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Introduction - the Songs of Ascents

Today’s talk, on Psalm 125, is the first in our second series on the group of Psalms known as the
Songs of Ascents. This is a series of 15 Psalms, running from Psalm 120 through to Psalm 134.
Before looking specifically at Psalm 125, let's explore the significance of this group of 15 Psalms.

In God’s law, given to the children of Israel through His servant Moses, a major obligation was laid
upon every male. Here it is, in the words of scripture, as it is set out in Exodus chapter 34, verses
23 and 24. I'm reading from the English Standard Version.

Three times in the year shall all your males appear before the LoRrD
God, the God of Israel. For | will cast out nations before you and
enlarge your borders; no one shall covet your land, when you go up to
appear before the LorD your God three times in the year.

“Appearing before the Lord” meant journeying to a specified location where God had promised to
meet with His people, a place where He had “placed His name.” In this scripture, God is promising
that when all the men are, as it were, away from their posts, busy fulfilling this obligation to present
themselves before the Lord, He will see to it that none of their neighbours launches an
opportunistic raid and tries to grab some of their territory.

The three specific occasions were, firstly, the Passover, often called the Feast of Unleavened
Bread, because a week of eating only unleavened bread immediately followed the Passover meal,
secondly, the Feast of Weeks (or Pentecost) which was a celebration of the wheat harvest, but
took place 7 weeks after the first sheaf of the barley harvest had been gathered in, and, thirdly, the
great celebration at the end of all the harvests, usually known as the Feast of Booths.

The first place where God had placed His name was Shiloh'?3, where the Tabernacle stood, but
when King Solomon dedicated the Temple*, Jerusalem then became the place, and the thrice
annual pilgrimage was to Jerusalem and to the Temple.

Now we come to where these 15 Psalms fit in. Traditionally, these were sung on the journey to
Jerusalem. At an average altitude of 754 metres, Jerusalem stands on high ground, and so they
were, quite literally, songs of ascent. They were sung whilst ascending to Jerusalem.

The overall title for this series is “Things to think about on your way to church.” Since these psalms
were originally sung by pilgrims journeying from all over Israel, on their way to meet with and to
worship God, so we can draw parallels from them and apply them to ourselves, 215 century
Christian believers, on our way to church.
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Like but unlike

Just as the children of Israel, so long ago, were required to present themselves before the Lord at
certain times, so Christian believers today, within the limitations we may face due to ill health or
physical weakness, are exhorted in scripture to meet together with fellow believers, in other words,
to go to church®. But there are many differences between these two situations. The requirement
under the Mosaic law applied only to the men. The blessings of Christian fellowship apply to both
men and women equally®.

Our journey to church, as well as being much shorter, is likely to be by very different modes of
transport from those used by the Israelites of old, and if we are parents taking our children with us,
or if we are driving a car, the opportunity, during our journey, to devote much thought to any of the
topics we are covering in this series of talks, may be very much limited. And whilst it is absolutely
true that Israel’s God is ours, that the God who rolled back the waters of the Red Sea for His
people to cross on dry land, the God who made a torrent of water burst forth from the dry rock to
meet their thirst, and the God who went visibly before them through all their desert journey in a
pillar, either of cloud or of fire, is the same God who meets with us in a special way when we are
gathered together with other believers, nevertheless our relationship with Him is actually very
different from theirs.

They knew Him within the limitations of what He had up till then chosen to reveal about Himself.
The full revelation, the mystery of the One God who is three persons, Father, Son and Holy Spirit,
would only be made known when God the Son, the Lord Jesus Christ, came into the world, and
when - wonder of wonders! — God became a Man. And their relationship with Him, even as it was
known by their great heroes of faith like David, who wrote 4 of these 15 Psalms, fell far short of
that known by the weakest Christian believer today. Theirs was always conditional upon their
keeping of His law, and ever dependent on His continuing forbearance, to pass over their sins,
when they failed to keep it. They never had the assurance, based on the once and for all finished
work of redemption, accomplished when Jesus died on the cross, of an eternal and irrevocable
salvation. They never knew the certainty conveyed by such words as these, from the lips of the
Lord Jesus, in John chapter 5 verse 24:

Truly, truly, | say to you, whoever hears my word and believes him who
sent me has eternal life. He does not come into judgement, but has
passed from death to life.

Nevertheless, regardless of these important distinctions, let’'s now look at the details of Psalm 125,
and gather from these some valuable things which we can indeed “think about on our way to
church.”

For a start, let's now read the Psalm in full.

Those who trust in the LorD are like Mount Zion, which cannot be
moved, but abides for ever. As the mountains surround Jerusalem, so
the LoRrD surrounds his people, from this time forth and for evermore.
For the sceptre of wickedness shall not rest on the land allotted to the
righteous, lest the righteous stretch out their hands to do wrong. Do
good, O LoRrb, to those who are good, and to those who are upright in
their hearts! But those who turn aside to their crooked ways the Lord
will lead away with evildoers! Peace be upon Israel!”

The God who brings stability to our lives

The title we’ve given to this talk is “We’re going to meet the God who brings stability to our lives.”
As we look at verse 1 of the Psalm, that is precisely the message it conveys. Those who trust in
the Lord, it says, are like Mount Zion, which cannot be moved. Stability indeed!
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A mountain is one of the most stable things we know in this world, and a mountain is what the
psalmist is referring to. lronically, however, the name “Mount Zion” has in fact moved over the
course of time. Since quite early in the Christian era, the name has been used to refer to a hill to
the southwest of the old city of Jerusalem, but that was not its original meaning. In the Old
Testament scriptures, it refers to a different hill, to the southeast. Indeed, the precise location
known as Mount Zion is believed to have shifted twice.

Originally, it referred to the stronghold of the Jebusites, built on the lower part of this eastern hill.
The Jebusites were one of several tribes who occupied the land in Abraham’s time, and whose
destruction God had committed into the hands of Joshua when he led the children of Israel, at the
end of their 40-year wilderness journey, across the Jordan and into the promised land at last. But
the Jebusites had held out against the children of Israel in Joshua’s day’. It was only after David
had been anointed king, that they were finally conquered, and David made their former stronghold
into his capital city.® Then, according to Wikipedia, when the Temple was subsequently built, on
the upper part of the same hill, the name Zion migrated to the location of the Temple, although |
have to say that in general, in the scriptures, the name Zion seems usually to be used as just
another, perhaps more poetic, name for Jerusalem. And what are we to say about Jerusalem
itself, mentioned in verse 2 of the Psalm?

| was deeply impressed, many years ago, when | read a remarkable passage from the book
Jerusalem, Sacred City of Mankind: a History of Forty Centuries. This book is the work of two
Israeli writers, Teddy Kollek (a former mayor of Jerusalem) and Moshe Pearlman. Here’s the
passage I'm referring to:

Archaeologists and historians have long wondered why Jerusalem
should have been established where it was, and why it should have
become great. It enjoys none of the physical features which favoured
the advancement and prosperity of other important cities in the world. It
stands at the head of no great river. It overlooks no great harbour. It
commands no great highway and no cross-roads. It is not close to
abundant sources of water, often the major reason for the
establishment of a settlement, although one main natural spring offered
a modest supply. It possesses no mineral riches. It was off the main
trade routes. It held no strategic key to the conquest of vast areas
prized by the ancient warring empires. Indeed, it was blessed with
neither special economic nor topographic virtues which might explain
why it should ever have become more than a small, anonymous
mountain village with a fate any different from that of most
contemporary villages which have long since vanished.

What a striking testimony those words are to the absence of any natural explanation as to why
Jerusalem exists at all' | want to write underneath that passage those two little words which | often
say are the two biggest words in the Bible, the two little words “BUT GOD.” But God! And then |
want to quote such verses as 1 Kings chapter 9 verse 3, which reads:

“And the LoRrpD said to him [that is, to King Solomon], ‘| have heard your
prayer and your plea, which you have made before me. | have
consecrated this house that you have built, by putting my name there
for ever. My eyes and my heart will be there for all time.””

and also 1 Kings chapter 11 verse 36:
Yet to his son | will give one tribe, that David my servant may always
have a lamp before me in Jerusalem, the city where | have chosen to

put my name.
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The reason Jerusalem exists is that God has chosen to put His name there. The security of
knowing that God has, as it were, underwritten the place, contributes to the message of the
opening verses of the Psalm. God does indeed bring stability to our lives.

Stability despite circumstances
This stability does not necessarily mean prosperity, or comfort, or indeed anything we can
measure in material terms. Yet we can say, in the words of the prophet Habakkuk,

Though the fig tree should not blossom, nor fruit be on the vines, the
produce of the olive fail and the fields yield no food, the flock be cut off
from the fold and there be no herd in the stalls, yet | will rejoice in the
Lorp; | will take joy in the God of my salvation. God, the Lord, is my
strength (Habakkuk chapter 3 verse 17 to part of verse 19).

Verse 1 of the Psalm, then, gives us the basic message in our title. We can meditate on the
absolute assurance of our eternal security as believers in the Lord Jesus Christ. Let’'s now look at
the remaining verses of this short Psalm.

Verse 2 - The apple of God’s eye

Verse 2 speaks of the mountains round about Jerusalem, and likens these to the protection which
God provides for His people. But the wording is remarkable. It says that God surrounds His
people. It suggests that God’s people are in the very centre of His attention. He is focussed on us
at all times, and focussed on us because He loves us, and always wants what is best for us. What
an amazing thought to try to get hold of as we make our way to church! Scripture speaks of Israel
in the most endearing terms, as “the apple of God’s eye™®. Yet scripture teaches us that God’s love
reaches to all humanity, and that He created us because He wanted to enjoy our companionship.
He wanted our company!

We can trace this longing in the heart of God from the earliest pages of Biblical history up to the
close of the inspired record in the Book of Revelation. The very first action of God towards His new
creation Man, as recorded in the Bible, is that “He blessed them”'. Then, in Proverbs chapter 8,
there is a passage which is, officially we might say, about Wisdom personified, but which if we
“read between the lines” we can surely see is speaking about Christ. And there we are permitted
to look back to a time “before the beginning of the earth”"", and read that, even then, He was
“delighting in the children of man”'2.

But in the last book of the Bible we read of a future day when a voice coming from God'’s throne
will be heard, saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and
they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God.”"* Verse 2 of the psalm
adds that this will be from this time forth and for evermore.

Verse 3 — Lead us not into temptation

Verse 3 is a promise, that the sceptre of wickedness shall not rest upon the land allotted to the
righteous. A sceptre, in scripture, is a symbol of royal authority, and so the sceptre of wickedness
must surely be a reference to the authority wielded by Satan. Satan does indeed exercise
authority. He has a power for which we, if we try to do battle with him on our own, are no match.

And we are, if we are setting out to live for Christ in this world, most surely engaged in a battle.
Scripture says that we are not wrestling against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the
authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of
evil in the heavenly places™. This promise, in verse 3 of the psalm, says that God will so protect
us from these spiritual forces that they will not be allowed to place temptation before us.
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This reminds me of the familiar lines of the prayer that the Lord Jesus taught His disciples when
they asked Him to teach them how to pray, the lines, “And lead us not into temptation, but deliver
us from evil”*®. The thought of the Lord actively watching over us all the time, shielding us from
Satan’s attacks, is something else precious which we can meditate upon on our way to church.

Verses 4 and 5 — God upholds His unchanging moral standards

Verse 4 asks God to do good to those who are good, and to those who are upright in their hearts,
in other words, to reward good deeds. In the light of the crystal clear New Testament teaching that
our salvation absolutely does not rest on our own achievements in terms of doing good works and
keeping clear of sinful ways, but rests solely on the finished work of Christ'®, we might fall into the
trap of finding such a request puzzling, and out of keeping with our New Testament understanding.
But this would be a serious mistake. Yes, it is an amazing truth that the greater the sin, the more
God’s grace abounds above it"”, and that God is the more glorified thereby. Yet God would ever
have us not to sin, but always to practice good deeds. Scripture says that the very reason Jesus
died for us was in order to purify for Himself a people who are “zealous for good works” 8.

Something | always find rather wonderful is the way that, in the gospels, when the Lord Jesus had
performed some healing miracle, he would then seemingly credit it all to the one He had healed by
saying, in effect, “Don’t thank me. This was all down to your faith.”"® If and when we do something
good, we naturally think to ourselves, it was only through the grace of God that | was enabled to
say no to Satan and do something good and wholesome, for the blessing of others and to the
glory of God. Yet, wonder of wonders, He gives all the credit to us!

Verse 5, on the other hand, simply states how God upholds His unchanging moral standards.
Today, in the gospel of the grace of God, the offer of salvation is held out to everyone who has
sinned against God. But if the offer is refused, then ultimately God will uphold His unchanging
moral law, and every sin will be judged.

Meeting God

In conclusion, let’s just go back to our title, “We’re going to meet the God who brings stability into
our lives.” The idea of this series of talks is to help us to reflect, as we make our way to church, on
the things mentioned in all of these psalms. Yet, what is better than making our way to church, is
to actually get there, because then we will not only meet our brothers and sisters in Christ, but we
will also meet Him, our Lord Jesus Christ, who promised, in Matthew 18 verse 20:

Where two or three are gathered in my name, there am | among them.

Thank you for listening to this Truth for Today talk on Psalm 125 — “We’re going to meet the God
Who brings stability to our lives”, in our series “Things to think about on your way to church” - talk
number T1474.
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Please Note:

We encourage you to use this transcript for your personal or group Bible studies. This material
should not, however, be used in any publications without the express permission from Truth for
Today, whose contact details can be found on page 1.
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