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We’re going to meet the God who helps us prevail
Psalm 129
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Agincourt, Crecy, Blenheim, Trafalgar, Waterloo, El Alamein. All should raise stirring feelings of 
epic victories against the odds in the history of the British nation. As we look back, like most 
nations, we tend to celebrate famous military victories, inventions and the like as evidence of the 
greatness of our country, certainly in comparison to others. There is little in comparison to lift our 
national mood like the knowledge that we gave our enemies a good beating.

By way of contrast, the Jewish nation does not do this so much. Certainly, throughout the Old 
Testament on the occasions that they were called as a nation to remember their past it was more 
to the fact that they had survived rather than a great military victory. Even as they remembered the
Exodus, it was that they had been rescued from slavery rather than a military defeat of Pharoah 
that was being remembered. The Jews are the world’s great survivors. It was probably this that 
gave rise to the response given to Frederick the Great, King of Prussia, back in the eighteenth 
century. When he asked his courtiers and wise men to cite evidence for the existence of God in 
just a word, the answer he was given, either by his royal chaplain, or by the Marquis d’ Argens 
was “The Jew.”

The reasoning behind this statement is that despite the centuries of persecution – Egypt, Philistia 
and a host of other middle Eastern nations now disappeared from the world, Syria, Assyria, 
Babylonia, Greece, Rome, most European nations, Nazism, Communism – Jews have retained 
their national identity and are now back in their land. There are about 15.8 million Jews in the 
world today, about half resident in the state of Israel and the other half identifiable resident in the 
rest of the world. This miraculous preservation defies natural historical interpretation and must 
therefore be interpreted as a sign of divine preservation.

As we conclude our current series looking at the Psalms of Ascents and how they should influence
our thinking on our way to church, it is very much the theme of God’s preserving hand that will fill 
our thoughts. Let us then listen to the words of Psalm 129: 

“Many a time they have afflicted me from my youth, “let Israel now say
—“Many a time they have afflicted me from my youth; yet they have not
prevailed against me. The ploughers ploughed on my back; they made 
their furrows long.” The LORD is righteous; He has cut in pieces the 
cords of the wicked. Let all those who hate Zion be put to shame and 
turned back. Let them be as the grass on the housetops, which withers 
before it grows up, with which the reaper does not fill his hand, nor he 
who binds sheaves, his arms. Neither let those who pass by them say, 
“The blessing of the LORD be upon you; we bless you in the name of the
LORD!”
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We have noted before in this series on the Psalms of Ascents that these particular Psalms were 
sung by the Jewish people as they made their way up to Jerusalem for their solemn festivals, or 
perhaps as they returned from their captivity under the Babylonians. It is within this context, then, 
that we can readily understand their sense of joy and dependence upon God. The first four verses 
of this Psalm recount the trials and sufferings that the Israelite people had faced throughout their 
history. The final four verses celebrate their security in God and their sense of being a blessing to 
the world. To borrow the imagery of Exodus chapter 3, the nation had been on fire, but they were 
not consumed!

“Many a time they have afflicted me from my youth, “let Israel now say
— “Many a time they have afflicted me from my youth.” 

It really is not difficult to recognise the ways in which these words accurately reflected the truth of 
Israel’s Old Testament history. Jacob and his sons had gone down to Egypt, in days of famine, as 
a family and yet had left as Israel, a nation enslaved by a Pharaoh who had not known Joseph, the
saviour of the world. You can read this story for yourselves in the latter chapters of Genesis. In 
suffering and persecution, the nation had been born. After 40 years wandering in the wilderness 
they had entered the Promised Land, given to them by God. But such was the hostility of those 
living in the land that their occupation was constantly challenged by conflict. As we read through 
the books of Joshua and Judges, we readily see how periods of persecution were a normal part of 
Israel’s history. If one was unfortunate enough to be born just before a wave of suffering, one’s 
whole life might be characterised by warfare and trouble.

One of the reasons why the people asked the prophet Samuel to consecrate for them a king was 
that they wanted to be like the other nations around about them. They wanted someone to lead 
them in battle. Throughout the times of their kings, that we read about in the books of Samuel, 
Kings and Chronicles, there was wave upon wave of external attack that eventually culminated in 
the destruction of the nation and the removal of the Jews, as captives, to Babylon. In light of all 
this, the statement “Many a time they have afflicted me from my youth” appears rather an 
understatement! Israel’s history was entirely one of enduring suffering. Nor was it just that the 
Psalmist was an unduly pessimistic and a grumpy old man, for this was something that all Israel 
was to say and repeat. My natural tendency is to a degree of melancholia and pessimism. 
However, I can think of a lady in my church fellowship who is always bouncy and enthusiastic. If 
an elephant were to fall out of the sky and land upon me, my instinctive response would be to 
question, “Why me – it’s not fair.” Her’s would probably be to rejoice as she has always wanted to 
see an elephant up close! Well, it takes all sorts to make a world, but all Israel would unite in 
observing that they were a persecuted people.

And yet! “Yet they have not prevailed against me.” How can that be? How is it that one nation, so 
afflicted by so many different enemies cannot be destroyed? Let us be clear their enemies were 
not just minor desert tribes people, small flies in a jar of sweet perfume. Egypt, Assyria, Babylonia 
were all in their times world superpowers, whose empires covered much of the then known world. 
Despite the hatred of the nations, and the adversity Israel had faced none of the nations had 
overcome them in an enduring manner. The advisor of Frederick the Great spoke truth and 
echoed the prophet Jeremiah: 

They will fight against you, but they shall not prevail against you. For I 
am with you says the LORD, to deliver you (Jeremiah 1:19). 

God has clearly said what the final outcome will be. He will deliver His people. Any people who 
turn against Israel are doomed to failure for none can overcome God. Their security is backed by a
power far greater than that of the United States of America. God Himself will deliver them. 
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Now this in no way condones, for example, their current behaviour. A friend ought to be able to 
call out wrong actions and want a better path to be taken. During the Old Testament times, Israel’s
security did not lie in military greatness but rather as God raised up one Judge, King, or another to
act as His agent upon earth. Those deliverers were only successful in so far as they obeyed the 
commands of God. When they failed to do so, they too came under the judgement of God. So 
today, Israel’s security does not lie in the destruction of all their enemies by bomb and bullet. It 
lies, as it has always done, in genuine repentance and obedience to God.

Surely this must find resonance in my thoughts as I make my way to church – even to my 
overactive mind so full of scattered thoughts. At the cross of Calvary, we have the clearest 
evidence in history of the mighty deliverance of God: 

According to the power of God, who has saved us …. but has now been
revealed by the appearing of our Saviour Jesus Christ, who has 
abolished death and brought life and immortality to light through the 
gospel (2 Timothy 1:8 -10). 

Or as Colossians 1:13,14 says: 

He has delivered us from the power of darkness, and conveyed us into 
the kingdom of the Son of His love, in whom we have redemption 
through His blood, the forgiveness of sins. 

What a deliverance this is to remind ourselves of! I say “No” to the whisperings of the devil who 
will try to make me think that I am not really saved. I say “No” to those who teach I can be saved 
and lost. I say “No” to myself when I feel that my behaviour is not good enough to qualify me for 
His kingdom. He is the glorious, victorious Deliverer. As the people of God come together in 
church, we ought to realise that we are those who are bought by His blood. We ought to realise 
that we are those who are destined for Glory. We are those who are much loved. As such, this 
ought to influence our worship and our walk.

Next, we come to verses 3 and 4: 

“The ploughers ploughed on my back; they made their furrows long.” 
The LORD is righteous; He has cut in pieces the cords of the wicked.

From these words there are several thoughts that require our attention. First, they remind us of the
Lord Jesus Himself. He gave His back to the smiters and His cheeks to those who pluck out the 
hair (Isaiah 50:6). Deep and long indeed were those furrows as the soldiers of the Temple guard 
made sport of His precious Person. The prophet Isaiah foresaw the dreadful effects of His 
sufferings when in chapter 52:14 he wrote: 

His visage was marred more than any man, and His form more than the
sons of men. 

Yet, in all His sufferings He committed Himself to God and acted in a righteous manner. In this He 
is always the perfect example for His people to follow.

Second, suffering is part and parcel of the lives of His people. In the context of this Psalm this 
referred to the sufferings of the Jewish nation. However, we can readily apply them to our own 
lives too. Warren Wiersbe, in his notes1 on these verses, gives us a helpful insight into the way we
respond to suffering.
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“The ploughing image is a good one for believers today, for it reminds 
us that there can be a glorious harvest, but it depends upon the seeds 
that we plant. Of itself, suffering does not produce blessing. If we plant 
seeds of hatred and resentment, then suffering will produce bitterness. 
But if we plant faith, hope, love, and the precious promises of the Word,
then the harvest will bless us and help others, and it will bring glory to 
God. If God permits people to treat us like dirt, we must accept it, but 
we have the privilege of being transformed by the grace of God, into a 
person whose character honours the Lord.”

No suffering is pleasant and there is no merit in seeking it out unnecessarily. However, we do 
have a choice in how we respond and what thoughts and emotions we allow into our lives. 
Bitterness will only hurt us and harden our conscience towards God. It does us no good 
whatsoever. But how positive a harvest is offered as a potential outcome to suffering if we respond
in a manner that imitates Christ. 

Third, suffering is time limited and its end is guaranteed by no other than the Lord Himself. It is 
good to know that He is righteous – all that He does is right. The harness of those who had been 
ploughing that held the oxen in place and was held by the farmer, will be cut into pieces and their 
ability to continue will be interrupted. As Paul said to the believers in 1 Corinthians 10:13: 

No temptation has overtaken you except such as is common to man; 
but God is faithful, who will not allow you to be tempted beyond what 
you are able, but with the temptation will also make the way of escape, 
that you may be able to bear it.

The fellowship of the saints is so very important in circumstances where an individual is 
undergoing times of temptation and suffering. It can feel a very lonely place when one is 
undergoing trials. In all likelihood a fellow believer may well be the way of escape that God 
provides. We very much need to be alert to the possibility that God might be wanting to use us 
(me) to be of help to a fellow brother or sister who is struggling.

The message of the letter to Smyrna in Revelation 2 illustrates a similar truth. The period of 
persecution was known to God but limited and the blessing was assured to the overcomer. So, as 
we face problems and tribulation, let us remember that when these times are permitted by God, 
they are for our good and there is a pathway that is open to us that is for our good. It would be 
good if we are sensitive enough to the circumstances of others that we can prove to be a real help 
to those who are undergoing tribulation.

We now turn to the second part of the Psalm, and we shall consider the eternal security that the 
believer has in God and the reality that Israel will, in the Millennium, prove to be a blessing to the 
world.

Let all those who hate Zion be put to shame and turned back. Let them 
be as the grass on the housetops, which withers before it grows up, 
with which the reaper does not fill his hand, nor he who binds sheaves, 
his arms. Neither let those who pass by them say, “The blessing of the 
LORD be upon you; we bless you in the name of the LORD!”

Antisemitism is nothing new. It is an indelible stain on the reputation of an individual or a nation for
“he who touches you, touches the apple of His eye” (Zechariah 2:8). The church should hang its 
head in shame in that too often we have been on the wrong side of this. The medieval 
persecutions of the Jewish communities in so called Christendom, for example, often encouraged 
by the church authorities will not go unanswered, Undoubtedly, God had His purposes in allowing 
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such atrocities, but that in no way mitigates anyone from individual responsibility. Those who hate 
Zion – Israel – will be put to shame and turned back. Any nation that is opposed to Israel 
eventually will not prosper for God is still in control of all the nations of the world. This does not 
mean that we should be unthinkingly pro-Israel agreeing with all they do now. The actions of men 
without their due recognition of the authority of God can never be unthinkingly approved of. But as 
a nation, Israel has, does, and will enjoy the particular protection of God. The vivid picture used in 
Psalm 129: 6,7 to portray those who stand in opposition to Israel should make us take note. Like 
grass trying to grow upon the roof, utterly out of place, and with no soil to take root in, are those 
who hate the true people of God.

Within the primary context, this clearly refers to the nation of Israel, His earthly people. However, 
we, His heavenly people, in the Church age can take comfort in the fact that we are much loved 
and therefore are protected by the same God. We are His purchased possession, the pearl of 
great price, and He is not careless of the fate of His people today, in just the same way that He will
not be careless of the fate of the nation of Israel in a future day. We ought never to feel that we are
alone. What a glorious promise we have that could not be clearer: 

For He Himself has said, “I will never leave you nor forsake you” 
(Hebrews 13:4).

In times of stress and trouble, the devil is so active trying to persuade us that we are on our own, 
that nobody understands and that it is down to us to sort things out. How much we need to fill our 
minds with this glorious promise and tenaciously cling to it.

Some might query whether it is ever right for a Christian to pray the kind of prayer in Psalm 129:5 
– 7 today. Ought we not to love our enemies. I do not think the two are mutually exclusive. The 
Psalmist was not asking for the personal destruction of his enemies, nor that they would forfeit 
salvation and be destined for hell. The request that they be put to shame is entirely consistent with
the life of faith. We are the Lord’s ambassadors and in the final reckoning, it is His name, His 
reputation, that is on the line. Those who persecute the people of God in any age need to realise 
that they are attacking no other than God Himself. On the road to Damascus, Saul was shattered 
by the words, “Why do you persecute Me.” He had been imprisoning Christians and putting some 
to death. In doing so, he was individually opposed to the Almighty God. No wonder he quickly 
changed his allegiance!

During the medieval times, countless martyrs were sent to their deaths in the flames by “Bloody” 
Bonner, the then Bishop of London. In more recent times countless believers have been killed 
under Communism, and in other countries under militant Islam. It is not inappropriate for believers 
to be praying, not only for the safety of their brothers and sisters, but also that those who oppose 
them may be ashamed of their actions and foiled in their actions, so that the greatness of God 
might be displayed. Without harbouring personal malice, such prayers are entirely consistent with 
Christian faith.

The final verse points to the final triumph of the people of God. The greater will bless the lesser 
and so the Psalmist writes that no longer would any feel sorry for the people of God as if they were
poor unfortunates, who needed sympathy and the kind words of a blessing. No instead, there is a 
day to come when Israel will be a light and a blessing to the world in the most marvellous way. It 
will be they who say to the world, 

We bless you in the name of the LORD! As things stand at present this 
may seem quite a stretch – that this one tiny nation will be a blessing 
globally. However, we can see at least two reasons in Scripture that this
will be true. Firstly, it was from Israel that the Messiah, the Saviour of 
the world was born. 
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This is true historically and is pictured in Revelation 12:1 - 6. 

For all those who have put their trust in the Lord Jesus Christ, there must be an eternal sense of 
gratitude to Him, who was born into obscurity in Bethlehem and grew to manhood in the obscurity 
of a tiny village in Galilee. Romans 9 – 11 clearly show that out of Israel, blessing has come to the 
whole world, and that there is salvation in no other. It will be at the name of Jesus, that lowly 
despised Jew, that every knee will bow, of those in Heaven, of those on earth and of those under 
the earth. This one Man will receive universal acclaim for the blessing that He has brought. Then, 
during the Millennium, the nation of Israel will become a global blessing: 

Thus says the LORD of hosts: 'In those days ten men from every 
language of the nations shall take hold of the robe of a Jew, saying, let 
us go with you, for we have heard that God is with you' (Zechariah 8:23,
ESV).

The implication of this is obvious. The blessing and support of God will be so visible, so clear to all
the world, that it will prompt people from all over the world to want to know the secret of Israel’s 
blessing. In that day the answer will be equally obvious – obedience to God. It is clear that this is 
not the case at present. What a difference having Jesus reigning will make to the world. Problems 
that now seem intractable will be a thing of the past. The whole earth will be filled with the glory of 
the Lord and to the glory of God!

As we go to church, how thoughts of His future reign and glory should prompt us to overflow in 
rejoicing and worship to Him, who loved us and gave Himself for us, but who will also reign 
supreme as King of Kings and Lord of Lords! No wonder the Spirit and the bride say come!

Thank you for listening to the Truth for Today talk entitled “We’re going to meet the God who helps
us prevail” in the series “Things to think about on the way to church”, talk number T1478.

Footnote
1.  The Warren Wiersbe quote is reproduced from the Bible in his notes for this Psalm.

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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