
“Starting the Pilgrim Road”
text: Psalm 120

Last time I preached I spoke about the difference between being a tourist and a pilgrim and how 
Christian spirituality based on what the Bible says calls us to be like pilgrims... 

...people who are going someplace... people who love places... 
...and people who know that there is so much more to this place.

Well, today we are beginning a series of pilgrim songs.  
And these pilgrim songs have been sung by God's people for thousands of years.  

As a matter of fact, psalm 120 to 134 all begin with titles that hint at pilgrimage... 
A song of ascents is how they are all titled.  

These titles suggest movement.  They suggest that the singer is going someplace.  
And that's exactly when these songs were sung.  

They were sung as the ancient Israelites left their homes to make their pilgrimage to 
Jerusalem for the purpose of worship.  

And they're called songs of ascents because Jerusalem is located on a high 
plateau and you had to walk up mountain paths to get to it. 

Psalm 120 is the psalm that wakes us up and gets us started.  

This morning we are going to look at this wake-up call in three movements.  
And I say three “movements” and not three “points” because Psalm 120 is a poem 
and therefore more like a piece of music than like The Idiot's Guide to Pilgrimage.  

We will look in our psalm this morning at a pilgrim's movements from 
... remembering the Lord's goodness to...
... crying out for deliverance to ...
... seeing the world as it is. 

We have all already sung it, but we need to hear it again so these hard words 
can be fresh in our ears:

[read text here and then pray]

Well something has happened in this psalmist's world that has brought him to the breaking 
point.  This psalm as you can tell, is full of anger.  

It's not a pretty lyric.  
It's not beautifully mournful like a song by Enya and 

it's not majestic and sweeping like one of John Williams' movie themes.  
It reads more like something you'd hear at a Metallica concert.



But it gets our attention.  
It's angry and caustic and it gets us moving.  We may not enjoy it, but it's necessary.  

Otherwise, the pilgrim never gets motivated and never gets moving.  

But oddly enough this pilgrim song's first movement doesn't begin with an angry fist in the air, 
but with remembering the LORD's past goodness to him.  

He says in verse 1, “I call on the LORD in my distress, and he answers me.”  
While the NIV translates this to emphasize the LORD's present goodness 

“I call... he answers”, 
most other English versions translate this verse more appropriately in the past tense, 

“I called... he answered or heard”.  

And this theme is worked into the book of Psalms.  
Psalm 20, 42, 77, 105, and 143 are all dedicated to the theme of remembering the LORD's 
past goodness to His people in the midst of present distress and hard times.  

Think of the disciples shortly after the end of Jesus' earthly ministry.  
Think about how huge the resurrection must have loomed in their minds.  

Their Lord and Savior had been killed, betrayed by his own people, 
and they were in utter despair.  

Yet the Lord showed his goodness in raising Jesus from the dead and proclaiming Lord 
over all things, including death.  

What a jolt to get them started down their own pilgrim road!  

Think of all the hardships the apostle Paul faced as he took the gospel into the Gentile world.  
He was heckled and beat.  He was stoned, run out of town, shipwrecked...

...and what was often Paul's encouragement?  

It was that Jesus had been good to him, snatching him out of the way of death and sealing him 
into the way of life.  

Are you in the middle of distress?  
 Is your business struggling or...
 is your marriage difficult or ...
 is the amount of work that needs doing around the house never-ending no matter how 

hard you work or ...
 is the changing church situation just too much to handle

... or... or... or...  
In the midst of your distress, do you remember how the LORD has remembered you in the past? 

How has the Lord Jesus been good to you in other periods when you felt as if you were in 
dire straits or maxed out?  



I don't know what each of your past struggles have been, 
but we all do share how good the Lord has been to us through bringing the Smith family 
to Danville for a time.  

In a small city with so many people who are well-churched but spiritually starving, 
Christ has been good to us and this community through the tireless efforts of 
Tre' and his family.  

And even at a more basic level, 
if you are a disciple of Jesus Christ, an apprentice to the way of life, 

we all share God's goodness in the death and resurrection of His Son.  
 For it is in Christ that we have the payment for our sins.  
 In Christ we have been bestowed with all the blessings in the heavenly places.  
 In Christ we have the promise of resurrection when our bodies will be glorified like his.  

And all of this is present because of God's goodness to us in the past.  
So when you consider the present distresses in your life, 

remember the  Lord's goodness to us in the past.  

And in that remembrance we enter the second movement, 
a movement that calls out for the LORD to deliver us.  

And in this psalm, it is a call for deliverance from “lying lips and from deceitful tongues.”      

We might think that the words used in verses 3 and 4 are too harsh for such a small thing.  
But the Bible has lot to say about a lying tongue.  

 Proverbs 6 tells us that God hates a lying tongue.  
 Proverbs 21 tells us that a person who profits from a lying tongue is setting a 

deadly trap for themselves.  
 Proverbs 26 links a lying tongue to flattery and tells us that flattery is really a hatred 

that curses.  
 Psalm 57 calls the lying tongue a sharp sword and... 
 ...Jeremiah 9 calls it a deadly arrow.  

But the worst condemnation of the tongue is found, not in the harsh and judgmental Old 
Testament but in the supposed warm and fluffy New Testament.  

James chapter 3 says that the tongue is a member set on fire by hell!

If all these references to the lying tongue... 
...the warrior's sword, the deadly arrow, the burning fire... 
...if all these images are the fruit of a lying tongue, then the LORD's judgment prescribed 
in verse 4 seems to be very appropriate.  

“He will punish you with a warrior's sharp arrows, with burning coals of the broom tree.”       



So as this short second movement draws to a close and the third movement begins, 
my guess is that thinking about someone lying to you doesn't really make you see red.  

 When I think about one lie... sure... no big deal.  
 When I think about having to teach students who lie to me each and every class of each 

and every day, I start to get a little peeved.  But I can live with that.  

So what does it take to get us stirred up?  
What has to happen for us to sound off a “...somebody ought to do something...”?  

Does Bluto have to come and steal your Olive Oyl before you come out with 
“I stands all I can stands and I can't stands no more!”  

If one, ten, or a thousand lies and deceits don't get you moving or stirred for action, 
what about living, breathing and  eating in an environment conditioned and 
saturated with lies... 

...lies that are deadly to the faith and practice of a Christian disciple... 

...lies that are so pervasive that the tongues who speak them actually believe them.  

Then the beginning of this third movement of this pilgrim song is seeing the world as it really is. 

Think of the lies the world feeds us.  
We live with them everyday and face them in all manner of places.  
We get them everywhere from politicians on Capitol Hill to... 

...Hollywood and the news media to ...
...the beauty salon and the barber shop.  

Eugene Peterson in his devotional based on this psalm perfectly describes the ocean of lies in 
which we are drowning. He says: [read underlined portion Peterson, p.22]

We are fed these lies each day, and then you know what happens?  
For a time we believe them, 

because why would the media and our teachers and our bosses and even our family 
members lie to us?  

But then when reality keeps showing up, 
we get filled with resentment or anger which can turn into depression or workaholism or 
addictions or rage and abuse or any combination of these things.  

And then one day, life gets to be so painful, 
so wadded up, so lifeless and devoid of joy, we cry out “Enough!” 

and start out down the pilgrim road which leads to life and peace.
Christians in the past have called this turn from the way of death to the way of life, 

“repentance”.  



Some people think of repentance as that weepy moment that happens in a revival tent meeting 
when people get saved.  But repentance is not so narrow as that.  

Repentance involves identifying the way of death in whatever part of life it has taken root 
(addictions, depression, obsession with your own comfort, apathy or laziness) 

and then identifying the way of life and taking the way of life no matter how painful it 
might be at the time.

It's like the story that was published in Readers' Digest a few years ago about the hunter who 
had a tree fall on him, pinning his leg to the ground.  

He was by himself and so there would be no one to get help or to come and rescue him 
until it was too late.  

The hunter knew that keeping his leg was very desirable, 
but it was also the way of death.  

The way of life involved him cutting off his own leg.

Now most of the forks in the road that we face as we move from day to day aren't as stark and 
terrible as that hunter's choice.  

But most of the time we don't have something as obvious as a tree pinning us to the 
ground to show us the way of life so vividly.  

Most of the time, we aren't aware of the way of death that has crept up and 
overtaken us.  

 People don't see the way of death called “depression” overtaking them until they are full 
of regrets and sadness and they are almost paralyzed.  

 People don't see that they are addicted material possessions and personal comfort until 
they find themselves working all the time just to make payments.  

But eventually, the weight of all those lies will feel like a tree pinning you to the ground.  
The weight of those lies like “you will never feel joy again” or 

...“you make everyone ashamed of you” or 

...“your work doesn't matter” or 

...“you need just a little bit more”... 

...these lies which are fed to us by the world, the devil, and our own sinful nature... 

...these lies will way a person down until they're brought to a breaking point and 
cry out 

“Enough!  I can't do this anymore!  I won't believe these lies!  God save me!” 

And then you will be able to see the world as it really is.  
Which is what the psalmist does when he says, 

“Woe to me that I dwell in Meshech, that I live among the tents of Kedar!  
Too long have I lived among those who hate peace.”  



Meshech was not a close neighbor, referring to a tribe way off in southern Russia, 
and Kedar, descendants of Ishmael, was a wandering tribe near modern day Syria that 
was known for its fierceness.  

The psalmist was saying that he felt like he was living among foreigners and barbarians.  
But remember this psalm was sung by the Israelites living in their promised land who 
were on a pilgrimage to worship in Jerusalem.  

The barbarians that were shooting their lies from which the psalmist was crying out 
to be delivered were his neighbors!  

So if you have thought that I have been stretching this “the world as it really is” movement, 
just remember that it's home-cooked lies, 

it's friendly neighborhood slander, 
it's the silvery and forked tongue of those in the everyday world that 
convince us that the way of death is the only path to take.             

And once we identify the lies, once we identify the way of death, 
and the Lord opens up our eyes to the way of life, 

then it should make us mad just like the psalmist was mad.  
We should burn with a righteous anger that will get us started down the pilgrim road.  

It should make us angry enough to repent.  
We don't associate repentance with anger, but again, repentance is not simply an 
emotion.  Rather, it is a decision.  

Eugene Peterson puts it perfectly, “[read underlined portion p.25]”

Can you and I identify in our lives where we have swallowed a pack of lies and get angry 
enough to repent?  

I am not speaking of the kind of impatient and wicked anger that oppresses others or consumes 
our love for our neighbor.  

The kind of anger being displayed by the psalmist is patient.  
Notice that he calls on God for deliverance and judgment.  
He doesn't try to rush ahead of God's plan and providence and make it happen. 

This is patient anger.  
But it's not passive or withdrawn either.  

This righteous anger moves forward and engages.  
The psalmist is obviously engaging with his neighbor at the end, 
speaking with them about peace.  

“I am a man of peace; but when I speak, they are for war.” 

But the psalmist's anger isn't so consuming that he can't still be for peace.  



And this is where honesty with ourselves comes in.  
Am I the sort of person who is easily angered and while my initial anger is righteous, 
I soon leave all peace behind and become a man of war?  

You know the kind of person I am talking about.  
They're the ones who enter a conversation and aren't satisfied until everyone 
involved is arguing or they are send everyone else running due to a sharp spike in 
decibel levels.  

Or am I the kind of person who shies away from anger, 
one who turns anger into hurt or sorrow which makes one paralyzed and unable to 
engage themselves and their neighbor about the way of death?  

Think about both extremes that I just mentioned as they apply to our church and community.  
If you are the angry type who assumes the shoot-first-ask-questions-later posture, 

then our church will appear ugly, stiff, and oppressive, and be hostile to those on 
the outside.  

If you are the type who takes anger and turns into hurt or sadness, 
then you will never find the motivation to go out and engage your neighbors about 
the glorious way of life and the ugliness of the way of death because you will be 
afraid of the hurt.  

So, brothers and sisters, where is your struggle this morning?  
What is keeping you from feeling the righteous anger and getting you started?  

Is your struggle with starting where this pilgrim's song starts, by remembering the Lord's 
goodness in the past?  

Are you so paralyzed by the lies around and inside you that Christ's work has lost its 
strength and potency in your life?  

You see the lies, the world as it really is, you cry out for  deliverance and your anger 
is roused, but the joy of the Spirit of Christ in your own heart seems to have 
evaporated a long time ago.  

If this is you, then keep calling out to the Lord in Jesus name.  
This Pilgrim road is not a short one and Christ will breathe fresh breezes into 
your heart in His time. 

Or is your struggle with seeing the lies of the world as they really are?  
Do you not know why you seem to get blind-sided so often or can never quite diagnose 
the problems your facing?  
If this describes you, then look to your left and to your right and take notice that you do 
not walk this pilgrim road alone.  

Christ has placed you in his body where there are saints who love and care 
for you in His name.     



Or is your problem like mine?  
I recognize the lies that surround us and I feel a deep gratitude for God's goodness 
through Christ's work for His Church.  

But rather than cry out for deliverance from the lies that so closely hem us in, I try 
to plow forward under my own steam.  

If this shoe fits, then will you join me in letting our anger be fanned in such a way that we 
would repent of our self-sufficiency and cry out to God to deliver us first from ourselves 

and then to deliver us from the lies of the world and Satan and his fiery darts and 
poisoned arrows.      

So if we have our eyes opened to the goodness of God in Christ, 
are we angry enough about the lies fed to our war-torn community to go and speak peace 
to others as we travel this pilgrim road?  

If we have our eyes opened to the fact that we live among liars and slanderers, foreigners and 
barbarians, 

are we angry enough with the prisons that they are in to carry the keys of the gospel of 
peace, even if they are for war.

Let us remember Christ's goodness to us, 
cry out for Him to deliver us from the sea of lies in which we live, 

and as we see the world as it really is, 
our anger will be stirred up in a healthy way so that we can endure patiently 
those lies as we speak peace into a war torn world. 


