Why Am I Here? #13

“When God Seems Distant”

Psalm 42:1-11

You are as close to God as you choose to be.


Allow those words to sink into your mind and heart for a moment. A few weeks ago we considered the amazing fact that Almighty God wants to be our friend. Jesus Christ said to His disciples, “I call you friends.” Talk about the opportunity of a lifetime!


Warren Wiersbe records this experience:

I can never forget the impact on my own heart when I heard Dr. Oswald Sanders say to the Back to the Bible staff, “Each of us is as close to God as we choose to be.” We are His friends, and we ought to be near the throne, listening to His Word, enjoying His intimacy, and obeying His commandments.


Notice the key word of his last sentence: ought. We ought to be close to God, yet the presence of that word suggests that it is not always so. There are times in each of our lives when God seems distant.


During those occasions we are tempted to panic, as a child suffering from separation anxiety from a parent. We wonder, “What’s wrong with me?” These feelings are multiplied when we read such words of encouragement as on one old bumper sticker: “If God feels a million miles away…guess who moved!”  Just makes you want to jump up and shout, “Hallelujah!” doesn’t it?


This morning I want to consider those times when God seems distant, what I am calling “spiritual separation anxiety.” We will discover that we are not alone in such experiences. Many godly people went through what one early church writer called “the dark night of the soul.” We will also find that several different causes can lead to this experience, and, best of all, we will see how to handle such times in our spiritual walk.

The Crisis of Separation Anxiety


First there is the crisis of separation anxiety. One author described it this way:

You wake up one morning and all your spiritual feelings are gone. You pray, but nothing happens. You rebuke the devil, but it doesn’t change anything. You go through spiritual exercises…you have your friends pray for you…you confess every sin you can imagine, then go around asking forgiveness of everyone you know. You fast…still nothing. You begin to wonder how long this spiritual gloom might last. Days? Weeks? Months? Will it ever end?
 

Have you ever felt that way? If so, as mentioned earlier, you are not alone. Even the greatest heroes of the faith had their moments of darkness and de​spair. This was true of Abraham when he fled the land of Canaan during a famine. Instead of trusting the Lord, he went into Egypt—with tragic results. Moses had his discouraging moments, and Elijah, after his victory over the prophets of Baal, allowed Queen Jezebel, to put him in depression so that he desired to die. Despair came also to the prophets Jonah and Jeremiah, and even John the Baptist had his dark moments.


Several examples of this can be found in the book of Psalms. Listen to this sample of heart cries when God seems distant:

· “Why, O Lord, do you stand far off? Why do you hide yourself in times of trouble?” (Psalm 10:1)

· “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?” (Psalm 22:1) 

· “Why, O Lord, do you reject me and hide your face from me?” (Psalm 88:14)

· “How long, O Lord? Will you hide yourself forever?” (Psalm 89:46)

Another Psalm is our focus for this morning. Turn to Psalm 42, where we read:

As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. When can I go and meet with God? My tears have been my food day and night, while men say to me all day long, “Where is your God?” These things I remember as I pour out my soul: how I used to go with the multitude, leading the procession to the house of God, with shouts of joy and thanksgiving among the festive throng…. My soul is downcast within me…. (Psalm 42:1-4, 6).


The psalmist used that word “downcast” in verse six, as well as verses 5, 11, and Psalm 43:5 (which was probably part of the original psalm, later split into two). We don’t often use that term anymore, but a close synonym is “despair.” Despair is the absence of hope. Despair sees no light at the end of the tunnel, no hope at the end of the day and no answers for the endless round of questions that plague the mind of the depressed.
 Despair describes the emotion when we feel like curling up in the fetal position and quitting!
 

This does happen from time to time in our relationship with God. There are occasions when we will not feel close to God. Philip Yancey writes, “Any relationship involves times of closeness and times of distance, and in a relationship with God, no matter how intimate, the pendulum will swing from one side to the other.”
 Having these disturbing feelings on occasion is normal, but we need not stay in spiritual despair.
 We may not control these feelings from coming, but the feelings need not control us!

The Causes of Separation Anxiety


Let’s consider, then, the causes of separation anxiety. Let me be clear that there is no one reason why we experience times when God seems distant. I speak in broad terms today, so even this listing should not be considered exhaustive.

The first is what I am calling uncontrollable situations. These are circumstances beyond our control that make us feel detached from our Heavenly Father. It may be our personality, a general gloomy disposition some people have by nature.
 (If you’ve ever been nicknamed Eeyore, there’s a pretty good chance this applies to you!) Or it could be physical. Our souls and our bodies are inseparably related, and the feelings of our souls are intimately dependent upon the conditions of our bodies. An aching, suffering, or even a fatigued body affects our feelings and our outlook on life.
 If this is a chronic issue, we may want to consult with a doctor to see if we have a hormonal or chemical imbalance. Or the issue could be psychological in nature. By this I am not suggesting insanity, but rather grief and sorrow. When we find ourselves mourning a loss, we may feel anger toward God or at least doubt as we wonder to ourselves, “How could God allow this?”


The second cause for spiritual separation anxiety is unconfessed sin. When God seems distant, we may feel that He is angry with us or is disciplining us for some sin. In fact, sin does disconnect us from intimate fellowship with God. We grieve God’s Spirit and quench our fellowship with Him by disobedience, conflict with others, busyness, friendship with the world, and other sins.
 David wrote in Psalm 32:3-4, 

When I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long. For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was sapped as in the heat of summer.

No wonder he began that same song with these words:

Blessed is he whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are covered. Blessed is the man whose sin the Lord does not count against him and in whose spirit is no deceit. (Psalm 32:1-2)

Don’t misunderstand: not all spiritual despair is the result of unconfessed sin. But it is not a bad place to begin. If God feels distant to you, check and see if there is sin that is keeping you from the Lord. That can be remedied (as we will see shortly). If there is none, move on. If there is, take care of it and…move on!


The third cause for this feeling is what I call ultimate strengthening. There are times when we feel spiritual separation from God that is not caused by sin or our own selves. Sometimes it is a matter of God stretching our faith to make it grow. To mature our friendship, God will test it with periods of seeming separation—times when it feels as if He has abandoned or forgotten us. Some writers refer to “the winter of the heart.”


A biblical example of this is seen in the life of King Hezekiah. We read in 2 Chronicles 32:31, “God withdrew from Hezekiah in order to test him and to see what was really in his heart” [nlt]. Hezekiah had enjoyed a close fellowship with God, but at a crucial point in his life God left him alone to test his character, to reveal a weakness, and to prepare him for more responsibility. This had nothing to do with sin; instead, it was a test of faith. It is a test we all must face: Will you continue to trust and obey God, even when you have no sense of his presence or visible evidence of his work in your life? Rick Warren adds,

The most common mistake Christians make in worship today is seeking an experience rather than seeking God. They look for a feeling, and if it happens, they conclude that they have worshiped. Wrong! In fact, God often removes our feelings so we won’t depend on them. Seeking a feeling, even the feeling of closeness to Christ, is not worship.

A. B. Simpson, founder of the Christian & Missionary Alliance, wrote the words of a hymn that record his experience in learning this lesson:

Once it was the blessing, now it is the Lord;
Once it was the feeling, now it is His Word.
Once His gifts I wanted, now the Giver own;
Once I sought for healing, now Himself alone.


Strange as it may sound, times when it feels we are separated from God can actually draw us nearer to Him!

The Cure for Separation Anxiety


Most importantly, let’s consider the cure for separation anxiety. Whatever the causes in our particular situation, we must not allow ourselves to wallow in the despair of sensing that God is distant. Even if God is testing and strengthening our faith, we should not make spiritual separation the norm in our lives.


If the cause of our despair is something physical or psychological, address it! Some Christians think that getting physical or psychological help is a sign of weakness or a lack of faith. Not true! We believe that all healing comes from God, and that includes medicinal healing as well as miraculous healing!


If the cause is unconfessed sin, confess it! Follow the example of David in Psalms 32 and 51. We read in 1 John 1:9, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.” James writes in James 5:16,

“Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed.” Sin separates us from God, and when the sin is removed, so is the separation.


In times of loss and sorrow, we must, in the words of Norm Wright, “believe against the grain.”
 Faith means clinging to God in spite of our circum​stances. It means following him when we can’t see him. It means being faithful to him when we don’t feel like it. We need to pray, as did the man in Mark 9:24, “I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!”

If we cannot trace the cause to one of these specific items, then we must focus on what we know more than how we feel. Isaiah put it this way: “The Lord has hidden himself from his people, but I trust him and place my hope in him” Isaiah 8:17 (tev).


How we do that is seen in our text this morning, Psalm 42. Notice the recurring refrain in verses 5, 11, and verse 5 of Psalm 43: “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.”

Notice what the psalmist does: He talks to himself! We often hear that talking to oneself is a sign of instability or even insanity, but in fact, it may save our sanity! We can almost imagine the psalmist taking himself by the shoulders, giving himself a good shake and saying, “What are you doing? Why the long face?” Rather than allowing emotions to take control, he is taking control of his emotions. He will not give in to his moods or feelings.


The alternative is well summarized in this statement:

God is real, no matter how you feel.

In spite of circumstances or our emotions, we must hang on to God’s unchanging character. We must remind ourselves what we know to be eternally true about God as is revealed to us in His Word. As V. Raymond Edman said, “Never doubt in the dark what God told you in the light.”

If these words were just a pious optimism that “everything will turn out all right,” it would be utterly worthless. What makes this hope completely valid is that it is based on the promises of God’s Word.
 Do we believe His Word or not?


Chuck Swindoll writes,

Every believer in Jesus Christ must ultimately come to the place where he is going to trust God’s Word completely before he can experience consistent victory. His Book is our single source of tangible truth. We try every other crutch—we lean on self…on others…on feelings…on bank accounts…on good works…on logic and reason…on human perspective—and we continually end up with the short straw and churning. God has given His written Word and the promise of His light to all His children, when will we ever learn to believe it and live in it and use it and claim it? I often wonder how many of His personal promises to His people exist in His Book unclaimed and ignored.

In the final analysis, God’s presence and the sense of His presence are two different things. One is a fact; the other is often a feeling. God is always present, even when we are unaware of Him, and His presence is too profound to be measured by mere emotion. Sure, He wants us to sense His presence, but He’s more concerned that we trust him than that we feel him. Faith, not feelings, pleases God.


I began this message with the assertion, “You are as close to God as you choose to be.” This is a simple statement, but it is not always easy to apply in our lives. Many things can cause spiritual separation anxiety as God feels distant. Just remember that He has promised in His Word, “I will never leave you nor forsake you.” When we feel that God is distant, recall the fact that He is near. Trust the facts over the feelings, and that will build your faith!
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