
Pilgrims and the City of God
text: Psalm 122

Have you ever walked into a room and forgot why you went in there?  
Has anybody done that already this morning?  

What do you normally do when faced with this reality?  
You pause... shake the cobwebs out of your head 

and then remember your purpose, right?  
Or sometimes the fog doesn't clear and you just turn around and walk away, only to remember 

later.

How about this one?  Anyone ever set out on an errand and forget where they were going?  Did 
anyone do that on your way to church this morning?  

You all know what I am talking about.  
Sometimes you just sit there with the car running until you remember, 

“Oh yeah!  I was going to go to such and such.”  
Or sometimes you just start driving and figure it'll come back to you soon enough.

Well imagine that there was a room in your house that every time you went in there, you forgot why 
you went in there.  

Soon enough you'd probably either stop going in that room, or just find some other use for it 
other than the one you can never remember.  

Or imagine if there was a certain day of the week, that every time you got in the car to go somewhere, 
you'd forget your destination.  

In the same way, eventually, you'd probably either stop going out on that day, or 
you'd just drive around with no focus.

The pilgrim road of our Christian discipleship is long enough that it's easy to forget where we are going. 
● It's easy to enter into personal devotions and forget just why you are doing them in the first 

place.  
● It's easy to come to church and see your friends and fellow pilgrims and forget why we gather 

the first day of every week for a worship service.  

And so we come to the question that we will be exploring this morning.  
Why do we come to church?  

Or to put it another way... 
Why do we keep coming to this spot along the pilgrim road of discipleship that 

leads to the city of God?  

Let's read our text as it is found in psalm 122  and begin to unfold the answer.
[read text and pray]           

In seeking out an answer as to why we are on the pilgrim road, we could delve into some very detailed 
discussions.  We could, but we're not.  



But here are some of the common answers as to why we come to worship each week.  
● Some answers say that the worship service is for evangelism.  

It is for bringing those who are unaware of the road into an awareness of how lost they 
are.  

● Some when answering our question say that they go to church to experience the presence of 
God in Christ.  

They say that to truly know you are on the pilgrim road, you must feel the presence of 
God.  

● Some say that we worship God because we are commanded to praise him.  
According to them, we return to this spot along the pilgrim road week after week 
because of our duty to God's command to offer him sacrifices of praise.

But our psalm gets us started with, what appears to be a much simpler yet a much more profound 
answer.  

We return to worship the LORD in Christ each Sunday because we GET to!  

The psalmist says, “I rejoiced with those who said to me, "Let us go to the house of the LORD."  
He was filled with joy at the mere mention of going to worship in Jerusalem.  

That might seem like a fairly selfish motive for going to worship each Sunday, but you tell me, how 
often are you busting at the seams because you want to come to church?  

But why is that?  Why does worship not feel like a privilege?  
[illicit answers from congregation]

One of the main reasons is that we so often fail to prepare ourselves for worship.  
We don't typically prepare ourselves for the performance of a duty other than getting the 
necessary tools and accessories.  

But when it comes to a privilege... we'll spend lots of time on preparation.  

Ladies, think about it this way.  
When you get a chance to go out on a special date, what do you do?  

You make sure that you have the right dress ready (and the shoes to match!), 
and you take your time with your make-up, 

and do your hair up nicely, 
and you wear his favorite perfume.  

You spend time and effort preparing for that special date with your main squeeze because it is a 
privilege.  

Guys, we do the same thing, just in different ways.  
Let's say you get tickets to go see a football game up at Virginia Tech.  What do you do?  

● You take the car out the night before to get ice for the cooler.  
● You run through the car wash and get the car all gassed up.  
● You make sure all your VT clothes are cleaned and ready to wear.  
● You get the cooler and all your tailgate-ing food ready.  
● You set your alarm clock for a time thirty minutes earlier than you need just in case.  

We spend time and effort preparing for the big game because we know it is a privilege.



But Kirk, going to a college football game only comes once or twice a year, and I go to church every 
Sunday.  
But Kirk, I only get a chance to go out on a nice date every once in a blue moon but I go to church 
every Sunday.  

And that's where the rubber meets the road.  

Worship at church becomes common and too familiar which soon turns into bare duty.  
And we rarely feel like “Oh boy! I get to perform my duty!”

But the writer of our psalm models for us how we should feel when we see the reality of worship on 
the near horizon.  

I'm not going to give you a list of twelve necessary steps to restoring joy in worship, but we need 
to ask ourselves, “Where do I set myself up for joyless worship?  

>Do I stay up too late or work too hard on Saturday?  
>Do I leave a pile of work from Friday to be done Sunday afternoon so that it's hanging 
over my head and clouding my thoughts?”  

If we can arrange our schedules and habits in order to protect the time that our favorite TV show 
comes on, then we can do the same for preparing ourselves for worship.  

And when we prepare our hearts, minds and bodies for this central part of our Christian life, 
then we will find that the LORD will begin to diminish the dullness of duty ...

...and we will find ourselves saying, 
“I rejoiced with those who said to me, 'Let us go to the house of the LORD'."

       
Before we move on to the rest of our psalm, I need to make sure that we are all on the same page 
when we think of joy or rejoicing as it relates to worship in the church.  

Especially in American church culture, many people feel like if they haven't achieved a certain 
release of endorphins in the brain they haven't really worshiped.  

You know what I am talking about... 
...if someone doesn't get the appropriate tingly feelings about Jesus...

... then the Holy Spirit has obviously been absent.  
Worship in this case is reduced to merely how we feel during and after the worship and nothing 
to do with how our minds and hearts are renewed and encouraged.  

Let me try to use an analogy.  
There is a product on the market now for those who want to get a good work out but don't 
have the time.  

What you do with this product is you attach electrodes to the muscle groups you want to 
work out and it causes mild to strong muscle spasms which helps build muscle 

mass and tone over time.  
So you look good in half the time and you don't even break a sweat.  

But muscle mass does not necessarily mean strength and it certainly doesn't mean endurance.  
And who cares how good you look if you're out of shape and you die from a heart attack. 

Rejoicing in the midst of worshiping is not us all sitting around twitching for Jesus.  
Rejoicing in worship involves a spiritual work out for the whole person.  



Yes, emotions are are an indispensable part.  
True, the renewed affections of a heart that is bursting with the joy of salvation is what moves 
us out of our comfort zones and helps us engage our world.  

But we should want nothing less than the whole gospel for the whole man.  

St. Augustine, a great African bishop from the 4th century said that, “A Christian should be a 'Hallelujah' 
from head to foot.”  

Once our affections have stirred our hearts and bodies into action, 
we have to have some content, some substance when we get where we are going. 

And that's where the next part of our psalm comes in.  
We don't simply get motivated to walk into the room and then still not know why we are in there. 

The writer of this psalm doesn't lead us down the pilgrim road to Christian joy in worship 
and leave us wondering if there really is anything to rejoice about.  

In verses 3-5 he tells some very concrete reasons why we can rejoice.  
The psalmist describes to us the city of God, 

and the City of God is a privileged city indeed.

In the Old Testament and in our psalm this morning, the City of God was Jerusalem.  
But after Jesus' earthly ministry and after the destruction of the Jewish temple in Jerusalem in 
AD 70, the City of God shifted to the Church.  

The Church is now the place where Christ's disciples can find all the benefits that Jerusalem once 
offered.  

Our psalm uses Jerusalem's architecture like a metaphor for how the people of God are knit together.  
This idea that God's people are His House and are closely bound together appears here in 
shadowy form, but there are other places in the Bible where that shadow is washed away 
through other clear statements.  

 Take 1 Cor 3:  16   “Don't you know that you yourselves are God's temple and that God's Spirit lives 
in you?”

 Or 1 Peter 2:4-5 “As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and 
precious to him—you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy 
priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.”

 Or Ephesians 2:19-22 “...you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God's  
people and members of God's household, 20built on the foundation of the apostles and  
prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone. 21In him the whole building is  
joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. 22And in him you too are being  
built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit.”

The Westminster Confession of Faith, 
our church's official summary of what the Bible's main doctrines are 

puts it this way when speaking about the communion of saints, “[WCF 26.1] “being united 
to one another in love, they have communion in each other's gifts and graces...”  



So in other words, as we seek to love God and each other, our gifts and talents and prayers are used by 
Christ to weave us all seamlessly together.  

What other place can you go to in this world, 
not to lose your identity in some crowd of people or mass of mindless drones, 

but to have who you are as a man, woman, or child created in the image of God, 
to have your very essence preserved and prospered, 

not to be set apart by yourself, 
but to be woven seamlessly into something greater?  

Does this reality bring you joy?  
Can we rejoice, not at every moment and not perfectly, 

but when we are reminded of these realities, can we rejoice?     

If we can say that this knitting together of the fellowship and family of God here on earth is our 
horizontal privilege, 

then maybe this next privilege is what we might call our vertical privilege.  

Or to say it in another way, the earthly city of God to which we all come in worship is united to 
the heavenly city of God where Christ the King lives.  

The psalmist says, “There the thrones for judgment stand, the thrones of the house of David.” 
Again, we are faced with a shadowy statement that when we shed the light of Christ on it, all the 
shadows disappear.

Listen to what the book of Hebrews chapter 12:22-24 tells us: “But you have come to Mount Zion, to 
the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God. You have come to thousands upon thousands of  
angels in joyful assembly, to the church of the firstborn, whose names are written in heaven. You have 
come to God, the judge of all men, to the spirits of righteous men made perfect, to Jesus the 
mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of  
Abel.”

If we can truly believe the words that this passage gives us, then we get to go to heaven once a week.   

The psalm says “There the thrones of judgment stand” ...
...and the book of Hebrews tells us that these are no longer earthly judgments or earthly judges. 

Rather, we have come to God the judge of all men.  

This is actually a terrifying idea if we come naked and bare, clothed with nothing but sinfulness and 
wretchedness.  

But then we hear that we also come to Jesus the mediator of a new covenant.  
And we have been sprinkled with his blood through baptism and the exercising of faith, 

and so the judge of all men looks at us, 
and he sees us covered in the blood of his own Son, 

the blood that paid the penalty for our wretched sin... 
...the Father sees us covered in Jesus' blood and says, “Forgiven.”    

Did you know that is what happens when we do a confession of sin in the worship service?  



When we confess our sins and faithfully rest on Christ's perfect work for His people, 
and we hear an officer, an under-shepherd of Christ say the words, 

“You are forgiven” 
that is what happens in the heavenly throne room.  

Of course the words of a man mean nothing, 
but when those words are added to Christ's words before the Father in heaven, 

they become eternally and inexhaustibly powerful.  
When Christ promised that his disciples would hold the keys to kingdom, that 
wasn't grandiose, spiritual-sounding mumbo-jumbo.  

There are modern churches who have begun to do away with corporate confessions of sin because it 
might offend the seekers in their midst and turn them away.  

But sin, to the child of God, is a burden, and confessing our sins is the lifting of a burden.  

If we have earnestly confessed our guilt, then we should all long to hear the words, 
“In the name of Jesus Christ, you are forgiven.”  

To get back to our “we have to” or “we get to” comparison, 
we shouldn't feel like we have to confess our sins.  

Rather we should feel like we get to confess our sins because 
we get to hear the assurance of pardon.  

We should rejoice to know that we get to come to the thrones of judgment, 
because in Christ, those terrors that the hand of justice once held...
... were poured out on Jesus on the cross and  we are privileged to be forgiven.    

And since the first five verses of our psalm have served the purpose of rejoicing over worship in the 
City of God, 

it seems that the last part of psalm 122 would be dedicated to praying for the very thing that 
brings the psalmist so much joy, the city of Jerusalem itself.  

And so in turn we as pilgrims on the road of Christian discipleship, 
turn our eyes to the Church and her worship.  

And the first thing we should notice is that all the statements and all the requests are for things other 
than the psalmist himself.  

There are three separate petitions for peace to come to Jerusalem.  

And so we must make the translation from Jerusalem to the Church as a colony of the heavenly 
Jerusalem.  

So why is it so important for us to seek the peace of the church and the security of those saints 
within her boundaries?  

● Because if we are at war with ourselves, then the LORD could very well remove our lampstand.  
● If we are not at peace in our marriages, in our homes, and most immediately relevant within the 

body of Christ gathered for worship, then how brightly will our light shine for those who are in 
darkness?  



● Another convincing reason for seeking true peace among the saints, is that peaceful living is so 
much more desirable than war time.  

Fellowship is always sweeter.  
Food tastes better.  

Songs are much more enjoyable.  
Laughter is much quicker in coming.  

And if we have peace within the ranks of believers, which I believe we do in fact have, 
our prayers can find ways to launch out into arenas beyond our immediate settings.  

But lastly, and I think the strongest case to be made for the importance of the church leading a 
peaceful mission, is that as goes the church, so goes the culture.  

When the Roman empire was collapsing, the Church and her missionaries of the early middle ages 
basically stepped in and saved Western civilization from collapsing altogether.  

But the Church got drunk on the political wine she was drinking which gave birth to the 
corruptions and wars of the later middle ages.  

Today the church in America has become obsessed with end-times nonsense, 
with maintaining its own substandard sub-culture and its own prosperity, 

and each corner of the church has become absorbed in its own quibbles and spats.  

All this has the Church silly-minded, immature, fat, selfish, and stressed out.  

And where do we see our culture precisely?  
Obsessed with silly-minded things, emotionally immature, obese, whiny, 

and stressed out about every economic and political bump in the road.      

So when we pray for the Church, we are not simply praying for the Church.  
When we pray “Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be done on Earth as it is in Heaven”, 

we are praying for the city of God to overtake the city of man.  

When we pray for the security of those pilgrims who love the city of God, 
and not just in our church, 
but in any church where the Word of God is proclaimed and Christ's commands are obeyed, 

when we pray for those who love the church to be secure, 
when we pray for peace to descend like a dove on His people, when we pray for these things 

we are praying for nothing less than the triumph of righteousness kingdom of Christ and 
the confusion and demolition of Satan's wicked kingdom.  

But we must always keep in mind where our prayers start, 
we must always keep in mind just where judgment begins, 

we must always keep in mind that for there to be peace in the world, 
we must first pray “Peace be within you” to the house of the LORD.

So, brothers and sisters, has your ability to rejoice in the worship of God in the church waned?  
Then where can we all seek to protect our time with the family of God more carefully?  



What things might we need to get in order or prepare or arrange so that we can come into God's 
presence and worship in spirit and truth?  

Do you have difficulty seeing through the eyes of faith the realities of heaven that are present 
in worship?  
Has this knowledge faded from your mind...

... the knowledge of knowing that you stand before a holy God, the judge of all men, 
but sprinkled with the blood of Christ you hear Him say 

“For the sake of My Son you are forgiven!”  

This week as we go about our separate labors and chores, 
think of one or two things that you might do differently to better prepare for worship next 
Sunday, 

and then pray for the LORD to give you that measure of faithfulness.  

Pray for the LORD to change your have to go to worship into a get to go to worship, 

so that next week when you wake up on Sunday morning you can say, 

“I rejoiced with those who said to me 'Let us go the House of the LORD'.”

   


