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Sermon (Psalm 121) 

During my ministry training my fellow candidates and I would share stories of 

experiences in our respective placements when we attended our various 

conferences, and some of these turned out to be very valuable lessons for us.     

One in particular. A fellow candidate was due to preach one Sunday and thought it 

would be good to have the service and sermon on some technology platform ie a 

laptop - what could go wrong? -  and it would save having to hold a big folder with 

paper copy of the sermon and prayers. 

Sunday morning arrived, and he got to church and went about his normal routine of 

greeting people; making sure everything was in place with the screens; and music 

was in hand with the organist, etc. He then returned to the vestry and turned on the 

laptop and sat down, only to discover that the internet connection in the church 

centre was down. He went to the router and reset everything, which would usually do 

the trick by giving the buffer a kick start. Not this morning. He tried a few other 

things and NOTHING. Worship was in about 10 minutes. His sermon? The one He’d 

spent time and thought putting together – was sitting in his e-mail inbox, and the only 

one saved on his laptop was a really early draft that was pretty awful. No amount of 

coaxing or prayers brought the church internet back that morning.  

Then he remembered his mobile phone. If he could get it on his phone at least, 

surely he would remember it well enough. And so he looked so up to date preaching 

from his iphone. Worship began, but it was maybe 30 seconds into the sermon that 

he realised how colossally bad his plan was. He did not remember what he had 

written well enough, and could not read the tiny words on his screen that appeared 

to get smaller the he more tried to discreetly look at them. Touching the screen to 
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scroll meant he instantly lost his place. He bumbled through some semblance of a 

sermon, and thanks to the grace of the congregation, no one got up and left. The 

Holy Spirit was speaking to them, because he was pretty sure that what he was 

saying was less than inspirational. 

After the service, someone in the congregation who had heard of his tech issues 

came up to him, and reassured him that it wasn’t all bad and things would be fine 

and paused and said, “you know you could have asked me for help”. I would have 

been happy to help. I could have gone home and printed it out for you, or found 

someone who lived even closer to do it – we would have made sure it was there 

before the sermon started.” His words struck my fellow student. In all of his panic 

and anxiety of the situation, his reaction had been to try to take care of it all himself.  

As scared as he was of the idea of preaching without the words in front of him, he 

was more scared to admit that in the 11th hour, he didn’t have what he needed. He 

wasn’t fully prepared. He had made a mistake and didn’t have a back-up plan.  

His own stubbornness and fear stood squarely in the way of him asking others to 

help. His pride prevented him from reaching out to others and potentially making this 

a fun story rather than a nightmarish one. You will note I stick to my big bits of 

paper and the big folder – lesson learned. 

Have you ever been in this type of situation? When something goes terribly wrong 

and you’re in a position where you probably should just ask for help, but for whatever 

reason you don’t? Many things seem to stand in our way of getting the help we need. 

In my fellow student’s case, it was stubbornness and pride.  
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We live in a culture that values self-sufficiency and accomplishment. We start this 

pattern at a young age. Stubborn toddlers take forever to get dressed or put on 

shoes, retorting “I can do it myself, mum.” ………Rather than ask for directions, we 

drive in circles or get lost, insisting we know the way. My husband surpasses all at 

this! 

When putting together that new bookcase, the instructions are tossed aside. After all, 

how hard can it be? Surely we can figure it out on our own. No need for the helpful 

instructions that were provided by the manufacturer. If we’re lucky, the times we 

refuse help merely inconvenience us or make simple tasks take a bit longer. A 

successful business person may boast that they are a self-made business person. 

No one has given them anything. They have accomplished things entirely on their 

own. We wear this like a badge of honour, even though if we dug a bit deeper we 

might realise it’s never fully true. 

This human tendency to refuse help or pretend we don’t need it can make for a 

difficult, if not impossible, journey of faith. You see, to have faith means, from the 

very beginning, that we acknowledge there is a higher power at work in the world, 

God, and that we are not him. The famous Reformed theologian John Calvin insisted 

that we as humans are “utterly dependent” on God. We can do nothing apart from 

God. That is at the core of what it means to journey through the season of Lent.  

It is a time when we become more and more aware of just how deeply we are reliant 

on God’s grace, and perhaps shift how we live our lives in response to what God has 

done for us. Lent prepares us for the good news of Easter by reminding us just how 

much we need God to overcome the powers of sin and death – because clearly we 
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cannot do it on our own. Lent reminds us that we need help. The Psalmist reminds 

us where that help comes from. 

Psalm 121 is part of a collection of 15 psalms (Psalms 120-134) that are labelled as 

“Songs of Ascents.” Many commentators say that this group of psalms were the 

songs and prayers sung by pilgrims on their way to celebrate one of the great Jewish 

festivals, such as Passover. They were the road trip songs of God’s people, ones 

that accompanied them along the way. 

The psalm begins with a pilgrim looking to the hills. On one hand, this image is a 

poetic one, reminding us of the common idea that God is physically located in a high 

place, like a hilltop or cloud. That is, after all, where the people of Israel had most 

often encountered the divine. To begin the song this way means that the author is 

setting his sights on God for the journey. There is a focus and attention that reminds 

us of a spiritual journey, where God is front and centre, where God is the destination.  

On the other hand, though, to look to the hills might also recognise that the road 

ahead is not necessarily smooth or easy. Hills require much more energy and 

physical strength to travel. Hills are also known to be less safe. You can’t always see 

what is around the corner. In ancient times, hills and rocky passes left many places 

for robbers and thieves to hide. Going to the hills meant certain danger. Some 

commentators favour this view of the Psalm, as it explains why the question that 

follows is the plea, “from where will my help come?”   

The pilgrims at the Feast of Passover, as they approached the city of Jerusalem 

after days of hot, dusty travel, could see it in the distance. They would be tired and 

dusty but elated by the sight of the temple shining on top of the hill. They would see 
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the crowds camping on the hillside which would number several hundred thousand. 

Most of the pilgrims would live in small communities so coupled with the elation of 

almost reaching their destination there would be a degree of fear wondering how 

they would cope finding their way amongst so many strangers.  While they were 

travelling in the valleys there was also a danger of falling victim to the thieves and 

robbers who preyed on innocent travellers.  

The Psalm continues with a strong affirmation that the God who created all that is, 

even us, will be the one who provides help. Whether the road is easy or tough, God 

is there. Our help comes from the Lord. This is good and reassuring news that we do 

not have to do it alone. Such a perspective reminds us that we believe in a God who 

is all-powerful and all-knowing, an all-encompassing God who will not abandon ship 

at the first sign of trouble. In fact, we worship a God who stares the dangers of the 

hills in the face and will not be moved. A God who is able and willing, and ready, to 

help.  

The challenge, though, I think, is for us to actually let God be our helper. While the 

reminder of God’s power and might are inspiring, they can also be tough to embrace 

if we’re honest about it. We don’t often relinquish control over things, particularly our 

very lives, without a fight. Instead, we try our own way instead, refusing help even 

when it is readily offered. Our text today asks us to consider letting some of our own 

tightly held things go, so that we might have room for God to be a bigger part of our 

journey in the hills. That is the journey we make in Lent. 

The Christian today, in daily walks through life, is also in danger. The Church is 

under attack from the society we live in, the press and sometimes friends who 

appear to take the moral high ground. They will tell you that our faith has a too 
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narrow outlook on modern society. God’s Word through the bible is just as relevant 

today as it was in the days of our Lord some 2000 years ago and so we must not 

allow ourselves to fall victim to the attitudes of our secular world.  

“I lift up my eyes to the hills, where does my help come from?”  This is the 

question that many of our friends and companions in our world fail to ask. Too often 

humankind is too self-centred or self-confident in our abilities.  

Psalm 121 labelled as a song of ascents, is much more than that – it is a song of 

hope in a world without hope. Those who follow Christ live in a state of hope and not 

the hopelessness of non-believers.  

 

The first steps to discipleship, or deeper relationship with God, often involves letting 

go of ourselves a bit. The first step is admitting that we are powerless and that our 

lives have become unmanageable. In other words, we admit that we need help. The 

second step is to come to believe that a Power greater than ourselves can restore us 

to sanity. In other words, that God can provide the help we need. The third step is to 

make a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we 

understand Him. In other words, to lift our eyes to the hills and seek God’s help. 

It isn’t always easy to ask for help. Sometimes we only have the courage to do it in 

quiet and subtle ways. If we had read the full context for our verses in John’s gospel 

this morning, beginning with chapter 3 verse 1, we would come across the story of 

Nicodemus, a Pharisee, leader of the Jews, on a night-time journey. Under the 

secrecy and cover of darkness, he dared to come to Jesus with some very important 
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questions of faith. Some scholars suggest that Nicodemus himself believed in Jesus, 

evidenced by his later involvement at the end of the gospel.  

Regardless of intentions, though, his questions sought to better understand the God 

he worshipped, particularly the notion of entering God’s kingdom. I think it’s clear 

that, in a nutshell, Nicodemus is coming to Christ – to God – for help. And Jesus 

replied in ways similar to the affirmations made by the Psalmist. He reminds 

Nicodemus of God’s power and might, of the ways in which God is the very source of 

life itself. And, in case that isn’t enough, he says those famous words that 

foreshadow his death and resurrection: “For God so loved the world that he gave his 

only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal 

life.” (John 3:16). 

These words of promise are confirmation that God will always be there to help – 

throughout eternity. Going further, the next verse reminds Nicodemus that God’s way 

of helping is not through judgment, but through love and redemption. God won’t be 

that friend who claims to be helping simply by pointing out all of the things you have 

done wrong. God absolutely sees and knows the ways in which we are flawed and 

have made a mess out of whatever we have tried to do. But God also sees through 

that and into our hearts, and in love reaches out, over and over again, so that our 

mistakes are not the final word on who we are. That’s the whole message of the 

cross that we are journeying to this Lent. God is that stronghold that will never fail. 

The promise of hope given to us through Psalm 121 comes with the final few words, 

‘That God will watch over your coming and going both now and evermore’.  
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Have you ever watched a vessel on a swinging mooring. The vessel is firmly fixed to 

a secure mooring not against a pier or pontoon but in open water. As the tide or wind 

changes direction the vessel swings around that central point no matter in which 

direction the wind blows. That vessel reminds me of a hymn I learned when I was an 

officer in the Boys Brigade – ‘Will your anchor hold in the storms of life’. The chorus 

– ‘We have an anchor that keeps the soul, steadfast and sure while the billows roll, 

fastened to the rock which cannot move, grounded firm and deep in the Saviour’s 

love’. 

The steadfast friend who is always there to help. The one we can trust with even our 

biggest failures, and know that in the end, God will still love us. God is always there, 

hand outstretched, heart wide open, ready to help. This is a gift of grace. This is a 

gift of love. It is a gift of help, ready for us to accept. Our very lives depend on it. 

Amen. 

 


