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CHAPTER ONE: AN INTRODUCTION TO THE SONGS OF ASCENTS – PSALMS 120 -134
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THERE CAN BE NO FINAL answer to the question why Psalms 120-134 have been given the title “The Songs of Ascents”, but among the more likely suggestions are as follows:

(1) That they were the songs of pilgrims who went up to Jerusalem three times a year for the set feasts of Jehovah

(2) These Psalms were sung by returning exiles as they came from Babylon to restore Jerusalem and to re-build the Temple there.

Each of these ideas fits the expression of the Songs, all of which unfold a progressive experience in a redeemed soul’s relationship with God. Viewed in this way they reflect an ascent in spiritual growth which should be the pattern of the lives of all who desire to “grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ ...” (2 Peter 3:18).

“Speak unto the children of Israel, that they go forward” (Exodus 14:15). To stand still when God calls us to move forward is, in fact, to regress, to commence decline; for our effectiveness is measured, not by the point we have reached but by whether or not we are still progressing. “I press on” said the apostle Paul and if he felt that he had “not already attained”, how much more do we need to have as our aim “the measure of the stature of the fulness of Christ” (Ephesians 4:13)!

The Hebrew word translated “ascents” which is applied to these Psalms literally means steps. Not steps as though walking, but a rising step or stair. The same word is used in the account of the Queen of Sheba’s visit to Jerusalem when she saw the glory of Solomon and his ascent by which he went up unto the house of the Lord (2 Chronicles 9:4). In this study we will view these Psalms as “ascents of the soul”. To each we have suggestively applied a key word which reflects a thought which can be detected in the expression of each Song. Let us then approach them in the spirit of the prayer: “Shew me Thy ways, O Lord; Teach me thy paths. Guide me in Thy truth, and teach me; For Thou art the God of my salvation” (Psalm 25:4-5).

Psalm 120 (Key Word – Disturbance)

Spiritual experience starts with disturbance. There can be no forward movement until there has been an arousing. Unless there is a sense of distance from God there will never be a desire to reach after Him. This Psalm is the expression of a soul disturbed, distressed, dissatisfied. Within the disturbed heart of one who can no longer find peace while living among godless people, God has awakened longings after Himself.

In the uncongenial environment in which the Psalmist finds himself lying lips and deceitful tongues are prevalent. His soul, now awakened, recognizes what a hazard these represent. A hazard, not only in the sense of the possibility of falling victim to falsehood and deception, but also of soul corruption. To dwell among the ungodly brings the danger of defilement. Thus the Psalmist learned that prayer for protection from evil was not in itself enough. A pilgrim soul following after God must separate from evil: “Woe is me, that I sojourn in Meshech, that I dwell among the tents of Meshech was situated at the extreme North of Palestine and Kedar at the extreme South. It was thus impossible for the Psalmist to dwell at the same time at locations so far apart. Nonetheless, he identifies his spiritual condition as distanced from Zion and his environment as surrounded by godless people typically represented by Meshech and Kedar. There is pathos in his words “My soul hath long had her dwelling ...” Literally these words can be translated, “Too long my soul hath had her dwelling ...”. The Psalmist now turns his face toward Zion and he longs for God; the first step in ascending spiritual experience has been taken.

Age-abiding principles are emphasized here. If our souls have felt no disturbance, no awakening to the character of the age in which we live, if we have no sense of its perils, then we need revival from the Lord. If we feel at home in this world then we need to respond to the word of the Lord “to make our calling and election sure” (2 Peter 1:10). For, say the apostle Paul, “What communion bath light with darkness ... what concord hath Christ with Belial?” These questions challenge our attitudes, actions and affinities. Friendships and pursuits are scrutinized in the query, “What portion hath a believer with an unbeliever?” The first step in sanctification is to heed the call, “Come ye out from among them, and be ye separate ...” (2 Corinthians 6:14-17).
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PSALM 121 - DEPENDENCE

This step in upward experience has led the Psalmist from a sense of trouble to a spirit of trusting. The preceding Psalm is one of complaint, but this is one of comfort. Disturbance is displaced by dependence; faith in God has brought the pilgrim soul from restlessness to repose. Divine help is first assumed (verses 1-2) and then promised (verses 3-8). This is an important principle in spiritual progression: first the believer commits himself to God in faith and then receives the assurance that his trust is not misplaced.

“Nothing before and nothing behind, 

The steps of faith

Fall on the seeming void and find 

The rock beneath.”

Zion is still far away from the singer of this Psalm, but he lifts up his eyes toward the distant mountains on which the house of God stands. “From whence shall my help come?”, he asks. Not from those distant hills, evidence as they are of the creative power of God, but from Jehovah Himself who is with the pilgrim even in the place of distance. Sleepless watching (verses 3-4) characterizes God’s concern for His own. “The Lord is thy keeper” is the dominant theme of this Psalm. The idea of a “shade upon thy right hand” suggest close proximity - the abiding nearness of our keeping God. Shelter from the sun by day and from the moon by night emphasizes that God keeps us all the time.

The completeness of the protection extends to all that we are and all that we do. “The Lord shall keep thee from all evil ...!” There are evils without and within, at home and abroad, from natural and supernatural sources. Against all these, “He shall keep thy soul”. If the soul is kept, all is kept, for it is against the soul that the assaults of the world, the flesh and the devil are directed. All our occupations and undertakings, our going out in the morning for life in the world, our homecoming in the evening for rest and repose, our Keeper guards. For how long? “... from this time forth” from this very hour - and “for evermore” - unto and beyond that hourless future.

Thus the experience of the Psalmist has been lifted from disturbance to the higher plane of dependence. From looking around at his environment (Psalm 120) he now lifts up his eyes to the source of strength and protective power. He is learning to walk by faith. The lesson is clear, emphasizing the constantly declared truth that “the righteous shall live by faith” (Romans 1:16). Today our divinely uplifted eyes will find us “Looking unto Jesus the author ... of our faith ...” (Hebrews 12:2). It is thus we realize what it is to be kept by power, through faith unto salvation (1 Peter 1:5).

“I know whom I have believed and am persuaded that He is able to guard that which I have committed Unto Him against that day” (2 Timothy 1:12).

PSALM 122 - DESIRE

Spiritual progress is shown in this Psalm in that the singer has found fellowship with other awakened souls in a common desire. He is no longer an isolated individual seeking after God. The divine call which provokes within himself the exercise to worship the Lord in His temple has reached him through the voice of others. “I was glad when they said unto me; Let us go unto the house of the Lord”. They said unto me, not I said unto them. When divine testimony is already established it will always be that the corporate group, already gathered together for the Lord, will speak to individuals. This is an age-abiding principle related to God’s house and testimony.

An individual may bow before God in worship, but a people worship in God’s house. Therefore, the expressions in this Psalm are plural: “Let us go ... Our feet are standing within thy gates, O Jerusalem.” A different environment is suggested by the words “... within thy gates, O Jerusalem ...” from that wherein the pilgrim was disturbed because he sojourned among the godless (Psalm 120). For a soul to be within the gates of Zion presupposes that the watchers of the city, the gate keepers, have been satisfied of that person’s right to enter. This is also true of spiritual Zion, God’s testimony on earth to-day. There is a responsibility, delegated to Holy Spirit appointed elders, to watch on behalf of God’s people. The thought of passing through the gate suggests that redeemed souls, obedient to the Lord Jesus should first be baptized and added (Acts 2:41-42) to those who already have become obedient to that form of teaching whereunto they were delivered (Romans 6:12).

The glory of ancient Jerusalem was that it was the City of God. There was the place of the Name. Three times a year the males gathered there for the set feasts of Jehovah ... “whither the tribes go up ... a testimony unto Israel.” Israel’s outward witness stemmed from the Temple and was intended to reach the other nations of the world. Yet more than this was the fact of divine worship, for there they went “to give thanks unto the name of the Lord”.

To enjoy the privileges of Zion it follows also that the soul must submit to its government ... “for there are set thrones for judgement.” Without godly discipline a people would disintegrate. Discipline is not merely negative, that is, action against wrongdoing, but it is also directive. It provides guidance according to the principles of divinely revealed truth, and brings a sense of purpose to those who submit to it. Recognizing that purpose the Psalmist says, “Pray for the peace of Jerusalem; they shall prosper that love thee.” True peace and prosperity are secured by prayer. The truth is that peace promotes prosperity and not, as men mistakenly think, that prosperity brings peace. Away from Zion the soul was restless, disturbed, dissatisfied, but in Zion, like the sparrow and the swallow, he finds a resting place (see Psalm 84).

The prayer of the pilgrim
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