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“Repentance”          Psalm 120 

In 2002 the eyes of the whole world were focused on Salt Lake City. The winter Olympic Games were 

being held there. The drama of the games was heightened because of the controversy over the judging of 

the pairs skating competition. The television commentators stated with confidence who would win the 

gold. But as the scores came in, exhilaration turned to disbelief. Five judges scored the favored Canadian 

pair below the Russian skaters! On top of that, the French judge revealed that she had been pressured to 

vote for the Russians in exchange for a vote in favor of the French ice dancing team. The outcome was 

fixed. From then on, the story took on a life of its own.  

Sinful human nature has a way of spoiling things that are supposed to be noble, pure and undefiled. No 

area of human activity is exempt. We have business executives who mistreat their 

employees…Stockbrokers who steal from their clients…Politicians who do whatever will get them 

elected or re-elected…Auto mechanics who charge for phantom repairs…Hospitals who put profits ahead 

of the value of a human life. Even the church hasn’t been spared. There are clergy who get caught with 

their sinful human nature showing. 

Everything is supposed to be better than it really is. We live in a world in which we cannot assume the 

integrity of anyone we meet, a world in which we must always be aware of the need to protect ourselves 

against exploitation or harm. Somehow, most of the time, we muddle through. We do everything we can 

to minimize the damage, but still, in the back of our minds, we know that things aren’t supposed to be this 

way. No matter how well we’ve learned to cope, something inside us cries out, something in our heart 

yearns for a place where none of this caution would be necessary. And we’re introduced to that place by 

Psalm 120—on our faith journey, on our life pilgrimage. 

In the middle of the book of Psalms in the Old Testament are a collection of fifteen Psalms labeled “songs 

of ascent.” Interpreters say that these psalms were sung by travelers as they made their way to Jerusalem 

for the three annual festivals of Judaism—the feast of Pentecost in the summer, the feast of Tabernacles in 

the fall, and the feast of Passover in the spring. Three times a year, all observant Jews would leave their 

homes, their farms, their towns and villages, and would make the pilgrimage to Jerusalem for these 

religious festivals.  

As they journeyed, they were “ascending” because Jerusalem is the highest point in Palestine; they were 

literally traveling upwards. And they were also ascending spiritually, as they sang these songs together 

and prepared their hearts to worship the Lord. Our aim is likewise to prepare our hearts and lives to 

“ascend” in worship to God as we make our way through this life as pilgrims. These songs can give us 

wisdom and encouragement as we travel. The Bible is full of reminders, as the old hymn put it, that “this 

world is not my home.” God never intended that we should be completely satisfied with this life; he never 

intended for us to feel totally comfortable here. Our life here is the spiritual equivalent of being on the 

road and living out of a suitcase.  

There are two ways that our “pilgrim” status can cause us problems. The first way is that we forget who 

we are and start feeling comfortable here. We start enjoying ourselves. We forget about the place we’re 
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journeying to, and we begin to think of this life, this world, as our “home.” Well, what’s wrong with that? 

The danger is that over time, we’ll “go native” We’ll settle down, adapt, start to accommodate ourselves 

to the culture. And before you know it, we don’t look like citizens of God’s kingdom at all; we’re 

indistinguishable from those around us, even those who profess no allegiance to Christ.  

The other danger is that we feel out of place, thinking there’s something wrong with that. We think we 

should feel right at home. We think we’re supposed to fit in. And so, instead of being content, and resting 

in the knowledge that all this is temporary, we agonize, and worry, and stew over the fact that we feel out 

of place. We expect this world to be heaven, when instead God always intended that this world 

should make us desire heaven. 

In Psalm 120 we see an author hard pressed by this sense of alienation, this sense of being out of place. 

Although no author is named, some have said that it was written by David during the time of his exile, 

when King Saul was trying to kill him, and he had to live among pagan peoples in a foreign land. Listen 

to the ache in his voice as he laments his situation: “Woe to me that I dwell in Meshech, that I live among 

the tents of Kedar! Too long have I lived among those who hate peace. I am a man of peace; but when I 

speak, they are for war.” Meshech and Kedar were warlike peoples to the north and south of Palestine. 

They were characterized by ruthlessness. They had no qualms attacking and devouring weaker nations. 

Not only did they not seek peace, they actually hated it. They loved destruction and the brutal exercise of 

power. 

Does that sound something like the world today? There are people and nations in our day whose driving 

ambition is to destroy all who stand against them. It’s frustrating. It’s tragic. But there never will be peace 

on earth until Christ returns. On a personal level, you and I sometimes encounter angry, bitter, malicious 

people who have no interest in peace. We might meet them at work, in traffic, in our neighborhood; our 

children meet them at school; sometimes we even encounter them at church. The Psalmist says “Too long 

have I lived among those who hate peace. I am for peace; but when I speak, they are for war” (v. 6). 

What do we do when we encounter ongoing, intractable hostility?  

The first step is to imitate the Psalmist, to be brutally honest, with ourselves and with God. We cry out: 

“Lord, I don’t know how long I can take this. I’m tired, I’m frustrated, I’m discouraged. It doesn’t seem to 

make any difference what I say; they are determined to hate me. They attack me over and over, no matter 

what I do. Help me, Lord. Give me the strength to persevere. Give me the grace to remain committed to 

peace.” 

The second step is to put ourselves in God’s hands. Instead of thinking about how we’re going to 

protect ourselves; instead of fighting back, getting even, or seeking our own vengeance; we need to look 

to the Lord to protect us and vindicate us. We need to turn our situation completely over to him. “I call on 

the LORD in my distress, and he answers me. Save me, LORD, from lying lips and from deceitful 

tongues” (vv. 1-2).  

Let’s think about this. What’s our first impulse when we hear that someone’s been slandering us, 

misrepresenting us, spreading lies and malicious gossip about us? We can’t defend ourselves fast enough! 
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We want to run out there and set the record straight. But a public relations campaign won’t help. The 

answer is to go to the Lord, to entrust our reputation to him. “I call on the Lord in my distress, and he 

answers me. Save me, LORD, from lying lips and from deceitful tongues.” God is perfectly able to defend 

and protect you.  

The third step is to look to God for justice, instead of taking matters into our own hands. “What will he 

do to you, and what more besides, you deceitful tongue? He will punish you with a warrior’s sharp 

arrows, with burning coals of the broom bush” (vv. 3-4). What he’s referring to is poetic justice. So what 

will happen to those who persist in their malicious, destructive speech, who refuse to repent? God will 

see to it that they suffer the due punishment of their sin. He will punish them “with a warrior’s sharp 

arrows, with burning coals of the broom bush.” The broom tree was known for its intense, long-lasting 

fire. What the Psalm is telling us is that those who have cut and burned people with their words will be 

punished literally and eternally in the fires of hell. In the end, we can know, justice will be done.  

Is this the whole story? No it’s not. That’s because a lament against the evil and injustice of this world is 

also a lament against the sin and corruption of our own hearts. None of us are blameless; none of us can 

claim the moral high ground. Truth is, all of us stand guilty before God. Our only hope for forgiveness is 

to trust in Christ’s atoning death on the cross. Repentance is what we need. As Eugene Peterson says, 

“Repentance…sets us on the way to traveling in the light. It’s a rejection that is also an acceptance, a 

leaving that develops into an arriving, a no to the world that is a yes to God” (A Long Obedience in the 

Same Direction by Eugene Peterson, Intervarsity Press, © 2000, p. 33)  

Psalm 120 assures us, Christian friends, that repentance is for all of us. Amen. 


