session 1 study guide

the stress of loneliness

starter

THE LONELY METER: Divide the group members into team of three to four. Give each person a
pen or pencil. Have the group members rate each statement below using a scale of 1 to 10, with

1 being “not lonely at all” and 10 being “extremely lonely.”

“When I asked out a person whom I really cared about, he/she told me he/she al-
ready had plans.”

“My boyfriend/girlfriend broke up with me on Friday and went out with another
girl/guy on Saturday.”

“T spilled my tray of food in front of everyone in the cafeteria. I feel like a total loser!”
“We all went to the amusement park and had a pretty good time.”

“We had the best talk.”

“T couldn’t find anyone who wanted to go to the movies on Friday.”

“I have a good friend at school, and we do lots of things together.”

“My Christmas was horrible—the first since my parents divorced. My dad went out
drinking and my mom went on a date. I sat home all by myself”

Now have the group members indicate whether they believe the statements below are mostly

true or mostly false:

True False The majority of people in my school are lonely most of the time.
True False Adults tend to be lonelier than teenagers.
True False Loneliness causes people to lower their moral standards.
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True False Some teenagers have sex, become pregnant and get married because
they are lonely.
True False God can always cure a person’s loneliness.

When everyone is finished, gather back together and ask the teams to share their responses. Ask

the group members to share any other “lonely statements” they would like to add to this list.

message

The Bible is full of truths that God wants us to understand, and one of these truths is that we
are never alone. God is always with us. As we see in Psalm 23, God watches over everything we
do, and He knows exactly what we are going through:

The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not be in want. He makes me lie down in green pastures, he leads
me beside quiet waters, e restores my soul. He guides me in paths of righteousness for his name’s
sake. 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. You prepare a table before me in the presence of
my enemies. You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows. Surely goodness and love will follow
me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the LORD forever.

1. According to this psalm, God is our “shepherd.” What are some of the things He does for us
as our shepherd?

He makes me in green pastures.
He me beside

He my

He me in of

2. What are some of the places this psalm says God is with us?
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3. What do you think “the darkest valley” could represent in a person’s life?

4. Why should a person not be afraid when he or she encounters these places?

5. “You prepare a table before me” refers to someone setting a table for a feast. Why does the

location for this feast seem strange?
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6. What is used to anoint the person?

7. What do you think the term “my cup overflows,” means?

8. What two things will follow us all the days of our lives?
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9. Where will we dwell forever?

dig

Throughout the Bible, God uses this illustration of a shepherd to help us understand what He
means when He says He is always with us. For example, in Isaiah 40:11 we read, “He tends his
flock like a shepherd: He gathers the lambs in his arms and carries them close to his heart; he
gently leads those that have young.” However, because so few of us know anything about what
a shepherd does, we can easily miss the significance of what God is saying. So let’s take a closer
look at the shepherding process.

the shepherd
We’ll begin by looking at a few of the qualities and characteristics of the shepherd.

1. Let’s say you are a sheep owner. You start with 30 sheep. In 10 years, what will happen to the
amount of sheep that you have?
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2. Now say you have 100 sheep and 1 small meadow behind your house. What will happen to
that meadow in a short amount of time? Why will this be a problem for you and your sheep?

As you’ve probably have guessed, your flock of sheep would grow over time and the amount of
grazing land would be much less than you need to feed your growing flock. You would need to
expand where the sheep feed—and you would need to find help watching a flock of this size. You
could solve the problem by putting someone from your family in charge of the sheep (a shep-
herd). Because the shepherd would be a member of your family, that person would know how
important it is to take good care of the sheep.

3. One of the shepherd’s jobs was to move the flock through wilderness areas from meadow to
meadow so there would always be enough food. The shepherd would also make sure the
sheep had water and see that they were protected. From what types of things do you think a
shepherd would need to protect the flock?
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4. To protect the sheep, the shepherd had to be with them 24/7. Why do you think this was
important?

A shepherd had to constantly watch his flock. If the weather became too hot, he would have to
move his flock to a cooler place. If one of the sheep went missing, he would have to find that
sheep and bring it back to the flock. If one of the sheep needed medical attention, he had to be
the veterinarian who would treat the sheep. If a wild animal decided it wanted one of the sheep

for dinner, the shepherd would have to fight it off to keep the sheep safe.

the sheep

Now let’s look at a bit more closely at the sheep. Sheep need a leader from among the flock.
They don’t care who the leader is, as long as some sheep—any sheep—does the job. Sometimes,
the leader of a flock is the first sheep that decides to move forward, and all the other sheep get
behind that one. This instinct to follow is so strong that people tend to think sheep are stupid;
however, they are actually fairly smart. Sheep have long-term facial recognition, which means
they can learn to recognize the face of their shepherd. 2

1. What are some benefits of the sheep’s instinct to follow?
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2. What are some of the drawbacks of this instinct?

3. Why is long-term facial recognition important if you are a sheep?

A sheep’s ability to recognize its shepherd’s face often means the difference between life and
death. When the sheep sees the shepherd, it knows and follows that person—the one who is al-
ways with it, always protects it, and always provides for all its needs. The sheep finds security and
comfort in the presence of the shepherd.

aprply

In John 10:14, Jesus said, “I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know me.”
Like any good shepherd, Jesus is always there for His “sheep” (us), protecting them and provid-
ing for their needs. He has promised to never leave us: “Surely I am with you always, to the very
end of the age” (Matthew 28:20). Jesus knows when we are feeling lonely, and He wants us to
know that He is always there beside us.
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1. Can you remember a specific time in your life when you were lonely? Explain.

2. Circle the letter below that best describes what you are most likely to do when you are feel-
ing lonely:

a. Gointo your bedroom and crank up your music

b. Call your best friend and tell him/her how you feel

c. Go to the mall and start conversations with all the people you can find who are your
age (or at least don’t look scary)

d. Start doing something—alphabetize your music collection, bake all the recipes from
your international cook-book, paint the walls of your bedroom, or run five miles

3. How do these things help you to feel not so lonely?

4. Jesus wants to be your shepherd even in the darkest times of your life. Look at each of the

situations below. How would knowing that Jesus is your shepherd change in the way you
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handle them? In other words, what difference would it make to know that Jesus is right there

with you and helping you?

a. Your dad just lost his job, and your family might have to move to another state.

b. VYou find out that you have diabetes and will need to get several shots every day for the
rest of your life.

c. Your best friend just got in trouble with the police for shoplifting.
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d. A close family member was just diagnosed with cancer.

5. The following are seven statements about loneliness. Answer whether or not you think each

statement is true, and why you think this way.

a. €veryone experiences loneliness.

b. Sometimes loneliness can be helpful.
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c. When you are lonely, itisn't healthy to withdraw from everyone and everything.

6. Now here are a few things you can do when you are lonely. After each idea, write down one

practical way you could put this into practice the next time you are feeling this way.

a. Take a risk. Reach out to others and develop friendships.

b. €njoy yourself. Uhen you feel the lonely bug come over you, do something you enjoy, such
as going for a walk, reading a good book, writing a letter, reading the Bible (Psalms and
Proverbs can be especially helpful), treating yourself to a movie, or calling a friend and
having fun together.
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c. Be others-centered. Do something that takes the focus off yourself and the way you are
feeling and begin to focus on the needs of others.

d. Talk to the Shepherd. Talk to Jesus about your loneliness and ask Him to be your clos-
est friend.

reflect

1. Turn once more to Psalm 23. What does each of the following statements mean in terms of

how God has promised to care for you, be with you, and watch over you?

“T shall not be in want” (verse 1)
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“He restores my soul” (verse 3)

“He guides me in paths of righteousness” (verse 3)

“€ven though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are
with me” (verse 4)
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2. Psalm 23:4 states, “Your rod and your staff, they comfort me.” In biblical times, shepherds
used a rod (a long stick) not only to protect their sheep but also to discipline them when they
wandered their own way. Why do you think David would say that this gave him comfort?

3. The shepherd’s staff was a long and slender stick with a hook on one end. A shepherd used
this item to reach out and catch a sheep so he could bring it closer to himself and to guide it

down a difficult path. In what ways do you think David would consider this to be a comfort?

4. In Psalm 23:5, David writes, “You serve me a six-course dinner right in front of my enemies”
(THE MESSAGE). Why would God want your enemies to see this? What would it do to them?
How would it help you?
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5. Who are some people in your life that you would like to become closer friends with? List

three or four names.

6. What could you do with each person during the next two weeks to strengthen your relation-

ship (for example, have lunch together, go shopping, go bike riding)?

7. Make a list of five special things you like to do. (Keep this list handy, and the next time you
feel lonely, read through it and do one or more of the things you have suggested.)
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8. What can you do to become a more others-centered person? List several service-oriented
things you can do. Be as specific as possible (for example, bake cookies for Grandma, mow

the lawn this afternoon, write an encouraging note to someone).

9. Close by taking some time now to talk to God. Let Him know how you feel and what you

need. Write down anything He tells you or any feelings you have about Him.

b 1/

meditation =

Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from
your presence? If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I make
my bed in the depths, you are there.

PsaLm 139:7-8
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