
The Pilgrim's Watchman
text: Psalm 121

When you walk into a business and see security cameras, what's the first thing you think of?  
What about when you are at the mall and you see a security guard patrolling the halls, what 
about then?
What about when a business has a well-lit parking area with security cameras and patrolling 
security officers?  How safe does that make you feel?

Well, when I was in seminary, I worked as a security guard and the three things that we were 
told in training that would make employees feel safe 

and be effective criminal deterrents were lights, cameras, and foot patrols.  

We were told that the cameras didn't really have to be working in order for them to be 
effective.  The cameras only had to be visible to achieve the desired effect.  

As long as people feel that someone is watching over them, then they will be satisfied.  

But even when we had all the facility's lights working, 
and none of the cameras were on the fritz, 

and all the security officers were diligent to perform their foot patrols, 
we still had property get stolen or vandalized and 

still had employees complain about not feeling safe.  

Well this morning we are going to look at psalm 121 and all it has to say about how we are 
watched over and kept safe by the Lord of heaven and earth.  

We will see that despite the uncertainties, dark corridors, and hardships encountered as 
we walk the pilgrim road of Christian discipleship, 

there is no where that our Heavenly Father, 
our Divine Watchman, will not keep us and protect us.

[read text and pray]

Last week we got started down the pilgrim road know as Christian discipleship and saw that 
when we see the world as it really is, we see that we must learn to live in an 
environment that is saturated and permeated with lies.  

Psalm 121 continues the idea that apprenticeship to Christ carries us through uncertain 
territory.  

I know you are probably thinking “uncertain territory”?!  What do you mean?  
Ever since I turned from the lies the world feeds me, 

I have had nothing but easy street.  
I never get anxious about anything anymore.  

Once I began my walk as a disciple of Christ the road before me has been broad and 
level.  

It's as if I've got my magic genie in a bottle and all I have to do is 
rub my Bible three times and make a wish and “POOF!” 

the clouds clear up, 
my health improves, I get a check in the mail, 

and my marriage is chock full of passion and romance.  



Boy oh boy!  If anyone believes that, I have got something to sell you!  

In fact, once we turn to Christ, it's more like we have a bullseye on our chests.  
 Satan and all those whose hearts he has captured are dead-set against our contentment 

and freedom of Christian expression.  
 The worship of God the Father is opposed and the body of Christ is consistently being 

tempted with things that will lead us away from a biblically-faithful lifestyle.  
 One commentator says it this way, 

“...no sooner have we plunged, expectantly and enthusiastically, into the river of 
Christian faith than we get our noses full of water and come up choking and coughing.”  

And it is because of this reality, that we need a Watchman... 
...one who is never off the job... 
...one who can limit the reach of our enemies... 
...and one who knows us, 

who knows where we are, 
who knows what and who we are facing and what our limits are.  

And this short psalm starts us out with a bang!   

Verse one has often been thought to be drawing an analogy between how strong and steady 
the hills are on the one hand and how strong and steady the Lord is on the other.  

But verse one is more than likely a statement about how pathetically weak and impotent 
other gods were when compared to the true God, Yahweh, the creator of heaven and 
earth.  

You see, in the ancient near east, shrines to  the pagan gods were often set up on prominent 
places on the landscape to make them easier to see and look more impressive.  

These shrines and altars were the places where people brought their animal sacrifices 
and it was also where male and female cult prostitutes promised union with their god 
through union with them.  

These local pagan shrines located on the crests of hills and mountain tops are 
often called “high places” throughout the Old Testament.  

In Deuteronomy 12:2 the LORD through Moses commands the people to do the following: 
“Destroy completely all the places on the high mountains and on the hills and under 
every spreading tree where the nations you are dispossessing worship their gods.”  

After King Solomon died and the nation of Israel split into the northern and southern 
kingdoms, the first thing that Jeroboam, the king in the north, did was to set up alternatives 
to worshiping in Jerusalem.  

He had an altar set up on the northern and southern ends of his kingdom and then 
I Kings 12:31 tells us what he did next: 

“Jeroboam built shrines on high places and appointed priests from all sorts of 
people, even though they were not Levites.”  

High places are specifically listed as being a problem for God's people during the reigns of all 
of these kings: Rehoboam and Jeroboam - Jehoshaphat, Joash, and Jotham – 

Ahaz, Amaziah, Azariah and Uzziah and Manasseh.  



So when a Jewish pilgrim sings “I lift my eyes to the hills, from where does my help come? 
My help comes from the LORD, the maker of heaven and earth,” he is saying, 

“I know that the gods of these shrines and sacred groves are nothing and I worship the 
God who created the hills themselves.”  

The psalmist then continues to bad mouth these false gods... he continues his polemic against 
them in verses 3 and 4 by declaring that the true God, Yahweh, never slumbers or sleeps. 

In doing this, he is really kind of taking a stab at the god who was worshiped at many of 
these high places or hilltop shrines.  You have probably heard his name before .. Baal... 
because he was the guy who the Israelites were always condemned for worshiping.  

Baal was the Canaanite god of rain and fertility.  

You see, the myth of Baal includes an episode where he is killed or falls into a deep sleep and 
must be awakened or brought back to life after the god of death reigns for a while.  

I Kings 18 and the story of Elijah versus the prophets of Baal on Mt. Carmel references 
this too.  

The prophets of Baal have been crying out and yelling and dancing around for two 
or three hours and Baal hasn't answered them yet, 

and so Elijah starts to mock them he says, 
“"Shout louder!" he said. "Surely he is a god! Perhaps he is deep in thought, or busy, or 
traveling. Maybe he is sleeping and must be awakened."    

And so our psalmist is saying, 
“You see those shrines on the high places as we walk to Jerusalem... 

...those shrines where they worship Baal.  He is no god.  
He is powerless and impotent.  
He has nothing to help guard you or keep you alive or keep you safe.”  

And you can almost hear the responses, “But he is the god of rain and my family will die if my 
crops die because there is no rain.” or “But he is the god of fertility and I have no sons to 
carry on my family name or to help me tend the sheep.”  

But if you were singing this psalm you would be reminded that the LORD is creator of 
the heavens, which is where the rains come from.  

And the LORD is the creator of the earth, which is where the crops grow.  
And the LORD opens and closes the womb and is the one who grants our 
children life and breath. 

What are the high places that vie for our attentions and loyalty?  
What are things that promise to take care of our needs and promise deliverance from 
difficulty without reference to the LORD?  

How about insurance?  
We have auto insurance (liability and comp and collision).  
We have health insurance.  We have dental insurance.  We have life insurance.  
We have long-term care insurance.  We have supplemental insurance to cover 
over the un-insured portions of our other insurances.  

In our fiscally-neurotic culture, 



we are made to feel that if we are not insured up to the hilt, 
that all the wheels are going to fall off the wagon... 
...that all our property will be re-possessed... 
...and that our children and our elderly will be wailing in the streets and covered with 
sores.  

Now it's not worshiping an idol to have insurance, and many times it's good 
stewardship to have insurance if it's within our means.  

How about if we move our eyes from the individual to the church?  
What is that makes us feel secure and makes us feel like God will take care of and grow 
our church?  It's good old money and effort.  

 If we have the right programs in place, then we will look attractive and new people will 
come.  

 Or how about the one that I am falling pray to most recently as I have assumed the 
primary preaching duties?  How about the, “If you preach it, they will come” mentality? 

 If I just get my doctrine right, get really culturally relevant in my sermons, and rig up a 
really hip website, 

then all y'all will want to tell your friends to come and see what's going on at 
CPC.”  

Those are things that will cause the LORD to watch over us and keep us, right?

What do you notice is at the center in both misconceptions?  
Who is it that offers insurance to us?  Men and women.  
Who is it that designs and runs church programs? Men and women.  
Who is it that writes sermons?  A man.  

The source of all these so-called solutions to our problems of need are focused on the creature 
and not the Creator.  

They are focused on the devices of man and not the power of God.
        
If we think that one has to have all these insurances, 

or if we feel like we have to have the perfect sermons or perfect church programs, 
then we are demonstrating that we are people who believe that man can make his 
own way without having to put real faith in a God 

who watches over us and loves us like His own children.  

We don't really believe “He who watches over His people never slumbers or sleeps.”      

Which brings us to the biggest sign post along our way to show us just who is guarding and 
watching over us.  

That sign post is a word from the Hebrew that appears six times in these short 8 verses. 
It is translated in various ways such as 'keep' or 'guard' or 'preserve'.  

The English Standard Version and the old Revised Standard Version do the 
best job of representing the fact that this is the same word

[re-read lines with “keep” in them]

But all the English translations do a good job conveying the idea that the LORD is doing all 
the guarding or describing the LORD as a Protector.  



Let's look briefly at the different angles of how the LORD guards or keeps us that is displayed 
before us in this pilgrim song.

First of all, the LORD is YOUR Guardian.  He is a Watchman in things that are very up 
close and personal. 

See what verse 5 tells us, 
“The LORD is your Keeper.  The LORD is your shade on your right hand.”  

He is not like the roof which is close, but still a distance from us.  
He is closer than an arm's length, 

He is right here, at your right hand.

But, secondly, the LORD is also OUR guardian.  
Remember that these psalms are not sung just by individuals, but in a corporate setting, 
in a group of people.  
This psalm starts out by talking about “I” but then quickly moves to language of 
describing what the LORD does outside of “I”, 

the language of encouragement and reminder.  
“He will not let your foot be moved... 

...he who keeps you will not slumber... 
...he will keep your life...”  

So the LORD is not simply the Watchman of persons.  He is the Watchman of a People. 

Next, He is our protector from all things natural that can cause us harm.  
Verse 6 uses the harsh effects of the sun and moon from which the LORD is our 
protector to make this point.  

Written in a culture that knew the sun was more like an enemy that must be 
closely monitored, 

an enemy that caused dehydration, exhaustion, even hallucinations and 
sunstroke, this is no small statement.  

And it was also believed that the moon could have terrible effects on the mind.  
This lunar effect on the mind is where we get our word 'lunatic'.  

If the LORD is our Guardian against natural enemies, 
He is also our Guardian and Protector against all things supernatural.  

And please don't think that evil spiritual forces are not arrayed against us.  
Modern people like to dismiss this part of reality as anti-intellectual or left-over 
medieval superstition, 

but personal experience (yours and mine) as well as reliable witnesses establish  
that these spiritual forces of evil are out there.  

But most importantly, the Bible tells us this.  
In I Peter 5:8 we are told to be sober and watch out because the devil is our adversary and 
prowls around seeking someone to devour.  

But we find out in verse 7 of psalm 121 that 
“the LORD will  keep you from all evil; He will keep your life.”  

There isn't a demon or devil out there who is able to defy what the LORD has established or 
take away what He has promised.



And lastly, the psalm ends with a statement that speaks of God's exhaustive activity as our 
Divine Watchman.  

His protection and guardianship extends to each and every step we take... 
...and it extends from the present moment into eternity.  

There is more diversity among the English translations in figuring out the best way to 
translate this first verb in verse 8 than anywhere else in the psalm.  

The NIV translates it “watch”.  The ESV translates it “keep”.  
The KJV and the NKJV translates it “preserve”.  

The New American Standard translates this verb as “keep” or “keeper” everywhere else 
but here, where they translate it “guard”.

I don't mention all this to make you think that we don't know what this verb means.  
I am simply pointing these differences out to demonstrate to us all, 

that all these different translations are working in concert to demonstrate how 
deep and strong and enduring is the LORD's care for us.

They identify truthfully the LORD as He works for us.  
The LORD watches over our steps.  

The LORD keeps our steps.  
The LORD preserves all our steps. 

The LORD guards all our steps.              

The LORD is at the center of all the things that take care of us... 
...of all the things which provide for us... 
...of all escapes we make from the Enemy's traps... 
...of all the good health... of all the recovery from illness... 
...of all the safe trips to and from work and home.

 He protects you from hunger and famine by preserving your job and giving you 
opportunities to earn a paycheck.

 He preserves your health and reverses sickness by inspiring human ingenuity and skill 
to develop and practice the wonders of modern nutrition and medicine.

 He guards you from loneliness by supplying companionship and Christian fellowship.

 He watches over you, preventing any overwhelming attacks from Satan and his 
minions.

 He watches over His church by saving sinners with different gifts and talents and 
bringing them together in one body.

 He guards His flock by sending his holy angels and by establishing shepherds who will 
pray over the sheep.

 He protects us from His wrath by giving us His Son, Jesus Christ, who suffered the 
wrath our sins deserve, but who was raised from the dead unto glory so that we might 
have joy and power for living from one who will never leave us nor forsake us.

 He preserves the body of Christ by filling it with the Holy Spirit, by giving us His word 
and by giving us his flesh and blood to nourish us.



But Kirk, what about all the hardship, pain, and suffering that individuals and even churches 
have to endure?  

What about when I lose my job?  What about when I have a health condition that 
modern medicine can't cure?  

What about when I am lonely or depressed because someone I love has died?  
What about when I feel like I have voices in my head telling me lies?

Where is the Pilgrim's Watchman then?  Where is the LORD then?  
It sounds to me like this psalm promises more than the LORD delivers.  

If we think that this psalm teaches us all we need to know about God and His ways in this life, 
then yes.  This psalm promises too much.  

But when we take in the whole picture that the Bible provides, 
we find that it is thoroughly honest about the fact that we will endure many 
hardships and difficulties and sufferings.  

Think with me briefly about the life of our Lord Jesus.  
His friend Lazarus died and he wept.  
Satan attacked him with temptations in the desert.  
The Pharisees were always trying to trap him, always hunting him.  
And when he was in the garden of Gethsemane and facing the horrors of crucifixion for 
sins that he did not commit, he said that his soul was sorrowful, even unto death.  

So Jesus endured hardships and sufferings.  And so we also see that Jesus, who was fully 
human, wept at the loss of a loved one, was tempted by the Enemy, 

endured the schemes of human enemies, 
was so sorrowful that he was on the brink of death, and yet Jesus was sinless.  

Through his example we can see that Jesus believed the words of Psalm 121 perfectly.  
He believed that the Heavenly Father would keep his feet from slipping.  

Jesus believed perfectly that the Father was his shade at His right hand.  
Jesus had faith that His Father would keep him from all evil.  

Jesus experienced all these things, believed perfectly the promises of protection during his 
life, and even endured death on a Roman cross.  

But it was the resurrection of Jesus that proved all the Father's promises of protection 
and deliverance from ultimate harm to be “Yes! And Amen!”

And so when the Christian pilgrim looks to the resurrected Christ as our model of faith, 
we find this psalm's words about our Divine Watchman to bring us comfort.  

If not even death can stop the LORD from being our Watchman, 
what else in this life is there to bring us down? 

If Jesus is willing to even go through the terrors and shame of the cross 
in order to protect His Bride, the Church, from the wrath of the Father and the fires of 
eternal punishment, 

will he not also do what He needs to do to guard and keep us in this life?



It is when we allow the sin of unbelief to enter our lives that these words of comfort begin to 
lose their meaning.  

It's when we think that God is busy taking care of someone else more holy than us, 
or He's got too many irons in the fire and can't keep track, 
or that the flame of His love for us has simply cooled down to a glowing ember, 

that we are truly in danger.

It was said that a ship is unsinkable unless it allows water to enter it's hull, 
and because none of us have faith that is perfect, each of us have holes in our ship.  

So we must cry out to God to come and plug the holes in our faith and bail out the waters of 
unbelief that we have let in.  

We must learn to cry out to the LORD, “Lord I believe.  Help my unbelief.  
Make my faith like the perfect faith of Christ.”  

We must lay hold of these words in Psalm 121, 
believe that Jesus Christ is our Divine Watchman, 

...that he keeps our feet from slipping... 

...that he watches over us tirelessly without sleeping... 

...that He is our shade at our right hand... 

...and that no demon from hell or any other evil thing 
can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus.  

We must know that the LORD will guard our going out and our coming in, from this time 
forth and forevermore.  


