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August 9, 2020 

“Songs for the Road:  The Life of the Exile” 
Psalm 120 

FCF:  The struggle to fit in 
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) When we feel the burden of exile, 
 (magnet) we are to respond as exiles - in a distinct way. 

SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION: 
 Growing up, I was a very insecure kid.  That was not the fault of my parents.  It was the 
result of repeated rejection by peers, the natural desire to fit in, and never really knowing how.  
Oddly enough, one of the most powerful experiences I ever had of this was my first night on 
campus at Virginia Tech.  I was a fairly new Christian.  I knew something of who I was.  So the 
pressure I felt to blend in and yield to the craziness around me was colliding with this sense that 
that wasn’t who I was and I didn’t belong there.  It was a bit of a storm.  It is still vivid today. 
 The struggle to fit in - we never really outgrow that.  It just has a way of morphing. 
SCRIPTURE READING:  Psalm 120 
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION 
SERMON INTRODUCTION: 
 This is the first of the “songs of ascent” - a collection of psalms that tap into the biblical 
image of pilgrimage, of a traveler with a fixed and glorious goal.  This was very much part of 
Israel’s identity.  Think of Abraham, called from his homeland.  Think of the years of wandering 
after the exodus.  Three times a year, the people would return to Jerusalem for the annual feasts.   
 At some point, a collection was made of these fifteen psalms.  They were to be sung by 
these pilgrims as they made their way home, home to the capital, home to the temple.  On their 
way home with a sense of alienation as they lived in a land amidst “pagan neighbors” - people 
who did not share their deepest beliefs or hold to their way of life.  On their way home as exiles. 
 These songs were for God’s people.  That was their audience.  Still, that may not be 
where you are.  But for some reason, you’re listening.  There’s something here for you, really for 
all of us.  But let me direct this question to Christians.  Do you ever feel like these people did, as 
exiles?  You should.  For it’s who you are.  After all, how does the Apostle Peter describe us in 1 
Peter 2?  As “sojourners and exiles”?  That’s not always easy.  The hardships are real.  What are 
we to do?  When we feel the burden of exile, we are to respond as exiles - in a distinct way.   
 But what does that mean?  We must understand these three things.  First, the life of a 
pilgrim.  Second, the longing for peace.  And third, walking the path.  Pilgrim, peace, and path. 
I. THE LIFE OF A PILGRIM 
 First, we have the life of a pilgrim.  There is a tension here.  We are to be distinct without 
despising, set apart without being sanctimonious, purposeful without being prudish.  It’s both. 
A) Making This Our Home 
 We are to make this our home.  Think of Jeremiah’s letter to the exiles in Babylon. 
1. The Lord’s providence 
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They needed to remember the LORD’s providence.  They were given a clear reminder as to who 
He is and who was behind all this.  It was not by accident they were where they were.   Not at all. 
2. His people’s contentment 
God’s providence was to form their contentment.  They were to settle in and make their home in 
Babylon.  They were to love and serve their neighbors, seeking and praying for their good. 
B) Without Being at Home 
 That’s part of being a pilgrim, making this your home.  Yet without being at home. 
1. The hard places 
(READ Psalm 120:5) Meshech was far to the north, modern-day Turkey.  Kedar was far to the 
south in Arabia.  The psalmist was amidst peoples as foreign, alien, and implacable as could be. 
2. The honest prayer 
And how does he pray?  “Woe to me that I have to be in such a place!”  Implying, “How long, O 
LORD?”  We are being encouraged to pray this way.  Somehow, it’s not just one side but both. 
 This is the life of the pilgrim, the tension.  Make this your home without being at home. 
Illustration: 
 Jesus alludes to this in the Sermon on the Mount (READ Matthew 5:13).  This follows 
the Beatitudes.  The idea is, “Live this way and you’ll have a preserving effect in a dying world.”  
But note the caution and warning.  Your mission will be compromised if you become corrupted. 
Application: 
 Elsewhere we are told to be “in the world but not of the world.”  “In” has to do with our 
location - where we are and the people with whom we live and work.  “Of” has to do with our 
loyalty - where we’re from and our deepest priorities.  We are resident aliens, royal exiles. 
 And when we feel the burden of exile, we are to respond as exiles - in a distinct way. 
II. THE LONGING FOR PEACE 
 Which leads us to the second point, the longing for peace.  What sets us apart makes for 
conflict.  The psalm begins with a cry of distress and ends with this (READ Psalm 120:6-7).   
A) “I Am for Peace” 
 There is a clear contrast here, two distinct sides opposed.  One says, “I am for peace!” 
1. The meaning of peace 
“Peace” is not simply the absence of conflict.  This is the Hebrew word “shalom” - a state of 
wholeness and flourishing, a deep settled “way things ought to be.”  It’s what we were made for. 
2. The desire for peace 
Literally, the psalmist says, “I peace.”  This is something he deeply desires with his whole being.  
He longs for what the LORD intends, for His desires and plans.  It reveals his heart’s allegiance. 
B) “But They Are for War” 
 But what sets him apart makes for conflict.  “I am for peace but… they are for war!” 
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1. Personal conflict 
(READ Psalm 120:2-4) Personal conflict is included here, a war of words.  Lips and tongue 
given by God to bless and build up have instead been given over to lies, cruelty, and slander.  We 
are made in the image of a speaking God.  Speech has power to heal or hurt, to help or hinder. 
2. Cultural conflict 
But it’s more than that.  Beyond the personal attacks are the lying ideas, falsehoods about life.  
Today we hear our problems and solutions have to do solely with politics, science, or groupings.  
Those are factors but not the foundation.  And the tragedy is that damaged ideas damage people. 
 To stake your life on “shalom” by necessity sets you up to be opposed, for this war. 
Illustration: 
 Time management is about self management.  And there’s a simple rule to that.  To say 
“yes” to one thing is to say “no” to another.  It’s an inevitable reality.  They are each competing 
for limited space.  Quite often, you can’t do it all, at least not well.  Choices have to be made.   
Application: 
 That’s how the Christian worldview of reality works.  It gives us the answers to where we 
came from, what’s gone wrong, and how things can be made right.  In the marketplace of ideas, 
those are exclusive truth claims.  And to hold to such things in our day is offensive.  But the fact 
is that you can’t believe everything at once.  Some things simply don’t mesh together.  We don’t 
need to be offensive about that but it will be offensive.  What sets us apart makes for conflict. 
 When we feel the burden of exile, we are to respond as exiles - in a distinct way. 
III.WALKING THE PATH 
 Which brings us to the third point, walking the path.  What holds our gaze?  How are we 
to live?  With an eye towards the customs of two places - where we are and where we’re heading. 
A) The Customs of This Place 
 This place is where we are.  And we are not to take our cues from Meshech or Kedar. 
1. Compromise 
At times, the customs of this place would tell us that when things get hard, when the pushback 
comes, it’s time to dial things down and do whatever it takes to blend in.  That is, to compromise. 
2. Retaliation 
At other times, the customs of this place will take you the other direction - retaliate.  Respond in 
kind.  Trade blow for blow.  Mock and insult.  Refuse to listen or engage people.  To compromise 
or to retaliate is to take our cues from our temporary context instead of our eternal calling. 
B) The Customs of That Place 
 We are not to take our cues from the customs of this place but that place.  That is, as we 
travel, we are to have our eyes set towards where we’re going and the King of that country. 
1. Leaning on the Lord 
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Which starts with leaning on the Lord.  It’s easy to miss the obvious here.  What is this psalm?  It 
is a prayer.  It is a calling out in distress, looking to the Lord for deliverance, leaning on Him. 
2. Looking to Jesus 
Looking to Jesus, to the Prince of Peace Himself who came to engage the worst kind of conflict 
to bring us the most lasting peace.  He knows and can help better than any.  So we look to Jesus. 
 That’s the path we have to walk.  That’s where our eyes need to be set - not taking our 
cues from where we are but where we’re going.  This is the way exiles keep pressing ahead. 
Illustration: 
 Think of the Amish.  What comes to mind?  A reputation of bearded men with black hats 
driving a horse and buggy on a rural road, shunning all modern conveniences.  But there’s more 
to it than that.  They seek to practice humane technology.  Meaning that, when a new technology 
is proposed, the families gather to discuss the idea and vote as to whether to accept or reject it.  
The key point being the effect this new thing will have upon their community and the family.    
They operate according to their priorities.  Those may be odd to you but shouldn’t be surprising.  
Application: 
 The same should hold for any true Christian.  Think of Acts 11.  The disciples were first 
called “Christians” in Syrian Antioch.  Why?  Because that’s who they followed.  People could 
see it.  They could see that shaped their approach to relationships, to community, to mercy, to 
money, to outreach - to everything, including their response to pressure from the surrounding 
culture and from where they took their cues.  Think of the opportunities before us in our day, in 
this polarized, politicized, cynical, secular place and time.  From where are we taking our cues? 
 When we feel the burden of exile, we are to respond as exiles - in a distinct way. 
CONCLUSION: 
 Note that’s not “if” but “when.”  This is a certainty in this life.  But it is not forever.  It is 
a certainty but it is not forever.  These old song lyrics have been on my mind this week (READ): 

This world is not my home, I'm just a passing through 
My treasures are laid up somewhere beyond the blue; 
The angels beckon me from heaven's open door, 
And I can't feel at home in this world anymore. 

I’ll admit I am hesitant to quote that because it can convey an image of an ethereal afterlife in the 
clouds.  But, according to the Bible, that is not actually our eternal destiny.  We are meant for a 
new heaven and a new earth, “new” in the sense of “made new.”  That’s what is coming.  
Ultimately, this earth is our home.  Or at least it will be one day.  Still, the song makes a point. 
 We’re not at home here.  Something is amiss.  And so we ought not to be surprised when 
it feels that way.  We are exiles, my friends.  We are not at home.  Not yet.  What are we to do? 
 When we feel the burden of exile, we are to respond as exiles - in a distinct way. 
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) When we feel the burden of exile, 
 (magnet) we are to respond as exiles - in a distinct way.


