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Psalm 122

A song of ascents. Of David.

1| rejoiced with those who said to me,
“Let us go to the house of the LORD.”
2 Qur feet are standing
in your gates, Jerusalem.
3 Jerusalem is built like a city
that is closely compacted together.
4 That is where the tribes go up—
the tribes of the LORD—
to praise the name of the LORD
according to the statute given to Israel.
> There stand the thrones for judgment,
the thrones of the house of David.
6 Pray for the peace of Jerusalem:
“May those who love you be secure.
" May there be peace within your walls
and security within your citadels.”
8 For the sake of my family and friends,
| will say, “Peace be within you.”
% For the sake of the house of the LORD our God,
| will seek your prosperity.

People loved by the Lord,

In Psalm 122 the psalmist tells us why he loves to worship. In fact, the opening
line might catch some of us off guard. He says something | hope we all say:

Ps 122:1 | rejoiced with those who said to me,

“Let us go to the house of the LORD.”

| dare say not everyone here this morning was rejoicing at the thought of coming to
worship. I'm glad you’re here but you may not be rejoicing, perhaps because your
parents dragged you along or your spouse poked you and said, “We’re going; now get
up!” The Word of God reminds us of the importance of a right heart when coming to
worship. A critical or selfish spirit will not serve you well.



In this psalm of David the people are rejoicing. It's a psalm of assents, meaning it
was sung on the way up to the temple in Jerusalem. And the worshipers are glad to be
able to gather for worship at the house of God. There is joy in their hearts, similar to the
kind of joy David had shortly after becoming king. You might remember, David was
bringing the Ark of God into Jerusalem. He was so excited to have the ark of the
presence of God in his city. So he danced around in praise to God. His wife Michal
thought he looked like a lunatic, much too undignified for a king. But David responded by
saying he was willing to be considered a fool for the sake of worshiping God. His actual
words were,

2Sam 6:21b | will celebrate before the Lord. 22| will become even more undignified

than this, and | will be humiliated in my own eyes.

Maybe that’s what worship is all about... taking ourselves down a few notches as we
recognize and exalt the Lord for who he is and for all of his goodness. When we sow the
right seeds of worship we will reap the right harvest.

The Right Focus for Worship

You see congregation, worship requires the right focus. Because the psalmist is
rejoicing in coming to worship, he’s not asking, “What can | get out of if?” He didn’t come
to get. He came to give God glory and praise. Chances are that when you come to
worship with a critical spirit for whatever reason, you’re going to leave without a
blessing. When you come with a grudge, you’re going to shut out the work of the Holy
Spirit in your heart. When you come with an attitude of superiority over others, you're not
likely to connect with Jesus here. And when you come only out of custom or superstition,
you won'’t rejoice in meeting with God and his people. So when you think about coming
to worship, remember that gladness or joy should be in your heart. When you come with
the attitude of giving praise and glory to God because he’s God and to give thanks for all
of his goodness to us, then you'll find joy in worship.

A right focus on bringing worship to God rather than “getting something out of it”
or having things “my way” will help us rejoice when we come to church. When we come
eager to give glory to God, we always get a blessing. It's easy to point a finger at
someone or something else but the psalmist knows that joy in worship starts with himself
coming to God with a right spirit.

So, what does worship do for us? Why do Christians all over the world gather for
worship? Think about what drives people who are persecuted for their faith to still gather
for worship even if it costs them their lives. We take it for granted but they gather in fear
and yet they rejoice in being together to worship our Lord Jesus. Meanwhile, we have all
the freedom we need to gather, which is a huge blessing.

In an article from Eugene Peterson about “A Long Obedience in the Same
Direction,” | rediscovered at least three very important reasons why we should rejoice in
coming to worship. Three reasons that we find in Psalm 122. (Eugene Peterson,
“Worship: ‘Let Us Go to the House of the Lord”” in A Long Obedience in the Same
Direction)

The Right Reasons for Worship



The first reason is that worship gives structure to our lives.
a. To Structure our Lives

Listen to verses 3&4

Ps 1223 Jerusalem is built like a city that is closely compacted together.
The city of Jerusalem is a model for what happens in worship. The city, says David, is
compacted together. Peterson calls it “a unity within itself.” The pieces of masonry all fit
together compacily, all the building stones interlock, there are no useless places or
awkward gaps in the architecture or buildings, and the wall and towers function as a
strong defense. In other words, the city is put together not just compactly but
wonderfully, with precision and purpose.

Psalm 122 reminds us that the order of the city corresponds with the people of
God who gather to worship there.
Ps122:4 (Jerusalem) That is where the tribes go up,
the tribes of the LORD,
to praise the name of the LORD
according to the statute given to Israel.
In worship we come from our messy lives and all the tribes unite before God, saying the
same thing, doing the same thing. Like the tribes of Israel, we have different incomes,
different needs and even different levels of understanding. We are different ages. We
have different backgrounds and different tastes in music, even different dress codes. But
in worship we are one body—all tribes are one. God draws us together. In worship we
give testimony to everyone that our unity in Christ is greater than any of our individual
differences or preferences. In worship we come together before God to hear again how
he created us to live and how he continues to lead us. Worship gives structure to our
lives like the Lord structured the city of Jerusalem. Worship shapes how we live together
and love one another, bearing witness to the world around us that we are united in
Christ.

b. To Nurture Our Relationship with God

Secondly, worship nurtures our relationship with God. In fact, worship nurtures
our need to be in a right relationship with God. Notice how the psalm tells us at the end
of verse 4 that we need to worship according to the statute of God.

Ps 122:4 That is where the tribes go up,

the tribes of the LORD,

to praise the name of the LORD

according to the statute given to Israel.

God calls us to worship because we need it. We need it more than we often think
or feel.

Maybe you heard about the mother who went to wake her son for church one

Sunday morning. When she knocked on his door, he said, "I'm not going!"

"Why not?" asked his mother.

"I'll give you two good reasons," he said. "One, they don't like me. Two, | don't like

them."



His mother replied, "I'll give you two good reasons why YOU WILL go to church.
One, you're 47 years old. Two, you're the pastor!"

| regularly hear from people who say, “I was thinking of not coming to church
today but I'm glad | did. God met me here and knew what | needed to hear.” The Bible
calls us to worship God. It doesn’t say it's a good idea when you can make it. It doesn’t
say that worshiping God with his people is optional. When you are young you
sometimes think you can do without it. But elderly people, who are no longer able to
come to worship, have told me how much they miss it! There are many of our elderly
members next door who are watching the service. But, believe me, they aren’t just
watching. They are joining as much as one can without being here in person. But they
long to be with us. They miss it but their bodies just don’t allow them to get here
anymore. So they do what’s second best: join via their TVs. You see, we were created to
worship God but we often get sidetracked, led astray to follow our own desires—on
Sundays and other days too—instead of keeping God number one in our lives. If nothing
else, worship reminds us that we need God more than anything else.

You might say, “l don’t feel like coming so it would be hypocritical to come.” Just
hold on, though. The psalmist reminds us God has decreed that we “praise the name of
the Lord,” v.4 says. Our feelings are secondary. God’s command to worship is primary.
The Lord helps us set our lives in order and to keep our relationship with him strong by
following his decrees.

So, for our own spiritual health, God calls us to worship. And he spells it out in the
New Testament very clearly too. Listen to Hebrews 10:25.
Heb 10:25 | et us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but
let us encourage one another (let us spur one another on)—and all the more as
you see the Day approaching.
Consider this your encouragement. You need to worship. Worship is God’s gift to you
and it’s our response to him. We skip worship to our own impoverishment, whether we
feel like it or not.

Peterson wrote, “Feelings are great liars. If Christians only worshiped when they
felt like it, there would be precious little worship that went on. Feelings are important in
many areas, but completely unreliable in matters of faith.... We think that if we don’t fee/
something there can be no authenticity in doing it. But the wisdom of God says
something different, namely, that we can act ourselves into a new way of feeling
much quicker than we can feel ourselves into a new way of acting. Worship is an
act which develops feelings for God.... When we obey the command to praise God in
worship, our deep, essential need to be in relationship with God is nurtured.” That's why
we ought to heed God'’s statute to come. It’s for our good. We sow obedience and reap
a closer walk with God.

c. To Keep Yourself Centered on God’s Will

The third reason the psalm gives for worshiping faithfully is to keep us centered
on God’s will. That comes out in the words of v.5 which read,
Ps 1225 There stand the thrones for judgment,
the thrones of the house of David.



Let me explain. This writer describes the worship in Jerusalem as a place where God'’s
thrones of judgment stand. And that word judgment means “the decisive word by which
God straightens out things and puts things right.” The thrones of judgment are the place
where the word is announced. Today God speaks to us in worship through his word—
from his greeting to his will for our lives to the Bible reading and the sermon. He leaves
us with his parting blessing or benediction. In between are prayers along with psalms,
hymns and spiritual songs which echo the truths of Scripture and inform our hearts and
minds with the judgment—the powerful word—of God. The truth of God that needs to
shape our hearts and our minds.

Friends, in worship, we hear what God has to say about our life, about his plan for
us and the world, about his gift of salvation through Jesus. And so we are drawn into
God’s story by the grace of God in Christ Jesus. We need that.

To think that we can do without worship is to think we know better than God who
tells us to come and sit under his word so that he can speak his truth into our hearts and
lives and prepare us for the next week of our journey. We might trade in worship to stay
in bed—I'm too tired and won'’t get anything out of it. Or to go to the park—I find | can
meet God better in nature than in church. Or to play hockey or something else—I
worship God when | use my body. These are not equal substitutes for worship. These
are deceptions. We are hindered by our own limitations and experience in those things.
Instead, we need to hear the word of the Lord in the way the statute of God calls us to
receive it—where he gathers with his people for worship. We need worship more than
we sometimes realize or admit. Neglecting to sow seeds of worship will result in reaping
lives which are not rightly directed by God. That’s a choice we are all faced with week
after week.

Our Lord Jesus, the Bible tells us, made worship a priority. It says he went to the
synagogue as was his custom. (Lk 4:16) Jesus, our God-man Saviour, stepped down
from the glory of heaven and the unfettered union and fellowship he shared with the
Father and the Holy Spirit. In the flesh, our Lord Jesus recognized his need for
intentionally connecting with God in worship. If the sinless Son of God in human flesh
understood the need to build good customs like worship into his life, how much more
should we have good customs that bring us back to God? After all, we battle our sinful
desires and the influences of the world on us each week. The Bible reminds us that our
Lord Jesus knows us well, he knows our weaknesses and has died and resurrected to
give us victory over it. So we are wise to stay close to Jesus and use the means of grace
that he has assigned for us to strengthen our faith and keep us from falling into sin.

The Right Direction as We Leave Worship

That brings us, finally, my friends, to recognize our need to gather for worship in
order to have the right direction as we leave worship. You see, the Christian journey
needs to take place in the world. That’s why the final part of the psalm points us
outward. I'll just read v.6 which says,

Ps 122:6 Pray for the peace of Jerusalem:

“May those who love you be secure.



In the last 4 verses, the psalmist’s attention has moved out of the house of the
Lord and into the city where he and other people live. Asking for the peace of Jerusalem
and the security of God’s people is another indication that the psalmist has moved our
attention from inside to outside where we need to live for God in everything we do.

The word we read as pray at the beginning of v.6 is the Hebrew word for “ask.” It
refers to the kind of asking we do of God when we’re in the trenches (in Jerusalem)
rather than in public worship (in the temple or house of God). It's asking God for things
as we go about our business in the city from Monday to Saturday.

So worship on Sunday prepares us for living for God throughout the week by
reminding us to pray daily for the good of our neighbours and friends. We need to ask
for the grace of God in our lives to reach out and show God’s love to others. We need to
pray for shalom—the world as God wants it to be—yes, shalom for our city, our
neighbours and friends; we ask God to help us be a blessing to our coworkers and
teachers and fellow students, our doctors, politicians and everyone else we interact with
during the week. In other words, Sunday worship reminds us to live prayerfully with God
each day so we can be effective ambassadors for him in our daily lives. We can’t
change anyone’s heart but, with God’s grace, we can be the shalom of God for others
because the Holy Spirit lives in us. And so we’ve got to ask God for that continually.

In conclusion, Eugene Peterson, when asked whether worship was of any value,
described it like this, using an illustration that is a little outdated but I'm sure you'll still
get it: He says, “Look at the mower in the summer’s day, with so much to cut down ere
the sun sets. He pauses in his labour—is he a sluggard? He looks for his stone, and
begins to draw it up and down his scythe, with a rink-atink, rink-atink, rink-atink. Is that
idle music—is he wasting precious moments? How much he might have mowed while
he has been ringing out those notes on his scythe! But, NO, he is sharpening his blade,
and he will do far more when once again he gives his strength to those long sweeps
which lay grass prostrate in rows before him.”

That’s true of our worship in relation to the rest of our lives too. It’s time well
spent that enables us to live more effectively—sharply—for the Lord each day. The time
spent sharpening the scythe results in a better harvest.

Think about that in your own life too.

Amen.



