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I. OPENING TIME

QUESTIONS:
· What are the some of the things that cause people grief, anxiety or despondency?

· Are you ever ‘at a loss for words’ when you try to console someone who is mourning?

· What different responses do people have when they encounter grief, high stress and agony?

· Why do some people receive comfort from God in times of bereavement while others do not?

· Why do certain people deal with tragedy ‘in short order’ while others seem to never be the same again?

SCRIPTURE:

(Matthew 5:4 NIV) Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. 

· What did Jesus say was a source of blessing in verse 4?

· How can ‘mourning’ be a source of blessing? 

· Is it possible some people do not understand how mourning can be a blessing?

· Could it be that ‘mourning’ is not the source of blessing as much as the ‘comfort’ that God offers as we go through the mourning?

Perhaps the words of Jeremiah can help us understand what Jesus was saying:

(Lamentations 3:17 NIV)  I have been deprived of peace; I have forgotten what prosperity is.

· How does Jeremiah describe himself in verse 17?

· What do you think he means by “...I have been deprived of peace...”?

· Have you ever felt you had been deprived of peace?

· What are some of the reasons people today are deprived of peace?

· What do you think he meant by the phrase “...I have forgotten what prosperity is...”?

· How do people often define prosperity?

· Is there a difference between the perceived source of prosperity and the actual source?

· Perhaps we are more like Jeremiah than we imagine. Is it possible some of us have forgotten what true prosperity really is? When ‘times are tough’, do we look to the wrong kind of prosperity--material--for our comfort? When...and if...we do, does the material prosperity offer lasting comfort?

(Luke 6:24 NIV)  "But woe to you who are rich, for you have already received your comfort.
· What does Jesus say is the source of comfort for the people in this verse?

· On the basis of Jesus’ comments in this verse, He does not say a person will not receive any comfort from riches. What do you think He is saying? (The implication is that if a person seeks comfort from riches, they preclude themselves from receiving comfort from God.)

· Are there people today who consider wealth to be the source of comfort?

· Why do you think God wants the either/or rather than both/and relative to whether we seek God/riches as our source of comfort? (See Luke 16:13.)
(Luke 16:13 NIV)  "No servant can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money."
(Back to Lamentations...)

(Lamentations 3:18-20 NIV)  So I say, "My splendor is gone and all that I had hoped from the LORD." {19} I remember my affliction and my wandering, the bitterness and the gall. {20} I well remember them, and my soul is downcast within me.

· In verse 18, Jeremiah said that in the middle of his despondent state, all he hoped for from God was gone. Have you ever known someone in the middle of despair to blame God for giving them no hope or help? 

· In verse 19, what was Jeremiah bringing to his mind? (The memory of all the affliction and bitterness in his life.) 

· What often happens to people who keep reminding themselves of their despair, their adversities and their bitterness? What happened to Jeremiah in verse 20?

· Jeremiah describes himself in verse 20, after remembering all his problems as, “...my soul is downcast within me...” Would you say this is what happens to us when we focus on our problems rather than on God as the source of our comfort?

The good news is Jeremiah does not stop here. 

He gives us the key to experiencing God’s comfort.

(Lamentations 3:21-24 NIV)  {21} Yet this I call to mind and therefore I have hope: 

{22} Because of the Lord's great love we are not consumed, for his compassions never fail. {23} They are new every morning; great is your faithfulness. 

{24} I say to myself, "The LORD is my portion; therefore I will wait for him."

· Verses 21 and 24 show us four things Jeremiah did to position himself for receiving God’s comfort and the hope he needs to continue with life. Can you identify them?

1. “...I call to mind...” Up to this point, Jeremiah has been in a despondent state because he has chosen to focus on his problems. Verse 21 shows he has now decided to take control of his thoughts and use his mind a different way; rather than remembering the problems, he has chosen to focus his mind on God, God’s love, God’s constant and new compassions and God’s great faithfulness.

2. “...I say to myself...” Jeremiah ‘sets himself straight’ as to whom he should listen. Earlier, because he was not controlling his thoughts, he focused on his problems and was ‘listening’ to the resulting despondent emotions...a common result when we ‘stew in our anxieties’. Jeremiah is likely saying, “From now on, I’m telling myself what I know is true rather than listening to what my anxiety and depression are trying to make me believe!”

3. “The LORD is my portion; therefore I will wait for him.”  Jeremiah made a decision of the mind in verse 21; now he makes a decision of his will to wait on God’s provisions. God wants to give us His provisions; however, we need to be willing to wait on them.

4. “The LORD is my portion; therefore I will wait for him.” Jeremiah made it clear he wasn’t simply waiting on things to get better by themselves...he was waiting on God! The effort to wait patiently without a trustworthy object for our patience is a setup for frustration and disappointment.

 (Lamentations 3:25-26 NIV)  The LORD is good to those whose hope is in him, to the one who seeks him; {26} it is good to wait quietly for the salvation of the LORD.

 How does Jeremiah assess what happens to the person who makes the decision of the mind and the will to wait on God’s provisions and comfort rather than focusing on the hardship?

BOTTOM LINE:

· God is our source of comfort in grief, hardship and affliction, but Jeremiah reminds us that we play an active role in deciding whether God will be able to give us his comfort. We must make a decision of our mind and our will to let him be our comfort.

For men are not cast off by the Lord forever. Though he brings grief, he will show compassion, so great is his unfailing love. For he does not willingly bring affliction or grief to the children of men. Lamentations 3:31-33
CLOSE WITH PRAYER.
II. TABLE TIME
QUESTION: Are times of grief and hardship a test of a person’s faith? Why/why not?

SCRIPTURE:
(2 Corinthians 1:3-4 NIV)  Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, {4} who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God.

· According to this verse, who is the source of all compassion and comfort?

· What does this verse tell us God does for us?

· After we receive this comfort from God in all our troubles, what does verse 4 say we are to do?

The verses above tell us God comforts us in all our troubles. How does God provide His comfort?

(Psalms 119:48-50 NIV)  I lift up my hands to your commands, which I love, and I meditate on your decrees. {49} Remember your word to your servant, for you have given me hope. {50} My comfort in my suffering is this: Your promise preserves my life.

(Psalms 119:52 NIV)  I remember your ancient laws, O LORD, and I find comfort in them.

(Psalms 119:76 NIV)  May your unfailing love be my comfort, according to your promise to your servant.

· What did the psalmist say was his source of hope in verse 49? (God’s Word.)

· What three ways did the psalmist say God comforted him in suffering in verses 50, 52, and 76?

· According to the background information the psalmist gave us in verse 48, where did he find God’s promise(s)? (Through studying the Scriptures.)

· Where do you think the psalmist found God’s ancient laws? (Through studying the Scriptures.)

· How do you think the psalmist knew about God’s promise of unfailing love? (Through studying the Scriptures.)

· If the psalmist found hope in God’s word (Scripture), comfort in God’s promise (in Scripture), comfort in God’s laws (in Scripture) and comfort from God’s unfailing love (which he could only know about through Scripture), then where do you suppose the psalmist would suggest we will find God’s comfort in our suffering?

2 corinthians 1:4 also tells us about the comfort that God gives us through others. The following Scriptures give us insight into how He does this.
(Job 2:11-13 NIV)  When Job's three friends, Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite and Zophar the Naamathite, heard about all the troubles that had come upon him, they set out from their homes and met together by agreement to go and sympathize with him and comfort him. {12} When they saw him from a distance, they could hardly recognize him; they began to weep aloud, and they tore their robes and sprinkled dust on their heads. {13} Then they sat on the ground with him for seven days and seven nights. No one said a word to him, because they saw how great his suffering was.

· What did Job’s friends do when they heard about his troubles?

· How long were they with Job?

· Have you ever spent time with someone who was going through difficulties? 

· Sometimes, all a person needs when they are experiencing trouble is someone to simply be with them. The person doesn’t even need to say anything to offer comfort. In fact, when Job’s friends ended their silence and began to talk, they gave him some incorrect information. (See Job 42:7, 8.) The important thing is not what you say, rather that you are available to them in their troubled times. 

(Romans 8:26-28 NIV)  In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express. {27} And he who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with God's will. {28} And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.

· Do you ever feel a t a loss when knowing what to say to or pray for your friends when they are experiencing grief, sorrow or troubles? What good news do you see for this dilemma in verse 26?

· What does verse 28 tell us about the overall perspective of any of our troubled times, regardless of how difficult?

(1 Corinthians 14:3 NIV)  But everyone who prophesies speaks to men for their strengthening, encouragement and comfort.

· Have you ever entered a worship service despondent and discouraged only to hear a sermon that seemed directed solely at you, for your personal encouragement and comfort? According to this verse, what did God want to happen when someone delivered a message from Him to the people?

(Isaiah 50:4 NIV)  The Sovereign LORD has given me an instructed tongue, to know the word that sustains the weary. He wakens me morning by morning, wakens my ear to listen like one being taught.

· How did Isaiah say God prepares the speaker who wants to help those needing God’s comfort?

· Do you pray for your minister, pastor or priest to have a tongue instructed by the Lord, to know the word that will sustain the weary, that he listen to the Lord like one being taught? If you prayed for him in this way, is it possible God would give you encouragement through him when you need it?

For his anger lasts only a moment, but his favor lasts a lifetime; weeping may remain for a night, but rejoicing comes in the morning.    Psalms  30:5

· This verse points out how long we should expect to spend in a despondent state; to what does the psalmist compare the length of our ‘weeping’?
Why are you downcast, O my soul? Why so disturbed within me?  Put your hope in God, for I will yet praise him, my Savior and my God.     Psalms  43:5

· What does he ask himself in this verse? What does he remind himself to do?

Unless the LORD had given me help, I would soon have dwelt in the silence of death. When I said, "My foot is slipping," your love, O LORD, supported me. When anxiety was great within me, your consolation brought joy to my soul.   Psalms  94:17-19

· What did the psalmist say God did for him?

I will say of the LORD, "He is my refuge and my fortress, my God, in whom I trust."

"Because he loves me," says the LORD, "I will rescue him; I will protect him, for he acknowledges my name. He will call upon me, and I will answer him; I will be with him in trouble, I will deliver him and honor him. With long life will I satisfy him and show him my salvation."      Psalms  91:2, 14-16

· What did the psalmist say about the Lord?

· What did the Lord say He would do for the psalmist?

Cast your cares on the LORD and he will sustain you; he will never let the righteous fall.   Psalms  55:22

· What did the psalmist recommend we do?

· What did he say the Lord would do when we didcast our cares on Him?

We are hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed. 2 Corinthians 4:8,9.

· Paul had suffered a lot of things, but what limits did he find to the sufferings?
I am in pain and distress; may your salvation, O God, protect me. Psalms  69:29

· What was the psalmist’s condition? What was his protection? How do you think God’s salvation is our protection?

But my eyes are fixed on you, O Sovereign LORD; in you I take refuge-- do not give me over to death.     Psalms 141:8

· How can we ‘fix their eyes on God’? (What are some of the things we can ‘focus’ on instead?)

Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.      Psalms  23:4

· Even in the darkest times of life, what did the psalmist remember?

“You believe at last!” Jesus answered... “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.”  
 John  16:31,33.

· Finally, what did Jesus remind us?

BOTTOM LINE:

· When you encounter troubles in your life, are you comforted because you know God well enough from spending time in His word each day to be able to trust in His promises to you and great love for you?

CLOSE WITH PRAYER.
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