest, not
hatred.

2. Righteous Anger and Divine Justice: The tension between emotional honesty and
theological restraint.

3. Transforming Imprecation into Intercession: The spiritual movement from retaliation

to redemptive love.

These themes capture how persecuted Christians in Nigeria, and by extension in Ghana and
Cameroon, navigate the spiritual paradox of praying for justice while striving to embody Christ’s

love.

4.1 Lament as Love: Imprecation as a Cry of Faith

For many Nigerian Christians interviewed, imprecatory prayer emerged not as a rejection of love
but as a lament born from faith. Several respondents framed their cries to God using the psalms of
David—Psalm 35, 69, and 109—declaring them not as curses but as pleas for divine attention. A
widow from Jos whose husband was killed in an attack prayed, “Lord, avenge Your servant so the
world will know You are still God.” Her words carried both anguish and belief. Beneath her pain

lay a profound trust that God, not man, holds the final authority over justice.

This echoes Brueggemann’s (1984) interpretation that the psalms of wrath are the language of
fidelity, not rebellion. In crying for judgment, the sufferer acknowledges that God alone can restore
moral order. The Nigerian believers’ prayers, then, function as acts of moral protest—a demand
for divine justice when human systems fail. Their lament was, paradoxically, an act of love: love

for truth, for righteousness, and for the sanctity of life.
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From pastoral experience in Ghanaian Charismatic circles, similar tones of lament are present,
though often clothed in the language of warfare. During a night vigil at a prayer center in Kumasi,
the congregation recited Psalm 35 aloud, invoking God’s protection against “enemies seen and
unseen.” Yet the leader concluded by urging forgiveness and endurance: “We pray this not to
destroy men, but to destroy wickedness.” This careful distinction demonstrates how lament can

become an expression of love when properly taught and theologically framed.

Lament, in this context, is love that refuses silence in the face of evil. It embodies the biblical
principle that mourning injustice before God is itself an act of righteousness (Psalm 94:16).
Theologically, lament keeps faith alive; it transforms grief into prayer and despair into expectation.
In this sense, imprecatory prayer—when born from suffering—becomes the Church’s moral

conscience crying out against violence.

4.2 Righteous Anger and Divine Justice: The Tension Between Emotion and Theology

A second theme emerging from the narratives is the presence of righteous anger—an emotional
response to cruelty that seeks moral order, not revenge. Nigerian pastors and lay believers alike
expressed deep anger at the seeming impunity of attackers. One minister from Borno remarked, “I
cannot forgive them easily. But when I cry to God to stop them, I am not asking for blood—I am
asking for peace.” His statement captures the emotional depth of imprecatory prayer as an ethical

struggle between pain and piety.

This righteous anger, when guided by Scripture, becomes a force for theological honesty. The

Apostle Paul’s admonition— “Be angry, but do not sin” (Ephesians 4:26)—provides the moral
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boundary that distinguishes anger from vengeance. Participants often viewed their imprecations as

obedience to this command: expressing anger before God, not acting on it toward others.

From this observation, one can see that imprecatory prayer serves as an emotional safety valve for
wounded faith. Rather than suppressing rage, believers channel it toward God in prayer, entrusting
Him to judge rightly. This aligns with Smedes (1984) and Worthington (1998), who argue that
forgiveness requires first acknowledging injustice rather than denying it. The psalmist’s cry “How

long, O Lord?” is both an indictment of evil and a confession of trust.

The Ghanaian and Cameroonian comparisons reveal how cultural expression influences
theological tone. In Ghana’s Pentecostal settings, anger is often dramatized through warfare
language— “Let the fire of God consume evil altars”—yet the theological intent is deliverance,
not destruction. In Cameroon’s crisis zones, prayers of imprecation often take communal form,
chanted as dirges during memorial services for slain villagers. These lamentations are emotionally
raw but spiritually disciplined: “Lord, see our blood and avenge us with peace.” The community’s

goal is not annihilation but acknowledgment—that God’s justice must be seen.

Thus, righteous anger becomes part of divine justice when surrendered to God’s sovereignty. It
expresses the believer’s conviction that evil must not prevail, yet it refuses to become an instrument
of hatred. As Louw (2000) notes, suffering interpreted through the cross transforms anger into
redemptive compassion. The Nigerian and Ghanaian prayers analyzed in this study illustrate

precisely this movement—ifrom rage to reverence, from despair to hope.
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4.3 Transforming Imprecation into Intercession

The most striking transformation observed in the narratives was how imprecatory prayer evolved
into intercessory compassion over time. Among the Nigerian refugees interviewed, many
testified that their initial cries for vengeance eventually softened into prayers for mercy and
salvation of their persecutors. One young woman from Kaduna said, “At first, [ prayed, ‘Lord,
destroy them.” But later, I began to pray, ‘Lord, change them.’ I realized we cannot win evil with

evil.,”

This spiritual transition was gradual, often catalyzed by communal worship, counseling, and
exposure to Scripture. In pastoral group therapy sessions held in Accra, Nigerian widows read the
story of Stephen’s martyrdom (Acts 7:59—60), where forgiveness and intercession met in one
breath: “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” The women wept, realizing that Stephen’s prayer
did not deny the injustice but transcended it. From that reflection, many reported a sense of

freedom: forgiveness no longer meant weakness but spiritual victory.

Theologically, this process illustrates what can be termed redemptive imprecation—the
transformation of a curse into a cry for conversion. It echoes the voice of Christ on the cross,
“Father, forgive them,” which stands as the supreme model for reconciling justice with love. From
this vantage point, imprecatory prayer becomes a doorway to deeper intercession: it begins with

pain but ends in grace.

In Ghanaian settings, similar transitions occur when churches integrate forgiveness teachings into
their warfare prayers. At a revival meeting in Takoradi, after a session of fervent “fire” prayers,

the preacher concluded, “We destroy evil spirits, not the people. Those who hate you will see
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God’s mercy through your life.” The congregation erupted not in anger but in praise. This moment
encapsulates the redemptive purpose of imprecatory language—it purges emotional toxicity while

reaffirming divine sovereignty.

In Cameroon, some pastors described using Psalms of judgment during funerals for slain believers,
followed by communal prayers for national reconciliation. The juxtaposition of lament and
intercession illustrates how imprecation, when interpreted through the gospel, becomes a tool for

healing collective trauma. Instead of perpetuating cycles of hatred, it channels pain toward hope.

From these patterns, one can see that the way forward for the persecuted Church lies in
transforming anger into advocacy, lament into love, and imprecation into intercession. The
Church’s cry for justice must always flow from the cross, where divine wrath and divine mercy

meet in perfect balance.

4.4 Theological Discussion

The findings affirm that imprecatory prayer, far from being ethically incompatible with love, can
serve as a pathway toward it when rightly understood. In persecuted contexts, such prayers help

believers externalize pain, affirm God’s justice, and eventually rediscover compassion.

Theologically, this transformation aligns with Bonhoeffer’s vision of responsible discipleship:
confronting evil truthfully while refusing to hate the evildoer. It also resonates with Lartey’s
intercultural model of pastoral care, which urges African theology to integrate indigenous

emotional honesty with Christian forgiveness.

16



In both Nigerian and Ghanaian cases, pastoral leadership emerged as the decisive factor. Churches
that guided believers through lament toward forgiveness produced communities of resilience and

peace; those that remained fixed in retributive rhetoric risked breeding bitterness and isolation.

Ultimately, the study demonstrates that imprecatory prayer, when filtered through Christ’s
redemptive love, becomes a form of prophetic lament rather than personal vengeance. It
allows believers to protest injustice without abandoning grace, to demand righteousness without

surrendering compassion.

4.5 Summary of Emergent Insights

1. Lament as Love: Imprecatory prayer can express covenant loyalty and moral protest
rooted in love for God’s justice.

2. Righteous Anger: Anger toward evil, when surrendered to God, becomes a force for
holiness rather than vengeance.

3. Transformative Prayer: The journey from “Lord, destroy them” to “Lord, redeem them”
marks the heart of Christian maturity in suffering.

4. Pastoral Mediation: The role of pastors is crucial in teaching believers how to move from
reaction to redemption.

5. Cultural Integration: African spiritual traditions of communal lament and warfare prayer,

when guided by Scripture, enrich rather than contradict Christian ethics.

From these findings, one can see that the true power of imprecatory prayer lies not in cursing

enemies but in redeeming the soul’s cry for justice through the compassion of Christ.

5. Summary, Theological Conclusions, and Recommendations
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5.1 Summary of the Study

This study explored the theological and ethical tension between imprecatory prayer—the calling
for divine justice against evildoers—and the Christian ethic of love, within the lived experiences
of persecuted believers in Nigeria from 2020 to 2024. Through qualitative theological reflection,
narrative interviews, and contextual case studies from Nigeria, Ghana, and Cameroon, the research
sought to understand how Christians reconcile the cry for justice with the command to love their

enemies.

The findings revealed that imprecatory prayer functions as a complex, emotionally charged, and
spiritually significant expression of faith. It emerges from the anguish of suffering believers who

long for divine vindication. Three key themes surfaced:

1. Lament as Love — expressing pain as moral protest grounded in covenant loyalty to God;

2. Righteous Anger and Divine Justice — the transformation of human anger into surrender
before God’s holiness; and

3. Transforming Imprecation into Intercession — the movement from retributive petition

toward redemptive compassion.

In essence, persecuted Christians are not praying out of hatred but from wounded faith seeking
restoration. Their cries mirror the biblical psalms of lament, where honesty before God coexists
with hope for renewal. From this observation, one can see that the real challenge is not the presence
of imprecation in prayer, but its orientation—whether it is directed toward divine justice or fueled

by personal vengeance.
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5.2 Theological Conclusions

1. Imprecatory Prayer Is a Form of Covenant Lament, Not Moral Contradiction

The study concludes that imprecatory prayer, when rightly understood, is not a violation of love
but a form of covenantal lament. It arises from the same theological soil as the psalms—where
faith dares to protest before God rather than abandon Him. As Brueggemann (1984) and
Westermann (1981) argue, such prayers represent the believer’s trust that God alone can uphold

righteousness.

In Nigeria and similar persecuted contexts, these prayers preserve faith in a God who sees injustice.
Silence in the face of evil would signify indifference; lament keeps the moral conscience alive.
Thus, imprecatory prayer becomes an act of love directed toward God’s justice and His ultimate

purposes of peace.

2. The Ethic of Love Does Not Cancel Justice but Redefines It

The ethic of love, as modeled by Christ, does not negate divine justice but redeems it. Jesus’
command to love one’s enemies (Matthew 5:44) invites believers to relinquish vengeance while
still yearning for righteousness. Love, in its biblical sense, is not permissive tolerance but

redemptive concern for both victim and oppressor.

In this light, imprecatory prayer may coexist with love when it seeks not the annihilation of the
enemy but the triumph of truth and repentance. Christ’s own prayer from the cross—Father,
forgive them”—does not deny the evil done; it transforms its meaning by surrendering it to divine

mercy.
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3. The Cross as the Hermeneutical Center of Prayer and Justice

All authentic Christian prayer, including lament and imprecation, must be interpreted through the
cross of Christ, where judgment and mercy converge. At Calvary, divine wrath against sin and
divine love for sinners met in perfect balance. The cross reframes imprecatory petitions,

transforming them from curses into cries for redemption.

For African believers, the cross offers a theological compass: to pray against evil is not to hate the
evildoer but to resist the powers of darkness that corrupt human hearts. This redemptive focus

ensures that imprecatory prayer remains an instrument of justice, not vengeance.

4. The Pastoral Function of Imprecatory Prayer

Imprecatory prayer serves a pastoral and therapeutic purpose. It allows traumatized believers
to express pain honestly before God, preventing the spiritual repression that can breed bitterness.
As Clinebell (1984) and Collins (1988) suggest, emotional catharsis is part of healing. In pastoral
counseling, encouraging persecuted Christians to verbalize grief through lament can be the first

step toward forgiveness and resilience.

5.3 Pastoral and Practical Recommendations

A. For African Churches and Pastoral Ministries

1. Teach a Balanced Theology of Prayer and Justice

Churches should intentionally teach on lament and imprecatory psalms, framing them
within the theology of the cross. This guards against misinterpretation of “fire prayers” as

tools for revenge and restores their biblical function as lament and intercession.
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2. Incorporate Lament into Worship and Liturgical Life

African worship, often celebratory, needs spaces for lament. Including lament psalms in
church liturgy allows communities to process pain corporately. Prayer gatherings for the

persecuted should include both cries for justice and confessions of faith in God’s mercy.

Train Pastors in Pastoral Counseling for Trauma and Forgiveness

Pastors ministering to persecuted believers must understand trauma psychology and grief
care. They should guide believers through anger and lament toward forgiveness,

emphasizing that justice belongs to God.

Disciple Believers in Non-Retaliatory Spiritual Warfare

Teach that the true battle is not “against flesh and blood” (Ephesians 6:12). Warfare prayer
should target spiritual evil, not human enemies, affirming that the ultimate goal of Christian

prayer is transformation, not destruction.

Foster Intercessory Communities for Peacebuilding

Churches can establish “Justice and Mercy Intercession Teams” focused on praying for
both victims and perpetrators. Such groups symbolize the Church’s prophetic role in

reconciling truth and grace in violent societies.

B. For Theological Seminaries and Training Institutions

1.

Integrate “The Theology of Lament and Justice” into Curricula
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Seminaries should develop courses exploring biblical lament, imprecatory psalms, and
reconciliation ethics. Students need to understand how to interpret and preach imprecatory

texts responsibly.

2. Promote Contextual African Practical Theology

Theological training must reflect the realities of African suffering and persecution. Case
studies from Nigeria, Ghana, and Cameroon can help future ministers engage both emotion

and ethics in ministry.

3. Develop Pastoral Research on Trauma Theology

Seminaries should support interdisciplinary research on trauma, forgiveness, and

peacebuilding, equipping clergy to serve communities emerging from conflict.

4. Encourage Dialogue Between Theology and Human Rights Discourses

Academic forums can help reconcile biblical justice with global ethics, showing how

Christian prayer contributes to advocacy, reconciliation, and social healing.

C. For Peacebuilding and Ecumenical Ministries

1. Use Imprecatory Prayers as Instruments of Advocacy

Churches and NGOs can reframe imprecatory texts as prayers for accountability and
reform. Public lament services can become moral platforms for calling attention to injustice

while promoting non-violence.
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2. Develop Healing and Reconciliation Liturgies

Peacebuilding ministries should create contextual liturgies that guide communities from
lament to forgiveness—incorporating Scripture, storytelling, and symbolic acts of release

(e.g., candlelight prayers, confession circles).

3. Promote Interfaith Dialogue Grounded in Justice and Compassion

In regions like northern Nigeria, Christian and Muslim leaders can meet under the shared
value of justice. Understanding that both faiths reject vengeance can create bridges of

empathy and collective advocacy for peace.

4. Encourage Faith-Based Trauma Recovery Initiatives

Partner with mental health and counseling centers to train clergy in trauma-informed care,
ensuring that victims of violence find healing through both prayer and psychological

support.

5.4 A Theological Way Forward

From this study, one can see that the path from imprecation to love is not a denial of justice
but its fulfillment in Christ. The Church in Africa must continue to pray passionately for divine

justice, but always through the lens of Calvary, where justice and mercy embrace.

Imprecatory prayer, redeemed by love, becomes prophetic intercession—crying not merely
against evil but for the triumph of good. When the Church learns to pray this way, its lament

becomes light, and its wounds become witness.
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In the final analysis, the persecuted Church teaches the global Church that to pray in pain is to love
in truth. When Christians cry, “How long, O Lord?” they join the ancient chorus of faith that

refuses both hatred and despair. In that sacred tension, love is not silenced—it is deepened.

5.5 Final Reflection

The story of Nigerian believers praying through persecution is not one of bitterness but of
transformation. Their cries echo across Africa—from the forests of Cameroon to the prayer camps
of Ghana—as a call to rediscover the spiritual power of lament. Their witness reminds the Church

that love and justice are not opposites but two hands of the same God.

When the African Church learns to lament without hate, to fight evil without losing compassion,
and to pray for justice without forsaking mercy, then the cross of Christ will stand not only as a

symbol of suffering but as the seed of peace for the nations.
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Scripture References
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1. Imprecatory and Lament Psalms — Crying for Divine Justice

These passages articulate the emotional and moral core of imprecatory prayer—lament that longs

for God’s righteous intervention.

e Psalm 7:6-9 — “Arise, O Lord, in Your anger; lift Yourself up against the rage of my
enemies.”

e Psalm 35:1-8 — “Contend, O Lord, with those who contend with me; fight against those
who fight against me.”

e Psalm 58:6-11 — “Break the teeth in their mouths, O God... Surely there is a reward for
the righteous.”

e Psalm 69:22-28 — David’s cry for vindication when surrounded by hatred.

e Psalm 83:16-18 — “Fill their faces with shame, that they may seek Your name, O Lord.”

e Psalm 109:1-20 — A classic imprecatory psalm that dramatizes covenant protest.

e Psalm 94:1-7 — “O Lord, God of vengeance... rise up, judge of the earth; repay to the
proud what they deserve.”

o Lamentations 3:64—66 — Jeremiah’s plea for God to repay oppressors according to their

deeds.

The theological insight: Imprecation here is not vindictive but covenantal—it entrusts vengeance

to God, not human retaliation.

2. Divine Justice and God’s Righteous Character

These passages affirm that judgment belongs to God and that He vindicates the oppressed.
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e Deuteronomy 32:35 — “Vengeance is Mine, and recompense.”

e Nahum 1:2-3 — “The Lord is a jealous and avenging God... slow to anger but great in
power.”

o Isaiah 61:8 — “For I, the Lord, love justice; I hate robbery and wrongdoing.”

e Romans 12:19-21 — “Beloved, never avenge yourselves... Do not be overcome by evil,
but overcome evil with good.”

e Revelation 6:9-11 — The martyrs under the altar cry, “How long, O Lord... will You not
judge and avenge our blood?”

e 2 Thessalonians 1:6-8 — “God considers it just to repay with affliction those who afflict

2

you.

The theological insight: God’s justice is not arbitrary wrath; it is the moral order through which

He restores righteousness.

3. The Ethic of Love and Forgiveness

These texts establish the Christian moral response to evil, forming the theological counterweight

to imprecatory emotions.

e Matthew 5:43-48 — “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.”

e Luke 6:27-36 — “Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.”

e Luke 23:33-34 — Jesus prayed, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are
doing.”

e Acts 7:59-60 — Stephen’s dying prayer of forgiveness for his murderers.

o Colossians 3:12—15 — “Bear with each other and forgive one another.”

26



o Ephesians 4:26-32 — “Be angry, and yet do not sin... forgiving one another as God in
Christ forgave you.”

e 1 Peter 3:9 — “Do not repay evil for evil, or insult for insult, but on the contrary, bless.”

The theological insight: The cross transforms vengeance into forgiveness; it replaces the cry

“Destroy them” with “Redeem them.”

4. Suffering, Persecution, and the Cross

These passages ground imprecatory emotion in the redemptive framework of suffering.

e Matthew 16:24-25 — “If anyone would come after Me, let him deny himself, take up his
cross, and follow Me.”

e John 15:18-20 — “If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated Me first.”

e Romans 8:17-18 — “We suffer with Him that we may also be glorified with Him.”

e 2 Corinthians 4:8-11 — “We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed... carrying in the
body the death of Jesus.”

o Philippians 3:10 — “That I may know Him and the power of His resurrection, and may
share His sufferings.”

e 1 Peter 4:12-13 — “Do not be surprised at the fiery trial... but rejoice insofar as you share

Christ’s sufferings.”

The theological insight: Suffering for Christ is not defeat but participation in His redemptive

mission.
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5. The Call to Lament and Hope

These passages guide believers in transforming grief into faith and vengeance into worship.

o Habakkuk 3:2 — “O Lord, revive Your work in the midst of the years.”

e Micah 7:7-9 — “T will bear the indignation of the Lord until He pleads my cause.”
e Psalm 13:1-6 — “How long, O Lord? ... But I have trusted in Your mercy.”

e Psalm 126:5-6 — “Those who sow in tears shall reap in joy.”

e Romans 8:26-28 — The Spirit intercedes with groanings too deep for words.

o Revelation 21:4 — “He will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”

The theological insight: Lament moves through grief toward hope. It allows the Church to cry

without sinning and to trust without denying pain.

6. Scriptures for Pastoral and Ecclesial Application

These verses connect imprecation, love, and discipleship to the Church’s life and ministry.

o Ephesians 6:12-13 — “We wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities
and powers.”

e 2 Chronicles 20:15-17 — “The battle is not yours, but God’s.”

e Matthew 18:18-20 — Authority in corporate prayer and forgiveness.

e James 5:16-18 — “The prayer of a righteous person is powerful and effective.”

e Galatians 6:9-10 — “Do not grow weary in doing good... let us do good to all.”

The theological insight: Corporate prayer must express both truth and love—warring against evil

while working for reconciliation.
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Summary

These Scriptures affirm that imprecatory prayer is biblically grounded, yet must be interpreted
through Christ’s command to love and forgive. The Psalms of vengeance become prayers of
faith when reframed through the cross. They are not rejected in the New Testament but redeemed—

transformed from human vengeance into divine intercession.
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