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Songs for the Journey 
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Sunday 23 August 2020 
 

• The Joy of Restoration (v1-3) 
• Longing for Restoration (v4-6) 

 
 
I love a good restoration story, and today I want to tell you the story of twin sisters who were separated 
at birth, but were finally reunited many years later – in fact they hold the world record for the longest 
separated twins to have reunited. 
 
Elizabeth Ann Lamb and Patricia Ann Lamb were born in 1936 in Aldershot, in the United Kingdom. Their 
father, an enlisted man, was never part of their lives, and so single mother Alice made the heart-
breaking decision to give Patricia up for adoption. So at 5 months, the twins were separated, and 
Patricia (known as Ann) was placed with a family in Aldershot. 
 
Elizabeth’s mother got remarried to a Naval officer and they moved to Oregon, here in the USA.  
 
And that was their story for a long time. Elizabeth knew she had a twin sister, Ann had no idea. 
 
Until 2013, when one of her children started to look into the family lineage and came across Elizabeth's 
information. Almost instantly, all parties realized that these two twin sisters - separated by an ocean, a 
continent, and a lifetime - had finally found each other. 
 
And so after 77 years, Elizabeth and Ann were finally reunited. It turns out Elizabeth had been praying 
for her sister for many years, and finally those prayers were answered. After perhaps 70 years. Can you 
imagine praying for something for that long?1 
 
In our Bible passage today, we encounter a restoration story, the memory of a time when God restored 
his people and restored their fortunes. A story that brings great joy, and a story that helps us navigate 
periods of waiting in our lives. 
 
So why don’t we pray that God would give us that joy today as we read this Psalm? 
 
Our heavenly Father, we know that you are the God of restoration, the one who makes all things right. 
Teach us today as we open your word, help us to remember what you have done in the past, and help us 
to trust you into the future. Be with us now as we study your word. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
 
The Joy of Restoration (v1-3) 
 
So as we open Psalm 126, it’s good to remember that we’re in the middle of a collection of Psalms called 
the Psalms of Ascent, which go from Psalm 120-134. These were psalms sung by Jewish pilgrims on their 
way up to Jerusalem for the festivals 3 times a year – these were songs for the journey. 

 
1 https://www.guinnessworldrecords.com/news/2014/5/longest-separated-twins-finally-meet-after-78-years-apart-57178 
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 And we all know that are many kinds of journeys in life, some joyful and some painful.  
 
As we open Psalm 126, the psalmist looks back on a painful journey that has now finished. A painful 
journey that came to an end, and now on the other side of it, the Psalmist can look back and rejoice in 
how great it was to come to the end of that painful time. Read with me from v1: 
 

1 When the Lord restored the fortunes of[a] Zion, 
    we were like those who dreamed.[b] 
2 Our mouths were filled with laughter, 
    our tongues with songs of joy. 

 
Whatever it was that happened to God’s people (and we’ll think about what that might have been in a 
moment)… But whatever happened to God’s people, they’ve experienced a restoration. God has 
restored their fortunes, in a way that perhaps they could never have imagined in their wildest dreams. 
That’s how I read the second line – it was such an unbelievable outcome that it was like God’s people 
were dreaming.  
 
And so in v2, they respond the only way possible. Their mouths are filled with laughter and their tongues 
with songs of joy. They can’t keep quiet about what has happened, they have to vocalize, they have to 
speak or sing, or laugh or shout.  
 
Have you ever had that experience? When you just have to… let it out! Maybe it was seeing a family 
member again after a long absence. Maybe it was a medical diagnosis that was good news, not the bad 
you were expecting. Maybe it was the end of a period of waiting – I remember waiting for our kids to be 
born, and they both came late. It was such sweet relief to finally see them after waiting so long… 
 
Well for Israel, there had been a long period of waiting. This Psalm was probably written at the end of 
the Babylonian exile, when God’s people had been taken away from the promised land for a period of 
70 years2, taken into captivity by the Babylonian empire.  
 
And it wasn’t just that God’s people had been conquered by a rival empire – the Bible is clear that the 
exile was God’s judgment on his people because of their sinfulness... So for 70 years, God’s people had 
been away from home, away from the temple, away from the Promised Land, away even from the 
promises of God, or so it seemed. 
 
70 years is a long time to wait. We’ve been waiting 5 months now with the Coronavirus, and it seems 
like a lifetime. But like we’ve been saying all along, none of this is out of God’s control. Nothing in the 
history of the world has ever been out of God’s control. And so even something as long-term and 
distressing as the exile couldn’t separate the people of God from the promises of God. Listen to how 
God describes the exile in Jeremiah 29:10-14 
 

10 This is what the Lord says: “When seventy years are completed for Babylon, I will come to 
you and fulfill my good promise to bring you back to this place. 11 For I know the plans I have for 
you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and 
a future. 12 Then you will call on me and come and pray to me, and I will listen to you. 13 You will 

 
2 Jeremiah 29:10 
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seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart. 14 I will be found by you,” declares 
the Lord, “and will bring you back from captivity. I will gather you from all the nations and 
places where I have banished you…” 

 
I will bring you back from captivity, says the Lord. I will restore your fortunes – exactly the same phrase 
as in Psalm 126:1. 
 
Our God restores the fortunes of his people. He brings us back from captivity. Whether it was the 
Israelites in slavery in Egypt for 400 years, in the desert for 40 years, in exile for 70 years, our God is 
faithful to his promises. He is the God who will gather his people from all the nations and bring us into 
his eternal kingdom – the heavenly Zion. 
 
That’s the promise of the gospel. And that’s God’s promise for each of us who put our trust in Him, and 
in Jesus. One day we will all have that moment that will be like a dream. When we stand in the presence 
of God. When our journey is done, when our fortunes have been restored. And we’ll say with the 
Psalmist: 
 

The Lord has done great things for us, 
    and we are filled with joy. (Psalm 126:3) 

 
As Christians, the great restoration story of our life is the way that God has sought us, and gathered us 
from among the nations. The way he has brought us back into his presence, back into his people, back 
into right standing with him through Jesus Christ. This is a story that should fill us with joy, a story that 
should leave us laughing and smiling, a story that that we have to sing about on street corners.  
 
Did you ever notice that about people who’ve just become Christians? They’ve just understood God’s 
grace for the first time. They’ve just run home into the Father’s arms for the first time, like the prodigal 
son returning. They’ve known forgiveness and peace and wholeness for the first time in their lives. God 
has restored their fortune and they want to tell everyone about it! 
 
And do you notice how the world responds to them? Look at the second part of v2: 
 

Then it was said among the nations, 
    “The Lord has done great things for them.” 

  
When the people of God bubble over with joy in Him, the world takes notice. In Israel’s history, it was 
the big movements of God’s grace that stood out to the world – Egypt, the exile, the walls of Jericho. But 
people didn’t find out about those events through the news. There was no radio or television or 
newspapers or internet. People told the stories of the amazing things that had happened. God’s people 
spoke of the ways that God had been at work. The rest of the world spoke about how the God of the 
Israelites had restored their fortunes. God was made famous as his people sang songs of joy… 
 
Are we like that? 
 
New Christians often are. But for some of us as time goes on, that joy fades. That enthusiasm fades. 
Maybe it’s because we’ve forgotten. Maybe because we start to take God’s rescue for granted – that 
happened to the Israelites just weeks after they walked through the Red Sea on dry land… 
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But what about us? How do we retain our joy in the Lord? 
 
I think we have to keep telling ourselves the truth, and we need to keep listening to the truth in God’s 
word. We have to keep remembering the way that God has rescued us. We need to keep reminding 
ourselves that it was God plan, that he alone is the author of our salvation, and that he alone makes the 
paths that we walk along in this life. And we need to keep singing of our salvation – keep cultivating the 
joy that we felt when we first knew God’s restoration… 
 
So that’s v1-3 – The Joy of Restoration. 
 
If vv1-3 were about looking back on the way that God has restored our fortunes in the past, then vv4-6 
are a reminder to keep doing that into the future, whatever circumstances surround us. 
 
Longing for Restoration (v4-6) 
 
If you’ve been a Christian for any amount of time, then you’ll know that the Christian life doesn’t protect 
us from the struggles and sadnesses of a world that is longing for restoration. And in vv4-6 we get a look 
at what is sometimes the real experience of God’s people – the experience of sorrow, of weeping, and 
of waiting… v4: 
 

4 Restore our fortunes,[c] Lord, 
    like streams in the Negev. 

 
In the original language, v4 is an almost perfect mirror of v1. God has restored our fortunes in the past, 
and now we pray, Lord, that you’ll do it again for us. 
 
In the middle of trial, it can be hard to imagine how it will end. There are so many uncertainties. I spent 
a lot of time this week praying over the wildfires that were burning just over the hill here in Yountville. 
We can see the smoke billowing by day, and the glow of the flames by night, just a couple of miles away 
in valleys where friends have their homes and livelihoods. We’ve received emergency alerts every few 
hours, and for us, there’s nothing we can do but pray. I can’t imagine what it was like for friends who’ve 
been evacuated and are just waiting to see what will happen… 
 
In the middle of a trial it can be hard to imagine how it will end. 
 
We’ve lived in the Napa Valley for almost a year now, and before this we were city folk in Sydney, 
Australia. There’s not much that changes in Australia throughout the seasons, except that it gets colder 
in winter, and the leaves change colour on the European trees that have been introduced.  
 
It’s so different here in the valley – we are so much closer to the weather, and the seasons. So much 
changes throughout the year, from the grape vines to the pastures that the cows graze on. We’ve 
noticed the color of the landscape as summer goes on, going from the vibrant greens of spring to what 
we have now on the hillsides, the yellow of dried grasses and straw from months without rain… 
 
I think that pattern of the seasons is what the psalmist wants us to picture as he speaks of the streams in 
the Negev.  
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The Negev was a rocky desert region in southern Israel, broken up by dry riverbeds. The name Negev 
means ‘dry’ in Hebrew. But when the spring rains come, the water makes its way down the hills and 
valleys and canyons and collects and converges in the dry riverbeds, bringing life and colour to the 
desert. Even though it looks dry and dead for so much of the year, God can bring life to the desert. He 
can bring life where life seems impossible… 
 
And that’s where the final image of the psalm comes in, in vv5-6. The image of sowing seeds in the 
middle of a season of sorrow. 
 

5 Those who sow with tears 
    will reap with songs of joy. 
6 Those who go out weeping, 
    carrying seed to sow, 
will return with songs of joy, 
    carrying sheaves with them. 

 
There is something profoundly ‘trusting’ about planting seeds in the ground and expecting them to 
grow, isn’t there? Think about it, the farmer sows hundreds or thousands of dollars worth of seeds into 
the ground, trusting that they will grow and produce a harvest that is worth more than the cost of 
producing the harvest. Yes, they can water and fertilize and spray for bugs, and do whatever is within 
their power to maximise the harvest, but ultimately the farmer has to trust that the regular processes of 
nature will turn seeds into plants, and that those plants will produce a crop… 
 
As Christians, we spend our lives sowing the seeds of faith, and trusting that God will bring the harvest. 
And I’m not talking about evangelism or outreach or sowing financial seeds to receive a return.  
 
No, I’m talking about entrusting ourselves day by day to the one who will ultimately give us the joy of 
the harvest.  
 
But that’s not always easy.  
 
In v5 and 6, the sower is in tears. There is genuine sorrow. Genuine sadness. The Christian life is not all 
happiness and blessing and clapping that ignores the harsh realities of this world. Wildfires burn through 
our earthly possessions. Cancer riddles our bodies. Dementia steals our memories. These are genuine 
causes for tears. And the Bible doesn’t shy away from that reality – this Psalm paints it as a picture of 
life, even for those who know the past restoration of God. It’s still likely that you will know genuine 
suffering in this lifetime. 
 
But do you see the rest of the image in the Psalm?  
 
Even though the sowers are going out to sow with tears and weeping, the harvest is coming. The prayer 
is that God will restore our fortunes again, that the times of weeping will finish when God brings us into 
the heavenly harvest, into the Zion that can never be shaken. Your life might look like a desert now, but 
when God sends the rains of salvation, we will see the new life that only he can bring. 
 
And so even if you are sowing with tears right now, even if you have cause for weeping, don’t give up on 
God. Times might be testing you now, illness might be testing you, loss or separation or financial 
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difficulty might be testing you. All sorts of things are testing us as a church right now – some of you have 
shared those things with me, and I’m sure there are many more who haven’t.  
 
But whatever is going on for you right now, let this Psalm be music to your ears. Sing this psalm through 
your tears. Because the Lord has done great things. And the Lord is doing great things.  
 
This Psalm reminds us of God’s steadfast promises to his covenant people. To trust in him. And to keep 
going.  
 
As I read this Psalm, I thought of the women making their way to Jesus’ tomb on the morning of the 
third day. Prepared to bury their friend. Probably walking with tears in their eyes. On a day when it 
looked like there was no hope… 
 
Perhaps that’s you right now…  
 
So tell me, how did that story end? 
PAUSE 
 
With the resurrection of the Son of God. With Jesus victorious over death and evil and Satan.  
 
And your story will end the same way, if you trust in Jesus. This season of sorrow will give way to a 
season of joy when we enter the eternal kingdom of God. Where he will wipe away every tear. Where 
there will be no more death or sorrow or mourning. Just the joy of the harvest. The joy of restoration. 
Don’t you long for that? 
 
As God’s people, we are people of joy. That’s the resounding message of this Psalm.  
 

Rejoice in the Lord always! I will say it again: Rejoice! (Phil 4:4) 
 
Will you rejoice with me now in prayer? 
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Prayers in a Time of Wildfires 
 
The righteous cry out, and the Lord hears them, he delivers them from all their troubles. The Lord is close 
to the broken hearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit.’ (Psalm 34:17) 
 
Our heavenly Father, creator of all things, we call out to you in these desperate times as wildfires have 
swept across several parts of our county and state. 
 
Our hearts cry out to you for those who have lost loved ones, and those who have lost properties and 
businesses in the wake of these ravaging wildfires. 
 
Father we pray, in your mercy, restrain the forces of nature from creating catastrophic damage; in your 
mercy protect human life. 
 
Guard our Fire Fighters who selflessly step into the breach to fight these fires. Guide our First 
Responders who help evacuate and shelter those who are displaced. Bring peace and calm to those 
evacuated from their homes. Bring comfort and healing to all who suffer loss. 
 
We bring these requests before your throne, in the name of your Son, who died and rose again for our 
salvation, 
Amen. 
 
 
 
Prayer in response to Psalm 126 (written and led by Lisa Filipps) 
 
Father God, we come before you with hearts full of many concerns and yet, we desire to praise you with 
hearts full of thanksgiving and joy; because You, O God, have been gracious to us. You have placed us in 
pleasant boundaries and have given us great things.  
 
LORD, You are Holy, Righteous, Sovereign and Merciful! May we turn to You daily, hourly, and seek the 
awareness of Your presence. May our hearts be filled with the joy of Your majesty! Father help us to 
keep seeking things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. May we think on things that 
are good and true, honorable, right, pure, lovely, of good report, excellent and praiseworthy.  
 
Father, give us renewed hearts and a true knowledge according to the One who created us. Help us to 
truly love each other as You created each and every person in Your image. You loved and died for each 
one. Christ is all, and in all. May we put on love which is the perfect bond of unity. We pray that You 
strength us with power through Your Holy Spirit so that Christ may dwell in our hearts through faith. 
That we may be rooted and grounded in love and may be able to comprehend the breath and length 
and height and depth of Christ’s love for us. This great love which passes our understanding.  
 
Thank You, O Great Lover of our souls. May we come to the other side of these times of uncertainty 
stronger, more dedicated to God, more in love with Jesus and more connected to one another. A prayer 
to the God of our lives. Amen. 


