
A Pilgrim Considers the Alternative
text: Psalm 124

Pilgrim turned to view the road behind him and wiped the sweat from his brow.  
As he looked back down the road that he was traveling, 

Pilgrim could see in his mind the places where some of his traveling 
companions had fallen.  

Some travelers who had left or been taken from there number had only been on 
this road for a short time, 

and their names were already beginning to fade from memory.  
However, others that had been lost had been in their number for a 
long time 
and the memory of those companions was both sweet and bitter.  

The first companion that he considered who had been lost was the young man 
called Simple.  

● Simple seemed to be pleasant most of the time.  
● He had an easy-going manner about him.  
● He was easy to talk to and he always laughed at Pilgrim's jokes.  
● He provided good comradery when their way was fairly flat and easy.  

But Simple was always slow to listen, and so his immaturity often created 
hardships for the rest of their traveling community.  

Sometimes, when Pilgrim and Simple and the rest of their companions 
would come to a difficult spot in their travels, 

a spot where the road was very steep or treacherous, 
spots where there were pitfalls close to the edge of the road, 

or spots where wild beasts were known to be prowling 
around seeking for someone to devour... 

...in these places, Simple seemed to be too curious for his own good...
... and too slow to listen to some of the more wise travelers among 
them like King David or King Solomon.  

It was still hard to think of the day they lost Simple.  
They had been told early in the morning that they must stay on the move 

or they would be eaten by beasts who lived along the road as it wound 
through Persecution Forest.  

But Simple had said that he couldn't see the danger lurking in the shadows of the 
forest, so he was going to go have a look around.  

They saw Simple pulled down and devoured shortly after he had wandered off 
the path.  

after they had devoured Simple,  the beasts turned their hunger on the rest 
of the travelers Pilgrim 

and the rest of the travelers then had to sprint until passing out of 
the forest.  

The fury in the eyes of these beasts was terrifying, 
and the speed of their pace seemed to be set on fire by hell itself.  



Just when they thought that they too would be eaten, 
just when the menacing jaws of the beasts were snapping right at their 
heels, 

          a fierce wind called Providence began to blow, 
slowing the beasts down.  

And it would be this wind that delivered them to safety on the far side of the 
forest.  

When the wind had died down 
and the beasts had retreated into the forest, 

the travelers stopped to pray.  

And King David said, “If the LORD had not been on our side, when men attacked 
us, when their anger flared against us, they would have swallowed us alive.”

As Pilgrim sat  there remembering the sharp pains of both knowing and then 
losing Simple, 

his thoughts immediately began to drift toward another of their 
companions that had been lost in their travels.  

The companion that Pilgrim thought of was a man called Independence.        

Independence was an easy man to travel with, 
never asking anybody for anything.  

As a matter of fact, he was always quick to lend a helping hand.  
And boy was he a strong man.

He often carryied more than his share of the load when other 
travelers were tired.  

When Pilgrim would see the sweat pouring down Independence's face, he always 
asked him how he was doing and if he could help.  

Independence would always muster up a smile and say, 
“I'm doing fine.  I can beat this.  Thanks for your concern.”  

And he'd keep on moving, carrying that big heavy load all by himself.

The day that they lost Independence was the second day that they had been 
trudging through the Swamp of Worldly-Troubles.  

● King Solomon had reminded them all before entering the Swamp that “in 
the presence of many counselors there is safety.”  

● The Apostle Paul had also told them, 
“God is faithful.  As you travel through the Swamp of Worldly-
Troubles you will not be tempted beyond what you can bear.”  

When Paul said that, Pilgrim heard Independence sigh with relief.  
But then Paul turned and looked at Independence with unblinking eyes and 
said, 

“But when you are tempted, He will also provide a way out so that you can 
stand up under it.”  



So after they had received these words as an assembly, they prayed and 
started through the Swamp of Worldly-Troubles.

It was just before noon-day on their second day that the travelers were crossing a 
rickety wooden bridge over the river that flowed through the swamp, 

when the bridge broke and dumped all the travelers into the river.  

All the travelers were able to make it back to the riverbank with each others' 
help... ...except Independence.  

When he came up he swam to a small sand bar called Self-Sufficient.  

The problem was that the sand bar was out of  the reach of the travelers, 
and  Independence was carrying all of the travelers' rope.  

The waters were too deep and the current too strong to help in any other way, 
so the travelers all stood on the river bank begging Independence to throw 
them the rope.  

But he just kept saying what he always said, 
“I'll be fine.  I can beat this.  Thanks for your concern.”  

Pilgrim and his companions watched in painful helplessness as Independence 
tried to swim to shore carrying his heavy heavy burden all by himself.  

Independence never made it to shore.

Pilgrim still felt the pain of losing such a friend.
But also felt frustration and anger that Independence refused to receive 
help from his companions.  

But as Pilgrim looked around at his traveling companions, a deep sense of 
thanksgiving welled up in his soul.  

He knew that the LORD had provided this small band of brothers and 
sisters to be his guide and friend.  

The words of thanksgiving that King David had prayed the day they 
lost Independence still echoed in his mind.  

King David had said, 
“If the LORD had not been on our side, the flood would have engulfed us, 
the torrent would have swept over us, the raging waters would have 
swept us away.  

Our help is in the name of the LORD, the Maker of heaven and earth.”

In the story just told, we have two things... trouble and deliverance.  
Psalm 124 is the same.  We have trouble and we have deliverance.  

Notice that the hook of the story, the thing that draws us in is the conflict.  
The blaring neon signs of the psalm are the same.  

The psalm gives us raging waters and bloodthirsty beasts.  



And though it is drownings and dragons that catch our ears and hold our 
imaginations, 

it is all written and painted on the canvas of God Himself.  

The LORD is the environment of the psalm, 
and He is the one assaulting our narrow view of the Christian life when we 
read these words.  

He says to us, 
“I am the One who is beneath the pilgrim road you travel...
... and I am the One who is above the ravenous beasts who threaten to 

swallow you alive...
... and I am the One who penetrates and saturates the deliverance you find 

whether you are running from your enemies... 
...or whether you are crawling, choking and sputtering, out of 
the river of your troubles.”  

Now I think this psalm cries out to us to talk about what men greater than I am 
have called Providence.  

The doctrine of providence is simply the belief that whatever happens 
during our lives is in some way directly or indirectly ordered and governed 
by our loving Father in heaven.  

The Westminster Shorter Catechism, part of our church's doctrinal standards, 
puts it this way:

Q11: What are God's works of providence? 
 A11: God's works of providence are, his most holy, wise, and powerful preserving and 

governing all his creatures, and all their actions.

But there is a document written about 100 years before these words, way back in 
the mid-1500's, called the Belgic Confession, 

and it speaks of God's Providence in these warm words:      

[Art 13] “...This doctrine [of Providence] affords us unspeakable consolation, 
since we are taught thereby that nothing can befall us by chance, but by the 
direction of our most gracious and heavenly Father; who watches over us with 
a paternal care, keeping all creatures so under His power that not a hair of our 
head (for they are all numbered), nor a sparrow can fall to the ground without 
the will of our Father, in whom we do entirely trust; being persuaded that He 
so restrains the devil and all our enemies that without His will and permission 
they cannot hurt us.”

But this doctrine isn't something that is dreamed up by men with too much time 
on their hands.  

The doctrine of Providence is only an attempt to summarize what the Bible 
has to say about how God in Christ guides and controls all the influences on 
our lives.  

Take the following scriptures as an example:
[Psalm 145.14-17]  [Heb 1.3] [Matt 10.29-30] 



If you think that all this talk of doctrine and Providence is ivory tower theology 
that is of little use in everyday life, 

consider the man who wrote the Belgic Confession.  

His name was Guido and he wrote the Belgic Confession and sent it to the King of 
Spain because he was trying to get him to stop the persecution of the Reformed 
churches in the Netherlands.  

● He was trying to say, “We are good citizens not rebels.  We are trying to 
confess and believe what is written in the Bible.”  

● Guido also told the Spanish king that the Reformed churches in the 
Netherlands would "offer their backs to stripes, their tongues to knives, 
their mouths to gags, and their whole bodies to fire," rather than deny the 
truth of God's Word.  

Guido certainly believed and lived those words he wrote because he became a 
martyr because of them.  

But Kirk, that was almost 500 years ago and we have so much more freedom to 
express our doctrinal beliefs today.  

But it's the believing and living this view of Providence that is the difficult 
part.  
We might not have the King of Spain or France trying to execute us, 

but our faith in Christ is assaulted in more subtle ways.  

Now,   today,   we're like Pilgrim,     lying on the bank of the river,     soaking wet, 
trying to cough up all the swamp water we just sucked down, 

and half our belongings have just been washed away... 
and what do we find?  

We lift our eyes only to find two men, Cynic and Sentimental, 
both grinning at us.  

They each present us an alternative to a biblical view of Providence.

Cynic is not so much grinning at us as he sarcastically sneering at us, 
as if he is saying, 
“You poor blind fool.  You're crawling up out of that river and you say 

“Thank you LORD for saving me.”  
Can't you see that you almost drowned... 

...that you are lying there on this filthy bank soaking wet?”  

Cynic says, “You thank God for being good to you, for delivering you.  
But tell me, if he is so good, where was He before the bridge 

collapsed that dumped you in this mess.”

Cynic wants to give us a God and a world without goodness.  
He hides behind what he probably calls “being realistic”, 
when what he is doing is trying to pull everyone else into his dark reality.  

As a matter of fact, Cynic's problem is that he is trying to be God.  



Cynic is trying to interpret our world for us even when he will not allow the 
Word of God to interpret his world for him.  

In our psalm this morning, verse 7 says, 
“We have escaped like a bird out of the fowler's snare; the snare has been 
broken, and we have escaped.”  

Cynic wants to only see the snare and deny the escape.  

Anybody have a so-called Cynic in their life? ...
...one who questions your sanity for continuing in your belief that the 
Father in heaven really does work out all things for His glory and your 
good? 

But then we look at Sentimental and he truly is smiling down at us.  
He is giving us a big, fake smile that doesn't really touch his eyes.  

Sentimental looks at our soaked and coughing self with pity in his eyes, 
and he says, “Aw, it's okay.  It's not that bad.  

We'll get you cleaned up, some dry clothes, a little hot tea, 
and get a good book in your hands, 

and you'll forget all about this terrible experience.”  

You see, where Cynic wants to deny goodness in God and the world, 
Sentimental wants to deny evil and the pain and darkness it brings 

because he thinks God is a big softy and would never allow people to 
grow and mature through pain, trials, and hardship.  

Sentimental doesn't want to let God be God and be master over even the 
darkness and evil in our world, 

because then God isn't safe and He won't fit in the box.  
Sentimental would line all our walls with Thomas Kincade paintings where 

there is only light and no darkness.  
Sentimental would minimize, avoid or deny our pain 

and would want to keep conflict and hard-speaking off the radar.  
Sentimental would love the blessings of the gospel ...

... but deny the reality of the blackness that lives in each of our hearts 
which we call the sinful nature.  

Sentimental wants to take verse 7 and hang a bouquet of flowers on the 
snare so it doesn't look so bad so that we will only see the escape.

To take Cynic's view of life and be a Christian, 
we get the horror of the cross 

but no assurance that our sins are paid for ...
... and no justice through the glory of the resurrection.  

To take Sentimental's view of life and be a Christian, 
the freedom of forgiveness is shackled 

because our sin isn't that bad 
and the glory of resurrection is dimmed 

because injustice is just a mirage.



But the Christian view of life, 
the view of the world that the Bible gives us deals with reality as it is.  

The Bible neither trivializes our troubles nor does it diminish the deliverance.  

In our lives we face so many trials.  
Sometimes we are stricken with trials, 

...like the death of a child or...

... we are laid off from our job because of a bad economy.  
Sometimes we are the cause of our trials...

... like a bad marriage due to years of neglecting our spouse...

... or we are beset with depression because we refuse help from others 

But in our lives we also have so much for which to give thanks... 
so much over which we can rejoice.  

● We have a job in the midst of a floundering economy.  
● We have a husband or a wife who forgives us when we go to them and 

repent of sins committed against them.  
● We have children who are so much brighter and full of life than their 

parents ever have been.  
● We have the Word of God that is lamp unto our feet when we are confused 

about God's will for our lives.  
● We have the body of Christ to help us bear our burdens and offer 

encouragement in dark days.

But the greatest picture of grasping the goodness of the Father 
in the midst of hazardous and deadly days 

is in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  
● Who else could have taken the greatest rape of justice in the history of 

history and turn it into the salvation of the world?  
● Who else could take the Great High Priest in Jesus who had died for the 

sins of His people 
and turn him into the Risen Christ and King who reigns over 
heaven and earth?  

And so we return to where we started.  

Psalm 124 paints a picture of troubles and deliverance ...
...and these pictures have been painted on the canvas of God Himself.  

Our imaginations are filled with menacing beasts and man-eating floods, 
filled with the sharp teeth of our enemies and snares that entangle us no 
matter how hard we struggle.  

But we live in the environment of Providence.  
The great deliverance of the LORD in Christ has happened.  

The beasts of our enemies have turned back and we sit here today as 
witness to that.  



The waters of worldly troubles have threatened to engulf us 
but we have Jesus Christ and the community of His body 

...to pull us from the raging waters.  

Our sin held us bound like a bird in a snare, 
helplessly struggling to free itself.  

But then the snare of sin was broken and we have escaped.  

And in the midst of our hardships, 
in the midst of struggles with sin, 

in the midst of a world hostile to our faith, 
in the midst of pain and frustration...

 ...we can can with clear eyes and a confident voice declare 

“Our help is in the name of the LORD, the Maker of heaven and earth.”


