
   MAIN POINT                   

Prayer is not just about asking for help; it is our life line for expressing our longings.

  THINKING THINGS THROUGH                     

Connect the sermon to the study.

1.  Do you think most Canadians pray? Why or why not? For those who do pray, what sorts of things do you 
think they tend to pray about?

2.  In contrast, what sorts of things should we, as followers of Christ, pray about? What should be our 
priorities in prayer?

Leader: Despite the changing religious landscape in the West1, most people still pray. In fact 55% of Americans 
claim to pray every day and another 23% claim to pray weekly or monthly.2 While this is encouraging on some 
level, it is important to note that Scripture is less concerned with whether and how often people pray than it 
is with to whom and for what people pray. If we think of prayer primarily as a means of getting stuff from God 
or even asking help from God, then we have missed the primary point of prayer. Prayer is not just about asking 
for stuff or for help; it is a life line to God by which we are to express our desperate longing for Him.

1 http://www.pewforum.org/2015/05/12/americas-changing-religious-landscape/
2 http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/05/06/5-facts-about-prayer/

  DIGGING DEEPER                     

Unpack the biblical text to discover what the Scripture says or means about a particular topic. 

> HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ PSALM 42:1-5.        

3.  What does it mean to long for something? When did you last experience a feeling of desperation? 
What do we tend to use to deaden our longings (distractions, etc.)?

Leader: In order to express the deep desires of their souls, the psalmists often used metaphors from nature. In 
Psalm 42:1, the psalmist used the analogy of a wild deer’s craving for water from a stream; similarly, the psalmist 
had an unquenchable desire to encounter God. This desire drove the psalmist to worship God by writing a prayer 
detailing his yearning to meet the Lord.

4.  How would you describe the psalmist’s condition in these verses? For what was he desperately 
longing?
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Leader: From verse 3 we learn that the psalmist found himself in difficult straits, cut off from Jerusalem’s temple 
and from the opportunity to worship God with his fellow Hebrews. The psalmist would have affirmed the 
omnipresence of God, but at his emotional or psychological level he felt the absence of God. Today we, at times, 
face the same dilemma. Theologically we agree God is everywhere, and we have also experienced God vividly 
in certain places or at certain times. Sometimes, though, He seems distant. It is then that our longing for God 
should grow.

5.  In the midst of his difficulties, the psalmist’s longings were used against him (v. 3). How might we 
experience trials that make our longings feel worse?

6.  What can we learn from the psalmist’s prayer in these verses in terms of how we respond to difficulty?

Leader: As the psalmist’s circumstances became more dire, the people around him challenged him to abandon 
his hope in God, saying, “Where is your God?” (v. 3). The psalmist responded to these challenges not with 
despair but with desperation. Rather than lose hope, the psalmist meditated on previous times of sweet 
worship, remembering how he “used to go with the multitude, leading the procession to the house of God, with 
shouts of joy and thanksgiving” (v. 4) Furthermore, in his prayer, the psalmist preached to himself, clinging to the 
hope that can only be found in God, “Why are you downcast, O my soul? . . . Put your hope in God, for I will yet 
praise him, my savior and my God” (v. 5).

7.  In order to know God more deeply we must long for Him desperately. Do you thirst for God like the 
psalmist did? If not, then how can you cultivate a deeper longing for God?

> HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ PSALM 42:6-11.        

Leader: The psalmist further clarified the circumstances in which he found himself, noting that he was in “the 
land of the Jordan, the heights of Hermon—from Mount Mizar.” The psalmist was north of the Sea of Galilee, far 
from Jerusalem and the temple where he felt God’s presence most keenly.

8.  Has there ever been a time in your life when you felt that God was absent or that you were stalled in your 
spiritual life? Looking back, how do you now see God working through that difficult circumstance?

9.  Compare and contrast the psalmist’s prayer in verses 1-5 with his prayer in verses 6-11. Has his attitude 
toward God changed? Has his perspective on his circumstances changed?

10.  Where does the psalmist place his hope as he is oppressed and mocked by his enemies? How should we 
pray when we face similar circumstances?

Leader: As the psalmist became more aware of the threats around him, his desire for God deepened. He continued 
to remind himself of the presence, power, and faithfulness of God. While the psalmist may not have understood 
why God allowed suffering into his life, he didn’t cease from desperately seeking God. He continued preaching 
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to himself, “Put your hope in God, for I will yet praise him, my savior and my God” (v. 11). No matter whether 
our circumstances improve or not, God calls to respond by deepening our hope. Whether we find ourselves in 
favorable or unfortunate circumstances, we must desperately long for God. That is the point of prayer.

  DOING LIFE TOGETHER                    

Help your group identify how the truths from the Scripture passage apply directly to their lives. 

11.  Does your longing for God change in intensity from good times to bad times? Which times cause 
you to long for God most? What might we do to deepen our longing for God in both circumstances?

12.  What part does community play as we grow in our longing for God? How might we as members of 
this Growth Group help each other grow in our longing for God in our present circumstances?

  PRAYER                                             

Pray that God would help your group to desperately long for Him. If this longing is absent, then 
ask Him to guide your group to a deeper awareness of His presence in their lives.

  FOLLOW UP                                                

Midway through this week, send a follow-up email to your group with some or all of the following: 

❏  Questions to consider as they continue to reflect on what they learned this week:

• Has your longing for God in prayer deepened this week? How so? If not, what could you do to cultivate a 
more desperate longing for God in prayer?

❏  A note of encouragement, following up on any specific prayer requests mentioned during your group 
gathering.

❏ The challenge to memorize Psalm 42:1.
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  SPOTLIGHT ON THE PASSAGE                   

PSALM 42            

42:1-2. The psalmist compared his longing to be in public worship of God with that of a thirsty deer. Wild 
animals depended on lakes and rivers for water. The psalmist thirsted for God, the living God. Physical hungers 
are easily detected by humans. The words “living God” might seem odd to some readers. The Israelites were 
monotheistic, but most of the surrounding cultures were polytheistic. The Israelites affirmed only one God 
as real: Yahweh, their covenant God. Sometimes they acknowledged that others believed in so-called gods. 
For instance, Elijah taunted the prophets of Baal and Asherah since their gods did not answer their appeals. 
Elijah did not directly deny that Baal and Asherah existed, but he implied their lack of reality (1 Kings 18:27). 
Elsewhere, however, Isaiah noted God was the one and only true God (Isa. 44:6-7). The phrase “living God” 
was also used in the New Testament for the true God. Simon Peter called Jesus “the Son of the living God” 
(Matt. 16:16). The psalmist wanted to appear before God. This refers to worship in the temple in Jerusalem. 
The psalmist would acknowledge the omnipresence of God, the belief that He is in all places. But the psalmist 
had found the worship of God in the temple to be especially meaningful. The psalmist was not at the temple, 
and he longed to return there.

42:3. In verse 3 the psalmist switched word pictures for his yearning; instead of being thirsty (vv. 1-2), he now 
spoke of food. His only nourishment was his tears. We don’t know the details of his life experience, but he 
was deeply discouraged. Some unnamed opponents ridiculed him by referring to his belief in God. “Where is 
your God?” wasn’t a simple question. Rather, the psalmist’s adversaries were poking fun at his beliefs. Perhaps 
these people were pagans who could point to their idols as evidence of their gods’ reality. The psalmist didn’t 
have idols, and the Bible teaches us that “God is spirit” (John 4:24). God is invisible unless He chooses to reveal 
Himself in some tangible way.

42:4-5. The psalmist had fond memories of participating in a festive procession to the house of God. He could 
have been a worship leader in Jerusalem, but now he was separated from that place. The house of God was 
the temple in Jerusalem. Although the psalmist had a pleasant memory of past worship, now he was cast 
down, or depressed. His response was to remind himself to put his hope in God. Even though he could not 
physically be in the temple, he could commit himself to maintaining his relationship with God. He could still 
praise Him no matter where he was. His absence from Jerusalem, however, intensified his desire to worship 
God there. The psalmists described God in many ways. Here, this psalmist called Him “my salvation and my 
God.” The Psalms often note concrete or specific ways God helped His people. The Israelites did not believe 
in a generic deity. They worshiped the God who created the universe, called the Hebrews to be His people, 
liberated them from Egyptian bondage, and continued to guide them through the centuries.

42:6. The psalmist again noted his being cast down. He apparently did not understand all the factors causing 
his low point in life. He knew the spiritual and psychological symptoms: depression and inner “turmoil” (v. 5). 
Why was this happening to him? He apparently was discouraged because he was geographically far from the 
house of God (vv. 2,4) and was being ridiculed by enemies (v. 3). Apparently the psalmist was in the northern 
part of Israel. He mentioned the land of Jordan, which might be in the Jordan River valley, but his reference to 
the peaks of Hermon suggests a location in the north. The reference to Mount Mizar is more puzzling to Bible 
scholars. Since the root for the word “mizar” suggests littleness or smallness, Mount Mizar might be a small 
mountain in the range around Mount Hermon. The source waters for the Jordan River would be near here.

42:7. Earlier, the psalmist had compared his desire for God to thirst for water. Now he seemed overwhelmed 
by water. “Deep calls to deep” seems to refer to the churning, swirling waters in the area where he was. He 
noted God’s waterfalls, His breakers, and His waves. The psalmist pointed to his dangerous, desperate spiritual 
situation with graphic imagery from his geographical situation. In the midst of his depression, however, the 
psalmist recalled the goodness of God. Deep down he knew that God was with him by day and at night. He 
noted especially one of God’s attributes, His faithful, or steadfast, love. This was the love God expressed in His 
loyalty to His covenant with the Israelites.
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42:8-9. The psalmist knew God was present with him no matter where he was geographically. He recalled 
God’s faithful love in the daytime, and at night he knew God’s song would be with him. At times, however, he 
experienced the absence of God more than His presence. The writer’s spiritual dilemma is captured clearly in 
verse 9. On the one hand, he described God as “my rock.” God is consistent, dependable, and strong, much 
like large rocks are. This do not mean God is static or inert. Elsewhere, David described God as “my rock and 
my Redeemer” (19:14). On the other hand, the psalmist felt God had forgotten him. Perhaps his experience of 
God’s absence was triggered by comments from his enemies. The psalmist already longed for the meaningful 
worship of God he’d experienced in the past in Jerusalem, and now people ridiculed him.

42:10. The psalmist did not identify his adversaries, but he quoted the gist of their taunts (v. 10). Just as in 
verse 3, they asked him, “Where is your God?” Perhaps they pointed to their statues or paintings of their pagan 
gods. The psalmist’s God prohibited such idols (Ex. 20:4). The psalmist would have affirmed the omnipresence 
of God, but at his emotional or psychological level he felt the absence of God.

42:11. In verse 11 the psalmist repeated verse 5. This refrain appears again in 43:5. The psalmist acknowledged 
he was, at least temporarily, cast down, but he committed himself again to putting his hope in God. The 
psalmist knew it might take a conscious act of will to recommit to worship in his difficult days. He could recall 
what God had done for him in the past. He could remember meaningful worship experiences at the temple 
when he was there. He would not give up on God, because deep down he knew God had not abandoned him 
(Isa. 49:14-16).
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