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Today Jerusalem and what remains of its temple complex is not much to rejoice about.  The city is a 
place of insecurity, divisions, injustice, and violence.  Arabs and Jews are at each other’s throats.  
Christian sects are fighting over the control of religious shrines.  The City of Peace really doesn’t 
know much of it.  The once glorious temple now lies in ruins, most of it underneath a Muslim 
mosque, The Dome of the Rock.  The most significant or well-known part of the remains—the 
Western Wall—is a place where the Jews come to mourn and to lament rather than celebrate and 
rejoice.  But it hasn’t always been that way.  In past eras the city of Jerusalem was cause for 
celebration and Psalm 122 transports us back to such a time.  So as we continue our worship this 
morning, why don’t you take your Bibles and turn with me to Psalm 122.   If you borrowed a copy 
from the Information Center, you can find this Psalm on page 448.  I’ll be reading this morning 
from the latest edition of the New International Version. 
 
Psalm 122 is part of a collection of fifteen psalms that are known as the Songs of Ascents and 
probably in your Bible there is a heading under Psalm 122 or at the top of Psalm 122 to that effect, 
and, in the past couple of summers, we’ve studied some of the Songs of Ascents but it would do us 
good to pause and just remind ourselves what these Songs of Ascents were.  Psalms 120-134 make 
up this collection of fifteen psalms and they were psalms that came to be used by the Jewish people 
and to be sung by them as they made their pilgrimage to the Holy City of Jerusalem for one of three 
annual festivals: Passover, the Feast of Weeks, and the Feast of Tabernacles.  And since the 
approach to Jerusalem from any direction was an ascent—you literally had to go up to Jerusalem 
from whatever direction you were traveling—these songs, then, that were sung in anticipation of 
their time in the Holy City were called the Songs of Ascents.  Later Jewish tradition also tells us 
that the Levites during the Feast of Tabernacles would sing these songs as they ascended the fifteen 
steps that led into the main temple court, a psalm on each step.  So the Songs of Ascents in Psalm 
122 fits into that category.  
 
You might also note your Bible might have this as part of the heading—that this is a Psalm of 
David.  Now while some people think that this means that David wrote this, I think that’s unlikely.  
This psalm appears to be written by a visitor to the city and King David obviously was a resident 
there.  Also it’s quite apparent that the temple was already built and we know that the temple was 
not built until Solomon, David’s son, built it and that came after David’s death.  So we don’t know 
exactly who this psalmist was—and I might add that the, of David, is not a mistake at all.  It’s 
simply a reference that this is in the tradition of David; this is a reference to, again, the dynasty that 
is ruling in this great city and that was responsible for the construction of the temple.  But we have 
an anonymous author who is a visitor to the city, who is making a pilgrimage to the city on one of 
these three annual festivals, who marvels at the city and who seeks blessing for it.  We’re also not 
quite certain as to the time when this psalm was written, various arguments for various dates, but I 
don’t think much hangs on that in terms of our understanding of the psalm. But despite the fact that 
we don’t really know who wrote it; we don’t know exactly when it was written; one thing is clear 
and that’s the theme of the psalm.  In this psalm the pilgrim celebrates the city of Jerusalem, 
rejoices over it because it is a place of security; it is a place of communal worship and it is a place 
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of justice.  So with that in mind, let’s look at Psalm 122.  In verse 1 we have the author reflecting 
back on the decision to go to Jerusalem on this occasion: 
 

I rejoiced with those who said to me, “Let us go to the house of Yahweh.” 
 (*NIV, Psalm 122:1) 

 
Let’s go to the house of the LORD.  Anytime you see the capital LORD, that’s a reference to the 
personal name that God gave Himself—Yahweh—and I will refer to that instead of LORD.  The 
house of Yahweh was a reference to the temple and, in the ancient Near East, the temple was the 
residence, the house of a god.  For the Jews it was no different.  The temple was seen to be the very 
place where God’s presence dwelt among them and there’s a decision to go on this occasion to the 
temple, which of course was in Jerusalem.  Now most translations have I was glad right when they 
said.  I think the way that we use the term glad today doesn’t quite capture the exuberance and I like 
how the New International Version has it—I rejoiced.   We say—you know somebody, we meet 
somebody—“Glad to meet you.”  “Glad you got the promotion,” and it’s basically a synonym for 
“Oh, that’s a nice thing.”  It’s much more than that here.  There was great rejoicing over the fact 
that they were going to the house of Yahweh, to the Temple, to the Holy City.    
 
We maybe can identify when there have been times that maybe you’ve been a part of planning a trip 
somewhere—maybe a cruise, maybe a trip to a European city, maybe to Paris, or I think of a kid 
when the parents announce, “We’re going to go to Disneyland!”  “Oh, yeah…glad we’re going...”  
No, it’s great rejoicing!  Despite all the inconveniences that might be associated with rearranging 
schedules and so forth, and of course there were a lot of inconveniences for these people traveling a 
great distance, that couldn’t cloud out the great rejoicing over being at this place.  There was 
something so magnificent about this Holy City that caused great rejoicing at the decision to go 
there.    
 
We have nothing in this psalm about the journey itself.  Verse 2 fast forwards us to the pilgrims 
standing in the city gates.  It’s as if you can’t wait to get there and when we see them, they’re in the 
city gates.  It says:  
 

Our feet are standing in your gates, Jerusalem. (Vs. 2) 
 

That present-tense verb is to try to give a picture of people standing there just in wonder and awe at 
what they are seeing: this magnificent city with throngs of people at this festival time.  And you just 
get the picture of being awestruck, with mouths agape, not being able to say a word and just 
wonder.  I think we can identify.  There probably have been times in your life where you’ve been to 
a place of grandeur, maybe a natural wonder, maybe you’ve stood at the edge of the Grand Canyon, 
or maybe on the shores of the Pacific Ocean or a man-made structure, maybe the first time you are 
at a place like New York City—you just stand and you’re just awestruck.  You don’t know what to 
say or do.  That’s the picture here—they’re so amazed at what they are beholding.  And so we must 
ask ourselves: What is it that caused such great excitement and rejoicing when they made this 
decision to go to Jerusalem and what was it about this city that just makes them stand in utter 
paralysis before the wonders that greet their eyes?  Well the psalmist answers that for us in verses 3 
through 5.  In verse 3 we see the first reason the psalmist offers for the rejoicing and the wonder and 
that is that Jerusalem is a place of security. 
 
       Jerusalem is built like a city that is closely compacted together. (Vs. 3) 
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 That phrase closely compacted together would draw a picture of really a fortress, an impregnable 
defense.  This was a place of protection, of strength, of power, and there’s great rejoicing over the 
fact that this city provides that for the pilgrims.   
 
There’s a second reason in verse 4 as to why the rejoicing, why the wonder, and that is this is a 
place of communal worship, really a place where the people of God come together as one—as a 
unity to worship this God.  It’s interesting, we might expect the verse to read, “This is where the 
tribes go up—the tribes of Israel,” but when you look at your text, that’s not what it says: 
 

This is where the tribes go up—the tribes of Yahweh— (Vs. 4a) 
 

Their very identity, their very unity is in the One in whom they are worshipping. It’s as if the tribal 
differences don’t matter anymore.  They’re coming as one people to worship this God.  And it’s 
interesting that these festivals were set around the agricultural calendar, you know, in terms of 
harvest and in the spring when you would plant the crops and so forth.  It was to help celebrate the 
provisions of Yahweh, that He was taking care of them and the blessings.  And so they were 
reminded of God’s blessings and, from that, offer praise to Him as a whole community of His 
people.  I think it’s also significant that at these festivals, for many of them, this was a time to look 
back at their past as well.  You think particularly of Passover—to look back in the past to see what 
God had done in redeeming them from slavery in Egypt—and so to remind themselves of God’s 
redemptive activities in rescuing them in their past, but also His day-to-day provisions and 
blessings, and this evoked in them a sense of praise.  And so, as much as they enjoyed seeing each 
other and being part of a community, their praise and worship was directed toward this One who 
had given them their identity, who had provided unity for them.  The second part of verse 4 says: 
  

—to praise the name of Yahweh [notice] according to the statute given in Israel. 
 
So not only was this something that they came and they just did out of thanksgiving, but it was 
something that they were commanded to do.  In Exodus 23 and Deuteronomy 16—in the Law, the 
Torah, this covenant they had made with God—one of the stipulations was that they would go to 
Jerusalem on these three annual occasions, again, to worship God.  And I think that’s interesting to 
see the connection between joy and the Law.  Oftentimes I think we tend to believe that the Jewish 
people thought the Law was something negative and bad and oppressive.  They didn’t.  They saw it 
as a joyful blessing from God.   
 
Last week, Bryan Clark gave us all a homework assignment.  It was to read Psalm 119.  We only 
had time to look at bits and pieces of it and I hope that you did that.  I’ll play the part of the 
substitute teacher this morning and ask you if you’ve done your homework for the week.  But if you 
have, you would notice, as you read through, the many times that there’s rejoicing over the Law and 
obeying the Law and following the Law and the direction that the Law has given.  And here we see 
that joy and the Law come together and that maybe seems quite odd to us but the people thought 
that this was the gracious provision from God.  And so they were commanded to rejoice and they 
did and they were known for their praise and rejoicing and the pilgrims there in this psalm are 
witnessing this grand spectacle of the people of God coming together and offering praise to the One 
who had redeemed them and who continually blesses them. So Jerusalem is a cause for rejoicing.  
It’s a cause for being awestruck because it’s a place of security; it’s a place of communal worship of 
this great God, and third, in verse 5, because it’s a place of justice: 
 

 There stand the thrones for judgment, the thrones of the house of David. (Vs. 5) 
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Thrones of judgment would indicate a place of authority, a seat of authority from where justice 
was dispensed.  And it’s from one of these thrones that the rulers—the Davidic line, the thrones of 
the house of David—would make decisions that would impact the community.  It’s from these 
thrones that the ruler would dispense justice, that community affairs were decided, disputes were 
settled, laws were enforced, the welfare of people was decided, the direction and the future of the 
community would be decided and so forth.  And we notice—“Why is there great joy over this?”  
You know, we tend to think, joy and justice?  Justice—that’s the punishing of criminals and so 
forth—and we tend to view justice very narrowly.  But that’s not the biblical—especially the Old 
Testament—view of justice.  Old Testament scholar Bruce Waltke, I think, gets this right.  He 
identifies the substance of the notion of justice in the Old Testament as this: Disadvantaging oneself 
for the sake of the community, and particularly the least well-off.  Now that certainly would include 
punishing law-breakers, but it’s so much more.  It’s not only correcting legal problems and righting 
legal wrongs, but it’s correcting and righting social and economic wrongs and so forth.  In fact it’s a 
significant thing, I believe, that at these festivals the Jews were also required by the Law of Moses 
to give offerings for what philosopher Nicholas Wultersdorf has called The Quartet of the 
Vulnerable: the poor, the widow, the orphan, and the foreigner.  And they were to take collection 
for this, to supply the needs of those individuals who were the least well-off.  Justice was practiced 
at these times of festival.  And so again, as the pilgrims are contemplating this, they see this place as 
a place of justice where wrongs are righted and, not just in terms of the legal system, but in terms of 
the whole community and the needs of everyone.   
 
So because Jerusalem is a place of security, because it’s a place of communal worship by a unified 
people of God, because it is a place of justice, there’s great rejoicing in the plan to go there.  There’s 
a sense of awe as they stand in amazement in the city gates, but you know I think that there’s 
something else underlying this sense of rejoicing and this sense of awe at the city that isn’t maybe 
explicitly mentioned here, but I think it just saturates the text and it’s this: Jerusalem is cause for 
rejoicing; it’s cause for being in awe because Yahweh lives there—the presence of God is there!  
You recall back in verse 1, when they’re planning and making this decision to go to Jerusalem, the 
rejoicing was because they were going to go to the house of Yahweh, the temple.  Now granted in 
verses 2 through 5, all the focus is on the city.  You know, have the pilgrims arrived there and 
they’ve forgotten because the city is so wonderful; now they’ve forgotten the original reason to go?  
I don’t think that’s the case at all. The reason that Jerusalem is a place of security is because an all-
powerful God dwells there who defends His people.  The reason that the city is a place of 
communal worship is because a God, who is worthy of their worship, dwells there.  The reason it’s 
a place of justice is ultimately because a God who is just and who practices justice dwells there.  
You take away God’s presence from the city and it’s no different than any other ancient Near 
Eastern city.  So it’s not the city itself but it’s the God of the city who is ultimately the cause for this 
rejoicing and this being awestruck when the pilgrims arrive at the city.  In verses 6 through 9, the 
psalmist then responds to what he has experienced.  Verse 6: 
 

Pray for the peace of Jerusalem… 
 

So first he issues a command—and this is a command; he’s not just offering a suggestion, “You 
might want to pray for the peace of Jerusalem.”  But rather this is a command: Pray for the peace 
of Jerusalem!  Again I think that we need to put ourselves in the mindset of the original hearers and 
readers of this psalm and think about how they would have understood peace.  We tend to have a 
pretty limited idea of peace—typically well, you know the absence of some sort of tension or 
conflict.  But the Hebrew word for peace—shalom—was much more robust than that.  It had the 
idea of flourishing, of well-being, of completeness, of prosperity.  And so when the command is to 
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pray for the peace of Jerusalem, it’s “Pray for its well-being.  Pray for its flourishing as a city.  Pray 
for its prosperity.”  But it’s not just that the psalmist issues this command.  The psalmist then offers 
a prayer himself on behalf of Jerusalem.  The second line of verse 6: 
 

“May those who love you be secure. May there be peace within your walls (may there 
be shalom within your walls) and security within your citadels.” (Vs. 6-7) 
 

And notice in verses 8 and 9 he’s offering this prayer for a reason, for a purpose:  
 

For the sake of my family and friends, (in other words, for the sake of my countrymen)   
I will say, “Peace (shalom) be within you.”  (Vs. 8) 
 

And then verse 9, not just for the sake of the countrymen, but for the very sake of God’s presence: 
 

For the sake of the house of Yahweh our God, I will seek your prosperity. (Vs. 9) 
 

So for fellow countrymen, for the sake of God’s presence, the psalmist is praying for the well-being, 
the flourishing of this city.  As a side note, do we see here maybe a veiled reference to what Jesus 
would later identify as the greatest commandment—loving God and loving others?  His prayer is for 
the sake of others and it’s for the sake of God.   
 
But in verse 9 we return to where we started: excitement over going to the house of Yahweh, to the 
temple.  In verse 9 we‘ve returned—for the sake of the house of Yahweh, for the sake of the temple. 
I think in book-ending this psalm with a reference to the temple, again the psalmist is highlighting 
what the rejoicing and what the wonder is really all about—the presence of Yahweh among them— 
and without which the city really isn’t a secure place; it really isn’t a place of communal worship 
and it really isn’t a place of justice.  So it’s a great celebration really of the presence of God among 
them and that’s what excited the psalmist; that’s what caused wonder in the psalmist and his 
entourage as they arrived at the city. 
 
Well, what do we make of this psalm for today?  What good does this do us in studying it, other 
than maybe picking up a few historical facts and some interesting bits and pieces here?  I mean, 
after all, God no longer dwells in a temple in Jerusalem anymore.  He hasn’t since at least 70 A.D. 
when the Romans ransacked Jerusalem, destroyed the city and the temple.  I think a good case can 
be made that even since 586 B.C., when the Babylonians destroyed the temple, that perhaps 
Yahweh’s presence was no longer there but, regardless of what date it was, He’s no longer there 
anymore, so what good does this do us to think about going to Jerusalem or praying for prosperity 
and so forth?   
 
Well, the New Testament tells us an interesting fact: Although Yahweh no longer dwells in 
Jerusalem, He is not homeless.  He has taken up residence elsewhere.  His residence now is no 
longer a structure built with brick and mortar or stone or granite. But the New Testament is explicit 
that Yahweh has taken up residence in a temple made with the foundation being Jesus, and the 
building materials being all those who follow Jesus.  In 1 Corinthians 6 and 1 Peter 2 we see this, 
and Ephesians 2 as well.  I’d like to read a couple of verses from Ephesians, Chapter 2, that make 
this point.  Ephesians 2, beginning in verse 19: 
 

Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and strangers, but fellow citizens with 
God’s people, and also members of His household, built on the foundation of the 
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apostles and prophets with Christ Jesus Himself being the chief corner stone.  In Him 
the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord; 
and in Him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives 
by His Spirit.  (Ephesians 2:19-22) 
 

The church is the temple in which Yahweh dwells today.  So what’s the significance?  I mean, how 
does this change our understanding of Psalm 122 then and how it might be useful to us?  I think in a 
couple of ways.  One is, if the church is the place where God dwells, then that is where we 
encounter God.  And again, when I say the church is the place of God’s dwelling, I’m not talking 
about a physical building.  I’m talking about the people who are followers of Jesus who make up 
this dwelling of God.  But if that’s where God dwells, then that’s where people will encounter God, 
His immediate presence.  We live in a day where it is fashionable for some Christians to say, “I 
want a church-less Christianity.  On Sunday mornings I’ll just go out and golf with a couple of 
buddies on the golf course or I’ll meet at Starbucks with some people or I’ll just go out in nature 
alone and that’ll do good.  I don’t want anything to do with the institutional church.”  Well, sorry, 
but from my understanding of Scripture, that’s not an option.  You can’t desire to be in God’s 
presence and then avoid the place where He resides.  Again, I’m not talking about a building; I’m 
talking about a community of Christ-followers who are organized around New Testament principles 
and teaching.  This is where God dwells and if I want to experience His immediate presence, I will 
be part of a community of believers.  It makes just as much sense to talk about wanting a church-
less Christianity as it would be for the Jews to say, “I want a temple-less Judaism.”  You say, “That 
makes no sense!  You can’t have the one without the other.”  Or the pilgrims are saying, “Ah, we’re 
so excited to be in God’s presence, but I don’t want to go to Jerusalem.”  Well you can’t have the 
one without the other.  If God’s presence dwells among the community of believers, then to 
experience that intimate presence, I need to part of that.  That’s why we commit ourselves to this 
local expression of the temple. 
 
Well I think that there are some further things that follow from the fact that God’s presence dwells 
in the midst of His church that comes from this psalm—a reality and then some responsibilities that 
flow from that.  The reality is that if God’s presence dwells in His church, that means the church is 
a place of security.  It means the church is a place of communal worship.  It means the church is a 
place of justice.  See, the church is a place where people can come from a world where evil often 
reigns, that is unsafe, and they can find protection and a fortress and they can find strength and 
power.  It’s where people can have hope; people whose lives are wrecked by sin can find protection 
from the evil one.  It’s also a place where people can be built up and strengthened to pursue the 
mission God has given us: to love God and love others and make disciples of all people.  That’s 
good news!   
 
If God’s presence dwells here, that means the church is a place where God’s people can gather 
together and offer the praise He so richly deserves, praise for His continual blessings to us day by 
day, but also because He redeemed us, as well, at the cross—and we can praise Him for that 
redemption.  The church is a place where we gather—again, not the building but as a people—to 
praise God.  And it’s also a place of justice.  It’s a place where wrongs can be righted.  It’s a place 
where people disadvantage themselves for the sake of the community, particularly the least well-off.  
It’s a place where they can come and find hope in a hopeless world.  It’s a place where 
righteousness will be pursued and wickedness avoided and people held responsible for the way that 
they choose to live.  And that’s the reality—the church is a place where all that can happen, not 
because the church in and of itself is so special, but it’s because Yahweh dwells here—again, not in 
the building, but amongst us.   
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But as I think about that reality, it leads to some responsibilities on our part.  The temple in 
Jerusalem was constructed of inanimate objects and those inanimate objects had no responsibilities 
whatsoever to do anything to make the temple any better place, to make Jerusalem any better place.  
But the fact that the present temple is made up of human beings, followers of Jesus, we have the 
responsibility to make this place—again, not the physical structure, but our gathering together—all 
that God intended it to be.  That means that we’re responsible to make sure that we maintain this as 
a place of security.  It’s a place where people can come and be protected from the forces of evil and 
learn how to live a life that is able to resist all of that.  It’s a place where people can come to be 
equipped and trained to go out and live for that mission of loving God and others and making 
disciples of all people. And I must ask, “What part are you playing in that?  What role do you have 
in making this a place of security and protection, where again sin-wrecked lives can come and be 
healed, be protected from the forces of evil?  What part are you playing in making sure that we are 
equipping all of us to be able to live out that mission in a world that is set against Jesus?”  We have 
a huge responsibility because this is where Yahweh dwells—among us.   
 
What about praise and communal worship?  We have some responsibilities there.  Do you come and 
just sit, take in and just kind of go through the motions every Sunday, just kind of the thing to do?  
That’s not what worship is.  Or do you come ready to praise God, focus on Him because of all He 
has done, because He has offered redemption, because He has blessed us day by day?  When we 
come and gather as a community of believers, we’re known for that.  I suppose it’s a nice thing if 
people recognize you and us as, “Oh those people are from Lincoln Berean Church.”  I’d much 
rather people recognize us and say, “Ah, there go the people of God!”  Do people recognize us as 
the people of God because we praise and worship this One who dwells among us?    
 
One other thing—what about justice?  How are we doing there?  Is our local expression of the 
temple a place of justice, and what role are you playing in that?  Is this a place where, again, the 
Quartet of the Vulnerable can find help and assistance?  If we were to ask the poor, the orphan, the 
widow, the foreigner among us, how would they say we are doing?  Is this also a place where right 
is called right, wrong is called wrong, righteousness is pursued, wickedness avoided, and people are 
held accountable for how they live out their lives?  That’s part of justice too.  How are we doing in 
that?  With the blessing that Yahweh’s presence brings, there come responsibilities as well, and 
those are some of ours as the church, as His dwelling place.  If people are going to come here and 
expect to find Yahweh’s presence and the things associated with it, we have a responsibility in those 
regards.   
 
One last thing—what do you pray and seek for?  Do you include, as part of your praying and 
seeking the well-being, the flourishing of the church, God’s place of residence, whether in this local 
expression or worldwide?  If I’m honest with you, until I really studied this psalm, I guess I failed to 
do that very frequently, to really focus my prayer on praying for the well-being of the church—and 
why?  Well, for the sake of others, for the sake of your friends and family in India, in Spain, in 
Poland, in Latin America, elsewhere in the United States, here in Nebraska, here at Lincoln Berean.  
Are you praying for the well-being, the flourishing of the church?  Are you praying for the 
worldwide expression of the temple as well as our local assembly for the sake of God’s presence?  
And again, it’s not because the church is anything great in and of itself, but it’s because Yahweh 
dwells here.  That’s what should excite you about gathering as a community of believers on the 
weekend and at other times during the week.  It’s because that’s where we intimately experience 
Yahweh’s presence.  And sometimes you want to just come and stand in awe at what God is doing 
amongst us and how God is blessing us.  I hope you do and I think that that’s the message for this 
psalm for us.   
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As a young boy, we’d often make trips to Pennsylvania—that’s where both of my parents had 
grown up—and I’ve come to love Pennsylvania and the places that we would go there.  But, as I 
think about it, it wasn’t so much the place—although there are some very beautiful places in 
Pennsylvania—but it was the people.  It was the presence of the individuals there, namely my 
grandparents and cousins and so forth.  That’s what really excited me.  That’s what should excite 
you about being part of a body of believers.  It’s not just a place where—even though friends are 
there and that’s a great thing too—but it’s the presence, the presence of the God of the universe who 
dwells among us, that should cause great excitement. I hope that that excites you and I hope that it 
causes you to stand in awestruck wonder at what He is doing.  And let’s not forget about our 
responsibilities of making our local expression of the temple a place of security, of communal 
worship, and of justice, and we’ll pray and seek that end. 
 
 
 

Father, thank You for establishing Your presence among us in a very special way.  Lord, 
that’s just amazing that the God of the universe would seek to take up residence with us 
instead of being out there beyond somewhere.  Lord, I pray that we’ll accept the 
responsibilities of all that entails as well, that You’ll put on our hearts to do all that we can 
to make our local assembly a place of security from a world that is evil, that You’ll make 
this a place, and You’ll help us make this a place that is known for its worship of You and 
that we will, like You, act in just ways disadvantaging ourselves for the sake of the least 
well-off.  To this end we pray; we pray for the peace, the shalom, of Lincoln Berean and 
Your church around the world, and we ask this in Your Son’s Name, Amen. 
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