
Laughing as We Walk the Pilgrim Road
text: Psalm 126

What do you think of laughing at a funeral?
What do you think about laughing at a wedding?
Why do we think about laughter differently when we are in different settings?

Well today, we are going to look at laughter and the Christian life.  
More specifically, we are going to look at Christian living as being saturated 
with laughter and joy... 

...because of what we have received as well as what we can expect.  
[read text and pray]

To an onlooking world, the evangelical church in America is seen as a group of 
squinty-faced finger-waggers... 

people who have a great big list of “Thou shalt nots” 
and another list of things to boycott.    

 They see us as the proverbial skunk at the garden party where they have 
brought the good times and the fun and laughter 

and we bring in the big hairy prophet from the desert dressed in 
animal skins with the big booming voice preaching condemnation and 
repentance.  

 In their eyes, we are like the sulky kid on the church playground whose 
parents won't let him get his good Sunday clothes dirty, 

and so he tries to stop everyone else's fun by warning all the other 
little boys and girls that... 

...if they keep running and playing he's going to go tell their 
parents.

And in many ways, we have earned this image.  

Many Christians approach life with a dour expression, complete with furrowed 
brow and thin lips.  

Because holiness is serious business and 
because of the sin we carry around, 
because we believe in the total depravity of every man and woman, 

we must be careful to have very controlled pleasure in tiny little 
spurts.  

The one who has given in to sin and its worldliness are easy to spot.  
They are the one's who are laughing a little too loud.  

But its not the decibel level that separates us from God.  
It's the level of rebellion in one's heart regardless of their volume.  

I'm sure the Pharisees tiptoed quietly and reverently as they passed through the 
synagogues.  

C.S. Lewis once jokingly commented that those within the church who act 
sour and stern act “as if a long face is a good moral disinfectant.”  



Or as it was put another way, “heavenly joy must be earthly gloom and vice 
versa.  The first shall be last and the joyful shall scowl.”

But this obviously turns the teaching of the scripture upside down where we are 
left celebrating the sickness instead of the cure.  

Our sickness is sin and a sinful nature, 
and they are a sickness that leads to death.  

That is very serious business.  

But our LORD has already dealt with this very serious business of sin and 
depravity in a very serious way.  

The Father dealt with sin so severely, that it cost him His Son's life.  

But notice the tense of the verbs I am using.  They are past tense.  
He has dealt with sin.  

The reign of sin ended when Jesus broke its back on the cross.  
Christ was raised from the dead and the power of death died.  

As Christians, our laughter doesn't well up and bubble over from celebrating the 
sickness of sin and death.  

We laugh and joy springs forth when we celebrate the cure...
when we celebrate the cross and the empty tomb.

And this is exactly where Psalm 126 starts, by remembering the past.  

Psalm 126 remembers that the people were once prisoners in Babylon.  
They were cut off from their promised land.  
Their holy city, Jerusalem, had been ravaged 

and their most sacred place of worship, Solomon's temple had been 
obliterated.  

But then God's people had been released from Babylon.  
They had been released from their prison and captivity. 

And they returned to Jerusalem.  And what was their reaction?  

Remember Jerusalem was the place of their biggest defeat.  
So when they reached the ruins of the temple in the heart of their city, 

what did they do?  
Did they mourn and sing a somber psalm and then go home?  

No they said, “This is like a dream.  It's too glad to be true.”  
And their mouths were filled with laughter and shouts of joy.  

I imagine it wasn't polite tea party giggles.  
I bet it was big fat, back-slapping, foot-stomping belly laughs that 
echoed around the temple area.  

And what about those shouts of joy?  
I imagine that the shouts of joy were tremendous and probably intimidating. 



Did anybody see the footage of the Olympic US men's swim relay team after they 
beat France?  

Do you remember that now famous flex and yell thing that Michael Phelps 
did?  

I bet you that was a small picture of how the Israelites felt when they returned 
from Zion.  

They had been prisoners and were now free... 
...and not only that, they were back in their promised land.  

The people of God were grateful to the Nth degree.  
And it is out of that gratitude...

... out of what God had had done for them...
... that they laughed and shouted.  

And they laughed and shouted loudly enough that they disturbed the neighbors.
The folks who had set up camp during the period of exile noticed this 
explosion of joy.  

There was no mistaking it.  
The nations who lived around the returned exiles took notice and they said, 

“The LORD had done great things for them.”               

Brothers and sisters, in the Christian life, 
is our gratitude for salvation in Christ, 

our gratitude for Christ canceling our debt, 
our gratitude for Christ breaking the chains of sin, 

our gratitude for being raised with Christ and filled with his Spirit, 
is our gratitude spilling out in the form of laughter?... 

...in the form of joy?.... in the form of celebration?  

Is our joy so evident that the neighbors think to themselves, 
“I don't know what they got, but I gotta get me some”?  

Now, it's humanly impossible to sustain the kind of celebration and intense joy 
that one finds after special events in life.  

So I am not talking about trying to maintain some certain level of laugh-
mania or joy-filled high.  

But Jesus said that a tree is judged by its fruit.
So we must take an honest look at the fruit we are bearing.  

Do we find ourselves being cynical or wallowing in self-pity, often finding little 
opportunity to show our gratitude through laughter and joy?  

Oftentimes joy and laughter spring out of the habit of gratitude.  
But habits have to be developed and nurtured.  

So I'll re-phrase my question.  
Have we as Christ's gathered people, both as individuals and as a group, have we 
developed good habits and created opportunities for us to dwell on God's past 
goodness to us?  



And if so, can those outside of our heads and outside of our church see the fruit 
of laughter and joy?  

The psalmist is tapping into his imagination and remembering God's past 
goodness ...and he writes for us words bursting with gratitude.  

He remembers the bitterness of captivity and the sweetness of freedom.  

People of God, do you remember the filth of your sin and the pure clean water of 
the Spirit that washed it all away?  
It is somewhat of a paradox of the Christian faith that laughter bursts out of an 
understanding of how great a sinner we are and how great a Savior we have.  

If we cultivate a habit of expressing gratitude over what Christ has already 
done for us ... 

[notice I didn't say feeling grateful.  The command in scripture is 
to give thanks in all things, not to feel thankful in all things.] 

...But if we cultivate a habit of expressing gratitude then we will find that 
our pity parties will be shorter lived and less well-attended 

...and our cynicism will be plucked up by the root.         

But our psalm doesn't simply give us laughter and joy over what God has 
already done for His people, 

psalm 126 also points us toward laughter and joy over what God will do for 
His people.  

If what we have already discussed is laughter as gratitude, 
then the next half of the psalm talks about laughter as courage.

The psalmist starts out the second half by recognizing that there is a lot of work 
to be done.  

He says, “Restore our fortunes, O LORD, like streams in the Negev.”  

The psalmist recognizes that he is living in a place where he did not have what he 
used to have.  

The Negev was an area in the southern part of Palestine that was an 
immense desert.  

But periodically, rains would come through and turn the dried and 
cracked stream beds into flourishing arenas of life.  

The psalmist is asking for that which is now a desolate pile of ruins to be made 
into the glorious inheritance and mighty city that he knew it could be.    

The people of God were staring down their inheritance that was a 
wasteland, but the impossible part had already been accomplished.  

They were back from exile.  
Their rebellion and continuous disobedience had required the exile and their 
return was based solely on God's gracious gift.  

And so because they had seen God's goodness in the past, 
they could envision how His right hand could shape their present ... 

and give birth to a glorious future.  



They could see how planting seeds in dry, parched ground could, 
by God's goodness and mercy, yield more than enough grain to fill their bellies.  

They could see that the tears they cried now as they worked and labored 
through sweat and struggle and opposition... 

...they could see how their tears would be turned into laughter and 
songs of joy.  

So the ancient people of God could walk out into dry fields with a smile and a 
chuckle.  

They could rebuild the wall with a song on their lips despite opposition 
from hostile neighbors.  

This laughter and joy was a sign of courage, 
...a sign of how God's people could confidently believe in the God's future 
goodness to them despite the ruins in which they stood.  

And this is also how we are to move forward down this pilgrim road called 
Christendom, laughing courageously, not giggling nervously.  

We know that the Holy Spirit is going to make wonderful things happen...
... despite the fact that the world is not as we hope it to be, 

despite present pain or sorrow.  

Consider Christ and how he looked forward to His Father's goodness to him.
The apostle in Hebrews 12 tells us “Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author 
and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the 
cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of 
God.”  

It is the resurrection, the defeat of death, 
and His continued reign over heaven and earth that was the joy set before 
Jesus.  

And when we are united to Christ Jesus, 
...when we are united to him in his death and united to him in his 
resurrection... 

...we are called to live the way of the cross also... 
Not to live as if Jesus is still hanging on the cross... 

...not living as one life-long humbug... 
but living in light of resurrection and Christ's rule over all things.  

And that's where the way of the cross finds its belly laugh.  
That's where the heart washed clean from great sin by a great Savior finds 
itself full to over-flowing with joy.  

Although I doubt he had the resurrection in mind when he wrote this, Mark 
Twain said, “Power, Money, Persuasion, Supplication, Persecution--these can lift at a colossal 
humbug,--push it a little-- crowd it a little--weaken it a little, century by century: but only Laughter 
can blow it to rags and atoms at a blast. Against the assault of Laughter nothing can stand.”



Brothers and sisters, in the final analysis of things, laughter isn't a requirement. 
Joy isn't a saving grace.  It is simply a part of the fruit of the Spirit.  

There are those people who are naturally melancholic, naturally pensive or 
introspective.  

If you are one of those people, the last thing I think you need to do is feel 
guilty because you aren't joyful enough.

My goal is NOT to evoke in anyone the reaction, “Oh I'm such a wretched sinner 
for not being joyful.”  

My goal is to dangle the carrot of how Christian discipleship should be 
and stir up in all of us the desire to begin today to walk away 

...from habits born out of a stoic upbringing 

...or from the self-hatred that comes from naval gazing ...
... by considering the joy set before us.   

Laughter and joy, as William Tyndale said, are part of the soft rain of grace after 
the thunder of the law, 

a laughter that comes from the low bottom of the heart.  

Laughter and joy in the Christian way of discipleship are what God gives 
not what we try to work up on our own.  

The laughter of the Christian pilgrim happens ...
...not because we feel good about ourselves, 

...but because we feel good about God and his promises in Christ.  

We have joy because Jesus' death on the cross for us is too glad to be true.  
We laugh because Jesus' resurrection gives us courage in the face of 
opposition and dark days.         

  
The world tries to buy its own laughter and amusement.  

Eugene Peterson said, “Society is a bored, gluttonous king employing a 
court jester to divert it after an overindulgent meal.”  

This king as he represents the world, tries to buy his own laughter to 
prove to everyone that he has the life in himself, or at least the power 
to purchase life when he needs some.  

We laugh, paradoxically, because we know that the only thing man has in himself 
is death and we have no currency to buy life and no right to claim it.  

Yet we have been given life by Another and so we laugh.  

We have joy because the Lord and giver of life, Jesus Christ, 
has risen from the dead and rules and reigns over all powers and 
kingdoms.

This psalm doesn't give us the complete package on which we can build our joy.  
But it gives us plenty of fuel for the road.  



It gives us a picture of laughter as gratitude for the past and laughter as a 
courageous act for facing the future.  

This psalm shows us that when we learn to live and breathe and eat and 
play and work out of gratitude and courage, 

full of joy and laughter despite the tears of hardship and times of 
oppression, 

then an unbelieving world we see where the party is.  

They will see the emptiness of their distractions.  
 They will see their drunken numbness as disgusting when held up to the 

rich wine of grace.  
 They will see the saccharine sweets with which they fill their bellies as 

nauseating compared to the robust living bread of a resurrection life.  

The church, living a courageous and gracious life will be like the invitation God 
offers in Isaiah 55:

"Come, all you who are thirsty, come to the waters; 
       and you who have no money, come, buy and eat! 
       Come, buy wine and milk 
       without money and without cost. 

Why spend money on what is not bread, 
       and your labor on what does not satisfy? 
       Listen, listen to me, and eat what is good, 
       and your soul will delight in the richest of fare. 
 Give ear and come to me; 
       hear me, that your soul may live.”

And when a lost soul comes to Christ at this invitation 
and he is baptized into Christ death ...

...and raised up through Christ's resurrection, 

...he will join us when we say, 

“ Our mouths were filled with laughter, our tongues with songs of joy...  
The LORD has done great things for us.” 


