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“Service”          Psalm 123 

Psalm 123 is a brief Psalm making a single point: If you want to live a life of joyful service, regardless of 

your circumstances, look to the Lord. Charles Haddon Spurgeon, who was one of the great preachers of 

the 19th century, gets credit for the outline of today’s sermon. In his commentary on the Psalms, Spurgeon 

notes a theme of where to look that links Psalm 120 through 123.  

• In Psalm 120 the psalmist looks up from despair;  

• In Psalm 121 he looks up to the hills;  

• In Psalm 122 he looks to the Temple;  

• In Psalm 123 he looks to God.  

That’s the outline we’ll be following this morning. I don’t think you’ll have any trouble connecting the 

dots: Living in the fullness of God’s grace and peace is a matter of where you look. (Thanks to Philip 

McLarty for sermon ideas.) 

 

Let’s take a moment to review Psalm 120. The psalmist writes, “I call on the Lord in my distress” (Psalm 

120:1). To cry out when you’re hurting is part of being human. Even babies know to cry when they’re 

hungry or afraid or uncomfortable and need attention. It’s only natural to call for help when you’re in 

trouble and things aren’t going your way. You look for somebody, anybody, to come to your rescue. 

You know the old story that I told not that long ago: A tourist goes to the Grand Canyon, leans over the 

edge and falls. He catches the branch of a scrub brush and hangs on for dear life. He calls for help. A 

robed figure looms above. “I’ll help you,” he says. “Great,” the man replies, “Who are you?” “I’m the 

Lord,” the figure says, “Just let go of the limb and you’ll be saved.” The man looks down at the chasm 

below, looks back at the robed figure above, and yells, “Is anyone else up there?” 

The psalmist writes, “I call on the Lord in my distress.” Truth be told, when you’re down and out you’ll 

cry out to anyone who’ll give you hand. A few years ago a woman came to the church asking if our 

church could help her with her outstanding utility bill. She was so far behind the electric company had cut 

her off. She said she had a five-year-old son who was living with another family until she could get the 

lights and the heat back on. I told her we could help with some of her overdue payments, but it probably 

wouldn’t be enough. She replied, “I’d appreciate any help you can give me. I’m desperate.” 

Being in distress can be the starting point of a life of faith, if it causes you to get down on your knees and 

confess your need of a power greater than yourself. That’s what the folks in AA will tell you. They’ll 

show you their Valley Chart depicting the downward spiral of addiction. It’s a V-shaped graphic 

illustrating how an alcoholic often has to hit bottom and have nowhere else to turn before he or she is 

willing to look up and ask for help. “I call on the Lord in my distress.” Looking up from your despair is 

the starting place to experience God’s grace and love. 

Once you look up, it’s only natural to look for tangible signs of God’s power and might. That leads us to 

Psalm 121. You may recall from last week that it begins, “I lift up my eyes to the mountains—” (Psalm 

121:1). Mountains and hills and other high places are symbols of God’s majesty. They remind us that the 
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Lord is high and lifted up, that his dominion is like a mountain, towering and strong. We see this 

throughout the Bible, remembering that: 

• Moses met God on Mount Sinai, where God gave him the law. 

• The Jews established the holy city of Jerusalem on Mount Zion. 

• Not to be outdone, the Samaritans claimed Mount Gerazim as their holy place of worship. 

• Elijah confounded the priests of Baal on Mount Carmel. 

• Jesus was transfigured on Mount Herman. 

Not only mountains, but the creation itself reflects the sovereignty of God. Psalm 8, for example, says: “O 

LORD, our Lord, how majestic is thy name in all the earth! Thou whose glory above the heavens is 

chanted by the mouth of babes and infants, thou hast founded a bulwark because of thy foes, to still the 

enemy and the avenger. When I look at thy heavens, the work of thy fingers, the moon and the stars which 

thou hast established; what is man that thou art mindful of him, and the son of man that thou dost care for 

him?” (Psalm 8:1-4). 

Stewart K. Hime summed it up nicely in his beloved hymn which we often sing: “O Lord my God! When 

I in awesome wonder consider all the worlds thy hands have made, I see the stars, I hear the rolling 

thunder, thy power throughout the universe displayed. Then sings my soul, my Savior, God, to thee: How 

great thou art, how great thou art.” Looking to nature is a good way to experience inspiration and the 

peace of God’s presence. That’s not to say it’s OK to worship nature, but from time to time it wouldn’t 

hurt to spend some time walking through Cook Forest State Park, or canoeing on a nearby lake. 

 

In addition to the beauty of nature, there’s the wonder of “sacred places” and Psalm 122 speaks to that 

theme. It begins, “I was glad when they said to me, Let us go to the house of the LORD!” From all 

accounts, the temple in Jerusalem in Solomon’s day was a glorious sight to behold. The stones were 

whitewashed, the roofs plated with gold. Looking up to Jerusalem on a sunny day was nothing short of 

dazzling, a near-blinding experience. 

Even after the temple was destroyed and rebuilt on a smaller scale, it represented the holy of holies. 

Devout Jews made every effort to make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem at least once a year to offer sacrifices, 

sing praises and fall prostrate before the Lord God Almighty. Many sacred places play an important role 

for people of faith. For example: 

• Roman Catholics flock to the Vatican. 

• Mormons go to Salt Lake City. 

• Hindus gather on the banks of the Ganges River. 

• Muslims make a Haj to Mecca. 

Where are the holy places of the Reformed faith? Well, we could go to St. Pierre’s in Geneva, the adopted 

home church of John Calvin, or St. Giles in Edinburgh the home church of John Knox, or to the offices of 

the General Assembly in Louisville, Kentucky, but I guarantee you won’t find Louisville to be an awe-

inspiring holy place of our faith. Where are the Presbyterian holy places? Where do we look to find 

assurance of God’s power and God’s love, God’s mercy and God’s grace?  
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This is where Psalm 123 comes in: “I lift up my eyes to you, to you who sit enthroned in heaven. As the 

eyes of slaves look to the hand of their master, as the eyes of a female slave look to the hand of her 

mistress, so our eyes look to the LORD our God, till he shows us his mercy” (Psalm 123:1-2). 

To be perfectly honest, there is no holy place in the Reformed faith, but there is the Holy One, who in his 

holiness has made himself known to us in the person of Jesus Christ. As such, we look to and cling to 

Jesus, who is the Way, the Truth and the Life. (John 14:6) I like the way the psalmist describes what it 

means to look to the Lord in verse 2. He says, “As the eyes of slaves look to the hand of their master, as 

the eyes of a female slave look to the hand of her mistress, so our eyes look to the LORD our God, till he 

shows us his mercy.” 

Commentators tell us that, in the Oriental culture of the Old Testament, a slave would become so obedient 

and devoted as to observe the most subtle signs of his master, or of her mistress. The slightest movement 

of the little finger might summon the servant to come forward; a raised eyebrow might signal alarm; a 

hushed clearing of the throat might indicate that it was time for the servant to leave the room. What does 

it mean to look to Jesus? It means to listen to his teaching and do what he taught all his disciples to do.  

Did you notice that this Psalm has nothing in it about serving others? It concentrates singularly on being 

God’s servant. Yet Jesus provides plenty of encouragement for serving and an example for us from the 

Gospel of John: “When he had finished washing their feet, he put on his clothes and returned to his place. 

“Do you understand what I have done for you?” he asked them. “You call me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and 

rightly so, for that is what I am. Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also 

should wash one another’s feet. I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you. Very 

truly I tell you, no servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent 

him. Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.” (John 13:12-17). To look to 

Jesus is to follow his example; to focus on his Cross; to know above all else that he died for our sins in 

order that we might do what he did for us as God’s servant.  

Every religion in the world has some representation of a power greater than oneself. Only the Abrahamic 

faiths—Judaism, Christianity and Islam—believe in a God that’s also personal and caring. God is the One 

we can approach and to whom we can pray. And of the three Abrahamic faiths, only the Christian faith 

believes in a God who gave himself for us in order to redeem us from our fallen state and reconcile us to 

himself.  

Eugene Peterson says, “In Psalm 123, as so often in the Psalms, we are not instructed in what to do, we 

are provided an instance of what is done. A Psalm is not a lecture; it is a song. In a Psalm we have the 

observable evidence of what happens when a person of faith goes about the business of believing and 

loving and following God. We don’t have a rule book defining the action, we have a snapshot of players 

playing the game. In this Psalm we observe…the life of discipleship that takes place under the form of 

servanthood” (A Long Obedience in the Same Direction, p. 61).  

We endure “no end of ridicule from the arrogant, of contempt from the proud,” as verse 4 states, but we 

cast our eyes on the Master, pleading, “Have mercy on us, Lord have mercy on us...” Service begins with 
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an upward look to God. People of faith always look up to God, not at God or down on God. A servant 

assumes a certain posture, a stance. If he or she fails to take that posture, attentive responsiveness to the 

Master’s commands will be nearly impossible. 

So, how are we to live a life of service? LOOK to the Lord. LOOK to Jesus. LISTEN to his teaching. 

FOLLOW his example. FOCUS on his Cross. That’s the message of the old hymn by Helen Lemmel that 

we sang earlier: Turn your eyes upon Jesus/ Look full in His wonderful face/ And the things of earth will 

grow strangely dim/ In the light of His glory and grace. Amen. 


