SMT – The Psalms – Summer 2008
Instructor: Yujin Han
Lesson 3: The Psalms of Ascents


The Psalms of Ascents

Psalms 120-134

Introduction


The Psalms are songs. They were sung by the people in their homes and by the choirs in the temple in Jerusalem. Some Psalms were sung by pilgrims journeying up to Jerusalem and the temple. Many people from all parts of the Holy Land journeyed up to the great city each year to the feasts, especially to the Passover in the spring and to the Feast of Tabernacles, the harvest feast in the autumn. At these seasons, companies of happy people from one town and another met and journeyed on together. The Lord with Mary and Joseph and the friends from Nazareth went with such a company when the Lord was twelve years old. (Luke 2:41-52) Also, large companies of people who had been captives in Babylon journeyed back to Jerusalem when they were set free and allowed to do so. Their happiness made the long way seem easy. We think of these companies journeying up to Jerusalem and the temple when we read Ps. 84. The Mishnah connects these fifteen Psalms with the fifteen steps ascending from the Court of the Women to the Court of Israel (see m. Sukkah 5:4-5).]
We have in our Book of Psalms some songs which the happy pilgrims sang on their journeys to Jerusalem and the temple. There is a group of fifteen Psalms (Ps. 120-134) which we may call Pilgrim Psalms. You know some of these Psalms, and you will love them all the more as you think of the happy pilgrims singing them as they journeyed up together to Jerusalem and the temple. Perhaps some of them were sung by the company with whom the Lord went up from Nazareth when He was twelve years old. "I will lift up mine eyes to the hills, from whence cometh my help." "I was glad when they said unto me, Let us go into the house of the Lord."

"Lift up your hands in the sanctuary and bless the Lord."

The Pilgrim Psalms are a group of fifteen Psalms following the long 119th Psalm (Focus on the Word of God). Over each of these Psalms is the title "A Psalm of Degrees" or "of Ascents" (שִׁיר, הַמַּעֲלוֹת shir hamma‘alot). As we read these Psalms, we see that they are songs of pilgrims journeying to Jerusalem. Pilgrims went up to the feasts kept in Jerusalem each year: the Passover in the spring, the Feast of Weeks or Firstfruits, fifty days later, and the thanksgiving Feast of Tabernacles in the autumn. (Deut. 16:16) We have learned, too, of a great company who had been captives in Babylon who journeyed back to Jerusalem when they were allowed to do so. (Ezra 1 and 2)

As we read the Pilgrim Psalms, they suggest the going up to Jerusalem, as does Ps. 84. Ps. 120 expresses distress from living among strange people. Then Ps. 121, which we love, about looking up to the hills. This would mean for the pilgrims especially the hills of Jerusalem. In Ps. 122, we have the glad call to go to the temple and the prayer for peace to the Lord's house. The looking to the Lord and trusting the Lord (Ps. 123-131) grows stronger with the pilgrims as they journey on. They think of peace in the Lord's house and of blessings for their own homes and for their harvests, which will come from Him. Ps. 132 reminds us of David's bringing up the ark to Zion, the same event which is celebrated in Ps. 24. In Ps. 134, the pilgrims have reached the end of their journey and lift up their hands in the temple to bless the Lord.

Observations
The Psalms of Ascents are a part of Book V of the Psalter. Some have associated this with the Book of Deuteronomy, because like Deuteronomy, it provides a recapitulation of Israel’s history from the Exodus and the new beginning in the Promised Land. Likewise, Book I-IV are said to correspond to Genesis to Numbers, such that the whole five books of the Psalter correspond to the Torah (Pentateuch), constituting the Books of the Law.

These Psalms are also the major part of the Great Hallel (praise) psalms (Psalms 120-136). David composed at least four of these 15 psalms (Pss. 122, 124, 131, and 133). Solomon wrote one (Ps. 127) and the remaining 10 are anonymous.

The Psalms of Ascents were likely compiled during or after the exile, as they reflect a review of the history to the time of the exile (cf. Psalm 137) and a restored Temple Worship. Notice, particularly in the first few Psalms of Ascents that is kind a kind of repetitive pattern to the poems.

The Text
Psalm 120

A song of ascents. 

 1 I call on the LORD in my distress, 
       and he answers me. 

 2 Save me, O LORD, from lying lips 
       and from deceitful tongues. 

 3 What will he do to you, 
       and what more besides, O deceitful tongue? 

 4 He will punish you with a warrior's sharp arrows, 
       with burning coals of the broom tree. 

 5 Woe to me that I dwell in Meshech, 
       that I live among the tents of Kedar! 

 6 Too long have I lived 
       among those who hate peace. 

 7 I am a man of peace; 
       but when I speak, they are for war. 

Psalm 121

A song of ascents. 

 1 I lift up my eyes to the hills—
       where does my help come from? 

 2 My help comes from the LORD, 
       the Maker of heaven and earth. 

 3 He will not let your foot slip— 
       he who watches over you will not slumber; 

 4 indeed, he who watches over Israel 
       will neither slumber nor sleep. 

 5 The LORD watches over you— 
       the LORD is your shade at your right hand; 

 6 the sun will not harm you by day, 
       nor the moon by night. 

 7 The LORD will keep you from all harm— 
       he will watch over your life; 

 8 the LORD will watch over your coming and going 
       both now and forevermore. 

Psalm 122

A song of ascents. Of David. 

 1 I rejoiced with those who said to me, 
       "Let us go to the house of the LORD." 

 2 Our feet are standing 
       in your gates, O Jerusalem. 

 3 Jerusalem is built like a city 
       that is closely compacted together. 

 4 That is where the tribes go up, 
       the tribes of the LORD, 
       to praise the name of the LORD 
       according to the statute given to Israel. 

 5 There the thrones for judgment stand, 
       the thrones of the house of David. 

 6 Pray for the peace of Jerusalem: 
       "May those who love you be secure. 

 7 May there be peace within your walls 
       and security within your citadels." 

 8 For the sake of my brothers and friends, 
       I will say, "Peace be within you." 

 9 For the sake of the house of the LORD our God, 
       I will seek your prosperity. 

Psalm 123

A song of ascents. 

 1 I lift up my eyes to you, 
       to you whose throne is in heaven. 

 2 As the eyes of slaves look to the hand of their master, 
       as the eyes of a maid look to the hand of her mistress, 
       so our eyes look to the LORD our God, 
       till he shows us his mercy. 

 3 Have mercy on us, O LORD, have mercy on us, 
       for we have endured much contempt. 

 4 We have endured much ridicule from the proud, 
       much contempt from the arrogant. 
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