We start a new teaching series today, diving into a unique and rich section of Scripture known as the Songs of
Ascent, Psalms 120 to 134.

Jewish pilgrims used to sing these psalms during their journey
as they approached Jerusalem to worship.

The hymns helped shape the identity and faith of God’s people.
And, they were deeply formative for Jesus.

When we read in Luke’s Gospel of a young Jesus going to worship
at the Temple with his family, these were likely the songs they sang, especially during the pilgrimages for Passover
and the other festivals.

They are as relevant for us today as they were then.

Why? Because the word “ascent” in Hebrew refers to “going up,”
in both a literal and figurative sense.

Jerusalem sits on a mountaintop, so pilgrims physically traveled upward.
Check out these pics:
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/1pR9uW_iO_yhTTP7TnPlI3GVWgesYR4Xo/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ufFDcnZ3dhOJObMDQlI5suI6Wo-wbFTe/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1VYgolW5NF9ZIP_8IVOpzaCF4PQbVPCJw/view?usp=sharing

But “going up,” also signifies a spiritual ascent
— moving together toward God in worship.

So, these Psalms are like a playlist for that journey.

They capture the essence of what it means to travel through life together
as God’s people.

They are about where we go and how we get there.

And they show us that God cares about the “where” and “how.”

The Importance of Time and Place
Why does this matter to us?
Why focus on ancient songs about Jewish pilgrimages?

Becasue God still cares about our destination and our journey.
He’s concerned about where we end up AND how we get there.

The Songs of Ascent remind us that the geography of our lives
— the literal places we inhabit, the seasons we go through,
and the paths we take — these matter to God.

In Jesus’ world, the worshiping community and their pilgrimages
were always tied to specific times and locations.

For the Israelites, going up to Jerusalem was a concrete,
physical act that held deep spiritual significance.

We share that with them, despite the differnces of time and culure.

Our gatherings — our times of worship, our prayer nights,

our meet-ups and Bible studies — they are all part of our “going up.’
God is uniqurely present in the communal spaces of our lives.

And, He shapes us through rhythms of worship, community, and service.
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The Contagion of Modern Culture
All of this matters more in a world that’s increasingly detached
from geography and physical presence.

We've diminished the concept of “going up” or journeying together.

We live in a culture that revolves around autonomous convenience.
We can order anything, at any time, and have it delivered anywhere.
We attend meetings virtually, and take in online services,

from the comfort of our homes.

| admit. There are benefits to this convenience. | like them, too.

But, they also have unintended consequences.

Our quest for convenience subtly erodes our social fabric

— the bonds we share in our neighborhoods, and even our churches.

We risk forgetting that God works through time and place.
We risk trading community for convenience.

We also risk sidestepping the journey,
seeking efficiency and shortcuts whenever possible.

Even in the church, we can fall in love with convenience,
settling for what is easy rather than pursuing what is meaningful.



This will have a profound impact on our faith and our spiritual formation.

Gathering together for worship,
being with one another in a shared space — this matters.
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STORY:

Last Sunday, | met a young man from Hubbard who has attended our services online for over a year. He showed me
his notes and screen grabs from the sermons, and it was clear that he was deeply engaged. However, last Sunday
was only his second time attending in person, and the joy radiating from him was amazing. He even asked to take a
selfie with me! As we spoke, he shared that he had made a decision: from now on,

he would attend in person. Why? Because he had experienced

the profound truth that “going up” together matters.

The journey matters — to us and to God.
Help for Our Journey: Psalm 121

This brings us to our focus for today
— Psalm 121, one of the first Songs of Ascent.



It's a song about help along the journey.

It's a reminder that as we “go up,” we don’t go alone.
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Let’s read our text:

Psalm 121

A Song of Ascent

1 lift up my eyes to the mountains—
where does my help come from?
My help comes from the Lord,

the Maker of heaven and earth.

He will not let your foot slip—

he who watches over you will not slumber;
indeed, he who watches over Israel

will neither slumber nor sleep.

The Lord watches over you—

the Lord is your shade at your right hand;
the sun will not harm you by day,

nor the moon by night.

The Lord will keep you from all harm—
he will watch over your life;
the Lord will watch over your coming and going



both now and forevermore.

Psalm 121 begins with a question: “Where does my help come from?”
This isn’t just a rhetorical question; it's deeply introspective.

Before asking it, the psalmist looks up at the mountains

and wonders whether they are a source of help or danger.
In ancient Israel, mountains were both.

They were places of refuge but also hiding spots for bandits.

So, there is a tension in the psalmist’s question.
A mixture of anxiety and anticipation.

Isn’t that how life feels most of the time?
We move forward through life with hope in Jesus, for sure.
But, also with some anxiety, knowing challenges are part of the journey.
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STORY:

For example, when a new child is born, we feel both anticipation and anxiety. | remember when my granddaughter
Phia was born after a long, 40-hour labor. The anticipation of becoming a grandfather was overwhelming, but so was
the anxiety as the hours of labor dragged on. Thankfully, Phia was born healthy, but in those moments of waiting,

| cried out to God for help, feeling both anxiety and anticipation.

The psalmist resolves this tension in verse 2, delcaring:
“My help comes from the Lord, the Maker of heaven and earth.”

Notice: this is not just any help. It's not generic. It's not impersonal.
It is help from the One who created everything.

The Hebrew word for “help” here is ezer.

It's often used in the Bible to describe God’s rescuing power.

It's the same word used in Genesis to describe Eve as Adam’s “helper.”
But more often, it describes God as Israel’s rescuer.

Throughout our journey, God is our ezer, our strong aid.
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God Watches Over Us
As the Psalm continues, the focus shifts.



The writer is no longer alone in his thoughts.
A second voice enters, offering reassurance:
“He will not let your foot slip. He...will neither slumber nor sleep.”

This is a powerful reminder that God is not distant
or detached from His people’s journey.

He is with us always, watching over us.

He is always alert, and always attentive to us.

Whenever | read these verses, | think of Jesus.
In the Gospels, we see Jesus watching over His disciples,
even when they are unaware.

One story that comes to mind from Mark’s Gospel.

In chapter six, Jesus sends His disciples on ahead of Him
across the sea of Galilee.

That night, they’re struggling against a storm,

While this is happening, Jesus watches them from a mountian!
He’s not sleeping up there.

He’s praying and keeping an eye on them.

When He sees they’re in trouble, He walks out on the water.
They see Him. They cry out in their fear and distress.
Immediately, He gets in the boat and calms the storm.

Jesus didn’t stay distant. He didn’t stay on the mountain.
He entered into the chaos of their storm and brought peace.

In the same way, He will enters our storms, our struggles,
and our journeys to bring peace — if we cry out to Him.
He will always be our watchful ezer.

The Lord is Your Shade
The Psalm then moves to even more personal language:
“The Lord is your shade at your right hand.”

This is not just about physical protection from the sun’s heat.

It's a metaphor for God’s intimate care.

In ancient times, shade was precious, a relief from the scorching heat.
God provides that kind of relief for us—not just from physical harm,
but from the emotional and spiritual “heat” we face in life.
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STORY:

| experienced this kind of care through Pastor Mark Nicklas.
We’ve been friends for decades, but in the busyness of life,
we had drifted apart a bit.



One day, God challenged me to reconnect with him, and when I did,

| was able to share some deep hurts | had been carrying.

Mark listened, and he reframed my pain in a way that brought healing!
He reminded me that the vulnerability that had allowed me to be hurt
was also a gift, something I could offer back to God.

In that moment, Mark was like the shade God provided,

protecting me from the heat of self-recrimination.

The psalmist goes on to say:

“The Lord will keep you from all harm...”

As we consider this promise, it's important to note:

“harm” is often translated as “evil.”

It's the same word from Genesis 2: “...of the knowledge of good and evil.”

As | sat with this, | asked God, ‘How have you kept me from evil?”
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STORY:

He reminded me of an important conversation | had with my counselor.
| was lamenting the fact that my dad always seemed closer to my
younger brother. It was like this circle with room for only two people.
That same brother is going through a very rough time right now.



It’s not pretty. Evil wants to destroy him. | believe my dad could see that possibility, even all those years ago. So, he
tried his best to wrap his arms around my brother and protect him. And, here’s what my counselor said to me: “Did
you ever consider that the reason you weren't in that circle

is because God was keeping you from the evil your brother suffered?”

The harm my brother suffered was the price of entry into that circle.
God spared me that. He kept me from evil.

That protection doesn’t include everything that causes us pain,
physically or emotionally, but God does fight the evil that seeks
to destroy us.

STORY: otLIEMA = MOUIH &ALt L= SR HatE TSl
ot dsSLILH M= OFH XA &2 M 8sd0lH O I 2L =
Ated = etetot ) AJASLICH 0K = Atg et S0 Z = e & il U=
A8 20l&. el dssds As iR = AMJIE A0 AsUt
A0l EX ZSLUICH 240l O mtloted D SLICH H M20l=
OtH XD A Jtsd = 0101 =2 8FH E-4E X 25U A

S =3

Z&d= Choll 1
Ol 2RSLICH"SAl &40l 1 & 2Holl J}UX EZRpAE

AFSEARDE T Ofl 012 ) 2
01SIL SILIE A SAIS SM0| AUE AO2LE X ATH
K20l M2 HH2A & ULIR?"

M sd0l A%E Ds= 1 0l S0 fAet Hot{sUICH L
otLtE A= ME A=257H 230 =
INE:ESVE=IB]BH

| Es= 22 sHA, EMAE
otLENME 22l mo+ =

O =Xl= & XlEt

| &) LI Ct.

 §Q

A Final Encouragement (Keys here)

As we close today, | want to leave you with this:

God cares about where you’re going.

He cares about your journey, both as an individual and as part
of our church community.

He is always watching over your “coming and goings.”

So, gaze back at Him.

Keep your eyes on Jesus, the source and perfecter of your faith.
Pay attention to the rhythms of your life, to the moments when
gathering for worship feels like a burden

or when prayer feels like a duty.

Ask the Holy Spirit to search your heart and lead you back

to a place of delight in His presence.



We are on this journey together.

And it is a beautiful thing when we go up together.

We mustn't isolate ourselves.

We must not trade community for convenience.

Don’t be afraid to look for God’s care in the faces of those around you. Most often, the help you need will come
through wise and godly people

that God places in your life.

So let’s keep going up together,
trusting that God will watch over us every step of the way.

Let’s pray.
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PRAYER TEAM, “DON"T LEAVE..."



