
 
Living Word Weekly Bible Study (May 30 – June 4, 2016) 

  
Monday:  Psalm 91 
This week, we will be looking at Biblical passages that address our human response toward God when life is at its 
darkest.  Often, when life is at its most difficult, people report that they feel alienated, or distanced, from God.  
Many people were shocked after Mother Theresa’s death to learn that in her private diaries, this model of 
Christian faith often recorded that she experienced a profound absence of an awareness of the presence of God 
in her life.  But a deep study of the Bible shows us what Mother Theresa knew – that the kind of relationship God 
desires with us is one that is honest enough to go to God with nothing but our faith that God really is there, in 
spite of how we feel, and cry out, “Where are you, God?”  The Bible is full of such open, honest laments.  At times, 
the sadness even spills over into anger about God’s seeming inattentiveness to our plight. 
 
Since today is Memorial Day, we begin with a psalm that has come to be known as “The Soldiers’ Psalm”.  The 
psalm has been a source of strength and comfort for generations of soldiers in the face of combat.  Stories have 
been shared since World War I about how this psalm was printed on a small card, carried in a uniform pocket, and 
prayed daily by soldiers entering into battle.  My own father, a Marine who served in World War II in the South 
Pacific told me about how the psalm was shared by the men in his battalion.  They drew strength from the Psalm’s 
insistence upon taking four actions resulting from faith in God:  You will not fear.  You will keep watch.  You will 
defeat evil.  You will pray and be responsive to God’s call.  And they drew comfort from the Psalm’s promise:  
whatever comes your way, God will save those who love Him. 
 

 How does this psalm assure us that God can be trusted even when life is full of danger? 

 How do you think we should interpret the psalm’s promises of safety given the fact that God’s people often die in 
battle? 

 What do you think it means, in daily life, to “make the Most High your dwelling” (verse 9)?  Is there a difference 
between that and verse 2’s conviction that God is “my refuge and my fortress”?  How do life circumstances affect 
whether you view God as your refuge, your fortress, or your dwelling-place? 

 Who do you know who has served our country in times of war?  Have you asked them how faith in God affected 
their service? 

 Take intentional time today to thank God for the lives of those who have given their lives to defend our nation. 
 
Tuesday:  Lamentations 3:1-33 
If you have time, you might want to read this often neglected book of Lamentations in its entirety.  The context 
of the book is the aftermath of the destruction of Jerusalem, and the Jewish Temple, in 586 BC.  This event had 
far-reaching consequences on the faith of Judaism, and part of those consequences were the result of the 
theological reflection presented in this book.  The book came to be read annually on the anniversary of the 
destruction, the Ninth of Av, as a day to mourn the many tragedies that have befallen the Jewish people, since 
the second, rebuilt temple was also destroyed on the Ninth of Av in 70 AD. 
 
It is difficult to imagine the devastation and upheaval caused by the destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonians 
in 586 BC.  The people firmly believed that God would protect Jerusalem eternally, and that the nation of Judah 
could never fall.  The monarchy in Judah was 400 years old – so think about the confidence most Americans have 
in the security of our nationhood after a mere 240 years of existence.  Previous, stronger nations, like Assyria, had 
failed in their attempts to overthrow Judah in the fairly recent past.  But King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon 
shattered their illusion.  The book of Lamentations does not hold back in its description of the results of the 
devastation imposed by the Babylonians – even cannibalism (2:20).  Tradition says that the prophet Jeremiah 
wrote the book of Lamentations to express the tensions between faith and doubt, and between judgment and 
hope, that the nation of Israel experienced during its crisis of faith when Jerusalem fell.  It is a book full of honest 
human emotion – desperation, fear, anger, and hopelessness. 
 
Note well, however, the pivotal verse at the very center of the book – Lamentations 3:21:  “Yet this I call to mind, 
and therefore I have hope”.  The subsequent verses describe in beautiful terms a confidence and faith in God’s 
character, God’s mercy, God’s love, and God’s justice.  We may not know why calamity strikes, but when we grow 



in our relationship with God, we come to know what Jeremiah knew – that in spite of how bad it hurts, in spite of 
our desperation, fear, and anger, God is faithful, and God WILL BE faithful. 
 

 Think about a time when you experienced a crisis of faith.  What was its root cause? 

 Have you ever thought of actually writing down a lament in a time of personal crisis?  Have you ever actually laid 
out for God in prayer your darker life experiences and your honest feelings about them, including your feelings 
about God? 

 How does reminding ourselves of God’s history of mercy and compassion give us hope and confidence to 
persevere through our own crises? 

 We often sing songs of praise to God, but the Bible is just as full of cries of lament.  Why do you think we focus on 
praise more than lament?  What would the church gain, or lose, by taking time as individuals, and as a community, 
to lament as well as to praise? 
 
Wednesday:   John 11:1-44 
For many of us, the death of a close relative or friend is one of the darkest moments of our lives, especially if the 
death is untimely.  To put it boldly, but frankly, it is often hard to believe in the goodness of God when a personal 
disaster strikes.  To compound our emotions, death is a not-so-subtle reminder of the fact that as much as we like 
to think otherwise, we are not in control of our lives.  We control our attitudes, our finances, our use of time – but 
those things all give us the illusion that we are in control of ALL aspects of our lives.  Death forces us to face the 
fact that we are not in complete control.  But that means that God IS in control – so our natural reaction, then, is 
to blame God because we believe God could have prevented the death.  Later, we feel guilty about our anger 
towards God, making us feel even worse. 
 
Today’s story shows us both the human response to death, and God’s response to death.  The story involves two 
sisters, Mary and Martha, and their brother Lazarus, whom Jesus is clearly very close to.  A report comes to Jesus 
that Lazarus is very sick, but Jesus stays put where he is for two more days.  Often, this is portrayed as Jesus “giving 
time for Lazarus to die” … but since the story says Lazarus was dead for four days when Jesus arrived, he was very 
likely dead already when the news reached Jesus, considering Jesus waited two days, and perhaps then a day or 
two for travel.  Jewish custom at this time was to check on a dead body for three days to see if perhaps the person 
wasn’t really dead – so four days means Lazarus was REALLY dead.  Both Martha’s and Mary’s first words upon 
seeing Jesus are “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.”  As so often happens, Mary and 
Martha both needed to blame someone for what had happened, and verse 37 indicates that others in the crowd 
of mourners felt similarly.  Jesus willingly received the brunt of their anger, and then wept with them – vividly 
portraying for us the fact that far from deserving our misdirected anger, God in fact weeps with us through our 
sadness over death. 
 

 Notice that Jesus, in His conversation with Martha, has affirmed the Jewish understanding of the resurrection of 
the dead at the end of history, as well as identifying Himself as the source of eternal life.  How do you think this 
teaching, in the midst of the emotional turmoil surrounding Lazarus’ death, was meant to impact Jesus’ listeners? 

 Consider the irony of the people’s weeping over the apparent hopelessness of death when Jesus has just 
announced that He IS the resurrection and the life, and is standing right there among them.  Could His listeners’ 
failure to understand that, too, be part of why Jesus wept? 

 What does Jesus’ raising of Lazarus say about death in light of Jesus’ words? 

 What does it say about who Jesus is? 

 How does it inform Christian living amidst the reality of death in human life? 

 How does the death of a loved one provide the opportunity for a deeply meaningful encounter with God?  How 
did it provide one for Mary and Martha?  What did they learn about God in this moment? 
 
Thursday:  Luke 23:26-43 
Certainly the story of Jesus Christ’s crucifixion is one of the darkest moments in all of Scripture.  As you read this 
story, notice all the people who had a personal encounter with Jesus during this time - Simon of Cyrene, the 
women wailing behind Jesus, the criminals executed with Jesus, the executioners themselves, crowds of people 
and rulers, the soldiers.  Notice also how Jesus interacts with each of them. 
 



 Not a lot is said about Simon who carried Jesus’ cross and walked behind Jesus, other than that he was from 
Cyrene, a city in present day Libya that was a major center of Judaism in Jesus’ day.  Since Luke, who also wrote 
the book of Acts, shows Jews from Cyrene present in Jerusalem at Pentecost, at the stoning of Stephen, and active 
as Christian missionaries at Antioch, it is likely that Simon was in town for the Passover feast.  How do you think 
Simon felt about being pressed into this service for Jesus?  Remember that in Luke chapter 9, Jesus has said that 
a mark of true discipleship is to “take up the cross and follow Jesus” … which is exactly what Simon of Cyrene is 
shown doing here. 

 What is the point of Jesus’ words to the women who are mourning and wailing for him?  How does Jesus relate to 
them in this moment of darkness?  What do they learn about God in this moment?  Think about what it means 
about the state of the world if God’s messenger of grace and peace can be treated so violently, and how that 
might impact the women. 

 What about the men who actually nail Jesus to the cross?  Why did Jesus pray for their forgiveness?  How far does 
God’s forgiveness reach?  If you have experienced darkness of the soul because you feel you have betrayed God, 
does God’s forgiveness in Jesus Christ extend as far as you, too? 

 Some of the crowds and the soldiers mocked Jesus.  Have you ever been around someone who, in a moment of 
tragedy or sadness, seems to be completely unmoved or insensitive to those experiencing darkness and pain?  
Why do you think that is?  Who do you know today who is completely oblivious to the presence of God in the 
midst of suffering? 

 Finally, consider the criminals.  How are their encounters with Jesus on the cross contrasted?  How do you feel 
about the idea of the “deathbed confession”?  Can someone who has lived a life of crime, even a crime worthy of 
the death penalty, really be welcomed by Jesus into paradise just prior to the point of death?  What about Jesus, 
in this moment of darkness, moved this criminal to ask Jesus to remember him in His Kingdom? 

 How do each of these Christ-encounters add to your understanding of what it means to encounter God in a 
moment of darkness? 
 
Friday:  2 Thessalonians 1:3-12 
The church in Thessalonica was founded by Paul during his second missionary journey, which you can read about 
in Acts 17.  This letter from Paul to the church in Thessalonica, as well as the letter contained in the book of 1 
Thessalonians, indicate that this was a church that was continuing to go through a dark time of harassment and 
persecution.  Paul commends the church for its perseverance in the face of such trials, but he also acknowledges 
that the Thessalonians need some kind of assurance that it is all “worth it”.  We can almost hear the other side of 
the conversation, as if the Thessalonians are saying, “This following Christ stuff is HARD – are we really going to 
see justice served against those who are treating us so badly?”  Paul has two things to say about that in this 
opening passage:  1) Know that God is just, and that in the end, everyone will get their due.  2) We are praying for 
you.   
 

 Does it ever feel like the world is unfair?  Does it ever feel like you, personally, are being persecuted for what you 
believe or how you are living your life? 

 We know that Christians are persecuted, and even killed, in some parts of the world today, and that we in the 
United States do not suffer in the same way, or in the way that it would seem the Thessalonians were suffering.  
Given that fact, do you feel that “we” are suffering persecution for Christ?  Or do you think in terms of “they” are 
suffering for Christ “over there”?  Do you self-identify more as an American or as a Christian?  What does it mean 
to you, personally, that there are Christians suffering persecution in the world today? 

 How do you feel about Paul’s words about punishment for the Thessalonians’ persecutors and for those who are 
not obedient to Christ’s gospel?  How is this consistent with God’s grace?  How are these words meant to 
encourage and empower people suffering through enormous difficulties in the name of Christ?  Can mercy and 
justice both be served? 

 Does it help you, in times of crisis, to know that others are praying for you?  Do you share with other Christians 
that you are suffering, so they can pray for you, or do you prefer your privacy and to get through it on your own?  
Why did you answer as you did? 
 
Saturday:  Psalm 23 
Our final reading this week is the 23rd Psalm.  This is a psalm that has provided a sense of comfort and confidence 
to people going through all kinds of life difficulties for thousands of years.  Even though we no longer live in an 



agrarian society, the shepherd imagery somehow speaks to us about God’s care for us in a way that few other 
words ever have.  A shepherd’s only concern is to take care of the sheep.  The words “The Lord is my shepherd”, 
then, convey the idea that God’s only concern is to take care of us.  We won’t be in want – we rest assured that 
God will give us whatever we need, even when circumstances seem to indicate otherwise.  God gives us rest when 
rest is what we need – green pastures, quiet waters, a calm soul.  God shows us the right way to act, if we choose 
to follow on the path of righteousness.  Even when life is at its darkest, when death may or may not be lurking on 
the horizon, we don’t need to be afraid of the unknowns in our lives.  God is there with His staff and His rod.  We 
may miss the meaning of those symbols since we don’t know a lot of shepherds – but a staff was used to guide 
the sheep, a sign the sheep could see to direct them where to go and where not to go, while the rod could be used 
to gently guide them back onto the path, or, if necessary, as a weapon against predators out to attack the sheep.  
The rod and the staff therefore provide the sheep with a real sense of security.  Even if an enemy does surround 
us, God will be there with sustenance, providing a banquet with overflowing cups where we are treated like 
royalty.  And when all is said and done, the shepherd, God, will lead us to His house, where we will be eternally 
safe in the presence of goodness and love.  In John’s gospel, Jesus says in chapter 10, “I am the Good Shepherd,” 
and further reminds us that part of a shepherd’s job is to lay down his life for the sheep.  Christ’s death reminds 
us, again, that God truly is our Shepherd. 
   

 Do you know God as your Shepherd?  What does that mean for you? 

 Do you trust God to provide for your needs?  Do you have a sense of security because of your relationship with 
Christ? 

 How does knowing that the Good Shepherd has already laid down his life to save you affect your ability to travel 
through “the valley of the shadow of death”? 

 In what ways might praying the 23rd Psalm facilitate a God-encounter in your life? 

 In what ways might praying the 23rd Psalm help you in the darkest moments? 
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