
Songs for the Journey 
Psalm 120 – Hope 

“Too long have I lived among those who hate peace…” Dan Bidwell, Senior Pastor  

Pilgrims 

What do you think of when I say “Pilgrim”? 

I imagine you think of the Mayflower, and the Plymouth Colony in Massachusetts and the 
settlers who came to be known as the Pilgrim Fathers of this country. A significant piece in 
America’s history that started with a journey (??) 

Not growing up in the USA, I had a different picture of pilgrims shaped by John Bunyan’s 
Christian classic, Pilgrim’s Progress. It’s a fable about the Christian journey through life on the 
way to heaven, and all the traps and temptations that can distract you. But it’s a story about a 
journey. 

And at its heart the word pilgrim means traveler. Pilgrimage is all about journey. The kind of 
journey where you leave behind the normal things of this world, and set out for a place with 
special significance. 

We find the concept of pilgrimage in all kinds of cultures. 

In Islam it’s called Hajj. There is an expectation that every Muslim will make the pilgrimage to 
Mecca at least once in their lifetime for this particular festival. It’s one of the 5 Pillars of Islam – 
their 5 core principles. And so every year up to 2 million believers make the pilgrimage to 
Mecca for the Hajj. 

For Hindus, pilgrimage is not a religious requirement, but something many choose to do 
voluntarily. The biggest pilgrimage in the world happens in India, every 3 years, when Hindus 
gather at the Ganges River have their sins washed away in the sacred waters. Last year it’s 
estimated that 150 million Hindus took part in the festival of Kumbh Mela. 

There are also Christians who go on pilgrimage. You’ve maybe heard of the famous pilgrimage 
route from France to Spain called the Camino de Santiago de Compostela. The camino (the 
way) is a 500 mile trail that thousands of ‘pilgrims’ follow each year hoping for a spiritual 
experience. 

This Camino de Santiago de Compostela has been a popular pilgrimage route ever since the 
time of the Crusades.  

Prior to that, the people of God made their pilgrimages to the Holy Land, to Jerusalem. 
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And that’s where our sermon series for the term finds its context. 

Psalms of Ascent 

Psalms 120-134, or the ‘Psalms of Ascent’, are a collection of songs that Jewish pilgrims would 
sing on their way up to Jerusalem for the annual festivals three times a year. Songs to focus 
their minds on God, songs to remind themselves of God’s promises, songs to remind 
themselves of his goodness. Songs of hope. Songs to help them keep going when the way is 
difficult.  

As we embark on this new series, I’m praying that the Psalms of Ascent will help us to get into 
the pilgrimage mindset. To focus our minds on the journey, and on the destination of our faith. 

So why don’t we pray, then we’ll get into the first Psalm of Ascent, Psalm 120. 

Our heavenly Father, we thank you for giving us your word. We thank you for these songs 
written by your people, as they were carried along by your Spirit. Will you place these words in 
our hearts and minds so that we never lose focus on you and the promises you have made for 
us. We pray this through our savior, Jesus Christ. Amen 

A Cry (v1-2) 

I don’t know if you listen to music throughout the day. When I was in college, I had a short-lived 
job in construction – a story for another day – but the radio was always on. The same for the 
construction guys working on our church at the moment – there’s always music playing in the 
background. 

And these days more than ever it’s easy to choose the soundtrack you want playing in the 
background. Whether its Spotify or Apple Music or any of the online music services, you can 
pick the music that matches your mood. 

If we think of these psalms as songs that would be sung out aloud, songs that would be sung on 
the way to worship at the temple in Jerusalem as part of a major religious festival, I wonder 
what mood we expect the songs to set? I imagine they’d evoke a mood of praise, a mood of 
celebration, a mood of triumph.  

But like life’s pilgrimage, Psalm 120 reflects a mixed mood. 

 1 I call on the LORD in my distress, and he answers me.  

Our psalm begins with a cry of desperation, the cry of a man in distress.  

We see the cause of his distress in v2 

2 Save me, LORD, from lying lips and from deceitful tongues.  

For the Psalmist, he looks around and all he sees is lies. Lying lips and deceitful tongues.  
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At first glance, we assume the Psalmist is talking about other people who are telling lies. People 
who are making his life difficult through their deception. Perhaps spreading rumours. Perhaps 
misrepresenting him. 

For us, when people speak untruths about us, it’s horrible. And it can lead to devastating 
consequences. For the last 20 years, the internet and social media have created a new space for 
people to spread lies about one another. And online bullying can be so damaging that people 
have taken their lives because of the lying lips of others. 

But I’m not sure that’s what the Psalmist is singing about. Remember this is a song that was 
sung year after year, by many different pilgrims on their way up to Jerusalem. I think the song is 
about something more timeless.  

I think it’s about a bigger lie that is perpetuated in every generation, a lie that says we are doing 
well in this world, a lie that says there are just a few people who do wrong, but the rest of us 
are good people living good lives. It’s a lie that says we don’t need God… It’s the lie of Romans 
1:25 (ON SCREEN ONLY) 

I grew up in the kinds of places where people would look in from the outside and imagine that 
everything is perfect. 

Probably the same way that people picture life in Yountville, life in the Napa Valley, perhaps 
even life in the United States. 

But it was a lie… The Psalmist says: 

 Save me from lying lips and from deceitful tongues. 

Sometimes the world around us is so shiny and captivating that we forget what lies behind 
closed doors, and closed lives, and closed hearts. 

- domestic violence 
- alcoholism, addiction 
- abuse, neglect 
- divorce, depression, death 

I saw it in our wealthy church, and my wife saw it as a school chaplain in our wealthy suburb. 
And I’ve seen it here in Yountville in the few short months I’ve been here. 

We can get so caught up in the lie that this is a Christian nation, that we can fool ourselves into 
ignoring the stuff that happens on our doorstep. The effects of sin are real. And they’re all 
around us. The world is drowning in sin. 

This world is not so shiny and wonderful that we should say – this is as good as it gets. This is 
not as good as it gets.  
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Brothers and sisters don’t get taken in. Don’t listen to the lies. The Napa Valley is beautiful, but 
this is not as good as it gets. There is even better to come! We are pilgrims travelling through a 
country that is not our own, with our eyes fixed on God’s true country, the promised land.  

Don’t get lost in the lie that this world is all there is. 

Colossians 3 says it well: 
2 Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. 

 3 For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. (Col 3:2-3) 

So that’s the first stanza: v1-2 – A Cry 

A Curse (v3-4) 

The second stanza: v3-4, A Curse.  

Does anybody remember doing poetry in school? (Some of you watching might still in school, I 
know.) Poetry can sometimes be really hard to understand. And that’s when it’s in your own 
language. Imagine it was in another language! 

Well that’s our Psalm. It was originally written in Ancient Hebrew. And what we have in our 
Bibles is a translation made from the original, done by a team of experts. But whenever you 
translate from one language to another, certain things get lost in translation. And especially 
with poetry, where there are so many poetic devices that make a poem different from prose – 
the choice of particular words, sounds, alliteration, assonance and more… 

So we read verse 3 and the translation comes across sounding quite strange: 

3 What will he do to you, and what more besides, you deceitful tongue?  
4 He will punish you with a warrior's sharp arrows, with burning coals of the broom tree.  

Verse 3 is unusual, right? The Psalmist is speaking directly to the deceitful tongues. To all the 
liars from v2. And he calls upon God to punish them, to bring war upon them. 

Another translation puts it in a way that’s easier to understand… 
3 O deceptive tongue, what will God do to you? How will he increase your punishment? 
 4 You will be pierced with sharp arrows and burned with glowing coals. (Psa 120:3-4 
NLT) 

The Psalmist’s distress from v1 is so great that he longs for God’s judgment to fall upon his 
enemies. 

As humans, we all long for justice when a crime has been committed. We long to see evil 
punished.  
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And this passage reminds us that God has promised to bring justice, to punish evil. He will judge 
his enemies, and the enemies of his people. We can be certain of that. Remember verse 1 – our 
cries will be answered, and verse 2 – we will be saved by the Lord. 

And we see the beginning of that promise for the Psalmist in vv5-7.  

But the promise doesn’t take the Psalmist out of the world… That’s the uncomfortable truth 
that this Psalm teaches us. 

An Uncomfortable Truth (v5-7) 

5 Woe to me that I dwell in Meshek, that I live among the tents of Kedar!  
6 Too long have I lived among those who hate peace.  
7 I am for peace; but when I speak, they are for war.  

Meshek and Kedar are places associated with war, and warring people. You could substitute 
Syria, or Iraq, or Afghanistan with the same effect.  

5 Woe to me that I dwell in Syria, that I live among the tents of Iraq and Afghanistan 
and the West Bank, and Boko Haram and ISIS!  
6 Too long have I lived among those who hate peace.  

The Psalmist didn’t literally live in Meshech and Kedar – they were at opposite ends of the 
Middle East. But metaphorically, the Psalmist feels like he lives among people who hate peace, 
and love war. 

He feels so different from the people around him. So alienated in his thinking. So opposite in his 
views. The Psalmist longs for peace. He’s a man of peace. But when he tries to speak of peace – 
v7 – he is shouted down. 

Do you sometimes feel like that, as a Christian in the world? I know both of my kids have felt 
that way at school. Made to feel different. Mocked as Christians. Called out for their antiquated 
views. Some of you have heard the same criticisms from your children and grandchildren. 

It’s the same in the workplace and at the school gate. It can feel the same when you read the 
newspaper, or watch the television. There is a lot of contempt for Christians already, and 
there’ll be more in coming years as society continues to rebel against their Creator. 

As Christians, we live among the tents of Kedar. We’re living amongst people who are hostile to 
the gospel, hostile to God, and sometimes even hostile towards us. 

Does it make you long for peace? There are Christians around the world who have it much 
worse than us. They get this Psalm in a way that most of us probably don’t.  
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But some of you know what it is to long for peace. You cry out to God for justice. You don’t 
want the disappointments of this life anymore, you just want to know the wholeness of God’s 
kingdom, the feeling of being at home finally. With our Lord, at peace… 

At the time this Psalm was written, God’s people had been waiting for peace for a long time. 

PAUSE 

Waiting can be hard.  

But we know that God answered the Psalmist’s prayer. 

Much later another Pilgrim would walk up to Jerusalem. He would be surrounded by lying lips 
and deceitful tongues, and those who sought violence. But he was a man of Peace – The Prince 
of Peace, in fact. And instead of calling out for God’s judgment, he asked God to forgive. He 
didn’t ask to be saved, but he became a savior by dying. 

And his death has brought us peace, both now and in the future. 

- Peace with God. 
- The peace of knowing our sins are forgiven. 
- The peace of having certainty about eternal life 

This is the peace that will keep us travelling on the pilgrim’s journey until we reach our 
destination. And in one way it helps us see our present struggles in the light of eternity. 

But in another way this Psalm reminds us that our pilgrimage through this life can be painful, 
difficult, fraught with troubles as we live in a world that has exchanged the truth about God for 
a lie. 

I love the Psalms because they don’t shy away from our real experience of the world. I want to 
be hopeful, and triumphant and expectant of God’s blessing in this life, but I also recognize the 
reality of living between two worlds, between this earthly existence and the glory that is to 
come. And the Psalms help us connect with that tension. 

Theologian and commentator Walter Brueggemann says of the Psalms:  

“[The Psalms..] lead us into dangerous acknowledgement of how life really is. They lead 
us into the presence of God where everything is not polite and civil. They cause us to 
think unthinkable thoughts and utter unutterable words. Perhaps worst, they lead us 
away from the comfortable religious claims of “modernity” in which everything is 
managed and controlled. In our modern experience, but probably also in every 
successful and affluent culture, it is believed that enough power and knowledge can 
tame the terror and eliminate the darkness. 
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[…] Israel […] did not banish or deny the darkness from its religious enterprise. It 
embraces the darkness as the very stuff of new life. Indeed, Israel seems to know that 
new life is rooted nowhere else.”1 

As Christians living this side of the cross, we have so much more to hope for than our Old 
Testament forebears, such a greater understanding of God’s plans for us in Jesus Christ. It 
means we can be honest about the darkness in this world, because we know that the light 
shines in the darkness, the light of Christ, the light of salvation. 

But for now we can sing the Psalms in all the seasons of life, in all the moods of life. They help 
us connect with our real experiences in this world. They give words to our emotions. They give 
expression to our experience. They show us that we are not alone. 

As a Christian, as a pilgrim on a journey in this world, what is the soundtrack that plays in the 
background of your life? What are the songs that lead you towards God? I encourage you to 
embrace these Psalms of Ascent over the next couple of months, to make them part of your 
worship, part of your prayers, part of your pilgrimage. 

Shall we pray?  

 

  

 
1 Walter Brueggemann, Spirituality of the Psalms (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2002), 29. 
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Further Prayers 

Father, thank you for Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith. We are eternally grateful for 
your grace, mercy and love demonstrated to us by the life, death and resurrection of our Lord 
Jesus Christ. We offer you our thanks and praise. 

Father, we are excited to start a sermon series this week, looking at the Psalms of Ascent 
(Psalms 120-131). Please prepare our hearts and minds to hear your word clearly to us, to grow 
in our love and knowledge of you and to understand more of your great love for us. 

Lord, as we read our Bibles ourselves in our own personal devotion time with you, may you 
continue to challenge us, rebuke us, encourage us and comfort us through your life giving word. 
Help us Lord to be disciplined to read your word regularly, to come before you in prayer with 
our worries, joys and everyday matters and to always be dependence on you for everything.  

Thank you for the ability to continue online church, to be able to connect with one another, to 
pray with and for each other either over the phone or by the internet. Please enable your 
church to continue to care, love and reach out to our local community and our networks with 
the good news of the Jesus. 

We give you thanks for our first responders and essential workers and they work they carry out. 
Please Lord, continue to give our leaders the wisdom and compassion they need to do their 
jobs well. 

We give you thanks for all you have done for us, we seek to fix our eyes on you and bring you 
glory in every aspect of our lives. In Jesus, Amen 


