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“Psalm 121”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

Fear.  

Fear is one of the most common human 
emotions. And as scientists often like to point out, 
fear is very important for us as a survival 
mechanism. When you face an imminent threat of 
some kind - a car that pulls out right in front of you 
while you're driving, a gas leak that you smell as 
you enter your house, a rattlesnake you come 
across in the woods - in cases like these, fear is 
what triggers that immediate fight or flight 
response. To quote one leading psychologist: 

Fear is a natural and biological condition that we 
all experience. [And] it's important that we 
experience fear because it keeps  
us safe. 

Zachary J. Sikora 

But fear is also dangerous. Especially when what's 
causing our fear isn't some imminent threat like a 
speeding car or a rattlesnake, but something that 
threatens our long-term future, something that 
causes us to live in a kind of fearful anxiety. That 
kind of fear is dangerous, because that kind of fear 
is very often what can lead us into immorality and 
idolatry. 

Take the example of King Saul, the first king of 
Israel. In First Samuel 13, Saul is gathered with 
thousands of Israelite men at Gilgal, near the 
Jordan River. And the men are afraid because 
they've heard that their enemies, the Philistines, 
have mustered an army of 30,000 horsemen and 
foot soldiers. 

… like the sand on the seashore in multitude. 
(1 Samuel 13:6) 

Is how they are described. 

And Saul is waiting for the prophet Samuel to 
come so he can offer sacrifices and prayers to 
God to give them victory in combat. But when 
Samuel doesn't arrive on the day Saul expects 
him, Saul's own fear forces him to take matters 
into his own hands and violate the commands, the 

clear commands of the Lord. Offer the sacrifice 
himself. 

In fact, that's exactly how he explains himself to 
Samuel, who does arrive quickly after, and who 
condemns Saul for his lack of faith and 
disobedience. Saul tells Samuel that he was afraid 
that his soldiers and their anxiety and their fear 
would abandon him. And so, he said: 

I forced myself and offered the burnt offering. 
(1 Samuel 13:12) 

Fear dictates much of Saul's later years as king. 
And that fear leads him to do terrible things, from 
attempted murder to consulting a witch and trying 
to speak to the dead.  

But it's not just Saul. His successor, David, who is 
on one occasion described as "a man after God's 
own heart." Even King David can't withstand the 
power of fear. Remember what happens after he 
sleeps with Bathsheba and she tells him she's 
pregnant. David is afraid of what will happen when 
her husband Uriah, finds out, so he does 
everything he can to cover it up. And when that 
doesn't work, he orders Uriah (who, keep in mind, 
is one of David's most loyal soldiers, one of his 
mighty men) he orders Uriah to be sacrificed in 
battle. 

Lust made David an adulterer, but it was fear that 
made him a murderer. Again and again, this same 
story repeats itself in the Bible. People feel 
anxious and they feel afraid, and their fear leads 
them both to immoral acts and to idolatry. They 
turn to other gods to protect them. They seek out 
alliances with nations whose powerful militaries 
they think can defend them. Psalm 20:7 famously 
states that: 

Some put their trust in chariots and some in 
horses, but we trust in the name of the Lord our 
God. (Psalm 20:7) 

Those are the words of Israel when they are being 
faithful. But many times, the opposite happens. 
And in their fear, it is precisely to horses and 
chariots that they start to look.  
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All of which is to say that fear is both a powerful 
and a dangerous emotion. It helps to keep us safe, 
but fear can also force us - as it forced Saul - to 
make grave mistakes.  

So how then, should we handle fear? How should 
we respond to anxiety when it comes? There's one 
passage of Scripture that has been more helpful in 
my own life to answering that question than any 
other, and that is Psalm 121. When I have felt 
anxious or afraid, it is this Psalm, more than any 
other, that I have found on my mind and on my 
lips. This is the psalm that has offered therapy to 
my soul. 

Notice how the Psalm begins. 

I lift up my eyes to the hills. From where does my 
help come? (Psalm 121:1) 

This opening verse immediately raises a difficulty 
for interpreters. It's obvious that the psalmist is 
anxious or afraid. That much is clear when he asks 
the question, from where does my help come?  

But why does he say, "I lift up my eyes to the hills?" 
And is that the reason for his fear? Or is it what 
he's doing to calm his fears?  

Some interpreters think that it's when he looks at 
the hills that is when he begins to feel afraid. And 
they've suggested different reasons for this. 
Maybe he's on a road and he's looking at a 
mountain pass, and he knows that mountainous 
roads, like the one he's about to take, are where 
you're the most likely to get waylaid and attacked 
by bandits or thieves. Or maybe when he looks at 
the hills, he's reminded of the foreign gods whose 
places of worship are often on high places. And 
maybe that thought begins to induce anxiety in 
him. Whether it's physical danger or spiritual 
danger, perhaps it's the hills that remind him that 
he's never quite safe. That's one possible 
interpretation.  

But the more likely interpretation is that rather 
than the hills being what caused him to feel afraid, 
the hills are what actually allay his fears.  

Psalm 121 is part of a collection of 15 psalms that 
are referred to together as "Songs of Ascent." Most 
scholars think that these 15 psalms were 
originally a separate collection of songs, sung and 
prayed by pilgrims as they were on their way to the 
Temple in Jerusalem. And on three other 
occasions, within this short collection of psalms, 
we find very similar language to Psalm 121. 

In Psalm 123, for instance, the psalmist uses that 
same phrase about lifting up his eyes, but notice 
where his eyes are directed: 

To you I lift up my eyes, O you who are enthroned 
in the heavens! (Psalm 123:1) 

Same phrase - "I lift up my eyes" - but in this case, 
it's clear that the Lord is the one to whom he lifts 
his eyes.  

What about that language of hills? Psalm 125 - 
another one of these songs of ascent - also uses 
the same Hebrew word when it speaks about the 
hills or mountains (as it's often translated) that 
surround Jerusalem, and that remind us of God's 
protective care.  

As the mountains surround Jerusalem, so God 
surrounds his people. (Psalm 125:2) 

Finally, Psalm 133, one of the final psalms in this 
collection, describes these same mountains as 
the place from where God's blessing comes forth 
to his people. 

It is like the dew of Hermon, which falls on the 
mountains of Zion. From there the Lord has 
commanded the blessing, life forevermore. 
(Psalm 133:3) 

These other psalms should influence the way we 
understand Psalm 121. The psalmist isn't looking 
at the hills and then feeling afraid. He's already 
afraid. He's already anxious.  

Why? Well, he doesn't tell us. It could be any 
number of things. The important thing is that he 
can look up to the mountains. He can lift up his 
eyes to the mountains surrounding Jerusalem, 
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and remember that it is God who protects him, 
and God who provides for him. Because that's the 
answer to his question, isn't it? That he asks? 
From where does my help come? 

My help comes from the Lord, who made heaven 
and earth. (Psalm 121:2) 

Not horses, not chariots, not the wealth I've stored 
up, not my own ingenuity or forethought or clever 
planning. When I am afraid it isn't to any of these 
things, he's saying, that I look. They are not what 
will protect me. Instead, I lift up my eyes and I look 
to the Lord.  

And notice what he says about the Lord. What 
does he remember about him as he looks to the 
hills? 

He will not let your foot be moved. He who keeps 
you will not slumber. Behold, he who keeps Israel 
will neither slumber nor sleep. (Psalm 121:3-4) 

There's a rather funny scene in First Kings 18, 
where the prophet Elijah has challenged the 
prophets of the Canaanite god Baal to a 
competition. Both of them are going to pray to 
their gods, to send fire to consume their sacrifices 
on their altars. And Elijah tells the prophets of 
Baal that they should go first. And they pray, and 
they plead, and it goes on and on for hours until 
Elijah begins to mock them. 

Call a little louder - he is a god, after all. Maybe 
he's off meditating somewhere or other, or maybe 
he's gotten involved in a project, or maybe he's on 
vacation. You don't suppose he's overslept, do 
you, and needs to be waked up?  
(1 Kings 18:27 The Message) 

Elijah is being condescending, but his point is 
pretty clear. Any god that you have to plead to and 
shout out for hours and hours on end to get his 
attention is no real God at all.  

And what the psalmist is saying in Psalm 121 is 
that our God is nothing like that. He isn't some 
distracted Canaanite deity. He doesn't slumber or 
sleep on the job. He is the Almighty, the creator of 

heaven and earth. And what's more, he's the one 
who has promised to be Israel's keeper.  

What these verses are getting at reminds me of 
what Christians confess when they say the 
Heidelberg Catechism. The Catechism asks a 
question - "What do you believe when you say, I 
believe in God, the Father Almighty, creator of 
heaven and earth?" And then it provides this 
answer. "I believe that the Eternal Father of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, who out of nothing created 
heaven and earth and everything in them, who still 
upholds and rules them by his eternal counsel 
and providence, is my God and Father for the sake 
of Christ His Son." And then it goes on: 

I trust God so much that I do not doubt he will 
provide whatever I need for body and soul, and will 
turn to my good whatever adversity he sends upon 
me in this vale of tears. He is able to do this 
because he is Almighty God. He desires to do this 
because he is a faithful father. 
(Heidelberg Catechism, Q. 26) 

That's very similar to what the psalmist is saying. 
No matter what threats I face, no matter what 
uncertainty lies ahead, I need not fear. For every 
time I look up to the hills, I'm reminded that there 
is an Almighty God, creator of heaven and earth, 
and that he has promised to guard and protect 
me. He is my keeper. He keeps me from evil. He 
keeps my life. He keeps my going and coming from 
this time forth and forevermore.  

When we feel anxious or afraid, our instinct is to 
look for a solution or for something that can 
protect us, something that will ease our anxiety. 
That's what Saul did. That's what David did. And 
it's often exactly what we do. But Psalm 121 offers 
a different response, A different source of 
comfort, a different place to look. 

And one of the things that it teaches us is that 
during times of anxiety, what we most need isn't 
some new lesson or new insight that we didn't 
have before. Nothing that the psalmist says is a 
new idea to him. He already knows that the Lord is 
the maker of heaven and earth. He knows that 
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God has promised to be his keeper, that he's 
promised to watch over his people. He knows that 
God never slumbers nor sleeps. None of this is a 
new discovery for him. All of these are truths that 
he already knows, but that in the moment of 
anxiety, he's prone to forget. And he needs to 
remember.  

Because that's often our spiritual need, isn't it? 
Not to learn new things, but simply to remember. 
To remind ourselves of what we already know 
about the promises of God.  

And for the psalmist, it's the mountains that 
surround Jerusalem that provide him a visual 
reminder, a symbolic reassurance of those very 
promises.  

I don't know whether you've ever thought about it, 
but there's a lot of similarity between Psalm 121 
and what we as Anglicans do when we gather for 
worship. When we come to worship, we're often 
anxious. Maybe we don't feel particularly anxious 
or afraid in the moment, but there are always fears 
and anxieties in the back of our minds. 

But then as we come into worship, we are 
reminded of who God is.  

• We confess that we believe in God, the 
Father Almighty, maker of heaven and 
earth.  

• We hear his scriptural promises spoken 
over us again and again throughout the 
service.  

• And then we're given a visual sign of that 
promise. 

 Visible words. That's how Saint Augustine 
described the sacraments. Visible, tangible 
promises. Something we can look to, somewhere 
to lift up our eyes, to touch, to eat; and by eating, 
to be assured (as the Heidelberg Catechism puts 
it) that for the sake of Jesus Christ, His Son, the 
Almighty God, who doesn't slumber nor sleep, is 
indeed our father. 

 

We don't have to worry. We don't have to be afraid. 
The God of Israel watches over us. Jesus, the risen 
one who sits enthroned in the heavens, is our 
keeper and the same spirit who raised Jesus from 
the dead. He will keep our lives. He will raise us 
too.  

And then, after all those reminders, we end our 
service with the blessing where the priest, using 
that exact same word, KEEP. 

The peace of God, which passes all 
understanding, keep your hearts and minds… 
(Book of Common Prayer 2019, P. 137) 

The psalmist knew that he needed to lift up his 
eyes to the hills. He knew just how prone he was 
to forget where his help really comes from. The 
question for us is, do we? 

 

 


