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You must cultivate this attitude if you ever desire to be anything more than average in anything. 

Now that‘s a mouthful.  Let me say it again: You must cultivate this attitude if you ever desire to be 

anything more than average in anything.  If you want to have a marriage that‘s better-than-average, 

if you want to be a better-than-average musician, if you want to be better-than-average in the 

marketplace, in health care, in education, you must have this attitude if you‘re going to pursue a 

graduate degree and you must have this attitude if you‘re going to practice the discipline of a Long 

Obedience in the Same Direction. What do you suppose that is? It is the attitude that has allowed 

the nation of Israel to continue to exist to this day. That‘s what we want to talk about today.  

If you have a Bible, turn with us to Psalm 129—another one of the Songs of Ascents.   If you 

haven‘t been with us the last few weeks, these were Psalms 120-134—you see it in the little 

writings—little superscriptions—Song of Ascents. These were songs that the nation of Israel sang 

together as they came from all over the land and ascended Mount Zion to Jerusalem three times a 

year for celebrations and festivals.  So they‘re referred to as the Songs of Ascents. Like most of 

these, we don‘t know who wrote it; we don‘t know exactly the time period.  Again, most people 

think this was probably either during or right after the exile.  

Now we‘ve talked about the idea of the ascent—you know the Psalms of Ascents—but one of the 

things we haven‘t talked about is the idea of a song. I just want to talk about that a minute before we 

jump into the text itself.  Really who I‘m talking to would be aspiring musicians, composers, 

writers—I find it very interesting to think about these psalms (120-134) as songs. We typically 

don‘t think about lyrics of a song like the words of these psalms but I think if you stop and think —

those of you who are musicians and composers and writers—stop and think about the lyrics of these 

songs and their ability to teach theology. Now I‘m not being critical of contemporary music; I think 

there‘s a lot of great music out there.  But I am saying I think we can do better. I think we need to 

understand music has the ability to do more than just remind us of what we already know and stir 

our emotions. It has power to teach theology and God has always believed that. You see it over and 

over again in the psalms but you also see it reaffirmed in the New Testament. Two of the New 

Testament epistles say, ―...teaching through psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs‖. Typically we 

come to a worship service and we kind of think of the music as that which stirs our emotion and 

then there‘s the teaching but it‘s better to think, from beginning to end, it‘s all teaching and music 

has tremendous power to teach theology. I think God is calling a generation to once-again capture 

the ability of music to teach deep, rich, life-changing theology.  So, when I read through these 

songs, the thing that strikes me is: these aren‘t lectures; they aren‘t sermons; they‘re songs with 

deep, rich, life-changing theology. With that in mind, let‘s dig in. Verse 1: 

“Many times they have persecuted me from my youth up,” 

  Let Israel now say,  

“Many times they have persecuted me from my youth up; 

  Yet they have not prevailed against me.  (*NASB, Psalm 129:1-2) 
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Now the way this is written would be imagining a worship leader—what they would have 

understood as a cantor—basically singing verse 1 and then he calls the nation to echo back verse 2; 

that would have been a fairly familiar pattern.  It was kind of this repetition that was part of the 

teaching process.  So the worship leader would sing and they would echo back and that‘s the 

repetition between verses 1 and 2. When the psalmist is talking about ...from my youth up, there 

are two things there to understand. One is the personal pronoun. There is absolutely no question this 

is a psalm about the nation. We‘d referred to this as a nation psalm and that becomes abundantly 

clear, but there is a Hebrew technique in poetry to remind us that when a nation suffers, people 

suffer.  As long as we keep people kind of isolated in groups—you know we talk about nations that 

starve and nations that suffer—it isn‘t nearly as compelling as realizing that means people suffer; 

people are dying.  So the technique is, even in talking about the nation, to keep it personal so there‘s 

a sense in which, when the nation suffers, people—individual people—suffer. So there‘s a first 

person pronoun that runs throughout this.  

 

The idea of being ...from my youth up, is probably a reference to Egypt. You see this a lot, like 

especially in the Minor Prophets.  If you look at Hosea, Chapter 11, Verse 1, there‘s a reference to 

basically the teenage years of Israel—a reference to their time in Egypt. So you think about, from 

Abraham through the Patriarchs, there were ups and downs and struggles but it wasn‘t really until 

they ended up in Egypt that they really were defined as a nation—a nation that became so powerful 

that they needed to be persecuted; they needed to be attacked; they needed to be enslaved—and 

that‘s really the reference. From that point on, the nation of Israel has been attacked, has been 

enslaved, has been beaten up, has been persecuted and that‘s basically what the psalm is referring to 

in these first four verses. The key then is in the last part of verse 2 ...Yet they have not prevailed 

against us.  

 

What is the attitude that has been necessary for the nation of Israel to exist today?  The answer is: 

perseverance. If you‘re going to be something more than average in anything in life, there has to be 

a sense in which you are willing to persevere—to push beyond, to grow, to change, be something 

more than average. And that is what has been defined—that‘s the idea—but we have prevailed; we 

have persevered.  Now the story of the Hebrew people is really a remarkable story. Anytime in our 

culture today, in the climate such as it is, you say that word Israel and it‘s loaded with political 

baggage.  I am not pushing any political agenda this morning. I‘m just wanting us to stop and think 

about the remarkable history of the Hebrew people with a realization that the only possible 

explanation for why they continue to be a nation today is the God-factor. They have an absolutely 

remarkable history: they are the longest-running, distinctly ethnic, people in the history of the world 

yet it would be hard to find a people who have been more attacked, more persecuted, more enslaved 

in history, than these people.  As a matter-of-fact, James Montgomery Boice, a theologian, tells the 

story of, in the latter part of the 18
th

 Century, King Frederick the Great of Prussia was struggling 

with his belief that the Bible really was the inspired Word of God and he was trying to get some 

clarification on that. He finally brought in one of his chaplains and he posed the question, but with it 

he said, ―I have posed this question before and these scholars come before me with these huge 

volumes, asking me to read this volume to answer my question,‖ and the king basically said, ―I 

don‘t have the time or the energy to do that.  Convince me in one word.‖  The chaplain thought 

about it for a while and finally said, ―I can do that. The one word is Israel‖.  Frederick thought about 

it and he agreed. The history of the Hebrew people is absolutely remarkable. 

 

Theologian Derek Kidner, an Old-Testament scholar, makes the comment that most nations look 

back at their history and talk and celebrate what they‘ve accomplished but when the Hebrew people 

look back, they celebrate what they have survived. That is what has defined them throughout their 
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history.  If you are inclined to study history and you‘d like to think about this more, I would 

strongly suggest you look at the time period between the end of the book of Malachi and the 

beginning of the gospels. We refer to this as the 400 silent years because, at the end of Malachi, in 

judgment of the Hebrew people, God went silent and, for 400 years, God did not reveal Himself at 

all until the beginning of the story of the gospels.  So we refer to it as the 400 silent years. It‘s a 

remarkable time period where the Hebrew people were enslaved and conquered and persecuted by 

one nation after another after another. You would have to say it‘s an absolute God miracle that 

they‘re still on the map when the gospels open. But there‘s also a reminder to us that that is the 

story of the people of God.  

 

Why have the Hebrew people been so persecuted? My theological answer would be because God 

declared them openly and publicly to be His people and, in so doing, He initiated a cosmic war. 

There is an enemy that is the Prince of the Power of the Air—the god of this world as he‘s defined 

in the New Testament—who declared war on the people of God. And, as that moves into the New 

Testament, even though we‘re not an ethnic people, even though we don‘t claim promises of land— 

all of that—as the people of God we are still engaged in this cosmic war. We have often reminded 

ourselves that the day we trusted Christ as Savior, we did not board a cruise ship; we boarded a 

battleship. The New Testament is filled with military language. Jesus was very clear: If you‘re 

going to follow me, you‘d better count the cost, because this is war. Even when Jesus was talking 

about the two different paths, he said, ―There is a wide path that the majority of people will take and 

that path is easy, and then there’s a narrow path that few will take and that path is really hard.” 

It‘s really important to understand that, as the people of God, this is a battle. Now that‘s interesting 

to think about, in light of the fact that there are critics of Christianity today that would say people 

choose Christianity because they are weak, because they are simple-minded, because they need a 

crutch.  Let‘s think about that for a minute. The people saying that are people who have simply 

adopted the value system of the world around them. They are people simply willing to go with the 

flow. That is the easiest path available; that is the path for the weak. They would refer to us as 

simple-minded yet, when you press most of these people as to why they believe what they believe, 

they have no idea why they believe what they believe. They do not understand they have simply 

assimilated and adopted the value system of the world around them. That‘s as easy as it gets. If 

you‘re going to choose to be a Christ-follower, that requires courage; that requires strength; that 

requires perseverance, so much so, that the only way you‘ll possibly have what you need to travel 

that path, is through the power and the presence of the Spirit of God.  In verse 3, the psalmist gives 

a very graphic imagery. He says: 

 

 “The plowers plowed upon my back;  

   They lengthened their furrows.”  

 

If you imagine an ancient world and maybe a couple of oxen and a very crude plow, digging 

through very hard, rocky soil, and just kind of image the scene of this plow, digging in and turning 

up the soil, and then imagine the imagery that the psalm is saying—that that plow basically is 

leaving furrows in his back. You kind of imagine that same picture as that plow plows, from his 

waist all the way to his shoulders, one row after another.  He says that‘s the imagery of how they 

have tortured us. It‘s a very graphic image. Verse 4: 

 

The LORD is righteous;  

He has cut in two the cords of the wicked. 
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The LORD is righteous. That‘s an interesting Hebrew word. It‘s the Hebrew word tzadeqah 

and it‘s basically a word that‘s used to describe someone driven or motivated by relationship, to be 

right and to do right. As a matter-of-fact, you often see it in the psalms and the proverbs. When 

we‘re called to be righteous, we‘re called to be a tzadeqah which means driven by relationship. Not 

only is the calling to be right, but it‘s the do right. It has a lot of overtones of doing right in terms of 

social concerns and to those that are disadvantaged, those who are struggling, those that others take 

advantage of.  So you can see how this term would apply to God‘s relationship to Israel. He uses the 

word Yahweh, capital L-O-R-D. This is the God who has entered into relationship with us; this is 

the God who has made promises to us; this is the God who lives in covenant relationship with us.  

So that‘s the relational piece of this. This is the God that not only is right, but is committed to do 

right, so there‘s a lot of theology in that term righteous. What has He done?  He has cut the cords. 

Now that‘s staying with this plowing metaphor. Basically the cord is talking about the harness that 

hooks the oxen up to the plow. So if you imagine the oxen pulling this plow down his back in this 

tortuous fashion, it‘s God that shows up and cuts the harness, so that the plow cannot continue to do 

its damage.  So it‘s very graphic imagery of saying over the years, hundreds and hundreds and 

hundreds of years, that God has been faithful to over and over again deliver His people. 

 

When you think about the history of the Hebrew people, if it‘s true that this psalm was written 

either during or right after the time of captivity, again it‘s helpful to understand that they were in 

circumstances that seemed very dire, that seemed impossible. The chances of them ever becoming a 

nation again were very slight, humanly speaking. But what the psalmist is saying, and what they are 

reminding themselves by singing this song, is that‘s been true over and over again. It‘s been true 

more times than not in their history but God has faithfully delivered them time and time again, with 

the belief that God will deliver them again. 

 

In verses 5 through the end of the chapter—5 through 8—he offers a prayer. It‘s a very interesting 

prayer; it‘s a prayer against those who oppose them. Verse 5: 

 

May all who hate Zion  

Be put to shame and turned backward,  

 

When was the last time you prayed something like that for someone else? There are actually a lot of 

these types of prayers in the psalms and sometimes we struggle to process that because it doesn‘t 

seem very Christianly. We really shouldn‘t pray for other people to be shamed and other people to 

be destroyed and for other people to fail. I mean people would say, ―Didn‘t Jesus say, ‗Love your 

enemies‘ and ‗pray for you enemies‘?‖ Yes, He did, and I don‘t find the slightest tension between 

what Jesus said and what the psalmist is doing. When we say, ―Pray for our enemies‖, what does 

that mean; what are we praying for our enemies?  Are we praying that they would be enabled to 

continue down their path of destruction?  Are we praying that they would be allowed to continue to 

offend God in multiple ways? What does it mean to love our enemies? Does it mean to enable them 

to self-destruct, to just passively sit by while they destroy their lives and the lives of the people 

around them? Remembering, biblically, love is not an emotion; love is primarily action. Love is a 

commitment of the will; love is primarily an agreement to do what is in the best interest of the 

person I love. I have, on many occasions, prayed that God will make someone miserable, day and 

night, until they finally repent of the sin that will ultimately destroy them and the people around 

them. That is a very loving prayer. To passively sit by and do nothing is not love; it is apathy. 
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Now this is interesting to think about in the culture in which we live. For example, one of the things 

that I think defines this younger generation coming up is they have a passion for justice. They have 

a passion to see this world change.  They find the conditions of the world totally unacceptable and 

that is an awesome vision. As a matter-of-fact they lead us, who have accepted that for far too long, 

to re-examine the world and say, ―This is unacceptable. It‘s wrong for Christians to say this is 

okay.‖  It has been a valuable thing to once again remember God‘s vision for the world.  

 

But many of those that have this passion to fight against injustice in the world would consider 

themselves to be relativists. You cannot do that. This is one of the great frustrations of our culture: 

the inconsistency of the value system of the relativists. We really see this with the new atheists, as 

they‘re called. They do not believe there‘s a God; they are very opposed to religion and they talk 

incessantly about the evils of religion. But if there is no God, then there is no moral standard; then 

you cannot define good and evil—you simply can‘t say that. The only basis by which you can say 

that there is evil in the world is if there is some sort of a standard.  A relativist can have an opinion 

but, by their definition, you cannot project that opinion on somebody else and judge somebody else 

on the basis of your opinion. You can‘t say that‘s wrong; you can‘t say that‘s unjust; you can‘t say 

that‘s unfair. The only way you can drive that passion is you must be an absolutist. You must say 

there are certain things in the world that are wrong; there are certain things in the world that are 

evil. There is such a thing as that which is just and that which is unjust and the standard is not based 

on your opinion or my opinion. It is rooted in the very character of God and, as an absolutist, we are 

well-equipped to say there is evil; there is injustice; there is badness in the world and we find it 

totally unacceptable. 

 

What the psalmist is talking about is not some personal grudge. Look at what he says in verse 5: 

May all who hate Zion. Zion‘s kind of this code language for everything that the Hebrew people 

are about. It‘s about who they are; it‘s about their relationship to God; it‘s about their worship; it‘s 

about God‘s vision for the world. This may be the best way to understand it—God‘s desire to usher 

in His vision for the world.  And the psalmist is saying those who oppose that, those who fight that, 

those who are determined to destroy that, the psalmist prays that their lives would result in shame, 

that they would fail in their mission and, if necessary, that they would be destroyed and removed, in 

order for God‘s vision for the world to prevail. 

 

In our culture one of the reasons why people become so passive is this promotion of the idea of 

tolerance.  The reason we can‘t judge one another, the reason we can‘t say one person‘s right and 

one person‘s wrong is because that‘s judgmental and we must be filled with tolerance.  But 

tolerance, by its very definition, requires disagreement. Otherwise there‘s nothing to tolerate. What 

the culture passes off as tolerance is nothing more than apathy and indifference and apathy and 

indifference is the arch-enemy of perseverance. You will never persevere if you have an indifferent, 

apathetical heart. If you can look at the evil in the world and all the people whose lives it‘s 

destroyed and you don‘t care and are unwilling to do anything to change it, you will never persevere 

in anything. The only way to persevere is to have a deep, internal, intrinsic passion that‘s driven by 

a conviction that God‘s vision for the world is right. God never wanted a world like this. This was 

never His vision. God has a vision for the world that will ultimately be realized in the New Heaven 

and the New Earth but clearly we, as the people of God, are called to begin to work towards that 

vision today—to give people a glimpse of the grace and the mercy of God, that they might respond 

to the salvation of Jesus and experience God‘s vision for the world forever. If you think you can 

walk out these doors and just say, ―I need to persevere,‖ I guarantee you, you will not make it. 

Perseverance isn‘t something you just turn on. You have to get a grip on God‘s vision for the world 

and to believe that is the right vision for the world and: ―That is my conviction and that is my 
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passion and I‘m unwilling to settle for the world as it is today and I know this is going to be a fight 

every single day but I‘m simply not going to roll over and compromise. I‘m going to do everything 

in my power to see God‘s vision for the world realized and part of doing that means I pray that the 

people that fight that vision would be shamed; the people that fight that vision would fail in their 

mission, that ultimately they too might come to realize the truthfulness of God‘s vision for the 

world.‖  That‘s the heartbeat of what the psalmist is praying. Then he gives us two metaphors: 

 

Let them be like grass upon the housetops,  

Which withers before it grows up;  

With which the reaper does not fill his hand,  

Or the binder of sheaves his bosom;  

Nor do those who pass by say,  

“The blessing of the LORD be upon you;  

We bless you in the name of the LORD.”  (Vs. 6-8) 

 

There are two metaphors or images there. The one carries the idea of grass and this is a pretty 

common one in the psalms. In this particular one, remembering that the houses in the ancient Near 

East had dirt and clay roofs, so the wind would blow the seeds up on the roof; the grass would 

sprout but it would die as quickly as it started because there was no water; there was no real root 

system. So it created this imagery of this grass that would quickly spout and quickly die and blow 

away. The reference to the reapers is understanding even after they would go through a field and 

harvest it, they would go back through the field and they would pick up all the leftover grass and the 

thatch. They would use it for insulation; they would use it for fire starters; so even that they would 

collect.  But this grass that withers on the roof is so worthless it isn‘t even worth collecting for that. 

It just withers and blows away.  So it‘s a very powerful imagery. His prayer is that those that oppose 

God‘s vision of the world would just quickly blow away and quickly be defeated. 

 

The second imagery is this idea of a blessing. It was very common in that culture, for example, 

when a landowner would visit the workers in the field, the first thing he would do is bless them. 

When we were looking at the story of Ruth, that‘s the first thing that Boaz did when he showed up 

at the field.  He offered them a blessing. That was just standard procedure. What the psalmist is 

praying is these people wouldn‘t even get the most basic blessing because of their decision to 

oppose and to fight God‘s vision for the world. Basically what the psalmist is identifying is that the 

Hebrew people have prevailed.  They have persevered, driven by this conviction that God will keep 

His promise, and they believe in God‘s vision for the world.  And then he offers a prayer that those 

who choose to fight God‘s vision would not succeed, would not have their way but, somehow, 

someway, would be defeated so that God‘s vision would prevail. 

 

When I was thinking about this psalm, one of the more modern-day examples in my mind is the 

example of William Wilberforce. If you‘ve never studied his life, he‘s a remarkable individual—

was in Great Britain as a legislator during the time of slavery—who had a deep conviction from 

God through his study of God‘s word that to enslave another human being is simply wrong. He was 

driven by his theology of people made in the image of God and the more he studied the conditions 

under which these slaves were kept, under which they were shipped, he just found it so appalling he 

could not stand it.  Realizing that the slave trade basically drove the economy of England, he was 

fighting something significantly entrenched.  But year after year after year he continued to push and 

press this vision that this must stop, so dramatically, that even his family encouraged him to stop 

because of the threat to his life and because it was destroying his own physical health.  But he just 

could not let it go. In amazing fashion he persevered and he persevered and he persevered and he 
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pressed it to the point where finally God‘s vision for the world prevailed and slavery was declared 

to be illegal. He‘s a remarkable story of perseverance—driven by deep conviction out of his 

understanding of God‘s vision for the world. May we not be characterized by indifference and 

apathy and go with the flow!  May we be driven by a deep sense of conviction and passion that 

God‘s vision for the world is right and may we, each day, persevere until that day when God calls 

us home. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our Father, we’re thankful for Your vision for the world. Lord, as much as we look 

around at the pain and suffering and injustice of this world and it grieves our heart,  

Lord, I can’t imagine how deeply it grieves Your heart. Lord, I pray that You would  

give us a new and fresh sense of Your vision for the world and, Lord, that we would  

have the courage and the passion to persevere, to not accept the injustice and the pain  

and the suffering of the world around us, but that we would be willing to fulfill our  

calling to make a difference in this world. In Jesus’ Name, Amen. 
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