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Studies in becoming like Christ and ushering in His kingdom in your daily life
November 22, 2009
When Circumstances Confuse our Feelings
This Week’s Essential

One Holy and Personal God: I believe that the God of the Bible is the only true God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—who is intimately involved in and cares about my daily life.

Psalm 121:1-2 I lift up my eyes to the hills–where does my help come from? My help comes from the Lord, the Maker of heaven and earth.
B
elief in a personal God is fundamental to the Christian faith and key to our initial spiritual growth. Recent research indicates that it’s the top catalyst responsible for moving us from the beginning “growing in Christ” stage of our spiritual formation to the intermediate “close to Christ” stage (Greg Hawkins & Cally Parkinson, Follow Me: What’s Next for You, 67). How ironic that our confidence in God’s involvement in our lives and his care for us too often becomes an obstacle to our further formation! Philip Yancey explains,
“The more personal conception of God we have, the more unnerving are the questions about him. Shouldn’t a loving God intervene more often on our behalf? And how can we trust a God we can never confidently count on to come to our aid” (Reaching for the Invisible God, 65).
H
ere’s what’s so unnerving. God is able but often, it would seem to us, unwilling to help. A man brought his demon possessed son to Jesus and asked, “If you can do anything, take pity on us and help us.” “If you can?” Jesus replied, “Everything is possible for him who believes” (Mk 9:22-23). On another occasion a leper came to Jesus and asked, “If you are willing, you can make me clean.” Filled with com-passion, Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man. “I am willing,” he said. “Be clean!” (Mk 1:40-41). No rebuke in this case. The Savior’s ability was never questioned only his willingness.
G

od is able to prevent us from losing our jobs to downsizing, our life’s savings in bear markets, our friends through misunderstandings, and our loved ones to illness and disease. And if he doesn’t, we believe he is able to provide us a new job, restore financial loses, reconcile us to our friends, and provide healing to our loved ones. So if he’s able, why is he unwilling at times to either prevent such loses or provide such gains?
P

hilip Yancey received a letter from a friend and prominent Christian whose faith had been shaken by an illness that nearly killed him. In it he writes,

“I have no trouble believing God is good. My question is more, ‘What good is he?’ I heard awhile back that Billy Graham’s daughter was undergoing marriage problems, so the Graham’s and the in-laws all flew to Europe to meet with them and pray for the couple. They ended up getting divorced anyway. If Billy Graham’s prayers don’t get answered, what’s the use of my praying? I look at my life–the health problems, my own daughter’s struggles, my own marriage. I cry out to God for help, and it’s hard to know just how he answers. Really, what can we count on God for?” (21).
It’s the kind of question the psalmist asked in Psalm 22:1. “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from saving me, so far from the words of my groaning?”
P

salm 22 is actually two psalms in one; it’s a prayer for help (vv. 1-21) and a prayer of thanks-giving (vv. 22-31). The prayer for help opens (vv. 1-5) with the psalmist’s desperate cry, “My God, my God why have you forsaken me?” He cries out for help day and night, but God refuses to answer. God’s silence torments him; it makes no sense to him. After all, the patriarchs put their trust in God, and he delivered them. He did not disappoint them. Why will he not do the same for me? 
I

n the heart of the prayer (vv. 6-18) we see the extent of the psalmist’s suffering and the toll it took on him. He felt like a worm and not a man in the face of his persecutors. The Lord had been his God since infancy; if he ever needed him to be near it was now when he had no one to help him. Physically he was a near-death mess. His strength was spent, and his courage was gone. He was parched and as good as dead. All that was left for his enemies to do was cast lots to see who would get his belongings.
T

he prayer for help closes with the psalmist’s persistent plea (vv. 19-21), “But you, O Lord, be not far off; O my Strength, come quickly to help me.” He didn’t question why God let him suffer, why he didn’t prevent his suffering in the first place. He questioned why God didn’t answer his prayers for help. Nevertheless, he never stopped praying. Therein lies the point of the psalm for us. When we find ourselves alone and hurting seemingly abandoned by God, rather then stop praying for his help we should persists in our petitions.
Consider what the following passage says about the Essential Belief of “One Holy & Personal God”.
         Read Psalm 22:1-21 from your own Bible.

Digging deeper into the meaning 

“My God . . .” (v. 1)  “The opening words of this psalm have become so familiar to us from Jesus’ use of them (in an Aramaic version) from the cross that it is difficult for us to separate them from that much later context and read them as an integral part of Psalm 22. If we read these words only as words about Jesus, we ignore the original and continuing word of God to us this psalm in its entirety represents” (Gerald Wilson, The NIV Application Commentary: Psalms, 413).
“forsaken . . .answer” (v. 1-2)  These opening verses introduce the two chief problems faced in the psalm, both have to do with God. First, there is his remoteness. Second and related, there is his silence at the speaker’s cries.
“a worm . . .not a man” (v. 6)  “Here ‘worm’ serves as a metaphor of lowliness and humiliation; ‘an unwanted nobody’, one who does not belong anywhere, and who has become an island in a sea of hostility. The psalmist’s situation feels even more desperate then that of the ancestors, and yet Yahweh still does nothing” (Wilson, 415).
“delights” (v. 8)  Note the sarcasm in this verse. “We could paraphrase: ‘for God obviously takes a great pleasure in him, that’s why he is in trouble!’  The implication is that the afflicted man is not only a sinner, but a hypocrite as well” (188).
“brought ...womb” (v. 9)  “This sense of early protective care contributes to the growing feeling of abandonment that permeates the psalmist’s present. As near as the midwife must be to catch the birthing child, as close as a nursing infant must feel snuggled to its mother’s breast, so far does the psalmist feel from God who still delays to act”.(Wilson, 416 italics added).
“pierced” (v. 16)  One commentator connects the ‘piercing” to the previously mentioned “dogs” this way. “The words they have pierced my hands and my feet figuratively describe such a tearing as if by animals” (A. Cohen, The Psalms, 63).
Answering Interpretive Questions

1. How do you think the psalmist would answer this question, “Do you believe God is involved in and cares about your daily life?”
2. He expected God to answer his cry for help.  How come?
3. But he didn’t.  How did that affect his self-image?
4. Troubles take their toll.  To what extent can you identify with him in his humiliation and discouragement?
5. Explain the sarcasm in verse 8.   Explain the contrast introduced by “Yet you” in verse 9.
6. The psalmist uses powerful metaphors to describe his foes.  What’s your impression of them?

7. Based on the imagery he uses in vv. 14-15, how would you describe his condition?
8. The threats the psalmist faced were personal. How relevant is the psalm if the threats you face are impersonal?  How relevant if your health, your debt, your job, your car are your threats?
9. Give yourself some good advice based on the message of this passage.
10. How does the Essential Belief “One Holy and Personal God” and the message of this passage relate to Thanksgiving?

11. How would you respond to the following difficult situation in light of the Essential Belief “One Holy and Personal God” and the message of this week’s passage?
Samantha is a divorced mom. Fortunately, her children are grown; unfortunately she’s nearing retirement but not able to retire. As a long-term employee of a major corporation she’s seen good times and bad, but nothing as bad as recently. As an administrative assistant to a regional executive she’s avoided layoffs in the past but not this time. She lost her job and wonders where she’s going to find another one at this stage in her career. 

When one of her Christian friends tried to encourage her by telling her “the Lord will provide,” she responded, “Will he, really? I know he’s able to give me another job, but will he? After all, he was able to prevent me from losing the job I had, but he didn’t. What’s more, I had a chance to change jobs a year ago and decided against it. Had I made a better choice I wouldn’t be in this mess. And jobless I’m better off than most people in the world so why should he rescue me when he doesn’t rescue them? I’m not saying he doesn’t care. I’m saying he isn’t involved in my life. I’m just saying I think I’m on my own when it comes to finding a new job.
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