
Concerning Pilgrims, Mountains, and Peace
text: Psalm 125

Anybody ever afraid of something sneaking up on them and then just sweeping 
away their life as they know it?  

You know the kind of thing I'm talking about.  
You sit down and watch some expose' on 60 minutes about identity 
theft or some vicious form of cancer that can't be detected until it's 
too late.  

That identity thief is out there somewhere and all he has to do is click his 
mouse a couple times and 'ZAP!', 

your savings account, credit cards, and latest deposit at the blood 
bank is his and there is nothing you can do about it.  

There's that cancer that lies dormant in each of us just waiting to be 
awakened by  something seemingly harmless like filing you toe nails or 
chewing a piece of gum.  

And then 'BAM!' The cancer is released.  
Your health is consumed with chemo and finances are in the 
toilet, and there is nothing you can do about it.  

Well there is a particular spiritual disorder that people often put in this list of 
things to be feared.  It's called “back-sliding”.  

Backsliders are people who once professed a firm faith in Christ and 
showed  some faithfulness to His ways, 

but then they turned away from Christianity and started living in high 
rebellion to Christ.  

Each of us can probably weave a horror story of someone we grew up with who 
was the picture of morality and faithfulness at one point, 

...but then something “got a hold of 'em” and 
now they are living like the devil.  

I used to be scared of becoming a backslider when I was younger.  
I thought that I could be walking with the LORD...

... and then wake up one day and, 'POW!', I'd be a backslider.  
And all I'd want to do is get tattoos, become a chain-smoker, cuss and get drunk 
a whole lot, and beat up my girlfriend.  

I thought, as one commentator put it, 
“...backsliding was not something you did, it happened to you.”  

As I grew in my faith, I realized that backsliding was a consistent, conscious, and 
determined rejection of Christ's will as it is revealed in the Bible.  

But then I slid into the belief that I had to maintain my apprenticeship to 
the Master through my own determination and development of my own 
habits of faith.  

This psalm this morning is an antidote to that.  
Psalm 125 speaks into our lives to show us that it is Christ who protects the 
life of faith 

because it is Christ who holds together both today and eternity.



Now maybe none of you thought of the life of faith the way I did, 
but I can guarantee that it is the generally assumed way of viewing the 
Christian life, at least in the south.  

My wife grew up in Baptist churches.  
I grew up in a United Methodist church.  

While Baptist churches and the Methodist church teach differently at several 
points, 

their approach to Christian discipleship is quite close to what I have 
described I believed... 

...that being assured of our salvation depends on how hard we work.  

You are taught that you get saved by grace, 
but you know that you stay saved by how hard you work.  

Jesus' blood may purchase your ticket into heaven, 
but if you want to stay on the Father's good side, 

you have to work real hard.  
Or as my lovely wife put it one time, you can sum up a lot of discipleship in 
Evangelical America through this: “Get saved.  Be good.  Vote Republican.”  

We look to God in Christ to save us, but then, once we enter into the pilgrim road 
of discipleship, 

we depend on our how moral we are and how productive we are to assure 
us of our salvation.  

We aren't necessarily taught that, 
but it's what you think and see that everyone else in the church believes.  

But Psalm 125 rips our eyes from our current efforts and stresses 
and occupations and vocations and productivities 

and casts our gaze into the mountains.  

Psalm 125.1 says, “Those who trust in the LORD are like Mount Zion, which 
cannot be shaken but endures forever.”  The Holy Spirit is saying to us here, 

“You see those mountains?  Those are always there, and you didn't put 
them there.  

Those mountains never move whether you can see them or not.  
You never can escape their gaze.  

Can you trust those mountains to always be there?  
Can you trust that when you wake up you won't all of a sudden find a valley 
where the mountain used to be?”  

If you can be assured that these mountains will never be moved, 
then imagine that you are a mountain when you trust in the LORD to hold 
you firm and establish you in this life and in eternity.  

You are as steady as a mountain when you stop trusting in your own 
abilities as a sinner... 

...and trust the LORD's ability to love you even though you are a sinner.  



Why is this image so important?  
...this image of the Christian who is as firm as a mountain when he or she 
trusts in the Lord Jesus to not only preserve our salvation but to assure us 
of our salvation?  

Because we forget!
If we trust in our own ability to work real hard so that we can feel assured of 
God's favor, we are doomed to failure... 

...doomed to failure because we are sinners and we sin... ... a lot... 
and not just against God, 

but against our wife or husband, against our children, 
against our employer, against the guy in the line at the grocery store, 

against the gal who waits on you at Applebee's, 
against the person who leads your Bible study.  

If there is one person we should learn to never count on, it's ourself.  

Jesus didn't save you because you were a good dependable worker and he 
needed another worker bee for the hive.  

And Jesus, as sure as I'm standing here, 
doesn't keep me around because I put in some productive hours for 
Him and his Kingdom.  

Don't you see, brothers and sisters?  
The LORD loves you not because of what you do.  

The Lord loves us because He has made us part of His family... 
...because you are his adopted son or ...

...because you are his adopted daughter.  

And when we trust in the Father's love for us in spite of our sin, 
that's when we are like Mt. Zion which can never be shaken.  

Just because we continue to prove to ourselves and those around us that we are 
supremely unworthy of His love doesn't mean His fierce loyalty and  passion for 
his children has wavered one bit.  

Sure, the Father in heaven is most pleased with us when we cultivate a life 
of obedience to His Word, 

but his eternal love for us and our adoption into His family is not 
based on whether we obey him or not.  

Christ does not love us with a steadfast, persevering love because we serve him.  
We serve him because while we we are sinners, He still loves us.  

Shall Christ, who began a good work in us by grace, 
not carry it on to completion also by grace?

Brothers and sisters, I can think of no other subject than this very one that the 
people in this area need to hear more than this one.  



So many people “get saved” but then...
... they see Christian discipleship as climbing a mountain under their own 
strength.  

They might start climbing quite well, but...
... somewhere along the line they slip and “backslide” down the mountain.  

They go through a period of being backslidden, where they might drift in and out 
of different churches.  

Then at some point they “get religion” again and start climbing that 
mountain again only to slip and slide even further down than they were 
before and so they just give up altogether.  

Why start back up the mountain when you know you are just going to 
fall back down anyway?  

And this is where they stay.  They've “been saved”.  They know Jesus. 
They even say that they need to get back into church.  

But in their mind they know that they can't make it up that mountain, 
and so they are not going to try.  

Brothers and sisters, people need to hear that if they trust in their own efforts to 
continue in their Christian walk, 

then their “being saved and knowing Jesus” will count for nothing.  

It is those people who trust in the LORD who will never be shaken.  
Paul said to the Galatians in chapters 2 and 3 “The life I live in the body, I 
live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. I do 
not set aside the grace of God...  After beginning with the Spirit, are you 
now trying to attain your goal by human effort?”  

Paul tells us explicitly here that he did not set aside the grace of God, 
because he knew he needed it!  

Paul knew that the grace he needed at the beginning of his pilgrim journey was 
the same grace he needed 

for every step of that pilgrim journey from Damascus to death.  

People of God, do you know anyone who needs to hear this?  
I need to hear it and be reminded of it.  
I need to hear that I need grace at the start... 

...that I need grace as I walk along the way... 
...and I need grace for the finish.  

I need to hear it for the same reason that y'all need to hear it.  Because it is 
human nature to believe that our hard work will earn us something.  

And when we fail, when we sin against God, when we sin against our 
neighbor, and that hard work we have been leaning on is yanked out from 
underneath us, we are left wondering...

“Can I be assured that the Father loves me?”



And then we read psalm 125 and see that it is trusting in the LORD's love for us 
that keeps us as safe as a mountain is unshakable.  

People of God, do you know anyone who needs to hear this?  
Does anyone here think that in our baptized southern culture where 
everyone believes in God and everyone is moral and nice 

but no one feels assured of anything 
because most people think their hard work is what they should trust in?

 Do you know of anyone who needs to hear this?

But Psalm 125 doesn't simply leave us with a promise for those who trust in 
Christ, but it continues with the picture of what the LORD does for His people.  

Psalm 125.2 says, “As the mountains surround Jerusalem, so the LORD 
surrounds his people both now and forevermore.”  

The psalmist was using the ancient Israelites neighborhood to teach them about 
God's protection.  

Jerusalem was a walled city that was in the bottom of a geographical bowl 
which had its sides made out of mountains.

So now we get the full picture.  
Verse one says we are like a mountain when we trust in the LORD.  

But then verse two says that the LORD is like a whole range of mountains 
that surround us.  

So we are a mountain encircled by a fortress of mountains.  

God doesn't leave us all alone to trust in him without any protection.  
But today in a world where we have air bags, insurance, and surgeon 
general warnings, 

we feel we don't need the LORD to be a fortress around us.  

But listen to this prayer by Saint Patrick from the fifth century when the old 
paganism of a barbarian world, a paganism where virgins were still sacrificed 
and spirits were believed to be living in every grove and stream, a paganism that 
haunted the countrysides of a crumbled Roman empire.  

Listen to the simple yet bold and manly faith of this prayer as he prayed for 
protection:   

I bind to myself to-day,—
The Power of God to guide me, The Might of God to uphold me,
The Wisdom of God to teach me, The Eye of God to watch over me,
The Ear of God to hear me, The Word of God to give me speech.
The Hand of God to protect me, The Way of God to go before me,
The Shield of God to shelter me, The Host of God to defend me,

Against the snares of demons, Against the temptations of vices,
Against the lusts of nature, Against every man who meditates injury to me.

   Whether far or near, With few or with many.
I have set around me all these powers, 

Against every hostile savage power, Directed against my body and my soul,
Against the incantations of false prophets, Against the black laws of heathenism,



Against the false laws of heresy, Against the deceits of idolatry,
Against the spells of women, and smiths, and druids, Against all knowledge which blinds the 
soul of man.

Christ protect me to-day
Against poison, against burning, Against drowning, against wound,
That I may receive abundant reward.

Christ with me, Christ before me, Christ behind me, Christ within me,
Christ beneath me, Christ above me, Christ at my right, Christ at my left,
Christ at home, Christ travelling by land, Christ in the ship.
Christ in the heart of every man who thinks of me, Christ in the mouth of every man who speaks to 
me,
Christ in every eye that sees me, Christ in every ear that hears me.
I bind to myself to-day
 The strong power of an invocation of the Trinity,

The faith of the Trinity in Unity,
The Creator of everything.

Now listen to how we might hear this prayer reworked to make it a decent 
picture of what the modern Christian sees as his or her source of protection:

I bind to myself to-day,—
The Power of GPS to guide me, The Might of caffeine to uphold me,
The Wisdom of Oprah to teach me, The eyes of my friends on Facebook to watch over me,
The ear of my therapist to hear me, The words of Hollywood to give me speech.
The hand of Homeland Security to protect me, My sound financial investments to go before me,
The shield of my insurances to shelter me, and Jesus-the-Great-American-Hero to defend me,

I have set around me all these powers, Against every hostile savage power, Directed against my body 
and my soul,

Against the incantations of Muslims, Against the black laws of the politicians,
Against the false laws of the Supreme Court, Against the deceits of the media,
Against Muslims, scantily-clad women, atheists, and oh yeah, did I mention Muslims?

Christ protect me to-day
Against enriched white bread, against second-hand smoke, 
against drowning in financial debt, against a wounded self-image, 
That I may receive abundant reward.  

And in case you didn't hear LORD, I said, “that I may receive abundant reward”

The problem isn't with most of the things that I wove into this farce of a prayer. 
The problem is not with GPS or Facebook, 

with watching movies or the Supreme Court, 
with having insurance and investments.  

The problem is that these things have created for us the illusion that we 
have set up a good strong fence around us for protection and ... 

...that we don't need the LORD and his mountain fortress. 

But when something happens to penetrate the fence that we think we have built, 
the mist of self-deception lifts and we can see that it is really the all- 
powerful sovereign hand of God in Christ that stands 

behind, before, above, and below all those protections in our lives.  



If Jesus could pray for His people this prayer, 
“My prayer is not that you take them out of the world but that you protect 

them from the evil one...” 
do you think He would leave us here without believing that the Father's 
protection was the greatest possible defense we could have?  

As we look at our pilgrim lives from the ground to glory, 
Christ shores up our assurance and ...
...begins to remove uncertainties that well up when we trust in ourselves.

But there is another source of uncertainty, another assault on our assurance that 
we experience.  And that is when we see wickedness flourish on the earth.  

We feel like, “If wickedness and injustice will ultimately win out, what's the 
point?  I might as well get mine too.” 

But the psalmist takes care of that one too.  
In verse three he says, “The scepter of the wicked will not remain over the 
land allotted to the righteous, for then the righteous might use their 
hands to do evil.”  

It's verses like these, brothers and sisters, that should turn our hearts from the 
pessimism and negative view of God's world that is painted by the media and 
many of those end-times speculators out there.  

Think about God's people who were reading this or hearing this or singing 
this just after Jesus' ministry on earth.  

They knew the history of their people.  
They knew how things must seem to skeptical eyes.  

● First things got so bad that the LORD had to hit the reset button and 
triggered the flood.  

● Then there was Pharaoh who had the Jews as slaves for couple hundred 
years.  

● Then there were the Canaanites living in their promised land, 
● the Philistines who gave Saul a fit, 
● Shalmaneser from Assyria who carried off ten of Israel's tribes,
● Sennacherib who was breathing down Hezekiah's neck, 
● Nebuchadnezzar destroyed the temple and carried Judah into exile,
● Alexander the Great, Antiochus Epiphanes, 

and finally the great Roman Caesars.  
It seemed like the Jews only had small periods of peace and independence from 
time to time.  

But here in verse three we have a statement that says, 
“Your covenant LORD will never allow the rule and influence of the 
wicked to be more than He equips you to bear.”  

The LORD remembers our weakness.  
He remembers our frame and that we are dust.  

And so he limits the reach of the evil one and 
He gives us the power of the Holy Spirit.    



So while the skeptical outsider sees constant oppression and God's failure of 
protection, 

the eyes of faith of God's covenanted people see a long procession of 
deliverance.  

● Pharaoh  was drowned in the Red Sea.  
● Canaanites yielded to conquest.   
● A little shepherd boy killed a giant and became king.  
● The Angel of the LORD killed 185,000 Assyrians.  
● There was a return from exile in Babylon.  
● Nehemiah rebuilt the wall and 
● Judah Maccabees won a victory in the period between the Testaments.  

And then there was the Greatest deliverance of them all.  
Just when the disciples saw the scepter of the wicked send their Lord and 
Savior to a horrible death on a cross 

and then buried him for three days, there was resurrection.  

This is proof that, as one commentator said, 
“Nothing counter to God's justice has any eternity to it.” 

Even the power of the rule of death will not remain over us because Jesus Christ 
was raised from the dead.  
The skeptical outsider sees that Jesus, our Prophet, Priest, and King was killed.  

But God's people, the people of the covenant, 
the one's who have been baptized into Christ, 
the one's who sit down and eat and drink with Jesus at a victory meal, 
the one's who have been grafted into the vine, 
the one's who have been bought from slavery and freed to serve, 

when we look through the eyes of faith, 
we see through the cross to the glory of resurrection.

And the last two verses of our psalm lay out for us a simple prayer that shows us 
how to get in on the work that Christ is already doing.  

It's a simple prayer in that it prays for the LORD to be good to His people, 
to those who have their hearts set on Christ.  

And it's a prayer for the LORD to remove and banish the wicked.  

I hope that everyone here this morning knows that it is OK for us to pray for the 
LORD to banish the evildoers and that there is no conflict with praying that and 
Jesus' command to love your enemies.  

Sometimes when we pray for the LORD to banish the evildoers, 
he banishes them by turning them into his family... just like you and me. 

Sometimes he sends the angel of the LORD and kills 185,000 
Assyrians.  

But the LORD advances his kingdom by doing good to those who are upright in 
heart and by banishing the evildoers,

 and within that simple framework we need to let Him work out His will in 
His way and in His time. 



Praying the way the psalmist prays here is nothing other than simply doing the 
will of God.

And so we have come to the end.  
We have seen that we are left with weak footing and a heart full of 
uncertainty if ... 

...we trust in our own hard work to make us firm and assure us 
of God's love.  

It is trusting in the Father's love for us as his sons and daughters that makes us 
as firm as a mountain.  

We have seen that Christ is like a protective mountain range that hems us in on 
all sides.  

And lastly, we see not only the LORD's promise to restrain the rule and influence 
of wickedness in this world, 

but we also are given the tool of prayer to bless those who are upright in 
heart and to banish those who turn to crooked ways.  

And so when the roots of uncertainty are plucked up out of hearts, 
when we see Christ like a mountain range, protecting us and being our 
sentinel, 
and when we apply the tools of prayer to the righteous and the wicked 

alike, with what do we end?  

We end with peace.  We end with praying a good word to God's people.  

We end with benediction.  

We end with “Peace be upon Israel.  

Peace be upon the Church that Christ is building.”       


