Psalms: Interacting With An Awesome God

Week 4: When God Seems Distant
July 8, 2012
Big thanks to Alix, who led Bible study today.

Here’s a bonus intro clip from Toy Story 3: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=grSg8cd8v-Q
· What kinds of emotions do you experience when you watch the ending to this movie, and why? 

· Why does separation from close friends and beloved family members sometimes make those relationships so hard?  What are the challenges?
· Have you ever sensed a “distance” in your relationship with God?  If so, what kinds of emotions did you experience?
 Separation was hard for Andy in this movie clip.  And it can be hard for us, too.  If you’ve ever had a close friend or relative who moved to another city or state, or if you’ve known someone serving in the military overseas, you understand the challenges and emotions of separation.  Distance makes it hard to connect on so many levels.  Sometimes we feel “distance” in our relationship with God, times when we feel like God is far away from us. God doesn’t actually abandon or ignore us, but we can’t pretend our emotions and reactions aren’t real.  How we deal with these feelings is an important aspect of our spiritual growth. This lesson will help shed some light on how we handle the feelings of separation from God that we sometimes experience.

Read Psalm 22:1-5 (nlt)
1My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?  Why are you so far away when I groan for help?  2Every day I call to you, my God, but you do not answer.  Every night you hear my voice, but I find no relief.  3Yet you are holy, enthroned on the praises of Israel.  4Our ancestors trusted in you, and you rescued them.  5They cried out to you and were saved. They trusted in you and were never disgraced.
This is one of those passages where we find comfort in the “sameness” we share with David.  If we have been following Jesus for any substantial length of time, we’ve had those moments when God felt distant or didn’t seem to respond to our prayers.  It is a deeply frustrating experience that can leave us feeling helpless and alone.

Whether we feel close to God or not, God is unchanging.  God is always there.  God is a constant.  So, despite our frustrations and feelings of hopelessness, we can find a measure of strength in the truth that God has not left us and that our cries are not falling on deaf ears.  In His sovereignty, God sometimes chooses to embrace silence.  The comforting thing is that we can know that such silence is in our best interest; God will use that moment or that season to strengthen us and deepen our faith journey.

So what do we do when we feel separation from God?  David gives us insight in this passage.  We can certainly let God know of our frustration; God can handle what we need to say.  More than that, we can remember God’s faithfulness in the past, relying on the way God has proven himself faithful over the course of our personal faith journey.  By doing so, we remind ourselves of God’s faithfulness and God’s willingness and ability to meet our needs.

In this passage, David is pouring out his emotions. He is crying out to God, asking God why he feels so far away from him.  Let’s look closer at what we can learn from David about those times we feel like God is distant.
1. If you feel like God is distant or doesn’t respond at times, you’re not alone
· You can’t see oxygen, but you know it is present, right?  How do you know?
· What about God; how can you know God is present in your life even though sometimes you don’t necessarily feel God’s presence?
· What emotions do you experience when you feel distant from God?

· If God is constant and unchanging, we know God can’t truly be absent or distant. What are some reasons why we might feel far away from God?

· What are some reasons God might choose not to answer a prayer or a request from us—or might not answer in the way or as quickly as we desire?

Most of us face times when we feel far away from God or when God seemingly doesn’t answer our prayers.  But Scripture reveals repeatedly that God is both unchanging and compassionate.  God doesn’t go away, and God genuinely does care for us.  So when we feel separated from God, we first need to see if something in our lives—like sin—is creating a barrier with God, and second, we need to step back and consider what God’s “silence” or “absence” might be teaching us.  And please know that it isn’t a sin to feel like God is distant or God isn’t responding.  It’s part of the human experience.
2. Find strength in the truth about God’s character

· Identify as many of God’s characteristics as you can—such as loving, merciful, just. Include specific ones you see mentioned in this passage.

· Which of God’s attributes are you most comforted by or drawn to, and why?

· How can you rely on these attributes when you feel far away from God?

· If you had a hard time identifying characteristics of God, how might you learn a little more about God and God’s character?

David writes in this passage about how distant he felt from God, but in verse 3 he begins to shift away from himself and his feelings and starts focusing on who God is—God’s characteristics.  This is a powerful way to shift our focus and draw closer to God when we feel distant.  God does not change, and we can rely on God to be who he is, even in those moments when we do not feel close to God.
3. Find strength in God’s past work in your life
· Think of a time when God intervened in your life—a time when God stepped in and powerfully reminded you of his commitment and faithfulness.  What emotions go through your mind as you think of this experience?

· In this passage, how does David find comfort and strength by focusing on God’s past work?

· How might remembering this type of past experience provide you with strength and comfort when you feel separated from God?

· How can this type of past experience reassure you of God’s faithfulness to act in your life?

When we feel far apart from God, one of the most powerful ways of drawing closer is to remember all the times in our past when God displayed his faithfulness.  We can consider prayers God has answered, amazing blessings God has lavished on us, times we felt God’s presence, or times we were reminded of God’s truth.  We can think of these times and remind ourselves that God is awesome in power and loving in compassion for us, whether we feel like it or not.
ADDITIONAL DISCUSSION
Hebrews 10:23 (nlt)
Let us hold tightly without wavering to the hope we affirm, for God can be trusted to keep His promise.
· Read Hebrews 10:23.  What are some situations that can cause your faith to waver?
· Think back to some times in the Bible when God worked in the lives of individuals in mighty ways.  Which of these accounts holds significant meaning for you, and why?
· Do you believe God knows what you need?  Do you believe God knows what’s best for you?  If so, what do you believe about how God answers your prayers?

· What are a few different examples of how God might answer a prayer—particularly any ways that don’t fit our preconceived ideas of how God should answer a prayer?

APPLICATION
· What are some specific actions or attitudes that you can practice to draw closer to God when you feel far apart?  Think of emotional or spiritual examples as well as your physical actions.
Read Psalm 120:1 (nlt)
I took my troubles to the Lord; I cried out to Him, and He answered my prayer.
Reflect on the idea of taking troubles to God.  Take a few minutes to reflect, write, and pray about anything in your lives that you need to take to God.

FOR KEEPS [MEMORY VERSE]

Our ancestors trusted in you, and you rescued them. They cried out to you and were saved. They trusted in you and were never disgraced (Psalm 22:4-5).
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