
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Connection with Unit Theme:  To complement the small group study When 
Circumstances Overwhelm.  
Introduction: Personal misfortune and suffering are real. People lose jobs, houses are 
foreclosed, children die, accidents kill innocent persons. These tragedies bring pain, 
grief, and turmoil. Often, people ask in these times, “Where is God?”  
 
For people of faith, we know God exists. We believe he is present at all times. But, let’s 
be honest, it’s hard to be enthusiastic about God when he seems to be absent at tragic 
times.  
 
The Psalmist had this thought and experience. A phrase repeated twice in Psalm 42:5, 
11 also appears in identical form in Psalm 43:5. The Psalmist wrote, like a refrain on a 
hymn, “Why, my soul, are you so dejected? Why are you in such turmoil? Put your hope 
in God, for I will still praise him, my Savior and my God.” (Psalm 42:5, 11, 43:5).  
 
These two Psalms are a Maskil, identified by the superscript of Psalm 42. A Maskil was 
a song designed to give insight and wisdom when dealing with certain situations. What 
was the situation that these two Psalms addressed? Reviewing the thrice-repeated 
statement, we see clearly that the circumstance was despair or discouragement caused 
by the feeling that God had separated himself from the Psalmist. For people today, it is 
the distress that comes upon us when God seems to be absent when life turns sour. 
 

1. The Reason for the Despair (42:1-3) 
What caused the Psalmist despair? What caused his discouragement, his distress, his 
depression? The Psalmist had seen better days.  
 

• He felt separated from God (vv. 1-2). He remembered the time when he used to 
be in God's house but was now separated by many miles either by duty or force 
from Jerusalem and the Temple. In Old Testament thought, God's presence was 
in the Temple. The Psalmist was miles from the Temple and therefore removed 
from the presence of God.  
 

• He felt sadness (v. 3). The geographical separation inflicted an emotional pain. 
His grief became bitter as he tasted the salt in his tears. He remembered the 
times he had spent in the Temple and his participation in religious services. But 
those times were a distant memory, experiences in the past, which once brought 
joy, but now brought sadness.  

 
The Psalmist experienced what one man wrote of as the “dark night of the soul.” That 
time when one feels completely and utterly alone, abandoned by God. Repeatedly, the 
Psalmist questioned God. He was fond of using the word, we often use when life 
careens out of control, why. In speaking to God, we ask, “Why?” And, God did not 
answer. The Psalmist was greeted with silence and separation. 
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2. The Result of the Despair (42:5, 11, 43:5) 

The feeling that God had abandoned the Psalmist caused great pain. Consequently, the 
Psalmist cried out, “Why, my soul, are you so dejected? Why are you in such turmoil?” 
(Psalm 42:5,11, 43:5). The term dejected is the picture of a “cast down” sheep, where 
the sheep had turned on its back and could not get up by itself or without help. Legs are 
sticking straight up in the air, they are helpless and vulnerable to attack. Any preying 
animal would have an easy feast. A cast down sheep is a picture of hopelessness.  
 
The Psalmist felt like a cast down sheep. He felt like curling up in the fetal position and 
quitting. Likewise, it applies to us when we are at the end of the rope, and the line is 
slipping in our hands. We are ready to throw in the towel. We are in a situation where 
we feel all alone, abandoned by God, hearing the taunts of our enemies, knowing that it 
is just a matter of time. Feeling that God is absent, we give up hope.  
 
In such situations, some people give up on God. Feeling as though God has abandoned 
them, they turn the tables and abandon God.  
 

3. The Response to Despair (42:5, 11, 43:5) 
Did the Psalmist give up on God? Did he abandon God? The answer is no. The 
Psalmist found help in the statement: "Put your hope in God" (Psalm 42:5, 11, 43:5).  
 
Hope is such a powerful virtue. While faith belongs more to the mind and love to the 
heart, hope concerns itself with the soul. Hope is medicinal. Hope can transform 
despair, defeat, and death knowing that there are no hopeless situations there are 
merely people who have grown hopeless about them.  
 
You may feel downcast. You may sense that God has abandoned you. You may 
question, "Where is God?" Your situation may appear bad, hopeless, in fact. Your job 
may be slipping away. You may be wondering where you are going to get the money for 
the mortgage payment this month. Your marriage may be unraveling. Your children may 
be causing you to pull your hair out. Or, any of many things that may be causing you to 
ask "Where is God?" The social critic, Richard John Neuhaus, offered these insightful 
words: “The times may be bad, but they are the only times we are given. Remember, 
hope is still a Christian virtue, and despair is a mortal sin.”  
 
The Christian's hope is not fleeting but guaranteed and assured. It is based on the 
promises of God, secured by the resurrection of Jesus Christ, and appropriated by faith. 
That's why a believer can sing,  
 

"My hope is built on nothing less than Jesus' blood and righteousness. 
I dare not trust the sweetest frame but wholly lean on Jesus' name. 
On Christ, the Solid Rock, I stand; all other ground is sinking sand, 

all other ground is sinking sand." 
 
At those moments when we are overwhelmed by disillusionment, discouragement, 
depression or even despair, we must never forget that God is our hope. 
 

4. The Practical Steps in the Midst of Despair 
In the meantime, what do we do when God seems far from us? What do we do when 
we are at the end of the rope and about to lose all hope? 
 
The Psalmist provided some practical advice.  
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• Remember God (42:4). He was saying that when he is blue, he will call to 
remembrance past days of victory when God was very real, very present. 
Understanding the presence of God is like driving a car. We move along and 
don't see God, but once we look in the rearview mirror, then we can see how God 
has graced our lives, touching our lives. We may not see God or feel God at the 
moment of crisis. We may feel abandoned, but in time if we look back, we can 
see how God was present in our life—through the touch of a friend, the word of a 
pastor, the help of neighbors, the strength of God's protection—those things we 
are to remember. 
  

• Praise God (42:5). We think of praise as acknowledging the good things that 
have happened to us. This is an incomplete understanding of praise. To praise 
God is to accept from God's hand whatever may come, be that good or bad, 
helpful or hurtful, life or death. Praise recognizes that God is God and he has the 
right to do whatever he pleases. To honestly praise God is to accept whatever 
comes to us. 

  
• Pray to God (42:8). The greatest prayers may very well be those prayers when 

we can’t feel God or hear from God, but we keep on praying believing that God is 
present and while we can’t sense him we know that he is present.  

 
• Learn of God (43:3). The word truth is a reference to God’s Word and the word 

light is the understanding of the truth. Every believer in Jesus Christ must 
ultimately come to the place where he or she is going to trust God's Word entirely 
before he or she can experience the present reality of God.  

 
Conclusion: Your situation may appear hopeless. You may sense that God has 
abandoned you. You may be agreeing with the critics who question, “Where is your 
God?” But hold on, or better, hope on. God is not dead. God is not distant. God is 
present.  
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