Pre:

Psalm 121 is among a collection of Psalms called Psalms of Ascents.  They were so called for a couple of reasons.  One is that they were structured in a kind of stair step fashion, with each succeeding verse building on the idea of the previous verse.  

A second reason is that these Psalms were used as responsive type liturgy by Hebrew Pilgrims who were on their way to Jerusalem for one of several annual feasts.  They were on their way to worship God, and Jerusalem was built on a hill, so the direction both geographically and spiritually, was up, or ascending.  

So when you hear this Psalm I want to encourage you to think of yourself as a Pilgrim, on a journey to God, and with God.  

The Source of Our Help

Psalm 121

An older couple is at home in the evening watching TV.  The man stretches and says, “Honey, I think I’ll go to the kitchen and get some ice cream.  Would you like some?”


“Believe I would, thanks.”


“Would you like some chocolate sauce on it?”


“Yes, I would. . .but now be sure and write that down so you won’t forget.”


Her husband glares at her, shakes his head, and marches off to the kitchen.


Twenty minutes pass as the husband rustles about.  Finally he reappears, carrying a plateful of scrambled eggs.  


“Why,” his wife exclaims.  “I told you to write it down.  Here you’ve come back and forgotten my bacon!”


Who can you really count on in this fickle world?  Your very human spouse or son or daughter?  Your accountant, your broker?  


Ed and I went to the Chinese restaurant the other day, and my fortune cookie said, “Happiness lies ahead.  The struggle is over.”  Well, hallelujah!  That would be nice, wouldn’t it?  But can I trust that word to be true?  


Who can you truly count on?  Psalm 121 says that you can count on God.


I lift up my eyes to the hills—from where will my help come?  My help comes from the LORD, who made heaven and earth.


The pilgrims who first chanted those verses were on a journey.  Along the way, they could look up into the hills around them and see a couple of things.  At night, they could see the watch-fires of the sentries that they had posted to protect them from robbers.  By day they could see pagan temples on the hills, inviting them to come and get a little magic potion or a charm for safety on the road.  But they know that no human help and no magical potion will make their journey truly safe.  Only God can do that.  And God is both their destination, and their help along the way.  

We, too, are on a journey.  It may not be the geographic kind of journey that the Hebrew pilgrims were on as they walked many miles from their homes up to Jerusalem for the feast.  But life is headed somewhere.  We are walking in a direction.  So, before you get too far, I want to challenge you to check your compass.  What direction is your life headed?  Are you headed to God?  Or somewhere else?  

There’s a quote by William Sloane Coffin, jr.  that has stuck with me for many years. Here’s what he said:  “It is often said that Christianity has been tried and found wanting.  It would be more accurate to say that it has been tried and found difficult. . . .the weekly miracle of the churches is that we change the wine into water!”

Christianity has been tried and found difficult.  And many, instead of staying on the journey, drop out.  It may look like they are still on the road, because they are still sitting in the same place on Sunday morning (Saturday night), but they’ve lapsed into “virtual Christianity” or “pretend Christianity”—because it’s too hard to really walk with God.  There are too many hazards.  It’s easier to just pretend.  Sing the songs, say the prayers, but also stop risking, stop reaching out.  Stop walking forward toward the vision God has given.  

And that, of course, is one of the great ploys of the devil, to get us to drop out.  The most powerful inroads that the evil one can have in a person’s life come at times of failure, tragedy and sickness.  At those times, humans can be vulnerable to despair, hatred, bitterness, revenge.  But as the Psalm says, the Lord will keep you from all evil.  What does that mean?  Simply this.  No matter what happens, evil will not overpower us or control us.  Because God is our help.  Eugene Peterson says:  “All the water in the oceans cannot sink a ship unless it gets inside, nor can all the trouble in the world harm us unless it gets within us. . .None of the things that happen to you, none of the troubles you encounter, have any power to get between you and God, dilute his grace in you, divert his will from you.”

Do you believe that? 

There was an experiment that was done a few years ago that involved monkeys.  Four monkeys were placed in a room that had a tall pole in the center.  Suspended from the top of that pole was a bunch of bananas.  One of the hungry monkeys started climbing the pole to get something to eat, but just as he reached out to grab a banana, he was doused with a torrent of cold water.  Squealing, he scampered down the pole and abandoned his attempt to feed himself.  Each monkey made a similar attempt, and each one was drenched with cold water.  After making several attempts, they finally gave up.  

Well, that’s pretty reasonable, isn’t it?  But listen to this.  The researchers removed one of the monkeys from the room and replaced him with a new monkey.  As the newcomer began to climb the pole, the other three grabbed him and pulled him to the ground.  After trying to climb the pole several times and being dragged down by the others, he finally gave up and never attempted to climb the pole again.  One at a time, the researchers replaced each of the original monkeys.  Each time a new monkey was brought in, he was dragged down by the others before he could reach the bananas.  In time, the room was filled with monkeys who had never received a cold shower.  None of them would climb the pole, but not one of them knew why.  (parables, etc. 22.5.2)

What in the world does that have to do with the Christian life?  Just this.  I believe that virtual Christianity gets passed down from person to person.  Just like the monkeys were pulled down from the pole, people tend to pull one another down instead of encouraging one another up toward the goal. 

Well, why would people do that?  I think the Psalm itself provides the answer. If you just give the Psalm just a surface read, it may sound as if life is not supposed to be all that dangerous.  After all, God will not let your foot be moved (you won’t stumble), and God will be your shade of protection by both day and night.  So, nothing bad should happen.  We have been down this road before, haven’t we?  It is that misinterpretation that leads many people into the monkey-business of pulling one another down when trouble does come.   This isn’t supposed to happen to me, we say.  I’ve been a good person, I shouldn’t be experiencing this.  But in fact, the Psalm presumes that there will be trouble along the way.  There will be obstacles to make us stumble, there will be dangers in the daylight, and even more dangers at night.  But the destination makes it worth the risk.  The goal is to be with God.  To have a genuine, life-changing, life-giving, everlasting relationship with God.  Isn’t that worth some risk and some danger?

I kind of hate to admit this, but I sort of like to watch Fear Factor on TV.  That’s one of the so-called “reality shows” where people do crazy things to win money.  What fascinates me is what people will do for the chance to win $50,000.  They will jump across from one building top to another.  They will dive into a tank of water with 1,000 snakes.  They will eat roaches and blood balls and pigs brains.  Why?  Because they might win.  Then again, they might not.  But it’s worth the try, they think.  

Of course, those are just stunts, not really “reality.”  If you want a real challenge, try walking the Christian walk.  Try it for real.  Now, there’s real danger.  And real opportunity, because life with God is at the end of the road.  And everybody who runs this race, wins.       

Eugene Peterson:  “In going to God, Christians travel the same ground that everyone else walks on, breathe the same air, drink the same water, shop in the same stores, read the same newspapers. . . .the difference is that each step we take, each breath we breathe, we know we are preserved by God, we know we are accompanied by God, we know we are ruled by God, and therefore no matter what doubts we endure or what accidents we experience, the Lord will preserve us from evil, he will keep our life.” 
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