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PASSION PSALMS 

Leader’s Guide 
Intro: The Psalms are a huge portion of Jewish and Christian scriptures, and they play 

heavily into the Gospel stories of Jesus’ Passion—his journey to the cross. This study treats 

the “Passion Narrative” as beginning in the Garden of Gethsemane and ending with the 

confession of the centurion just after Jesus’ death. Other readings may consider the entry 

with palms into Jerusalem and the Last Supper, all of which is very rich and includes more 

connections with the Psalms. This curriculum is also limited to the “synoptic” Gospels: 

Matthew, Mark, Luke. These limitations are set merely to fit the study into six sessions. 

The Psalms: When using this study in a group, participants will have a variety of 

relationships and experiences with the Psalms. Some people read or pray a Psalm every 

day; others find them strange and can’t imagine using them in personal prayer. The leader 

should facilitate a conversation about how people know and use the Psalms (week 1). 

Lent? People will have different experiences with Lent. Some may not know what it is. 

Some give up chocolate so they will lose weight. Some give up chocolate so that missing it 

will remind them to pray. Wherever we are on our faith journey, the purpose of Lent is to 

grow in faith: to become more aware of our need of Jesus and live more fully in his way. 

Biblical Translation: Different translations can make a big difference in our experience of 

the Psalms. It will be helpful to introduce your group to some of the breadth of options 

available in translation. BibleGateway.com grants access to a huge number of translations. 

The Common English Bible (CEB) was recently published and is available at 

CommonEnglishBible.com. The leader should bring a few translations on the first day. 

Seeing the same verses side by side in different translations can be very illuminating! 

Goals for Growth: There are two main goals to the Passion Psalms study: That 

participants will grow in their personal usage and comfort with the Psalms, and that they 

will make new connections with the so-often-told and preached-upon Passion Narratives. 

Session Outline: Gathering & Conversation – time for the group to get comfortable talking 

with each other. Read & Converse on the Scriptures – the Gospel is read aloud, and people 

are invited to share responses from their participant’s guide. Some Insights – for the leader 

to contribute in conversation about the scriptures. Growth in Discipleship – food for 

thought & prayer to carry participants forward in their faith and practice of Lent.  

Closing Prayer – inspired by the Psalm for the week. 
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Week 1 – Jesus Prays Alone 
Gathering & Conversation: 

Facilitate a conversation about the Psalms (generally) – What are participants’ experiences 

with them? Do you love them / struggle with them / both? What do they mean to you? Are 

certain Psalms woven into your faith practice and story? 

Ask about participants’ experience with the season of Lent. You may ask for examples of 

how people have acknowledged and practiced Lent throughout their lives. Is it the 

same/different every year? What does this time mean to you? Offer a few words of 

conclusion. You may refer back to the “Lent?” paragraph on page 1 of the Leader’s guide 

and the introduction on page 1 of the Passion Psalms participants’ guide. 

Read & Converse on the Scriptures: Psalms 42 & 43; Mark 14:32-42 

The Participant’s Guide to the Passion Psalms study is meant for use at home, before 

gathering in the group. It will help to engage devotionally and thoughtfully with the 

scriptures and be ready to join in conversation about them. 

At the first session participants may be getting their guide for the first time. Take time for 

all to look over the guide, and then do the Week One guide as a group. Encourage everyone 

to use the guide at home in the coming weeks. 

As you go through Week One together, encourage full group participation in conversation. 

Some Insights to Share: 

Psalms 42 and 43 are written as a unit, as seen by the refrain “Why […] I will again give him 

thanks, my saving presence and my God” (42:5, 11; 43:4, CEB): 

 The refrain has three iterations, matching the three times Jesus prays in 

Gethsemane & three times he admonishes the disciples for sleeping, failing to pray. 

The Psalmist and Jesus both express deep distress: 

 The Greek words for Jesus’ phrase, “My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow” (Mk. 

14:34, NIV) are the same words from the early Greek translation (“the Septuagint”) of the 

Psalms: “Why, my soul, are you so downcast?” (42:5, 11; 43:5). 

As with Psalms 42 & 43, the Psalms often portray the righteous person as an individual, 

alone and surrounded by the unrighteous, enemies, people who do them harm. 

 Mark’s telling of Jesus’ passion also portrays Jesus as a righteous person who is 

alone and violently persecuted. Jesus is Lord for those who have experienced deep distress 
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and loneliness in their suffering. The Gethsemane scene shows Jesus increasingly alone 

and increasingly anguished, as the disciples continue to fall asleep. Jesus’ solitude 

intensifies as he moves through the trial and the crucifixion in the coming lessons. 

While experiencing anguish, Jesus and the Psalmist also find strength and hope: 

 “Hope in God! Because I will again give him thanks, my saving presence and my God” 

(42:5, 11; 43:5, CEB). 

             “However—not what I want but what you want” (Mk. 14:36, CEB). 

Growth in Discipleship:  

Pose this to the group for closing reflection (they need not answer aloud) 

The disciples are also experiencing a time of trial in Gethsemane. They want to stay awake 

and pray with Jesus, but their strength fails. As you journey through Lent, moving toward 

Jesus’ cross, consider: 

- What has challenged your faith, your ability and willingness to walk with Jesus? 

- What helps you find strength when you feel weak and helpless? 

- As you continue through your Lenten commitment, pray this for encouragement:  

“Hope in God! Because I will again give him thanks, my saving presence, my God.” 

Closing Prayer: 

Use the above refrain from the Psalm to begin a closing prayer. 

Week 2 – A Friend’s Betrayal 
Gathering & Conversation: 

Friendship is one of the themes of Psalm 55: the joy of having friends in the faith—“It was 

so pleasant when together we entered God’s house with the crowd” (v.14, CEB), and also 

the unique pain of a friend’s betrayal—“It’s not an enemy that is insulting me—I could 

handle that. It’s not someone who hates me who is exalted over me—I could hide from 

them. No. It’s you, my equal, my close companion, my good friend!” (vv.12-13). 

Invite participants to share about someone who has been a friend in the faith: Who is a 

friend who has walked with you, been available in times of need, present in times of joy? 

Invite participants to consider (but not share aloud) what it has felt like when a friend has 

betrayed them or has been unavailable at a critical moment. 

Read & Converse on the Scriptures: 

Read aloud or invite someone to read Matthew 26:47-56 
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Invite participants to share their responses to some of the questions about the reading 

from the Week Two section of the participant’s guide.  

Some Insights to Share: 

Matthew is the only Gospel writer to speak of the “fulfillment of the scriptures” within the 

story of Jesus’ passion (Mt. 26:56), though he doesn’t make clear exactly what scripture. 

Matthew is also the only Gospel in which Jesus calls Judas “Friend,” in the betrayal and 

arrest scene (26:50). 

 Judas’ betrayal and Jesus’ calling him “Friend” create a thematic connection with 

Psalm 55: “It’s not an enemy that is insulting me—I could handle that […] No. It’s you, my 

equal, my close companion, my good friend!” (Ps.55:12-13, CEB) 

“My friend attacked his allies, breaking his covenant. Though his talk is smoother than butter, 

war is in his heart; though his words are more silky than oil, they are really drawn swords” 
(vv.20-21). 

Through connection with Psalm 55, Matthew’s telling of the Passion emphasizes the 

disciples’ close relationship with Jesus and the pain of their betrayal and abandonment. 

 As the Psalmist implies, it wouldn’t be so shocking or painful for Jesus’ enemies to 

treat him this way (Ps.55:12) 

How else do you hear Jesus’ experience in the Psalmist’s expressions? Are there parts you 

don’t think Jesus would pray? 

Growth in Discipleship: 

Lent is a time to remember that we are fragile and broken. As you spend more time with 

Psalm 55, imagine Jesus speaking to you when you read and pray verses 12-13 

 In various ways, we are the Judas who sells Jesus out for money or worldly gain. 

Take time to acknowledge, confess, and repent of your sins. 

Closing Prayer: 

Consider beginning your prayer with the following, which invites us to acknowledge our 

fear and vulnerability when facing the cost of discipleship: 

“Fear and trembling have come upon me; I’m shaking all over. I say to myself, ‘I wish I had 

wings like a dove!’ I’d fly away and rest. I’d run so far away! I’d live in the desert. I’d hurry to 

my hideout, far from the rushing wind and storm.” (Ps.55:5-8) 
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Week 3 – The Trial 

Gathering & Conversation: 

Opening questions: How did you experience the Psalm this week? Do you hear your own 

words there? Do you hear others’ experiences—friends, family, neighbors?  

The Psalms were first written as Israel’s prayer book. Sometimes they will not feel like our 

prayers, and that’s OK. One way to respond to the feeling that a Psalm doesn’t speak for us 

is to ask, “Who do I hear in this Psalm? How can I pray for them?” 

Fasting for a cause: The Psalmist describes praying and fasting for the sake of others. 

 “When they were sick, I wore clothes for grieving, and I kept a strict fast. When my 

prayer came back unanswered, I would wander around like I was grieving a friend or a 

brother. I was weighed down, sad, like I was a mother in mourning” (Ps.35:13-14, CEB) 

 Continuing discussion: For whom and what does your heart break? What situations 

move you to pray and fast on behalf of others, as if for a member of your own family? 

 Lent is an opportunity to serve others through fasting. For example: Give up all 

drinks besides tap water, and donate the money you save to a clean water organization. Or, 

fast from one meal per week, and donate saved money to a hunger relief organization. 

Read & Converse on the Scriptures: 

Choose two readers for Mark 14:53-15:15 and assign parts (This will help show that 

two scenes are woven together: Jesus’ trial and Peter’s denial): 

1. Reader 1 – 14:53   4. Reader 2 – 14:66-72 

2. Reader 2 – 14:54   5. Reader 1 – 15:1-15 

3. Reader 1 – 14:55-65   

Invite participants to share their responses to some of the questions about the reading 

from the participant’s guide. 

Some Insights to Share: 

Jesus’ trial scene in Mark shares words and themes with Psalm 35: 

 “Many brought false testimony against him, but they contradicted each other. Some 

stood to offer false witness against him.” (Mk.14:56-57, CEB) 

             “Violent witnesses stand up. They question me about things I know nothing about” 

(Ps.35:11, CEB) 

             The Greek words for “testimony/witness,” and “stand” are the same in the Psalm 
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and in Mark. The connection of the Psalm with the telling of Jesus’ experience emphasizes 

that Jesus is a righteous individual, utterly alone, and persecuted by many enemies. 

“[…] When my prayers came back unanswered […]” (see vv. 12-16 of the Psalm) 

 Like the Psalmist, Jesus prays and suffers for a cause that, in this scene, seems 

unanswered and hopeless. The accusers at the trial are determined to hear what they want 

from Jesus. Peter denies knowing Jesus. All Jesus’ disciples had abandoned him (14:50). 

The Psalm and trial leave us wondering: Where is God? Where is anyone who loves Jesus? 

Growth in Discipleship: 

Part of our growth in Lent is un-selfing. When we fast from something we come to realize 

we don’t need it. When we pray for others, we become their sister or brother in Christ. 

When we give of ourselves to others, we become more committed to abundant life for all. 

Consider Psalm 35:13-14 in your prayers this week. Choose some one, or group of people, 

for whom you will be in prayer. The Psalmist doesn’t see an immediate answer to prayer, 

but that doesn’t weaken the desire and commitment to pray for others. 

Near the end of the week, choose a loving act to do for the person or group of your prayer. 

Closing Prayer: 

“When they were sick, I wore clothes for grieving, and I kept a strict fast.” Lord, break our 

hearts for what breaks yours. Show us how to pray and fast for the good of our brothers 

and sisters, both near and far. By your Spirit, make us resilient and relentless in praying for 

others, especially when we become tired by waiting for your response. As we pray, give us 

your loving heart for others. We look for your kingdom on earth, as it is in heaven. Amen 

Week 4 – My God, My God… 
Gathering & Conversation: 

Opening Questions: Ask the group for a show of hands for whether they were drawn to 

Psalm 22 or 69 during their preparation. You may ask what drew them to their choice. 

Ask if participants have used the different ways of reading offered at the beginning of each 

week. How have the different ways impacted you in praying & understanding the Psalms? 

Would anyone like to share the prayers that you wrote in the Week Four preparation? 

Read & Converse on the Scriptures: 

Read or invite someone to read Matthew 27:27-54. You may want to have multiple readers 
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Invite participants to share their responses to some of the questions about the reading 

from the participant’s guide. 

Some Insights to Share: 

Poison & Vinegar 

          The Psalmist, starving and thirsty, is given poison for food & vinegar to drink (Ps.69:21) 

          During the crucifixion Jesus is offered wine to drink, mixed with gall (a poison) 

[Mt.27:34, NRSV] & vinegar when bystanders mistake his Aramaic cry to God for a call to 

Elijah [Mt.27:46-48]. 

My God, my God, why have you left me? (Ps.22:1; Mt.27:46, CEB) 

 On the cross (in Matthew and Mark’s telling) Jesus prays directly from the opening 

line of Psalm 22. In the time of the New Testament writings, the opening line of a Psalm 

could stand for its whole, and Psalm 22 shares many more connections with Jesus’ passion: 

He trusts in God, so let God deliver him now if he wants to (Ps.22:8; Mt.27:43) 

Torture & mocking (Ps.22:6-8; Mt.27:27-31, 37-44) 

Dividing up Jesus’ clothing (Ps.22:18; Mt.27:35) 

Resurrection 

 Psalm 22 anticipates resurrection: “You’ve set me down in the dirt of death” (v.15)… 

“I pray your hearts live forever!” (v.26)… “All who are descending to the dust will kneel 

before him; my being also lives for him” (v.29). 

           Matthew is the only Gospel to mention resurrection within Jesus’ passion (27:51-54).  

           The centurion’s confession that Jesus truly is God’s Son (v.54) is in response to the 

earthquake and the resurrection of holy people. As a gentile, his confession also fulfills the 

promise of Ps.22 that “every family among all the nations will worship you” (Ps.22:27) 

Growth in Discipleship: 

 At this point in Lent, you may be tired by the fast you chose and by hearing 

reminders of sinfulness. In your prayers, consider these words from Psalm 69 to 

remember that weariness is a normal part of our human life. Remember that even Jesus 

became weary and prayed words like these. Jesus is with you when you are tired: 
             Save me, God, because the waters have reached my neck! I have sunk into deep mud. My 

feet can’t touch the bottom! I have entered deep water; the flood has swept me up. I am tired of 

crying. My throat is hoarse. My eyes are exhausted with waiting for my God. (Ps.69:1-3) 

Closing Prayer: 

Use all or part of Psalm 69:1-3 (see above) to begin prayer. 
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Week 5 – Rulers Conspire 
Gathering & Conversation: 

This week’s conversation is on the topic of political leadership. Participants should be 

encouraged to speak the truth in love, in a non-partisan way.  

This week’s Psalm talks about rulers. Talk about some of the ways you understand our 

government through the lens of your faith. How does your faith influence what you hope 

for from our government (local and national)? How does faith influence your decisions to 

vote or participate in the government by other means? How do you imagine God would 

respond to some of the people and issues in our current government? (You may see if 

anyone has thoughts about world governments outside the US) 

Read & Converse on the Scriptures: 

Read or invite someone to read Luke 23:6-25. You may want to have multiple readers. 

Invite participants to share their responses to some of the questions about the reading 

from the participant’s guide. 

Some Insights to Share: 

Rulers conspire 

Pilate and Herod’s interactions with Jesus and each other share the theme of Psalm 2: 

Why do the nations rant? Why do the peoples rave uselessly? The earth’s rulers take their 

stand; the leaders scheme together against the LORD and against his anointed one. (Ps.2:1-2, CEB) 

 When he learned that Jesus was from Herod’s district, Pilate sent him to Herod, who was also 

in Jerusalem at that time. Herod questioned Jesus at length, but Jesus didn’t respond to him. The chief 

priests and the legal experts were there, fiercely accusing Jesus. Herod and his soldiers treated Jesus 

with contempt. Herod mocked him by dressing Jesus in elegant clothes and sent him back to 

Pilate. Pilate and Herod became friends with each other that day. Before this, they had been enemies. 
(Lk.23:7, 8-12, CEB) 

 Pilate and Herod (rulers/leaders) become friends while conspiring against Jesus. In 

the Book of Acts, the sequel to Luke’s gospel, Luke directly names the link between the 

prophecy of Psalm 2 and the events of Jesus’ trial – Acts 4:23-28 – In the larger story, Peter 

and John had been arrested and tried because of a healing. When they bring their story to 

the “brothers and sisters,” the people remember the Psalm and Jesus’ trial. The psalmist 

warns that God’s anger will eventually come against the rulers who conspire against the 

Lord (vv.5, 9, 12). That seems to be what the followers in Acts hope for as they pray, “Now, 
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Lord, take note of their threats and enable your servants to speak your word with complete 

confidence” (Ac.4:29, CEB). 

Confidence in God 

Psalm 2 and Luke’s trial scene cover heavy material, but the Psalm closes with hope: “But 

all who take refuge in the Lord are truly happy!” (v.12, CEB). During Jesus’ trial, there is 

little evidence for this hopeful conclusion, Luke’s account of the crucifixion (next week) 

will center on hope and trust in God, even in the most torturous hours of Jesus’ life. 

Growth in Discipleship: 

Luke’s telling of Jesus’ trial shows religious people participating in the government in a 

tragic way: Even when Pilate, the government ruler, desires to release Jesus, the crowds 

force Pilate’s hand by demanding Jesus’ crucifixion three times (Lk.23:13-25). 

Sometimes we complain of what our government is doing, forgetting that our leaders are 

responding to the voice(s) of the people, which includes us. 

This week take time for prayer and reflection about your participation in, or avoidance of, 

government matters. Consider how your faith makes you feel about current governmental 

issues. Use the TV, papers, or internet to get information and pray about current events. 

Closing Prayer: 

Why do the nations rant? Why do people rave uselessly? The earth’s rulers take their stand; 

leaders scheme together against the LORD and against his anointed one. Lord Jesus, help us 

to recognize the ways our world is still putting you on trial and choosing to crucify you. 

May God’s will be done in this world, and may your Spirit empower us to join in welcoming 

God’s kingdom on earth as it is in heaven. Amen 

Week 6 – Into Your Hands…  
Gathering & Conversation: 

A church member who survived the tornado of 2011 described to me how he felt while 

hiding in his underground storm shelter. He said he was afraid and was praying to God to 

spare his family and his house. Then a peace came over him, and he said to God instead, 

“I’m no different from anyone else who will lose their home. God, whatever happens, I 

know you’re with us.” 

The Psalm and Gospel story this week portray deep trust in God during turmoil. Describe a 

time when you have felt peace, comfort, trust, when fear and distress would have been 

more expected. 
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Read & Converse on the Scriptures: 

Read or invite someone to read Luke 23:32-46. You may want to have multiple readers. 

Invite participants to share their responses to some of the questions about the reading 

from the participant’s guide. 

Some Insights to Share: 

Luke, the Unique 

Like Matthew and Mark, Luke’s telling of the crucifixion has strong ties to Psalm 22 

(casting lots v.34, mocking vv.35-37), but very unlike Matthew and Mark’s remembrance 

of the events, Luke’s Jesus does not cry out from Psalm 22:1 My God, my God, why have you 

left me? Instead of abandonment, Jesus’ last words express trust in God’s presence: 

Father, into your hands I entrust my life (Lk.23:46, CEB) 

I entrust my Spirit into your hands (Ps.31:5, CEB) 
(The Septuagint—early Greek translation of the Old Testament—and the Greek 

manuscripts of Luke contain the same phrasing for Ps.31:5 and Lk.23:46. Jesus is 

clearly quoting directly from the prayer of the Psalm) 

The Psalmist, also in a fearful experience, goes on to say that God has saved them: 

You, Lord, God of faithfulness—you have saved me […] I rejoice and celebrate in your faithful love 

because you saw me suffering—you were intimately acquainted with my deep distress. You didn’t 

hand me over to the enemy, but set my feet in wide-open spaces. (Ps.31:5, 7-8, CEB) 

Comfort in Community: Luke is also unique in the way the criminals crucified with Jesus 

respond to him. Luke is the only Gospel in which one of the criminals stands up for Jesus. 

Actually, Luke is the only Gospel in which anyone at all stands up for Jesus between the 

arrest and his dying breath (excluding violence during the arrest, which Jesus rebukes 

[Mt.26:51-52, Mk.14:47-48, Lk.22:49-51]). 

In the moment when it’s least expected, when both men are dying on a cross, a 

stranger offers Jesus kindness and solidarity (Lk.23:40-42). 

Is it the comfort from this stranger that inspires Jesus’ trust in God, when he says, “I 

entrust my Spirit into your hands” (Lk.23:46)? 

Jesus assures the man: “Today you will be with me in paradise” (Lk.23:43), echoing 

the Psalm’s promise that: 

Great is the goodness that you’ve reserved for those who honor you, that you commit to those who 

take refuge in you—in the sight of everyone! You hide them in the shelter of your wings, safe from 

human scheming. You conceal them in a shelter, safe from accusing tongues. (Ps.31:19-20, CEB) 
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Growth in Discipleship: 

Jesus and the people crucified with him find community and comfort in their hours of 

suffering. Take time to share and listen to prayer requests of the group.  

Give each person an index card and ask them to write a word or phrase (brief) that sums 

up what they are praying for. Take up the cards and redistribute them so that each person 

can take home another’s prayer card, put it in a prominent place, and include it in their 

prayers for the week. (Let group decide whether cards will be named or anonymous) 

Concluding Reflections: 

What readings, ideas, conversations stand out to you from the past six weeks? What will 

you take with you? 

How have these sessions impacted your understanding of the Psalms? The Gospel stories? 

Closing Prayer: 

God our Creator, we trust you and put our lives in your hands. We thank you for sending 

our Lord Jesus Christ to suffer for us and with us and to show us how to pray and trust you 

in times of suffering. Let your Spirit work in us daily to grow our understanding of your 

love through the cross. Amen 


