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 Lesson 1: Songs of Ascent—Seeking Shade, Security, and Shelter (Psalms 120-121)  

 
Primary Verse: “Too long have I had my dwelling among those who hate peace.  I am for peace, but when I speak, they are 
for war!  I lift up my eyes to the Hills, from where does my help come?  My help comes from the LORD, who made heaven 
and earth.”  Psalm 120:6-Psalm 121:2 (ESV) 
 
Teaching Text: Psalms 120-121 
 
Supporting Text: Exodus 23:14-17, Psalm 87, Matthew 10:34-38, Romans 8:28-32 
 
There is no clear consensus among Old Testament scholars concerning the time the book of Psalm was arranged.  While it 
is evident the book was composed over time by many authors, it is the final placement and compilation of the book that 
remains in dispute. We must never let debates on secondary issues distract us from more important things.  Our first 
concerns are with what God has said and how to live faithfully in light of His Word.  Yet, application of scripture is often 
aided by a general awareness of historical and literary contexts of biblical texts.   
 
Broadly speaking, there are three theories proposed by linguistic and biblical scholars on the formation of Songs of Ascent 
and how/when it was included into the larger body of the book of Psalms.  The first and most popular theory is these 
particular songs are very old and were composed for pilgrims on their way to prepare their hearts for worship at Solomon’s 
Temple.  The second idea is these songs are chanted by priests as they ascended the steps to the temple before 
performing any duties there.  Finally, the third idea, due to the development and changes in the Hebrew language itself, 
linguistic scholars have suggested is the songs were originally written and sung by Jews returning from the Exile to Israel, 
many of whom were seeing the land of their fathers for the first time.   
 
In any case, there is little debate as to the authenticity of the Songs of Ascent and their purpose in preparation for worship.  
How does knowing this background inform and assist your approach to and appreciation of Psalms 120-134?   
 
Questions to Consider:  Psalm 120:1 begins with the idea of a person in distress crying out to God.  Why do you think so 
many seem to be more connected to spiritual concerns when they are engaged in trouble?  Have you found this idea to be 
true in your own life?  Mentions of Meshech and Kedar are references to tribes and nations that were apparently very 
warlike.  Meshech is mentioned in 1 Chronicles 1:5 and in 1 Chronicles 1:17. The Men of Kedar are mentioned in Isaiah 
21:17 as archers and seem to fit the description in Psalm 120:4.  Metaphorically, are we as Christians sojourning in 
Meshech and dwelling among the tents of Kedar?  How does Psalm 121 seem to be an answer to Psalm 120?  How many 
pictures/images symbolically refer to God in Psalm 121?  Meditate on and discuss the value of each one. 
 
Challenging the Class:  Like so much of scripture, the Songs of Ascent were written for persons under the Old Testament, 
but still apply to we who are under the New Testament.  Press your way through prayer and careful study to mine the riches 
within this specialized book within a book! 
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Lesson 2: Songs of Ascent—Joy and Judgment in Jerusalem (Psalms 122-123)  
 
Primary Verse: “… there the thrones for judgment were set, the thrones of the house of David.  Pray for the peace of 
Jerusalem… for my brothers and companions’ sake, I will say, “Peace be within you!”... Have mercy upon us, O LORD, 
have mercy upon us, for we have had more than enough of contempt.  Our soul has had more than enough of the scorn of 
those who are at ease of the contempt of the proud.”  Psalm 122:5-8, and Psalm 123:3-4 (ESV) 
 
Teaching Text: Psalms 122-123 
 
Supporting Text: Psalm 96; Hebrews 12:2 
 
In last week’s lesson, we briefly considered the on-going debate regarding the origin of the Songs of Ascent.  Did they come 
about simply as pilgrims were on their way to worship in the days before the Exile?  Does it make a difference if those songs 
were, in fact, composed by priests rather than pilgrims as they ascended the steps to the temple to perform their sacred 
duties?  What significance would it have if we could definitively discover these songs were first sung by those returning from 
the Exile?  Could it be these songs come to us from a blend of these three sources? 
 
Though the battle amongst scholars concerning the human source of the Songs of Ascent (we affirm that whoever 
physically penned the songs, they were inspired by the Holy Spirit), it is instructive that the leading theories have one thing 
in common: movement.  In short, these are songs for believers who are literally and figuratively “on the go.”  Being generally 
short in length but strong in content, these songs belong to men, women, and children who trust in God from every epoch of 
time.   
 
Psalm 122 is ascribed to the pen of King David and in his day, “the house of the Lord” was still the Tabernacle; first 
constructed by Moses in the days of Israel’s march to the Promised Land.  May we all be found “teaching and admonishing 
one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs with thankfulness” (Colossians 3:16b) as we are 
“Marching Up to Zion!”  
 
Questions to Consider: How does Psalm 122 reflect the way ancient worshippers saw their nation?  How might a tribal 
mentality heighten and intensify the significance of worshipping Yahweh together?  Why does this Psalm merge the theme 
of judgment with tribes on the one hand and then peace on the other (see verses 4-6)?  What is the original context, then, of 
“praying for the peace of Jerusalem and how might it directly apply to believers today?”   How does Psalm 123 pick up on 
and continue a prevailing theme from Psalm 120, and especially Psalm 121?  What place does a song like Psalm 123 play 
in your own personal worship?  Is there still a place for songs that cry out in desperation? 
 
Challenging the Class:  Do you bring your cares and concerns to the Lord in the broader context of worship?  Is your God 
big enough to handle strife, division, and the contempt of men in your life?  Or does your God always require you to wear a 
smile?  Remember, He sees you… but are your eyes truly fixed upon HIM?      
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Lesson 3: Songs of Ascent—Heaven’s Help & Secure Surroundings (Psalms 124-125) 
 
Primary Verse: “Blessed be the LORD who has not given us as prey to their teeth!  We have escaped like a bird from the 
snare of the fowlers; the snare is broken, and we have escaped!  Our help is in the name of the LORD, who made heaven 
and earth.  Those who trust in the LORD are like Mount Zion, which cannot be moved, but abides forever.”  Psalm 124:6-
125:1 (ESV)   
 
Teaching Text: Psalm 124-125 
 
Supporting Text: Psalm 59 
 
Have you read a good book lately?  Of course, we know the book of all books is the Bible itself.  But there’s another book 
written by a lowly mender of pots and pans that became an author due to imprisonment for preaching the gospel.  His book 
has been translated into over 200 languages.  In the English-speaking world and beyond, many have called it the most 
influential book on the church, historically speaking, besides the Bible.  Written in 1678, this book has never been out of 
print and has spawned multiple abridged and children’s versions along with theatrical and film adaptations.  Have you read 
“The Pilgrim’s Progress” by John Bunyan? 
 
“The Pilgrim’s Progress” is an allegory of the Christian life that follows the story of a man who begins his journey with a 
burden on his back that is only relieved “at the cross, at the cross, where I first saw the light, and the burden of my heart 
rolled away…”  The remainder of the book contains the adventures (and misadventures) common to the Christian life 
including the various characters typically met along the way while pressing on to “the Celestial City.” 
 
Immediately pertinent to our study, Bunyan’s plot includes an enjoyable stay for two pilgrims (named “Hopeful” and 
“Christian”) at “the Delectable Mountains.”  Climbing the mountains is strenuous, but also joyous, and from the peak of the 
Delectable Mountains, the very gates of the Celestial City can be seen. Bunyan’s pen is saturated with scripture, and, he 
alludes to more than 50 verses from no less than 30 individual psalms.  His work has encouraged and influenced so many 
who are “pressing on the upward way” like the pilgrims who sang the songs we are studying. 
 
Questions to Consider:  Re-read the last two verses of Psalm 123.  Do you see Psalm 124 answering Psalm 123?  Why 
or why not?   How does the use of repetition in Psalm 124 build emotional energy as well as the progression of thought?  
What makes the imagery in Psalm 125 particularly reflective of the environment of the pilgrims?  What role should/does 
creation itself play in the way we worship and the content of our praise?  What scriptures inform or encourage the 
connection between worship and creation? 
 
Challenging the Class:  As mentioned earlier, the Psalms—especially the Songs of Ascent—are for believers on the go.  
“The Pilgrim’s Progress” by John Bunyan is excellent supplemental reading material!  Pick up and read! 
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Lesson 4: Songs of Ascent—Reversal, Restoration, & Reliance (Psalms 126-127) 
 
Primary Verse: “Restore our fortunes, O LORD, like streams in the Negeb!  Those who sow in tears shall reap with shouts 
of joy!  He who goes out weeping; bearing the seed for sowing, shall come home with shouts of joy, bringing his sheaves 
with him.”    
 
Teaching Text: Psalm 126-127 
 
Supporting Text: Psalm 14, John 15:1-5 
 
Have you noticed many of the most pivotal stories in scripture contain severe and sometimes sudden shifts in 
circumstances?  Think of Abraham: one morning, he rose early to take his son—his only son—on what amounted to a 
three-day journey to Mt. Moriah (Genesis 22:1-19).  As it is written, “on the third day,” Abraham was prepared to sacrifice his 
son when he is suddenly relieved from his duty to do so, also on “the third day.”   
 
Think of Moses and the children of Israel: on their way to the Promised Land, they find themselves stuck between Pharaoh’s 
army and the Red Sea (Exodus 14).  Though they had seen the mighty wonders of their God, the Israelites are in despair 
and declare their exit from Egypt a miserable misadventure.  Yet, within 24 hours, they find themselves on the other side of 
the Red Sea, singing songs about the destruction of Egypt’s military forces and the proven faithfulness of Yahweh.   
 
When the unpredictability of life meets our urgent need, the stage for God’s omnipotence is set.  Our inability and lack of 
foresight reveals—whether we admit it or not—our need for Him.  We have all seen our best efforts fail for lack of counsel 
with the Lord.  Where Psalm 126 invites us to experience the joy of divine reversal, Psalm 127 reminds us that our plans 
come to nothing if our goals are not aligned with God first and foremost.   
 
Questions to Consider:  We looked at some examples earlier where God literally turned things around in a single day.  
How many other stories of reversal can you think of that involved a miraculous shift in circumstances within a short period of 
time?   What biblical accounts include stories of reversal that take days, months, or even years to accomplish?  How does 
understanding the biblical context of Psalm 126 enhance our appreciation for the depth of feeling in its artistic expression?  
What biblical accounts support the main theme from Psalm 127:1-2?  Do you believe most Christians take Psalm 127:4-5 
seriously?  Why or why not?   
 
Challenging the Class:  While we depend upon God for His leading and guidance, the believer’s life is not one of passivity, 
but of active faith and trust in the Lord.  We walk by faith, not by fate! 
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Poetry as Witness to Beauty 

Mark A. Green 

Crossing the Drake Passage from Argentina to Antarctica challenged our sense of balance. In a 
small icebreaker made for calmer seas, our family hunkered down, sliding from one side of the boat 
to the other. Eventually, after an experienced sailor took pity on us and taught us how to stand, 
we ventured out into the cold, clear sunshine on deck. Soon, we joined the chorus of our colleagues, 
all exclaiming in wonder over this frozen, dazzlingly beautiful world all around us. 

Even though we are united to Christ, we can feel that same disorienting lack of balance in our 
current historical moment. We hunger for equilibrium. We hesitate to venture out into a 
world where power attempts to overcome the good, lies labor to suppress truth, and ugliness 
tries to engulf the beautiful. We often feel unsteady and discouraged. We forget those things 
the Father uses to remind us that what he created is both good and beautiful. 

Poetry done well declares witness to such beauty. Poets spend hours looking for a 
combination of words that is true to how they see this created world. “Tell all the truth but 
tell it slant,” Emily Dickinson instructs us.1 

When the poet takes our hand and leads us to these slanted places, we often are overcome 
with emotion. We weep because we know, deep in our hearts, that there is so much more to 
life than what we can measure, manipulate, or control. When we let a proper poet lead us, we 
climb new heights to view new vistas. Panoramas and perspectives unwind themselves and 
the multidimensional written word startles us. In our world, often hypnotized by deceit and 
cunning, we need these tangible touches to shake us from our slumber. Rousted awake by the 
thrum of life-filled lyrics, we feel curiously refreshed. Restored, we run toward the poet’s 
painted sunsets that dance and frolic and bid us join in the joy. 

King David was a poet, and Solomon as well. Closer to our day, we find poets such as George 
Herbert and Francis Thompson,2 who understood both the poetic line and the wonder of the 
gospel revealed in Jesus Christ. They welded together art and truth with word-sculpture 
proclamations that make us shiver with delight. This feast of crafted words provides a 
foretaste of the new creation to come. 

 

 

Poetry helps restore our balance. It gives us hope when focusing on God’s beauty that still 
thrives amid these fallen ruins. Because God’s image resides in us, albeit disfigured by sin, 

https://www.whitehorseinn.org/writer/mark-a-green/


8 | P a g e  
 

God’s creation still speaks to us. Words wrought well remind us that we have a loving Father 
who still is the Gardener over all we survey. 

At the same time, poetry can contribute to our destruction. Like sharp knives wielded by one 
who seeks only to destroy, words can cut deep when they advance the materialism and 
despair that characterize much of our postmodern assumptions. The enlightened poet, by 
contrast, strives to locate and unfold and reveal beauty while acknowledging the reality of our 
fractured world. As Leonard Cohen wrote, “There is a crack, a crack in everything. That’s how 
the light gets in.”3 While the enemy would crush us with despair, the Holy Spirit continues to 
reveal and testify to us that God’s creation is always good. The light of the good creation 
seeps, even leaps, out of poems properly forged in our land of exile. 

When I was studying for my Master of Fine Arts in poetry, I attended a workshop where New 
York Times best-selling novelist Janet Fitch encouraged us to start each day by reading poetry 
out loud for ten minutes. Poets, she said, hold the standard of the language while 
pushing hard to find meaning in their lives. Novelists take life slowly. Poets, by contrast, are 
on the edge of experience at all times. Poets are first lifers—this is their first time here, and 
they are enraptured with everything. They run at life with arms open. Let us therefore read 
the poets! Our loving Father adores us, and he longs to give good gifts to his children. Poetry 
is one of those gifts, waiting to be discovered by sons and daughters of the living God. 

Mark Green is an ordained minister in the Orthodox Presbyterian Church and president of White Horse Inn. 

Footnotes 

1. Emily Dickinson, “Tell all the truth but tell it slant,” The Poems of Emily Dickinson: Reading 
Edition (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1998). 

2. See The Hound of Heaven by Francis Thompson (1893). 
3. Leonard Cohen, “Anthem,” The Future, Columbia Records, 1992. 

This article originally appeared in the July/August 2018  Vol: 27 issue 4, edition of Modern Reformation and is 
reprinted with permission. For more information about Modern Reformation, visit www.modernreformation.org 
or call (800) 890-7556. All rights reserved. 
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Psalms 

“Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love; according to your abundant 
mercy blot out my transgressions” (v. 1). 
- Psalm 51 

 

We have noted that each book that makes up the Old Testament Wisdom Literature 
provides a specific perspective on wisdom that enhances our understanding of what it 
means to live wisely before the face of God. Now it is time to look at what the book of 
Psalms says to us about godly wisdom. While Proverbs emphasizes practical day-to-day 
living, that does not mean that the other Wisdom Books are to be regarded as less 
practical. Psalms, for example, is one of the most practical books in the Bible. 

Since the book of Psalms is filled with prayers and songs, it might be hard for us to 
consider it a book of practical importance. Yet to think that way is to neglect the essential 
role of prayer in living wisely unto the Lord. It is easy to think about wisdom purely as a 
matter of acquiring new knowledge and looking at examples of everyday situations in 
which we can apply it. But even though it is important to engage in lifelong learning, 
particularly lifelong learning of the Word of God, gaining wisdom is more than just 
increasing our head knowledge. It is also important for us to have a deep relationship with 
the Lord so that we are prepared to act wisely in specific circumstances. This relationship 
requires knowledge of Him and His Word, but it also demands a life of prayer. This is what 
the book of Psalms tells us. 

Throughout Scripture, we find a close connection between wisdom and the prayers of 
God’s people. Solomon, for instance, is known for his wisdom, but he did not gain this 
wisdom until he asked the Lord for it in prayer (1 Kings 3:1-15). James 1:5 instructs us to 
ask God for wisdom, knowing that He will always answer that prayer in the affirmative if 
we offer it in faith. 
Many Christians find prayer to be a difficult spiritual discipline to practice. Often, we are 
unsure of how or what to pray. Thankfully, God has given us the Psalms to guide our 
practice of prayer.  

 

In the Psalms, we get a picture of the adoration that comes from the man or woman who is 
completely dedicated to the Lord. We also see ways in which we may wrestle with the 
Lord in prayer when it seems that the world is against us. Many of the Psalms, such as the 
one chosen for today’s study, are prayers of deep contrition and repentance. Wise people 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Kings%203.1-15
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/James%201.5
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do not run from God when they sin; rather, they turn to Him in prayer, seeking His face so 
that they can be forgiven and restored. 

Coram Deo 

One of the first manifestations of ungodly wisdom occurred in the garden of Eden just 
after Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit. Instead of turning to the Lord, our first parents 
hid from Him. That is not the model that Scripture gives us. Wise people know that they 
cannot truly run from God and that it is better to come to Him when they sin than to hide 
themselves. Only He can provide the forgiveness and the covering for our shame that we 
need when we have fallen. 

 

Passages for Further Study 

Psalms 19; 33 

Proverbs 3 

Luke 11:1–4 

1 Thessalonians 5:17 

 

 

From Ligonier Ministries and R.C. Sproul. © Tabletalk magazine. Website: www.ligonier.org/tabletalk. 

Email: tabletalk@ligonier.org. Toll free: 1-800-435-4343. 
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http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Luke%2011.1%E2%80%934
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Thessalonians%205.17
http://www.ligonier.org/tabletalk
mailto:tabletalk@ligonier.org
https://www.ligonier.org/learn/devotionals/the-psalms/

