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GROWING UP IN GOD

A JOURNEY THROUGH THE PSALMS OF ASCENT
Session 2
February 2011

In our first psalm David was bewailing the fact that he was doomed, to live in Meshech and cursed with a home in Kedar...distress is real and the Psalmist did not try to hide his emotions, he knew the reality of betrayal of trust and hurt from those both close to him and afar off.
He was, as we would say, between the devil and the deep blue sea, but his hope is in God to Whom he cries out in his distress.  
Now we see him looking up as he climbs confidently, looking towards his destination, Mount Moriah, the ancient place of sacrifice and the binding of Isaac on the altar, the site of the Temple which his son would build. There, he tells us, he will find his help, because his help comes from the Lord, who made heaven and earth -
Psalm 121 AMP

1I WILL lift up my eyes to the hills [around Jerusalem, to sacred Mount Zion and Mount Moriah]--From whence shall my help come? 

 2My help comes from the Lord, Who made heaven and earth.

 3He will not allow your foot to slip or to be moved; He Who keeps you will not slumber. 

 4Behold, He who keeps Israel will neither slumber nor sleep. 

 5The Lord is your keeper; the Lord is your shade on your right hand [the side not carrying a shield]. 6The sun shall not smite you by day, nor the moon by night. 

 7The Lord will keep you from all evil; He will keep your life.  8The Lord will keep your going out and your coming in from this time forth and forevermore. 
The pilgrim is looking is looking up from his valley of distress, a desolate place, towards Jerusalem, towards his goal, the destination of his spiritual journey. And as he travels, his heart is refreshed and renewed in the confident expectation that the Lord will keep him – ins and outs – forever, so David sings a song of confident exultation in the knowledge of his God, he has learnt to set his will to rejoice in the Lord in all circumstances (1 Thessalonians 5:16) and it is this rejoicing that lifts his heart and gives him the confidence to go on.

He knows from experience that God will help him, keep him, and preserve him. The truth had become true for David. These were not just words for him, he had learned in keeping his father’s sheep, alone on the hillside where lions and wolves roamed, that God was his keeper, his strength and his portion – forever.

No literature is more precise in its classification of where to look for help than this Psalm of Ascent – the Lord, the Creator and Sustainer of all things, is the only place of safety and provision, of rest and security... 

God makes sure that we are shut up to Him when trouble or confusion hits...He is the only place of safety and He is jealous to be our only source of supply. He is jealous for our heart and our affections, He is jealous to be everything to us, the Lord our God whose name is – Jealous - is our Keeper.

Eugene Peterson is his brilliant book 1‘A Long Obedience in the same Direction’ says this:

‘The only serious mistake we can make when illness comes or anxiety threatens, when conflict disturbs our relationships with others, is to conclude that God has gotten bored looking after us and  has shifted His attention to a more exciting Christian...’
That, beloved, is the only serious mistake we can make.

And it is the mistake that Psalm 121 prevents: the mistake of supposing that God’s interest in us waxes and wanes in response to our spiritual temperature...our ups and downs...
And the shepherd David is our source of information -

A man like him with an experience of God, which is beyond reason...
David’s focus was God. 
His eyes and his heart were fixed. 
His gait and his gaze were steadfast. 
He had learned that whatever you focus on you give power to - and he had decided that to focus on God was not only the best choice, but the only choice.

God had delivered him as we read elsewhere from the paw of the lion and the paw of the bear – this man knew what he was talking about - 

1 Samuel 17:37

‘37David said, the Lord Who delivered me out of the paw of the lion and out of the paw of the bear, He will deliver me out of the hand of this Philistine.’ 
He knew too what it was to be a keeper, someone entrusted with protecting another’s property. 
The principle of keeping and being kept was of great significance to Israel. It was not a light thing to be asked to take the position of keeper – you were being entrusted with the family’s wealth which was their flocks and herds.

Keepers were chosen for their track record. Their integrity, courage and skill: they were trustworthy and proven in adversity. ‘Winners never quit and quitters never win’ could have been their motto. Keepers didn’t back down or retreat in the face of opposition and they were incredibly loyal. They were given responsibility for people and property; it was a very personal thing to have a keeper...
It was both an honour and a responsibility for David to be entrusted with the sheep. 

David kept his father’s sheep...the Lord is my keeper... 

Being a shepherd was a responsible job: the flock was both inheritance and livelihood – it was not a job for the timid or ineffectual...there were real lions and real bears to contend with...David had experienced both – and he knew God’s keeping power for himself.
This is such a vital lesson for us if we are to continue in our pilgrimage into the heart of God, that He is our keeper, He is the shade at our right hand. 
He takes responsibility for us as a shepherd the sheep.

If you have read any of 2Philip Keller’s works you will know well the hard life of a shepherd, how he bought his first flock with his own ‘blood, sweat and tears’; that his flock was an extension of himself, they were characters each one, he knew them and loved them. And shepherds would lay down their lives for the flock, with the sheep 24/7, they go before, they protect them, love them, search out good pasture for them, water them, and know them by name...sounds a bit familiar...
...and the sheep know the voice of the shepherd, another they will not follow...
John 10:4

4"When he puts forth all his own, he goes ahead of them, and the sheep follow him because they know his voice.” 
So when David starts looking at God being his keeper – he knows what he is talking about – one keeper to another.  
Sheep will not lie down and rest (Psalm 23) unless four requirements are met –
· They are free from fear of any kind

· They are free from friction with other sheep

· They are not tormented 
· They are fed – they won’t settle with an empty tummy
So all these four have to be fulfilled for sheep to lie down in the shade and rest; all these and more the shepherd provides for them.
There must be a definite sense of freedom from fear, and anxiety, freedom from the friction of unforgiveness, resentment and bitterness and the torment this can bring, and freedom from the pangs of hunger. 

The interesting thing is that only the Shepherd can ensure we as sheep are free from all of these things. 
We enter into His rest (Hebrews 4:9) by believing He is able to set us free, feed us and keep us. 
The flock that is restless, discontented, agitated or disturbed will not thrive – stress is internal.

In the natural the only thing that will calm the sheep is the presence of the shepherd. 
So it is with us, there is no substitute for the keen awareness that the Shepherd is close by. 
We get to choose whether we live with a sense of anxiety, fear and foreboding or with a sense of quiet rest that ‘the Lord is our keeper and will not suffer our foot to be moved...’
Which is it for you?

Can we say with David, He is my Owner, my Manager, my Shepherd, I know His keeping power?

Accepting Him as your Shepherd immediately implies an intimate working relationship – so do you co-operate with Him? 

Consider if you will, the Creator of the Universe deigns to call Himself my Shepherd and invites me to consider myself His sheep – personal relationship – He is offering to keep me... 

Who better could care for me? 

His ownership of me is legitimate – He brought me into being –

Psalm 139: 13 NASB
13For You formed my inward parts;
         You wove me in my mother's womb.
The natural tendency of man is to rely on his own strength and ability in times of distress, but the person who is Kingdom centred always remembers that their help comes from one source, the Lord. 
Psalm 124:8

8 Our help is in the name of the LORD, 
   the Maker of heaven and earth. 

We are preserved by God, we are ruled by God, we are accompanied by Him, every step of the way. He guards our life – 

Psalm 91 The Message

You who sit down in the High God's presence, spend the night in Shaddai's shadow, 
   Say this: "God, you're my refuge. 
      I trust in you and I'm safe!" 
   That's right—he rescues you from hidden traps, 
      shields you from deadly hazards. 
   His huge outstretched arms protect you— 
      under them you're perfectly safe; 
      his arms fend off all harm. 
   Fear nothing—not wild wolves in the night, 
      not flying arrows in the day, 
   Not disease that prowls through the darkness, 
      not disaster that erupts at high noon. 
   Even though others succumb all around, 
      drop like flies right and left, 
      no harm will even graze you. 
   You'll stand untouched, watch it all from a distance, 
      watch the wicked turn into corpses. 
   Yes, because God's your refuge, 
      the High God your very own home, 
   Evil can't get close to you, 
      harm can't get through the door. 
   He ordered his angels 
      to guard you wherever you go. 
   If you stumble, they'll catch you; 
      their job is to keep you from falling. 
   You'll walk unharmed among lions and snakes, 
      and kick young lions and serpents from the path. 
14-16 "If you'll hold on to me for dear life," says God, 
      "I'll get you out of any trouble. 
   I'll give you the best of care 
      if you'll only get to know and trust me. 
   Call me and I'll answer, be at your side in bad times; 
      I'll rescue you, then throw you a party. 
   I'll give you a long life, 
      give you a long drink of salvation!"
He is faithful. 

The Lord is both the ‘goal and the go’ of our spiritual journey, He is the goal to which we are travelling, we are His inheritance, and He is ours and He is the impetus that keeps us travelling in the right direction. 
He is the One who gives us the strength to carry on, said another way ‘He is both the author and the finisher of our faith.’

Hebrews 12:1 – 2 AMP
1THEREFORE THEN, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses [who have borne testimony to the Truth], let us strip off and throw aside every encumbrance (unnecessary weight) and that sin which so readily (deftly and cleverly) clings to and entangles us, and let us run with patient endurance and steady and active persistence the appointed course of the race that is set before us, 

 2Looking away [from all that will distract] to Jesus, Who is the Leader and the Source of our faith [giving the first incentive for our belief] and is also its Finisher [bringing it to maturity and perfection]. He, for the joy [of obtaining the prize] that was set before Him, endured the cross, despising and ignoring the shame, and is now seated at the right hand of the throne of God.
If you are of the seed of Abraham, and you are, you will want to ascend – to grow in the character of God Himself.
If you love earthly things, you wander far from God: the body wanders in places, the soul, by its affections...to truly love God is to throw off every spiritual weight and the sin that so easily besets us...

Allow me to ask you then – what is ‘deftly and cleverly clinging to you and entangling’ you right now? Just what is stopping you trusting Him, loving Him, with your whole heart, the whole of your life, not just part of it?
To be conformed to the likeness of Jesus we must always be ‘lifting up our eyes’, in other words - looking up – and the first step towards God is always a step away from the lies of the world. 
It is a step of renunciation of the lies we have been told about ourselves, our neighbours and the universe at large.

The biblical word describing the ‘no’ we say to the world’s lies and the ‘yes’ we say to God is the word repentance – change your mind, have another thought. 
It is always and everywhere first in the Christian journey and is a continuing process... 
Repentance is not an emotion, it isn’t feeling sorry, it is a decision and it is something we continuously do throughout our time here on this globe; we continue to change our minds, to see things from a different perspective; we constantly change our glasses, and our view point – if we are growing up as we should – what I thought I knew last week, I know I don’t know this week...it’s a process, I am having my mind renewed and keeping my heart open...to being transformed by the renewal of my mind.
It is that which lies between our ears which gives us the most problems.  
Keeping our heart open to change will cause us to find that our way of thinking is just not the same as His...so we become teachable, mouldable and correctable –
Isaiah 55: 8 – 9

‘8For My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways My ways, says the Lord. 9For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways higher than your ways and My thoughts than your thoughts.’ 
‘My thoughts of love Beryl are higher than yours...’
I had a problem recently – I tried my best to be patient and loving, fruit of the Spirit and all that, but I wasn’t doing at all well, I cried out ‘Lord, what is this? What are you trying to do?’
‘Your heart is three sizes too small.’ 
Aaah....

My heart was too small to contain what He wanted to place within it... I felt squeezed...
‘Thou has enlarged me when I was in distress...’ 
Distress is necessary not only to get our attention, but in order that we might be enlarged -
Have you ever felt squeezed by God when He is trying to show you something or do something and you can’t figure out what it is? 
You’re trying your hardest to love and be patient in the face of great provocation: you need a word from the Lord or you will explode – you cry out, you look up -
Psalm 4:1 KJV
‘1Hear me when I call, O God of my righteousness: thou hast enlarged me when I was in distress; have mercy upon me, and hear my prayer.’
Enlarge my heart Father, for Jesus sake...Lord; change my love for Jesus’ sake...
Blessed is the man whose heart is set on pilgrimage...
Psalm 84:5 GOD’S WORD Translation
‘5Blessed are those who find strength in you.
   Their hearts are on the road that leads to you.’
‘I will lift up my eyes to the hills, My help, comes from the Lord, who made heaven and earth...’
The Psalmist is surrounded by distress and he longs to be where the Lord is, so he lifts up his eyes – he looks - to the hills – the little hills he can see that surround Jerusalem, his goal...he is looking up from his valley of distress, a desolate place towards Jerusalem, the City of David, towards his goal, the destination of his spiritual journey and he remembers that as the hills surround Jerusalem, so the Lord is round about His people –
Psalm 125:2

‘2As the mountains are round about Jerusalem, so the Lord is round about His people from this time forth and forever.’ 

And if we are serious about making this spiritual pilgrimage up to Jerusalem we have to be like Abraham – we must leave our culture and the world’s system, our comfort zone, and strip ourselves of all that would impede our climb...and focus on our goal, the heart of God. 

In the Tabernacle of Moses and in the Temple, the closer you got to the Holy of Holies, the less you found...you ended up in a 10’x10’x10’ cube with nothing but the Ark of the Covenant and the Presence...just you and...Him...one thing...the Presence -
Psalm 27 AMP
‘4One thing have I asked of the Lord, that will I seek, inquire for, and [insistently] require: that I may dwell in the house of the Lord [in His presence] all the days of my life, to behold and gaze upon the beauty [the sweet attractiveness and the delightful loveliness] of the Lord and to meditate, consider, and inquire in His temple.’ 
Everything that is beneath God, everything that is less than Him – is not enough for us. He has set eternity in the hearts of men...Ecclesiastes 3:11.
The soul has no rest until it finds its rest in Him. 

We are speaking of valleys and mountains, but in truth we speak in symbols.  When we speak of a valley, we speak of humility, when we speak of a mountain it is a symbol of spiritual heights. It is a place where the qualities of God become real in us.

3St Augustine said in his ‘Homilies on the Psalms 1’ 

‘Those who want to ascend to spiritual heights without passing through the valley of humility find themselves turned back’.
Joyful surrender, absolute submission to His will in order that we may receive all we need.
Psalm 27: 5 New King James Version
‘5 For in the time of trouble
He shall hide me in His pavilion;

In the secret place of His tabernacle 
He shall hide me; 
He shall set me high upon a rock.’

Oh the joy of being hidden in God...in His pavilion, set upon a rock, far from the strife of tongues... 

The Lord doesn’t promise us a trouble-free life, but He does promise a place of safety in Himself.

I love this extract from ‘The Silver Chair’ by C S Lewis, the little girl Jill, lost in a scary forest, cries and cries and develops a terrible thirst. As she looks for water, she happens upon a stream and eagerly runs toward it, but then – she notices a Lion is laying beside it...she stops in her tracks. The Lion, knowing she is thirsty, invites her to come and drink...

“‘May I – could I – would you mind going away while I do?’ said Jill.

The Lion answered this only by a look and a very low growl. And as Jill gazed at its motionless bulk, she realised that she might as well have asked the whole mountain to move aside for her convenience. The delicious rippling noise of the stream was driving her nearly frantic. 

‘Will you promise not to – do anything to me, if I do come?’ said Jill. 

‘I make no promise’ said the Lion.

Jill was so thirsty now that, without noticing it she had come a step nearer. 

‘Do you eat girls?’ she said. 

‘I have swallowed up girls and boys, women and men, kings and emperors, cities and realms’ said the Lion. 
It didn’t say this as if it were boasting, nor as if it were sorry, nor as if it were angry. It just said it.

‘I daren’t come and drink,’ said Jill. 

‘Then you will die of thirst,’ said the Lion. 

‘Oh dear!’ said Jill, coming another step nearer, ‘I suppose I must go and look for another stream then.’

‘There is no other stream’ - said the Lion.”
There is no other stream.
There is nowhere else we can go...He has shut us up to Himself...

And we notice as we travel through these psalms with David there is always a ‘though’ and a ‘yet’ he encounters great difficulties, but he always ends up declaring the greatness of God. 
‘Though all these things are true, I am in a strait place, yet, I will rejoice in God my Saviour.’ 

David knew how to lift himself above his circumstances by his steadfast focus and trust in the Lord his God, he knew how to both strengthen and encourage himself in the Lord as we see later in his life –
David’s ability to both strengthen and encourage himself in the Lord had been gained as a young shepherd boy keeping his father’s sheep where he learned the discipline of keeping his eyes on his Lord and trusting Him through all of life’s situations, good, bad or ugly. Picking up in 1 Samuel 30 we have an ugly -  
1 Samuel 30:6 AMP

‘6David was greatly distressed, for the men spoke of stoning him because the souls of them all were bitterly grieved, each man for his sons and daughters. But David encouraged and strengthened himself in the Lord his God.’
Here David’s men are talking about stoning him because their wives and families have been captured whilst they were away at battle. David is not only suffering here from his own loss, but the fact that the people want to stone him – how quickly those who were for us turn against us when a difficult situation arises... 
So David’s come home, but home isn’t there anymore - just ashes, despair, dismay, horror and devastation...
But some people just have to have a focus for their anger, so Dave gets it from those closest to him... 

When you get into traumatic circumstances you will notice that people either become passive or aggressive. Either their passivity stops any initiative or their aggression focuses power on the wrong thing. So not only does David have to handle the fact that he has lost everything, but he has to handle the fact that they want to kill him too, they are blaming him - their elation at their victory has quickly turned to a desire to kill him... It was in situations like these David learned to be ‘a man after God’s own heart...’ 

David knew how to strengthen himself in the Lord and find out what was happening in this potentially life threatening and devastating situation. He goes for the ephod to enquire of the Lord, what to do – shall I pursue? The Lord says ‘pursue’.

David is distressed but he strengthens and encourages himself in the Lord: he calls the priest, ‘bring the ephod’; he knows he must enquire of the Lord first. The Lord tells him to pursue ‘for you will surely rescue all’. As he goes, he meets an Egyptian who gives him the details of where to go, here is the provision which the Lord has set on the way – where there is a problem, the provision is right there...but you have to move in faith to see it.
The circumstances, in which we find ourselves, will either enable us to grow or to become discouraged and fall into despair; they are intended to turn us to God in order that we grow in our relationship with Him – and so we give thanks in all circumstances, for this is the will of God for us... 1 Thessalonians 5:18.
Situations are meant to cause us to ask the Lord Who He wants to be for us – is this a keeper, or a deliverer? Do I stay, or do I go up against the enemy? Provision is there for us in any and every circumstance - it is always about going deeper or learning something new about Him - it’s intensely - relational. 
Every situation we encounter has the potential to tell us something more about God and about ourselves if we meet it in the right way. 
David is an example, he strengthens his heart and encourages himself, he tells God, ‘it is Who You are regardless of my circumstances - Your nature, this is what I know about You and that is the Person I need right now’.
I will lift up my eyes to the hills from whence comes my help...because you are my Source, my Sufficiency and my Sustainer, my Keeper, my Deliverer and You will not let my foot be moved. 
The soul that on Jesus has leaned for repose,

He will not, He will not, desert to its foes,

That soul, though all hell should endeavour to shake,

He’ll never, no never, no never, forsake.
George Keith
Father, 
I thank You. 
I look to You; You are my help You are my Keeper, you are my Deliverer. 
I am confident that all the plans of the enemy are locked up in the hand of my Friend. 
You only ever work for my good. I'm scared right now, but You have said you will show me what You are going to be for me in and through this, so I will end up not being afraid of anything, because You are with me, and there is nothing out there that can trouble me, because there is a place on the inside where I have a refuge, a fortress and a high tower. 
So I bless You Father, for this difficulty and all you plan to do through it. 
In Jesus Name, Amen’.
1Eugene Peterson ‘A Long obedience in the same direction’
2Philip Keller ‘A shepherd looks at the 23rd Psalm’

3’Early will I seek You’ a 40 day journey in the company of Augustine by David Hazard page 20
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