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Service 
Psalm 123; John 8:31-36 Dan Bidwell, Senior Pastor 

2 August, 2020 
• A Servant’s Attitude (Ps 123:1-2) 
• A Servant’s Prayer (Ps 123:3-4) 
• A Servant’s Freedom (Jn 8:31-33; c.f. Mk 10:43-45) 

 
I want to start with a story about the Queen of England. Technically she’s the queen of Australia 
as well, which means she’s my queen… And in Australia, we kind of like the royals. Probably 
because they don’t have any function in governing the country, they’re more like celebrities 
with history behind them. 
 
Anyway a few years ago it was the Queen’s 90th birthday party, and they celebrated by putting 
on an event with bagpipes and highland dancers and all of the Queen’s horses and ponies 
paraded in the same big arena, along with performances by pop singers and other celebrities. 
 
It was actually pretty great! And at the end, the Queen walked down onto the arena floor and 
shook hands with a few of the most distinguished performers. And of course they all bow or 
curtsey, then in true royal fashion, the Queen got in her Range Rover and was driven home. 
 
I kind of wished I was there. I’m not sure why, but I’ve always liked the Queen, and I’ve always 
thought I’d like to meet her.  
 
I know you don’t all think the same way, but just put that aside for a moment and imagine with 
me. The Queen is the longest serving British monarch in history, which makes her a legitimate 
historical figure. In centuries to come, she’ll be remembered alongside Henry VIII and Napoleon 
and Abraham Lincoln. And you’d be able to say – I met her. She shook my hand. I don’t think 
that’s something you’d forget. 
 
My mum got to meet the Queen. It was 1954, the Queen was in Australia on her Coronation 
Tour and mum was invited to meet her through a charity organization, because she’d lost her 
father in the war. But Mum was 7, and she got to line up in a white dress and she curtseyed to 
the Queen when she walked past. And even now almost 70 years later, she still gets all excited 
when she talks about it. 
 
Our Psalm today is a psalm about meeting the King.  
 
It fits into the collection of pilgrim psalms that we’re looking at this term – Psalms 120-134 – 
the Psalms of Ascent, psalms and songs that Jewish pilgrims would sing on their way up to 
Jerusalem for the festivals three times a year. 
 
 And now the Psalmist is there, in Jerusalem, before the throne of the King of the universe. 
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If that was you, in front of the throne of God, what would you say? What would you do? 
 
Let’s pray, then we’ll open the Bible and see what the Psalmist does… 
 

Heavenly Father, thank you for these Psalms. Remind us today that you are the King, and 
that you are good. Help us to remember you even though we can’t see you, and 
especially when the world is unkind to us on account of you. Strengthen us on the 
journey… In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen 
 

(v1-2) A Servant’s Attitude 
Our Psalm begins with the Psalmist before the King… 
 

1 I lift up my eyes to you,  
to you who sit enthroned in heaven.  

 

We’ve talked about the idea of meeting the Queen in person…  
Well this monarch doesn’t sit on an earthly throne, but on a throne in heaven.  
 
And so the Psalmist adopts the proper attitude for a subject in front of the King. 
(Perhaps kneels? Perhaps bows…) Verse 1 says: 
 
He looks up to the King. 
 
It’s fitting, isn’t it? 
 
There is an appropriateness about the King looming large and impressive, and the servant 
kneeling humbly before his Lord, isn’t there? The psalmist knows who God is, The Lord, and he 
rightly assumes the attitude of someone approaching the King. 
 
I think here in the United States you have a little more reverence for your elected leaders than 
we have back in Australia. For Australians it’s a cultural thing – we don’t like to see anyone as 
better than ourselves, but we also don’t like to elevate ourselves above others.  
 
What that looks like in practice is if we met a politician, or even the Prime Minister, we’d be 
unlikely to feel overawed or humbled or ‘subject’ to them. Maybe because our leaders have 
such limited powers, or maybe because we live in such a safe and stable country. 
 
It might be different in other places. If you were called before the President of North Korea. Or 
the King of Saudi Arabia. Or countless other governments and dictatorships, where there is an 
obvious disparity between the ruler and those he rules…  
 
Those are relationships of fear. But is that how the Psalmist approaches God? vv2 

 

2 As the eyes of slaves look to the hand of their master,  
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as the eyes of a female slave look to the hand of her mistress,  
so our eyes look to the LORD our God,  
till he shows us his mercy.  

 
The Psalmist paints a picture of a slave who looks to their master or mistress to provide. 
 
 
Now talking about slavery is a sensitive topic, and even this week there have been public 
comments around slavery in the media that have sparked anger against the backdrop of the 
conversation our country is having about black lives. So please hear me generously as I speak, 
and forgive me if I tread into territory that causes offense. 
 
Because slavery is offensive. 
 
And for the original readers of this Psalm, the image of God’s people as slaves or servants must 
have been a challenging image to accept. 
In many ancient cultures slave masters were brutal to their slaves, and masters brutal to their 
household servants. Certainly by the time of the first century when the New Testament was 
written, slaves had few rights in Roman society. Slaves were just property owned by a master, 
and the master was free to treat them how he wished.  
 
Slavery is terrible any way you look at it. 
 
But when we read the Bible carefully, we see that God speaks into the worldview that accepted 
slavery as a cultural norm. He reminds the Israelites that they themselves had once been slaves 
in Egypt until God freed them. 
 
And so even though slavery was legal for God’s people, their pattern of slavery ought not 
imitate the ways of the world apart from God. God spoke commandments through Moses 
concerning slavery, such that slaves were to be considered part of the owner’s family. They 
were allowed to participate in the religious festivals if they were Hebrews. Jewish slaves could 
own possessions, they sometimes had similar rights and privileges as family members. But most 
of all, God’s Law (Ex 21:20) protected Hebrew slaves from violence at the hands of their 
masters. 
 
So our Psalmist lifts his eyes to God, like a slave looks to the hand of their master. 
 
Not with fear, but with trust. Looking for the master to provide. 
 
Waiting for mercy… 
 
I’ve puzzled about how to explain this all week. And I think it’s because we don’t have masters 
over us. In fact we hate the idea of having a master over us. 
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You know that expression, “Dogs have masters, and cats have staff.” I think most of us are more 
like cats than dogs when it comes to God. 
 
An old friend of mine tells a story about his family cat growing up. They had this cat that 
disappeared one day. They couldn’t find it anywhere but a few months later they saw their cat 
sunning itself on the porch three or four houses down the road. Apparently, the cat just liked 
the other family more, and it chose to live with the new family instead. Except for when the 
new family went on vacation, then the cat would turn up at my friend’s house to be fed… 
 
Well I think this Psalm is saying we shouldn’t treat God like my friend’s cat treated them. We 
shouldn’t pick and choose when we want God in our lives. Because God is there and God is the 
King every day. Whether we acknowledge it or not.  
 
We shouldn’t treat God like ‘staff.’ This Psalm reminds us who is the master and who is the 
servant. 
 
So this week it will be worth going reflecting on how you treat God. Your attitude as his servant. 
Your attitude towards the king.  
 
There was an old man at my previous church who would always kneel down when we prayed in 
church. I’m not saying you have to kneel to pray, but I wonder for him – did that physical 
posture remind him of who he’s talking to, and how God is the King, and we are his people… 
Maybe there’s something you can do, or something you can think that reminds yourself to 
cultivate that attitude of the trusting servant….  
 
That’s the first stanza. The Servant’s Attitude. Second stanza (v3-4): The Servant’s Prayer 
 
(v3-4) The Servant’s Prayer 
Verse 3 and 4 of Psalm 123 are a prayer. A simple prayer. A prayer for God’s mercy… 

 

3 Have mercy on us, LORD, have mercy on us,  
for we have endured no end of contempt.  

4 We have endured no end of ridicule from the arrogant,  
of contempt from the proud.  

 
Now if you only read the first line of v3, (3 Have mercy on us, O LORD) this could look like a cry 
for mercy and pardon from sin. Just like the start of Psalm 51. Or the cry of the tax collector 
who stood far off from the temple and beat his chest and said,  

 
'God, have mercy on me, a sinner.' (Luk 18:13 NIV)  

 
But that’s not the kind of mercy the psalmist is seeking in this case. 
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The Psalmist is seeking God’s mercy because of the way God’s people have been treated by the 
world. They’ve endured ridicule and contempt, from the proud and arrogant. Just like 
happened to Nehemiah, which is probably be the historical context for this Psalm. 
 
Around 440BC the world had been turned upside down for God’s people.  
 
Centuries earlier the kingdom of Israel had split into two, and then the northern kingdom had 
been wiped out by the Assyrian empire in 722BC. And the same had happened in the southern 
Kingdom. In 586BC the Babylonians came and took the Southern tribes into exile for 70 years 
until the Persians came and conquered the Babylonians.  
 
And finally the few remaining Israelites were allowed to return to Jerusalem, but when they 
returned the city had been sacked and the temple destroyed… 
 
Can you imagine rebuilding after something like that? Those stones that we spoke about last 
week, those unbreakable, immoveable stones were now rubble. 
 
But Nehemiah sets out to rebuild the temple wall. A few men, with the blessing and finances of 
the Persian King Ataxerxes, set out to rebuild the symbol of God’s presence and peace and 
security that we saw last week. 
 
But not everybody in Jerusalem wanted them to succeed. In Jerusalem there were important 
men who opposed the rebuilding, and placed enormous pressure on the returned exiles. 
 
This is from Nehemiah 4:1… 
 

When Sanballat heard that we were rebuilding the wall, he became angry and was 
greatly incensed. He ridiculed the Jews, 2 and in the presence of his associates and the 
army of Samaria, he said, "What are those feeble Jews doing? Will they restore their 
wall? Will they offer sacrifices? Will they finish in a day? Can they bring the stones back 
to life from those heaps of rubble--burned as they are?" 
 3 Tobiah the Ammonite, who was at his side, said, “What they are building—even a fox 
climbing up on it would break down their wall of stones!” 
(Nehemiah 4:1-3) 

 
This is most likely the context for the Psalmist’s prayer in Psalm 123. God, have mercy, God help 
us because there is so much contempt and scorn being poured out upon your people… 
 
And in some ways nothing’s changed. 
 
It feels like everywhere Christians are being harassed out of the public space.  
 
But this Psalm also teaches us that contempt for God’s people is nothing new. The question is, 
how will we respond when it happens to us? 
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The answer is, when contempt comes our way, we ought to respond the same way that the 
Psalmist does, I think. We raise our eyes to the Lord, remembering that he is enthroned in 
heaven, the one who really rules over everything. And we ask for mercy, knowing that God has 
a plan to right all wrongs. Because he’s the good master, who looks after his servants. We can 
approach him and trust that he has everything under control… 
 
Surely that’s how Jesus felt as he walked up to Jerusalem for his final pilgrimage. Surrounded by 
people who heaped scorn and contempt and ridicule upon him. Jesus entrusted himself to 
God’s plan, even to the point of dying on a cross.  
 
And three days later, God’s plan was vindicated as Jesus rose to life. 
 
You see, in the end, the arrogant and proud won’t win. They have a certain freedom right now, 
but it won’t be like that forever. 
 
And that brings me to my final point – A servant’s freedom. 
 
A Servant’s Freedom 
A bit more Australiana for you with story about the famous trams in Melbourne – you call them 
streetcars. Anyway a couple of years ago one of the Melbourne trams came off the tracks,  
 
I think a car clipped it, and the tram escaped the tracks. And it made a dash for freedom – for a 
moment anyway, until it ran into a house and stopped. 
 
Because trams, right, they can’t steer. They’re made for the tracks. 
 
And people are the same. The arrogant and the proud believe they can steer the course of their 
lives, but it’s a lie. There’s a God enthroned in heaven who stands above everything we do, who 
ultimately steers the course of history. And those who try to steer their lives without God will 
find out one day who is really in control. On that day their freedom will be curtailed. 
 
The irony of the gospel is that for us who live as servants of God, we actually experience the 
kind of freedom that most people can only imagine. Freed from the guilt of sins, freed from 
worrying about the future, no longer enslaved by the idols of this world.  
 
Christians are truly free because we are like trams on the track – we’re free to live the way God 
made us to live. 
 
It’s such a strange notion – the idea that we can be servants, or even slaves of God, and know 
freedom. It seems so counterintuitive. 
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And yet we follow in the footsteps of the greatest servant of all – Jesus – the Son of God who 
came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many (Mark 10:45). The 
Son of God who took on the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness and 
humbled himself even to the point of death (Phil 2:7-8)… 
 
It’s through Jesus’ example that we learn both how to serve, and how to lead others without 
enslaving them. Because Jesus is not just a servant but also our master. 
 
But he’s not a harsh master – no, he says 

 
“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. 29 Take my 
yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find 
rest for your souls. (Matt 11:28-29) 

 
Jesus is the kind of master who provides for us, just like God taught his people to do. The kind 
of master who cares for us. Who welcomes us into his family. And because of his goodness, we 
find ourselves willingly entrusting ourselves to his service.  
 
That’s the paradox of Christian freedom. 
 
We live in a world and a society that prizes freedom, perhaps above all else. And we long for 
freedom and we strive for freedom, but without God we’re never truly free. In the pursuit of 
freedom we find ourselves enslaved, to jobs and to financial debt and to addictions and to 
desires that wage war against our souls. We’re never truly free, because those masters are 
cruel and fickle and never satisfy. 
 
But with God, we find a better master. Not freedom, but a master who can give us the greatest 
freedom we can know, as humans living in God’s world. 
 
Eugene Peterson put it this way in his book: 

 
“The Christian is a person who recognizes that our real problem is not achieving 
freedom, but in learning service under a better master.” 

 
Jesus is the better master. We can come to him, we can lean into him, we can trust him, his 
yoke is easy and his burden is light. There is something beautiful in the picture that this Psalmist 
paints, of the servant looking expectantly to the master, knowing that the master is good and 
trustworthy. 
 
This is a picture that should shape our lives, our attitude, our prayers. 
 
Why don’t we let it shape them right now? Will you pray with me? 
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Prayers by Jo Bidwell 8.2.20 
 
We lift up our eyes to you Lord, to you whose throne is in heaven. 
 
You are our great God and we are your people. Help us to maintain a reverent, continuous and 
expectant gaze to you. 
 
O Lord God, you are our protecting arm, fortress and shield. Fight for us and our enemies must 
flee, uphold us and we cannot fail, strengthen and equip us to stand unshakeable, in the victory 
secured for your people in Jesus’ death and resurrection. 
 
Father, give us the spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that we may know you better. We pray 
that the eyes of our hearts may be enlightened in order that we may know the hope to which 
you have called us. May we know the riches of your glorious inheritance in the saints and your 
incomparably great power for us who believe. 
 
Thank you for our Senior Pastor, Dan Bidwell. We pray for him to continue to fight the good 
fight, holding onto faith and a good conscience. Bless his humble efforts Lord in teaching your 
word and his pastoral role to your people. 
 
Father, we know that you want all people to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth. 
We pray Lord that by your grace, mercy and love that you would reveal yourself to the lost and 
they may come to know forgiveness of sin and life eternal with you.  
 
Now to the King, eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God be honor and glory forever and ever. 
Amen 


