
Psalm 126 
Reflection by Julie VanderHaagen 

 
When the Lord restored the fortunes of Zion, 
    we were like those who dreamed. 
2 Our mouths were filled with laughter, 
    our tongues with songs of joy. 
Then it was said among the nations, 
    “The Lord has done great things for them.” 
3 The Lord has done great things for us, 
    and we are filled with joy. 
 
4 Restore our fortunes, Lord, 
    like streams in the Negev. 
5 Those who sow with tears 
    will reap with songs of joy. 
6 Those who go out weeping, 
    carrying seed to sow, 
will return with songs of joy, 
    carrying sheaves with them.  (NIV) 

 
 
The LORD has done great things for us, and we are filled with joy. 
 
This verse was on the front of our Christmas card for 2013. We sent it out and enclosed it with a 
photo of our three grandchildren born that year. I'll share more about that later. 
 
Psalm 126 is a song with two stanzas. It is one of the songs used by Israel as they ascended to 
the temple in Jerusalem and sang songs of praise to their God, our God.  
 
The first stanza recounts Israel's past experience (past tense verbs underlined): 
 

1When the LORD restored the fortunes of Zion, 
     We were like those who dreamed, 
2Our mouths were filled with laughter,  
     our tongues with songs of joy. 
Then it was said among the nations, 
     “The LORD has done great things for them.” 

 
Then Israel repeats what the nations said:  

 
The LORD has done great things for us. 

 
But what's interesting is the contrast between this phrase and the next. Israel didn't stay in the 
past but instead moved to the present:  



 
     ...and we are filled with joy.  
 

I'm presuming they were not only filled with joy when God did great things for them, but by 
remembering the past, they were filled with joy in the present. Their joy continues; they are still 
filled with joy. 
 
The second stanza of the song is a prayer. Israel petitions God saying, “do it again, LORD,” as it is 
stated in The Message paraphrase. He restored their fortunes before, and now they are asking 
for restoration again.  
 
The following simile is used to illustrate the restoration: "like streams in the Negev." The Negev 
was in the south of Israel and was desert. As is often the case, water imagery is used to help 
Israel imagine how generous the restoration could be. In The Message, Eugene Peterson 
captures it this way, "Bring rains to our drought-stricken lives." 
 
The second stanza then expands on the prayer. The psalmist uses imagery of sowing and 
reaping; those who are sowing with tears and going out weeping will eventually return with 
songs of joy. Or as The Message paraphrases it, "so those who planted their crops in despair" 
and "those who went off with heavy hearts" will "shout hurrahs at the harvest" and "come 
home laughing, with armloads of blessing." 
 
This is what Rolf Jacobsen, Professor of Old Testament Theology at Luther Seminary, shared in 
2008 in his Psalm 126 commentary:  
 

These images may reflect a prayer for rescue from drought, but they also may simply be 
metaphors for a people in need of God's restoring actions in many different crises—crises 
of spiritual drought, of national military defeat, of plague, etc. 

 
And this is what theologian Charles Spurgeon wrote in his commentary on Psalm 126 back in 
the 19th century:  
 

The past is ever a sure prognostic of the future; the thing which has been is the thing that 
shall be: we shall again and again find ourselves amazed at the wonderful goodness of the 
LORD. Let our hearts gratefully remember the former loving kindnesses of the LORD: we 
were sadly low, sorely distressed, and completely past hope, but when Jehovah appeared, 
he did not merely lift us out of despondency, he raised us into wondering happiness. 

 
Now our story: Ric and I adopted our daughters, Sara in 1980 and Laura in 1982. After many 
years of hope and prayer, God blessed us with a family. I remember the feeling that this was a 
dream, too good to be true. At that time we didn't look to Psalm 126 specifically, but we 
certainly believed what the psalmist expressed: God has done great things for us, and we are 
filled with joy.  
 



Fast forward thirty some years, and we were waiting, hoping and praying again, this time to be 
grandparents. During this time of waiting, I was introduced in a new way to the beautiful words 
of Psalm 126 in a Beth Moore Bible study at FRC. It became a cherished Psalm because of the 
hope it inspired and the prayer that came from that hope. While we waited, we looked to the 
past. The LORD had done great things for us when we adopted our daughters and we are filled 
with joy—joy in the present. Yet, remembering the past, we looked again to Psalm 126: Do it 
again, LORD...bring rains to our drought-stricken lives. This was our prayer. 
 
The year 2013 began with hope and joy. We were going to be grandparents soon. In March, our 
daughter Sara was going to give birth to a daughter, our first grandchild. What an answer to 
prayer!  
 
But even as we went to visit our new grandchild and help out our daughter Sara and son-in-law 
Chris, our joy soon turned to worry; not because of the baby but because I got sick and ended 
up in the hospital with endocarditis. This then led to a stroke.  
 
Nonetheless, while in the hospital, our other daughter surprised us with the news that she was 
going to have twins! It was an overwhelming answer to prayer! I pictured our kids "coming 
home laughing, with armloads of blessing." 
 
The LORD did great things for us and we are filled with joy. I was blessed by the LORD with a 
return to health and we waited for more grandchildren! 
 
Our hope and joy dramatically took a turn again when our daughter Laura gave birth very 
prematurely (at 24-1/2 weeks) in July to twin boys who struggled to survive. They were placed 
in the neo-natal intensive care unit at DeVos Children's Hospital. For the next six months our 
family experienced a series of ups and downs regarding their survival. With the amazing care they 
received by nurses and doctors, and by our daughter and son-in-law themselves, with 
thousands upon thousands of prayers by family and friends (so many from FRC) and with God's 
faithful hands holding our family and performing miracle upon miracle in the boys' lives, they 
came home just before Christmas 2013. 
 
At that time, my husband Ric wrote this in an email to family and friends:  
 

This has been an eventful year for us; the birth of our first grandchild Phoebe, Tookie's 
(Julie’s) battle with endocarditis, her stroke, Sam and Laura's difficult pregnancy and the 
very premature birth of our grandsons, Bruce and Neil. Through it all, our God has been 
with us (Immanuel). Although we don't know what the next year will bring, we find our 
rest in Him. For truly, 'The LORD has done great things for us, and we are filled with joy.' 

 
As we held on to Psalm 126 during this time, God taught us to remember his blessings in the 
past, which gives us joy in the present and hope for the future. Our joy and hope lead us to stay 
in prayer and ask God to "do it again, LORD!" Through it all, we need to keep our eyes on Him, 
because He is our faithful, ever-present help. 
 


