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 This August we are taking up some traveling prayers called the Psalms of Ascents. Thousands of years back, these 
were traveling prayers for Jewish pilgrims journeying miles and sometimes days to religious festivals in Jerusalem. Today 
they remain prayers for people going a road with God. The psalm we hear today, Psalm 125, knows that on the road we 
travel there are security concerns. 
 

––– 
 
 Security on the road isn’t just a 21st century concern. It’s always been that way. In ancient Jewish travel, the threat 
wasn’t bombs or gunfire at the airport but marauders that attacked on the road. Today, before hitting the road, we service 
the car and renew our AAA membership. Back then, they filled up on water and, along the way, watched for signs of 
heatstroke. 
 
 Like today, in ancient times, security risks weren’t limited to the road. Cities could be dangerous too. The bandits 
that attacked on the highways could enter the cities, so cities built moats and walls and defense systems. As they 
approached Jerusalem from a distance, pilgrims could see the holy city’s best system of defense, which was one they didn’t 
make. It was the ring of mountains that were a saucer in which the city sat.  
 

So on the way they prayed themselves into the security that you can’t make for yourself. They said: 
 

As the mountains surround Jerusalem, 
 so the Lord surrounds his people 
 both now and forevermore. 

 
Whether in the city or on the road or in a day of life at home, the people’s best security wasn’t a plan or system but the 
Lord. Defenses have flaws. Plans can fail. But the Lord is forevermore. As we make our way through life, our true security 
is the God that’s with us, surrounding us, every step of the way. 
 
 Which sounds great, in theory, when you’re listening to a sermon but proves a challenge out in the world the God 
that is your security is one you cannot see. This is why we are tempted to put our trust in other security measures, as 
though they are the ones that will save us. 
 
 The security measures we take in are extensive. We place cameras in our schools and where we shop. We shred 
documents and make strong passwords to prevent identity theft. Online, we use antivirus software and encryption, and 
secure our servers. We strive for job security, which is part of financial security, which factors into the secure retirement we 
want. As a nation we secure the borders and spend trillions of dollars on securing the homeland. As citizens, some of us 
obtain firearms for our homes or to carry when we go out.  
 

Security measures are woven into our culture and economy. It’s a given that we take out insurance on our homes, 
our cars, our businesses, our health, even on our life. We know we’re vulnerable to accident or illness that could strike who 
knows when. We protect our health through diet and exercise and taking the right meds. Without even thinking we 
employ psychological security systems called defense mechanisms, like avoidance, denial, rationalization, and projection in 
order hide our vulnerabilities and hurts or to protect us from having to change. We do marry for love but marriage can 
also be a kind of relationship security. 

 
Many of our security measures are just plain prudence in the world as it is. Psalm 125, verse 3, three knows as 

much. It talks about “the wicked” in the world. 
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The scepter of the wicked will not remain 
 over the land allotted to the righteous, 
for then the righteous might use 
 their hands to do evil. 

 
The prayer knows there are people and groups that use power in ways that harm. In their distress over such a world, 
God’s people are tempted to live in response what distresses them. When God’s people live from fear of the world’s threats 
they can end up trusting in the security measures they employ more than the God that is with them on the road.  When 
that happens, even God’s people get coopted by wickedness and add to the world’s distress. 

 
In the end, our security anxieties are marks of spiritual insecurity. Our bodies and souls seek a means to live open 

and free and whole––not for a time or under certain conditions, but regardless of conditions and forever. From the bottom 
of our being, we seek the security that comes from knowing we’re held, surrounded, and forever ruled by God who is 
good. 

 
Which brings us back the psalm’s opening image: “As the mountains surround Jerusalem, so the Lord surrounds 

his people both now and forevermore.” The psalm invites trust that where you are on the road right now, with all that is 
going on around you and within you, your life is truly safe. Your being is safe. This doesn’t mean you will always feel safe 
or that the twisted things of the world won’t harm.  

 
It means that your body and soul that long for wellbeing that’s eternal are surrounded by, cared for, and even 

indwelled by the God whose goodness is eternal. Nothing of the world’s wickedness can wrench you from God, because 
nothing of the world’s distress can wrench God from you. 

 
No human being trusted this more than Jesus. Jesus was the eternal Son of God who left the safety of the heavens 

and lived among us exposed to the threats we know so well. The night before the world’s wickedness and God’s loving 
faithfulness met in Jesus on the cross, Jesus prayed for his disciples. Which is to say, Jesus prayed for you. He said to his 
Father in heaven, “I will remain in the world no longer, but they are still in the world.” Jesus understands our temptation 
to trust in our own security systems because he lived in the same kind of world we do. 

 
Then he prayed, “I am coming to you. Protect them by the power of your name, the name you gave me, so that they 

may be one as we are one. While I was with them, I protected them and kept them safe by that name you gave me.” So 
there it is: Jesus, who surely took in Psalm 125 in his diet of prayer––he prays his followers into the security of God who 
surrounds his people like the mountains surround Jerusalem. He said, “My prayer is not that you take them out of the 
world but that you protect them from the evil one.” 

 
Jesus’ prayer comes from trust that, within God’s life, our lasting wellbeing doesn’t depend on how we navigate 

the world with its endless choices and perils. Our security isn’t in our own hands or in those of government. Our life rests 
safely forever in the God that is faithful in Christ. Because Christ died and rose for us, because he reigns with God praying 
for us, there is simply nothing that can tear us out of God’s hands.  

 
This very moment Jesus lives, praying us into God’s care, which is why our lives are not on shaky ground. Rather, 

as the Psalm says, “Those who trust in the Lord are like Mount Zion, which cannot be shaken but endures forever.” 
 
This brings us to the end of the Psalm, which pleads, “Lord, do good to those who are good, to those who are 

upright in heart.” Which does not mean that God only does us good when we are good. It means that those who live out 
of God’s surrounding care are free from fixation on the distressing things of life. The story of their life isn’t the trouble that 
they face but the goodness of the God that surrounds them all the way through. They may live attending to God’s 
goodness, so they may be part of God’s goodness happening right in this world. 

 
This is why Jesus prayer is not that God take us out of the world. He wishes to make our lives in this world to be 

what his was in the world––a sign that the world is not ruled by darkness but by the gracious love of God that the darkness 
can’t overcome. That’s why, for our fall kickoff lunch, we aren’t just going to get together for a good time with each other. 
Sure, we’re going to do that. But we’re also going to put together hygiene kits that will go to people whose homes have 
been flooded or have been destroyed in earthquakes. To people who’ve fled places that aren’t safe because of abuse or 
violence or war. 
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This makes these kits we will put together at just $16 apiece directly related to the claim of the Psalm, that when 

life feels shaken there is a fortress around us that cannot be breached. And that is the God who comes dying in Jesus Christ 
in order to shake the world with resurrection life. Even a toothbrush, a comb, a bar of soap to clean up, can be a sign from 
God that you can keep on walking. That there’s strength and faithfulness greater than you surrounding you with each 
step. 

 
For this reason, Jesus never told his disciples to try and secure their own lives. Instead he kept telling them to give 

them away. To lose them following him. Because only then will they find them in the God that surrounds them now and 
forevermore. Amen. 

  


