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THE LORD, YOUR HELPER 
Psalm 121 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
May 17, 2015 

BREAK FROM EPHESIANS 
Since March, we’ve been studying through book of Ephesians.  But we’re going to take a brief 
break from Ephesians for likely the next few weeks. . . And preach through a few topics that I 
trust will be helpful for us in the days ahead. 

INTRODUCTION 

I want to take you to a well-known psalm that has given Ingrid and I so much encouragement 
over the last few years.  It’s a psalm that will give hope to anyone here who needs help from the 
Lord in facing a trial.  If I were to ask you to name the first psalm that comes to mind that talks 
about the Lord being our shepherd, you’d probably say Psalm 23.  But there is another psalm that 
talks about the shepherding care of our Lord and that’s the psalm we will study today. 

Open your Bibles to Psalm 121.  Psalm 121 was written to give you hope when you need help 
from the Lord.  In this passage the Lord is pictured as a shepherd helping his sheep in time of 
need. We see three ways he helps you. 

Ps 121 A Song of Ascents. 
  I lift up my eyes to the hills. 
    From where does my help come? 
2 My help comes from the LORD, 
    who made heaven and earth. 
3 He will not let your foot be moved; 
    he who keeps you will not slumber. 
4 Behold, he who keeps Israel 
    will neither slumber nor sleep. 
5 The LORD is your keeper; 
    the LORD is your shade on your right hand. 
6 The sun shall not strike you by day, 
    nor the moon by night. 
7 The LORD will keep you from all evil; 
    he will keep your life. 
8 The LORD will keep 
    your going out and your coming in 
    from this time forth and forevermore. 

 

THE PSALMIST’S WITNESS 
Before we get to ways our shepherd helps us in verses 3–8, we meet the author of this psalm, 
who himself needs help (v. 1).  We don’t know who wrote this psalm, but it falls among the 15 
psalms known as the Songs of Ascent (Ps 120–134).  It was the goal of every righteous Jew to 
make the pilgrimage to Jerusalem for worship at least once in their lifetime.  As they would 
ascend the hills towards Jerusalem and even the steps of the temple, they would sing these Songs 
of Ascent—preparing their hearts for worship. 
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And Psalm 121 is one of the first songs. 

A. HIS FEAR 

The psalmist appears to be a pilgrim on his way to Jerusalem. He looks up to the hills and he 
needs help.  Why? What is in the hills? What is causing him anxiety?  Travelers in those days 
had to be on watch for wild animals and especially robbers who could hide behind bends in the 
hills and wait for unguarded travelers.  Perhaps he had been alerted to an enemy seeking his life.  
Or perhaps he had reached a dangerous part of the trail. 

This fear must have been at least somewhat common. There’s an interesting parallel in Luke 10, 
where Jesus tells the parable of the Good Samaritan. 

“A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and he fell among robbers, who 
stripped him and beat him and departed, leaving him half dead.” 

One of the reasons that parable would have been so infuriating to the religious leaders of the day 
is that it was so believable.  It really could have happened.  Coming back to this psalm, we don’t 
know what caused this author’s fear.  But regardless, the point of the psalm isn’t what made him 
afraid.  The point is who will come to his aid.  The power of this psalm is not in identifying with 
the author’s specific fear.  No, the power of this psalm is in seeing and savoring his Savior. 

(v. 2). 

B. HIS HELP 

He only has one help: the Lord. YHWH.  That personal name of God revealed to Moses at the 
burning bush (Ex 3).  

It is this YHWH: 

• who rescued Israel from Egypt,  
• who opened the Red Sea and made it dry ground,  
• who gave them fresh water at Marah and bread from heaven, and water from a rock, and  
• who gave them protection from enemies, and guidance through his glorious presence. 

It is this YHWH who is personally available to help.  The word “help” is the word for giving 
assistance to the underprivileged.  Again it’s illustrated in the assistance the Good Samaritan 
gave to the traveler.   

For the psalmist, knowing the Lord was present gave him comfort.  As the psalmist contemplates 
his ever-present helper, it’s as if his heart leaps beyond what his eyes can see— beyond the hills 
to the maker of the universe.  His help is “the one who made heaven and earth.”  God’s all 
sufficient power stands ready to help his people no matter the circumstance.  

The Lord made the hills. He owns the hills. It’s his territory.  So if the writer’s enemies are in the 
hills, those enemies stand on dangerous ground, because they stand on the ground of his 
protector and rescuer.   
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The Lord is his help. This is the foundation that makes the rest of the psalm encouraging.  Do 
you know this help? More importantly, do you know the God of this help? 

C. DO YOU KNOW THIS GOD OF HIS HELP?  
I want you to notice that there’s a shift in between verses 2 and 3.  The pronouns shift from the 
first person to the second person.  Moving from confession of his fear, he begins to testify to the 
help of God.  In a courtroom, the most persuasive evidence is eyewitness testimony. Someone 
who can say, “I was there. I saw it. I heard it. I felt it. I know what happened.”  

This writer can bear witness that the Lord helped him on his journey.  But unless you know the 
God of this help, you cannot know the help of this God.  That is, the promises that follow only 
apply to God’s people.  

Jesus said in John 14:6, “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except 
through me.”  

So on this side of the cross, only those who have repented of their sin and put their trust in Jesus 
Christ for the forgiveness of their sins based on his work on the cross can claim these promises 
and know this help when facing trials. 

D. PICTURE OF A SHEPHERD  
I also want you to note that there’s a second shift in these verses (and you may have noticed as 
we read the passage) that the Lord is pictured as a shepherd.  Even though the word shepherd 
appears nowhere in this psalm, there is a word that is repeated six times that is often used of a 
shepherd and that is the word “keep” or “keeper.” 

For instance, we read in 1 Samuel 17:20 “David rose early in the morning and left the sheep with 
a keeper…” 

And in Jeremiah 31:10 the connection between God as Israel’s shepherd and keeper is made 
plain: “Hear the word of the Lord, O nations, and declare it in the coastlands far away; say, ‘He 
who scattered Israel will gather him, and will keep him as a shepherd keeps his flock.” 

So we see in the verses the Lord pictured as a shepherd helping his sheep in time of need. He 
helps you in three ways. 

First, he cares for you. This is pictured in verses 3-4 (v. 3-4). 

I. THE LORD CARES FOR YOU (vv. 3–4) 
The picture is the Lord guiding his sheep along dangerous paths and staying awake at night to 
watch over his flock.  As your shepherd, the Lord cares for you, first, by guiding you: 

A. BY GUIDING YOU (v. 3a) 

A pilgrim ascending the hills to Jerusalem could have fear of slipping on dangerous paths.  The 
point here is the Lord guides his people.  When you don’t know your way, when the path is 
dangerous, the Lord is there to guide you. (v.3a)   
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He is helping you with your footing. He holds it in place so that you don’t slip on the path.  The 
Bible is filled with promises of the Lord’s guidance: 

1 Samuel 2:9, “He will guard the feet of his faithful ones.” 

Psalm 25:9: He leads the humble in what is right, and teaches the humble his way. 

The Lord’s primary means of guiding us is his word. 

Ps 119:105: “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path.” 

He also uses the means of prayer: 

James 1:5: “If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously to all without 
reproach, and it will be given him.” 

When you don’t know what to do, do you know what to do? This verse encourages us to pray, 
when you don’t know what to do.  He uses other means to—like godly counsel and providence—
but his primary means is word and prayer.  

So the Lord cares for you by guiding you. He also cares for you by watching over you (v. 3b–4). 

B. BY WATCHING OVER YOU (v. 3b–4) 

A good shepherd not only guides his sheep, he stays awake at night, alert and watching for 
danger.  The Lord, as our shepherd, never sleeps nor slumbers (that is, never gets drowsy).  Sleep 
is a weakness. We sleep because we’re weak.  If you don’t sleep, you die.  

• God has designed you so that once a day you have to come to terms with your finite 
strength.  

• Everyone is humbled every time they sleep.  

• Your insufficiency is laid bare every night you put your head on the pillow. 

• Your body confesses to you every night that you are weak.  

But there is no weakness in our God. He doesn’t get tired or drowsy.  Now his watching over 
you is not merely observing you from a distance. He sees and is ready to act.  What kind of 
shepherd would it be if wolves were tearing apart his flock limb by limb and he just stood there 
and observed?  

Like the U.N. observers in the 90s in Sarajevo. There was a genocide going on before their eyes. 
Did they do anything? No, but they wrote it all down in their journal. That’s no shepherd. 

The Lord right now knows all of your future.  All of it: every fear, every hurt, every danger, 
every conflict, every decision you need to make.  And if you are his, Romans 8:28, says he is 
orchestrating providence to help you (“for those who love God all things work together for 
good”). 



www.tccathens.org 

5 
 

Psalm 139:1-3: “O Lord, you have searched me and known me! You know when I sit down and 
when I rise up; you discern my thoughts from afar. You search out my path and my lying down 
and are acquainted with all my ways.” 

This is a wonderful picture of the Lord going before us with a broom sweeping the path to clear 
out things we cannot handle.  The Lord is not just watching your steps; he is guiding your steps. 

So as your Shepherd, the Lord cares for you. The second way the Lord helps you in your time of 
need is that he strengthens you. Look at verses 5 and 6 (v. 5–6). 

II. THE LORD STRENGTHENS YOU (vv. 5–6) 

The picture here is the Lord giving needed shade to a weary flock to strengthen them.  A traveler 
to Jerusalem in the summer could literally be killed by the heat.  In verse 6, the word for “strike” 
is the same word used in Exodus 2:11 when Moses observed someone being beaten to death.  
This is a grave situation.  The Lord himself is the one who gives the shade and is the shade—“he 
is your shade. . .” whether in the sunlight or the moonlight.  That’s probably just a Hebrew way 
of expressing, “all the time.”  He provides needed shade all the time.  How does the shade of the 
Lord strengthen you?  

A. BY GIVING YOU RELIEF  

The flock, after a hard day of travel, needs a break in the shade from the hot sun in order to carry 
on. In the same way, God strengthens us by giving us relief.  

For example: 

1. From the power of sin.  The struggle against sin can wear us out.  There are some sins, 
particular to each person, that we battle against for a long time.  We don’t always see the victory 
that we’d hope.  We don’t see the change in our lives as fast as we’d hope.  Sometimes the wick 
of the candle of sanctification burns slow.  But God promises relief even here. 

1 Cor 10:13: “No temptation has overtaken you that is not common to man. God is faithful, and 
he will not let you be tempted beyond your ability, but with the temptation he will also provide 
the way of escape, that you may be able to endure it.” 

The way of escape may be through the fire, but he does provide a way of escape. He provides 
relief from the power of sin in this way. 

2. From not having enough.  We are wired to want more: more time, more money, more 
stuff.  And we can get concerned that we won’t have what we need to do what God has called us 
to do. 

Phil 4:19: “And my God will supply every need of yours according to his riches in glory in Christ 
Jesus.” 

You will always have what you need to do what he has called you to do. He’ll provide. If he 
doesn’t provide it, you don’t need it.  So he provides relief in our circumstances by providing for 
our needs.  So he gives relief. He also strengthens you by giving you rest. 
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B. BY GIVING YOU REST 

The flock needs to rest—longer term relief, such as sleep.  Rest is not only something we need, it 
is also a gift from God.  It’s a gift that you don’t have to work all the time—that you can’t work 
all the time.  We’re charged with being good stewards of our time—making the most of every 
opportunity. 

Eph 5:16: “Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise but as wise, making the best use of 
the time (NKJV: redeeming the time), because the days are evil.” 

So imagine what greater responsibility you’d have if you never had to sleep.  You don’t want 
that!  Count it a blessing if you are a person who requires 9 hours of sleep. The guy who can get 
by with 6 hours has a greater stewardship. 

Psalm 127:2: “It is in vain [to demonstrate an excessively high view of one’s self] that you rise up 
early and go late to rest, eating the bread of anxious toil; for he gives to his beloved sleep {even 
in his sleep}.” (ESV/NASB). 

Rest—whether in the form of sleep or in the form of resting from work activities-- is a gift and 
the lack of it may be evidence of our own arrogance, our own pride.  Yes, there will be times 
when situations demand we get less. But God means for it to be a gift. 

A Christian who knows the Lord is for them and not against them, who knows the power of God 
and the love of God and the wisdom of God can rest knowing that the Lord works on their 
behalf.  And one day, he will give us eternal rest in heaven—where even our work will be 
restful.  It will be as Hebrews says a Sabbath rest for the people of God. 

So as your Shepherd, the Lord cares for you and strengthens you. The final way this passage says 
the Lord helps you is that he protects you. (v. 7–8). 

III. THE LORD PROTECTS YOU (vv. 7–8) 

The shepherd’s role of guarding his flock is pictured here. The Lord’s protects us from two 
dangers in these verses. 

A. HE PROTECTS YOU FROM EVIL 

The first danger is the danger of evil (v. 7).  The word for “evil” here is just the general term for 
something that’s wicked.  It encompasses a broad range of harms that could come on someone.  
But here’s the problem: we know that God doesn’t keep Christians from experiencing pain, 
sickness, or persecution.  In fact, Jesus promised we would experience persecution 

John 15:20: “A servant is not greater than his master. If they persecuted me, they will also 
persecute you.” 

Paul suffered immensely. 2 Cor. 11 catalogues: beaten with rods, stoned, experienced shipwreck, 
constantly in danger, hunger, thirst.  So what does it mean that “The Lord will keep you from all 
evil.”  The answer is in the next sentence: He will keep you from all evil, that is, he will keep 
your life.  The word for life is the same word for soul.  It speaks of the inner life. 
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So it isn’t that God is promising you a life free from sin, Satan, sickness, or sabotage.  He’s 
promising something much greater: your soul is safe if you are in Christ.  On this side of the 
cross, we see this so much more clearly.  Christ purchased for us on the cross soul safety by 
becoming for us the righteousness we so desperately needed but could never attain and by 
bearing our sin penalty for us.  That’s why Jesus is able to say in Luke 21:16: “You will be 
delivered up even by parents and brothers and relatives and friends, and some of you they will 
put to death.”  While at the same time saying two verses later (v. 18): “But not a hair of your 
head will perish.”   

Do you get that? That’s no contradiction.  How do you put those two statements together?  When 
you die, you don’t perish (if you die in Jesus).  Your soul is safe—he will keep your life.  For 
those who are his, Jesus said in John 10:28 that he gives his sheep eternal life and that no one can 
snatch them out of his hand or the Father’s hand.  If your soul is in the hands of the Almighty, 
your soul is safe. 

The Lord also protects you from the ordinary (v. 8). 

B. HE PROTECTS YOU FROM THE ORDINARY 

The phrase “going out and coming in” is a way in Hebrew to speak of the ordinary course of 
your life.  In 2 Kings 19:27, the Lord sends a message to the evil king of Assyria saying, “I know 
your sitting down and your going out and coming in, and your raging against me.”  It is used of a 
worker going out to the field to do his ordinary work (Deut. 28:6).  It is used of a military leader 
carrying out his normal duties (Jos. 14:11).  Whatever is your daily course of life—that’s your 
“going out and coming in.” 

But why would we need a guard to protect us from the ordinary?  It could be just a way to 
express that the Lord is always on guard and ready to protect you.  But there might be something 
more.  The ordinary is dangerous too. 

Charles Article (Maneater): (interviewed about how they remember him) 

“Charles is remembered by friends and family as a nature-lover, avid sports fan and caring 
person who loved Texas Hold ‘Em poker, ultimate Frisbee, comedy, cheeseburgers, “The 
Simpsons” and his mother’s burritos.” 

That’s how people remembered Charles.  Now we have to be sensitive here because when people 
are asked how they remember a loved one who died, they’ll sometimes say silly things to lighten 
the mood.  When people were interviewed, “how do you remember Charles?”, the dominant 
impressions in their minds, the things that marked his life, the first things off the top of their 
heads were, “he loved cheeseburgers, The Simpsons, and his mother’s burritos.”  

You can fritter your life away on ordinary things and not realize they pose a danger to your soul.  
It isn’t that TV, movies, Frisbee, and your mama’s home cooking is evil—it’s that when those 
are the main things, the things you give your life over to, the things your life is marked by, it has 
the effect of deadening feelings for the things that matter—Jesus Christ, the fight against sin, the 
church, reaching your neighbor.  The ordinary things can push out room in our hearts for the 
majestic things of God.  The glorious things pushed aside for another episode of The Simpsons. 
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Christian, when you’re dead (and for some of you, that hour may be soon), don’t you want 
people to say something about Jesus when they talk about your life?  “How do I remember her? 
She loved her family, she loved to pray, but most of all, she loved Jesus.”  “You want to know 
about him? I’ll tell you about him. He loved the Scriptures and the lost. He loved BBQs and 
college football too—but that wasn’t his life. His life was the Lord.” 

So, yes, we need a shepherd to protect us from the danger of the ordinary. 

CONCLUSION 

So we’ve seen that, as our Great Shepherd. . . The Lord helps us in times of trouble in three 
ways: 

1. he cares for us (by guiding and watching), 

2. he strengthens us (through relief and rest), and 

3. he protects us (from evil and the ordinary). 

The question before us now is the same one we started with: Do you know this help? 

The way to gain this help is to cast yourself upon the Lord, your keeper, submit yourself to his 
lordship in every aspect of your life no matter the circumstance, and lean on his grace.  

If you are his, he will help you. Don’t lose hope. Just trust him.  
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