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Psalm 124 

Help 
Songs for the Journey  Dan Bidwell, Senior Pastor 
 
 
About this time last year, I found myself in Calistoga on a hot summer’s afternoon. I think I was 
checking out the Old Faithful Geyser – for the uninitiated, it’s not Yellowstone’s Old Faithful, so 
don’t get too excited.  
 
Anyway I’m at Old Faithful and I can hear the roar of engines in the still, hot valley. This is not 
just one or two muscle cars going past, this is the sound of a racetrack. 
 
Turns out once a year the Calistoga Speedway holds an event, and I lucked out turning up on 
the right day. I had a great time as the sun went down watching the drivers do their qualifying 
laps. And then it was time for the main event.  
 
And this is what I want you to imagine. This is the first time I’ve been to a live sporting event in 
the US. They line the drivers up, they ask the audience to stand and then this 16 year-old girl 
from the local high school sings the national anthem.  
 
You know, I’m surrounded by middle aged men with cut-off black t-shirts and ponytails and 
moustaches that would make Magnum PI jealous. But they are standing, hands on hearts, and 
you could hear a pin drop as she sings. Until it comes to the line, O say does that star-spangled 
banner yet wave… And the crowd bursts into cheers and shouts, as the anthem finishes 
reminding you that this is the land of the free and the home of the brave… 
 
I found myself with a bit of dust in my eye. Your anthem is sung with passion. It’s a call to 
remember, and a call to trust, and a call to unity. That’s what an anthem does, it unites people 
in a common cause. 
 
Well our Psalm today is a kind of anthem. It reminds Israel of who God is, and what he’s done. 
It’s a call to remember, a call to trust. And it’s an anthem that unites believers in every 
generation.  
 
So why don’t we ask God to reveal that to us as we read it? 
 
Our heavenly Father, you have acted in every generation. Remind us today of your mighty 
deeds, as we read this Psalm together. Please stir us to remember, to trust you, and join in this 
chorus every day of our lives. I Jesus’ name we pray. Amen. 
 
So as we open Psalm 124, I want to remind you that the Psalms we are looking at over summer 
(Psalms 120-134) were songs or hymns sung by Jewish pilgrims as they made the journey to 
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Jerusalem three times a year for the religious festivals. These were Songs for the Journey – the 
soundtrack that helped the pilgrims get themselves ready to meet God.  
 
A bit like Christmas carols get us ready for Christmas. Our daughter Charlotte has already 
started playing her Christmas playlist, and you hear the songs and they take you right away to 
your Christmas memories, and your Christmas mood and your Christmas feels. It’s great if you 
like Christmas, which I do. 
 
But I think that’s what Psalm 124 is meant to do. It’s meant to bring God’s people back to all the 
memories that remind us what’s so good about God. Listen to how it starts: 
 

If the Lord had not been on our side— 
    let Israel say— 
2 if the Lord had not been on our side 

 
This Psalm starts as a chorus, and David the Psalmist want everyone to sing along… I want to 
hear everyone say it, I want to hear everyone sing it – if the Lord had not been on our side… 
 
David, the great King of Israel, probably wrote this Psalm as an older man, looking back on all 
the challenges along the way, all the hardships, all the dangers he faced, all the threats.  
 
But he writes with this Psalm with the clarity of hindsight. When he looks back, he can see the 
ways that God had been on his side. And on the side of God’s people, Israel. 
 
Look at the some of the examples with me. He writes (v2): 
 

2 if the Lord had not been on our side 
    when people attacked us, 
3 they would have swallowed us alive 
    when their anger flared against us; 
4 the flood would have engulfed us, 
    the torrent would have swept over us, 
5 the raging waters 
    would have swept us away. 

 
If the Lord had not been on their side… 
 
King David was no stranger to war. He was just a young shepherd when we meet him in the 
Scriptures, but almost straight away he volunteers to go into single combat against the 
Philistine giant, Goliath. And of course the rest is history – David kills Goliath with a single stone 
from his sling, and we see both David’s bravery, but also God’s helping hand in giving David 
victory against impossible odds. He should have been swallowed alive, but instead the Lord was 
on his side. 
 



 3 

And we see that time and time again in David’s life. If you know the story, David is anointed as 
the king over God’s people while Saul was still on the throne. And so there is a period where 
Saul is actively trying to kill David – David is on the run, Saul in pursuit, perhaps over a number 
of years. You can read about it in 1 Samuel 20-30. And David again and again finds himself in 
situations where he could easily have been killed – David even spent a year fighting for the 
Philistine king, whose champion Goliath he had slain. He lived in mortal peril for years, but as 
you read those chapters, God stays faithful to his promise to put David on the throne as his 
anointed king.  
 
And in some ways David lived a charmed life as king – winning victory after victory against the 
kingdoms that surrounded Israel. And it’s not because David lived a perfectly righteous life – he 
abused his position of power to commit adultery and murder. But even David’s sin wasn’t 
enough to cause God to walk away from him. God was on his side.  
 
And as we look over the first 5 verses of this Psalm we see them proved correct time and time 
again in the history of God’s people.  
 
When the Israelites escaped from Egypt, there is God going ahead of them in a pillar of fire and 
cloud. There is God parting the waters so that his people can walk through on dry land. The 
flood doesn’t engulf them – it engulfs Pharaoh’s army instead. 
 
When Joshua leads the Israelites into the promised land, and they face all the nations who they 
need to defeat in order to take possession of the land. And God says, 
 

Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever 
you go. (Joshua 1:9) 

 
And true to his promise, God goes ahead of them in battle, and they see Jericho’s walls fall 
without ever lifting a weapon to it. 
 
The same happened for Gideon, when he faced the Midianites in the time of the Judges. The 
Midianite army was amassed against Israel – Judges 6 says they were like locusts devouring the 
land. And Gideon looks down upon them and God says, I’ll give them into your hands, but I 
need you to understand that it’s me doing this, not you.  
 
And so God takes Gideon’s army of 32,000 men, and sends most of them home until there are 
just 300 men to face this vast enemy. And God gives Gideon’s men the victory, true to his word. 
The enemy end up killing one another. 
 
And those are just a few examples. 
PAUSE 
 
When we read the second half of the Psalm it makes us think of so many other Bible stories – 
see if you can pick them while I’m reading. (Psalm 124:6) 
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Praise be to the Lord, 
    who has not let us be torn by their teeth. 
7 We have escaped like a bird 
    from the fowler’s snare; 
the snare has been broken, 
    and we have escaped. 

 
I think of Daniel in the lions’ den, rescued from certain death as God closed the mouths of the 
lions. I think of Jonah, swallowed by the big fish but not killed, instead, God uses the whale to 
rescue Jonah. I think of Esther, escaping the trap of Haman. I think of Shadrach, Meshach and 
Abednego rescued from the fiery furnace. And I’m sure you could think of myriad other ways 
these verses were fulfilled in history. 
 
Because God is faithful to his plans.  
 
When God is for us, what can stand against us? David looks back on his life, and on the life of 
God’s people and he can see that our God, the creator and sustainer of the universe is at work 
in all things… 
 

8 Our help is in the name of the Lord, 
    the Maker of heaven and earth. 

 
Brothers and sisters, the hands that flung stars into space, the hands that took dust and formed 
Adam, are the same hands that hold us safely in all the trials of this life. There is no greater 
helper than the one who directs the course of history, the one who numbers the days of our 
life, and the one who can bring us into his eternal presence on the day that we leave this earth. 
 
David looks back and recognizes that simple truth. And he makes that song his anthem, the 
song that plays in the background of his daily trials. 
 
And it can be the same for us.  
 
So I have three ways to apply this simple truth into our lives. 
 
The first is remember the testimony of God’s people over the centuries.  
 
I love this Psalm because it reminds us to look backwards at the ways that God has worked 
throughout history to bless and protect his people. Nothing gets in the way of God’s good 
plans, and God is faithful to his plan. He has worked until now, and he will continue to work for 
the good of those who love him, to quote Romans 8:28. 
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And this Psalm is not a magic formula. It doesn’t tell us how God will work, not in specifics. Even 
David isn’t specific about the details of how God has worked in is life, but he can see God’s 
hand in so many chapters of his life when he looks back over it. 
 
And so for us, we can’t use this Psalm as a way to predict how or when God will rescue us, how 
or when he’ll prevent us from drowning, how or when he’ll protect us from the attacks of 
people who oppose us. This Psalm is not apologetic, that is, it doesn’t explain how God helps 
us. 
 
It’s just testimony. We have a God who has done mighty things. He has been at work in history. 
And we can trust that he is at work for us.  
 
That’s application number 1. Remember the testimony of God’s people over centuries, and 
trust that God is good. 
 
The second application is this: Remember that faith develops out of the most difficult aspects 
of our existence, not the easiest. 
 
If you’ve been with us any amount of time, you’ve heard me say that following Jesus is no 
magical cure for hard things happening in our life. Jesus himself said that if we want to follow 
him, then we’ll need to deny ourselves and take up our cross. The pathway of discipleship isn’t 
a day at the spa. 
 
And this Psalm shows that – God permits his people to face situations where the odds are 
overwhelming. Whether it’s attacking armies or floodwaters or wild animals or any number of 
less impressive dangers, God doesn’t automatically prevent those things from happening in our 
lives. Instead, it seems that he allows those things in our lives as a way of learning to trust him. 
 
The Apostle Paul speaks about it in Romans 5. He says: 
 

We boast in the hope of the glory of God. 3 Not only so, but we also glory in our 
sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; 4 perseverance, 
character; and character, hope. (Romans 5:2-3) 

 
In those moments when everything seems overwhelming, those are the times when we call out 
to God. Those are the times we finally stop trusting in our own ability to manage the world 
around us, and instead we learn to trust God with our present and our future. 
 
Suffering helps us learn to trust. Not just when things are easy, but when they are hard. 
Suffering grows our perseverance.  
 
I feel like right now, God is working on our perseverance. I don’t know about you, but 4 or 5 
months ago I thought Coronavirus would come and go like so many other flash-in-the-pan 
illnesses.  
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That hasn’t happened.  
 
And now so many are suffering through illness and bereavement and job loss and economic 
insecurity and kids at home for the start of the school year. And we’re all tired. And I think 
some of us are giving up on God a little bit.  
 
Why doesn’t he just fix it? Why doesn’t he just rescue us from the fowler’s snare?  
 
Honestly I don’t know the answer. And we won’t know the answer this side of heaven.  
 
But what can we learn in this season?  
 
We can learn perseverance. We can learn hope. We can let God take our self-assured character, 
and mould us into the kinds of people who trust him no matter what waters rage around us. Is 
that you in this season? Or whatever season you find yourself in?  
 
Because God develops our faith in him through all the most difficult parts of life. Perhaps we 
don’t see it at the time, but like David, if we look back on the hard parts, I suspect they will be 
the times that you remember God pulling you through. God holding you up. God growing you 
more like his Son. God shaping you as he sanctifies you on your pilgrimage towards eternal life.  
 
That’s the second big idea. Faith develops out of the most difficult aspects of our existence, not 
the easiest. 
 
And the final big idea: whatever the journey looks like, we are never alone.  
 
Psalm 124 starts, If the Lord had not been on our side… 
 
Sometimes it seems like the world is against you. You’re in the middle of something that is 
going on in your life, and it seems like nothing is going right.  
 
That happened to Jacob, one of the main characters in the OT book of Genesis. Jacob was the 
father of Joseph (with the technicolor dreamcoat), but if you know the story Joseph’s brothers 
hatched a plan to get rid of Joseph Jacob mourns the loss of this favorite son, assuming he is 
dead. And then some 20 years later, a situation arises where it seems like Jacob will lose his 
youngest son, Benjamin, also, because of the deception of his other sons. 
 
Jacob says to his sons: 
 

“You have deprived me of my children. Joseph is no more and Simeon is no more, and 
now you want to take Benjamin. Everything is against me!” (Genesis 42:36) 
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It looks to Jacob like everything is against him.  
 
But as Bible readers, we get to hear the other side of the story, which is that Joseph was not 
dead but sold into slavery. And God had mad Joseph into the most powerful man in Egypt aside 
from Pharaoh, and would use Joseph to save his father and brothers from a deadly famine. 
 
But Jacob didn’t know any of this. He was completely unaware of the bigger plot at work behind 
the loss of his sons.   
 
Sometimes it seems like everything is against us. But the story of Joseph reminds us that behind 
the scenes, God is working to bring good, even when the intention was evil.  
 
And that’s because if the Lord is on our side, then who can be against us? The devil might try to 
trap us, but God won’t let the devil’s plans prevail. Any number of storms or floods or enemies 
might come our way, but they are powerless to separate us from God’s good plans for us. The 
same for sickness and death. Even death can’t separate us from the love of God that is in Christ 
Jesus. This is Romans 8:31-39 – it would be worth going home and reading this after the service, 
just to remind yourself that absolutely nothing in all of creation can come between you and 
God, because he is on our side.  
 
And because God is on our side, that means he’ll never leave us to face the storms of life on our 
own. David knew that when he wrote his famous shepherd Psalm, Psalm 23, where he writes: 
 

Even though I walk 
    through the valley of the shadow of death  
I will fear no evil, 
    for you are with me; 

 
I suspect Jesus had those words on his lips as he went to the cross. Even as he faced the 
seemingly daunting task of giving himself up to death at the hands of the Roman guards. Harder 
still, Jesus faced the prospect of bearing God’s wrath because of human sinfulness.  
 
But even in that darkest moment, as the torrent of God’s wrath swept over him, Jesus knew 
there was no other way to set us free. Even as death swallowed Jesus’ life, Jesus entrusted 
himself to his Father. Even as he stepped into the trap that the Pharisees had set for him, the 
trap the devil had set for him, even at that moment Jesus knew that his helper would come and 
rescue him. 
 
And on the third day, as Jesus rose from the dead, that was the ultimate proof that if God is for 
us, then no one can stand against us.  
 
And God who walked among us, in the person of Jesus Christ, now walks alongside us by his 
Holy Spirit.  
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God has said: 
“Never will I leave you; 
    never will I forsake you.” (Hebrews 13:5) 

 
There is a beautiful moment at the end of Luke’s gospel where the resurrected Jesus is walking 
alongside the disciples on the road to Emmaus, but they don’t recognize him. (Luke 24)  
 
And we’re like that too, aren’t we? God is often walking alongside us, but we fail to recognize 
his presence.  
 
But Psalm 124 is a reminder that no matter what happens in life, God is on our side. He is at our 
side. He is working in the details of our lives to weave a tapestry that will be so much greater 
than any one of the individual threads that we can see right now.  
 
It makes me think back to the night when the Star Spangled Banner was written. Did the 
soldiers really see the flag by the light of the bombs bursting in air? Did they really believe they 
would survive the night? Perhaps, or perhaps not. But looking back on it, the flag was a symbol 
of hope in the middle of the fiercest attack. 
 
We look back upon the works of God in history, and we see his banner waving firm in the 
fiercest storm.  
 
And so with the writer to the Hebrews,  
 

6  we say with confidence, 
“The Lord is my helper; I will not be afraid. (Hebrews 13:6) 

 
Will you pray that with me now? 
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Prayers by Jo Bidwell for 8.9.20 
 
Psalm 124 verse 4 says that our help is in the name of the Lord, the Maker of heaven and earth. 
Thank you, Father, that only you are our help, our refuge and strength. We have great joy and 
confidence in you, for you are our God. You are for us, you keep all of your promises and you 
are eternally committed to your people. 
 
Thank you that in Christ, our sins against you can’t bring us into your condemnation. There is 
nothing and no one that can separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. 
Help our hearts Lord, to dwell and meditate on that fact and may praise flow from our lips.  
 
We give you thanks that like the Psalmist reflecting back on trials and escaping from dangers 
that they faced, that we trust that you are with is, in each season of life. We give you thanks 
that by your son, our Lord Jesus we have escaped your righteous judgement on our sin. Thank 
you for Jesus’ death and resurrection. We praise you for your great love for us, you who is rich 
in mercy and for making us truly alive in Christ. 
 
As we come into peak fire season, thank you particularly for our fire fighters and their efforts to 
keep people and property safe, as best they can. We continue in prayer for our First 
Responders and for those in our County that care for and serve the vulnerable.  
 
Help us Lord to be generous in our time, finances and prayers to those who are suffering 
hardship at this time. Open our eyes to their needs and move us by your Spirit to assist, to care 
and to be witnesses of Christ. 
 
We pray all these things in the mighty name of Jesus, Amen 


