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Week 25: Psalms 39-48
Study Guide for the week of June 20-26, 2011

Personal reflection / journaling exercise

Spend some time this week reflecting on the psalms of lament, what some call psalms of  complaint. Most of the psalms in this week’s readings are considered psalms of lament. (Psalms 39,40,41,42,43,44)  The Holman Bible Dictionary states that a lament is, “The cry out for help in a situation of distress or frustration. Psalmists protest their innocence or confess their sins. They vow to praise God and give thanks for deliverance. Such psalms show prayer as an honest communication with God in life's worst situations.” Laments are honest cries to the Lord. Laments often alternate between complaining to God and expressing trust in God. As you read these psalms reflect on these questions: How can I be more radically honest with God? Is it acceptable for me to complain to God? Can I tell God when it seems as though God has forgotten me? Spend some time contemplating and possibly writing on the advantages and cautions of lamenting or complaining to God. As you read through these psalms, does it appear to you that there is a deep intimacy with God expressed by the psalmist (Ps. 42:7)? If so, how do you think lamenting or complaining to God contribute to being intimate with God? 
Discussion starters  If you are leading a small group, may not have time for all of these questions. Pick the ones that will work best for your group.
1. Ice Breaker Question: Tell the group about a time when you said something about someone with whom you were in conflict and you later wished you had kept your mouth shut. (Psalm 39:1) What was the situation? What did you say? What were the results? 
2. Was there something that jumped out at you, surprised you, encouraged you, or disturbed you from the readings this last week (or two)? Why? 
3. Psalm 39  This lament seems to give voice to feeling out of control and facing life’s end. Do you agree or disagree with this interpretation? Why? Have you ever felt your life was out of control? Explain what that was like. As you consider facing life’s end, how does this psalm give expression to your feelings? 
4. Psalm 39:1-3  The psalmist thinks it is best to say nothing when “the wicked are in my presence.” How is this wise or unwise? What did the psalmist experience because he said nothing? (see verses 2-3)  Is this what you have experienced when you have said nothing in the face of something that is wrong? Explain. What is the value or disadvantage of complaining to God instead of to others when you have been wronged? 
5. Psalm 42:1-2  What have you deeply longed for in your life – beyond fame and fortune? The psalmist expresses a deep longing for God. When have you felt forgotten by God? Verse 7 is translated in the NIV and NRSV as “deep calls to deep.” Bernard of Clairvaux understood this as “The deep of my profound misery calls to the deep of Your infinite mercy.” Can you live with confidence in your intimate friendship with God at the same time as you are exasperated with what seems like His inaction? Why or why not?

6. Psalm 42:5,11; 43:5  These verses are all the same. Do you find this verse to be comforting, challenging, or disturbing? Is this verse helpful or not helpful to you? Explain. 
7. Psalm 44  The complaint of this lament is intense. Read verses 11-12. What is the psalmist comparing God to in verse 12? Describe what is being sung in each of these sections: Verses 1-8; 9-16; 17-22; 23-26. Does the psalmist believe that he deserves the calamity that has befallen him? Explain. How you ever experienced punishment or suffering that you believe you did not deserve? Explain what happened. What kind of feelings did you have during that time? If the situation was resolved for you, explain what happened. Did your faith help you through the situation? How? 
8. Psalm 45:4  In the midst of this majestic psalm, that gives great praises to the king on his wedding day, is this word “humility”. What are the challenges to remain humble when life is going so well? 
9. Psalm 46  Can any of our troubles compare to “the earth giving way”? Yet, even in such a time, “God is our refuge and strength.” From this psalm, what seems to be the key for us to live with no fear regardless of what is happening around us? 
10. Psalm 46:10a  How have you sought to “be still” and know that God is God?
11. Psalm 48:9,14  What is your experience in worship each week? What is transforming for you in worship? What is boring? What moves you? What causes you to wonder whether it was worth your time? Tell each other about what you experience in worship. 
Bible verse to memorize: Psalm 43:5  
Caring Time 
It is important to make time in your group to care for each other. Sometimes that happens during the discussion. Always remain open and ready to move into care and prayer for someone at any time during the session. Don’t let an agenda for completing the session get in the way of genuinely caring for each other. Sometimes it is best to end your time together praying for each other.  One possibility this week would be build off of Psalm 39 and pray for anyone in your group who is experiencing a conflict with one or more people, using this question: 

Is there a situation that you would like us to pray over where you are experiencing conflict with one or more people? 
After everyone has been given a chance to answer this question, one option for praying over this would be for people to break into pairs and pray for each other.  
Also encourage people in the group to get together outside of the group time to foster deeper friendships with each other. Remember that being in a small group is primarily about sharing life together. It has been said that the most important time in small groups is the time people connect outside of the meeting time. Make plans now with your small group to enjoy a summer event together. You could spend a summer night together having a campfire or have an afternoon picnic under the trees or by a river. Go to a concert in the park together. Take a canoe trip together. If none of those work, brainstorm other ways to experience and celebrate this summer together.

