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Psalm 126

A song for pilgrims ascending to Jerusalem.
1 When the Lord brought back his exiles to Jerusalem,
    it was like a dream!
2 We were filled with laughter,
    and we sang for joy.
And the other nations said,
    “What amazing things the Lord has done for them.”
3 Yes, the Lord has done amazing things for us!
    What joy!

4 Restore our fortunes, Lord,
    as streams renew the desert.
5 Those who plant in tears
    will harvest with shouts of joy.
6 They weep as they go to plant their seed,
    but they sing as they return with the harvest.
Thus far the Word of the Lord.  Thanks be to God
My wife was preparing to go to the women’s retreat this weekend.  She asked what type of bedding she should take.  Would a sleeping bag work?
In one of those twists that my mind often takes – I kicked back to my days of camping over the past few decades.
My parents actually got an interview on our local TV station in the sixties.  We were in the first wave of the “new fad” of outdoor camping.  
We started with tents when most people weren’t even thinking of taking a vacation in the outdoors.  Then we had a tent trailer – bought in the centennial year of 1967 – literally a tent in a trailer.  Since then I have camped in various accommodations – I have been in tents, tent trailers, trailers, RV’s and most recently have started using hotels – which isn’t really camping!
Over the years I have seen three types of campers.  The first type is on their way somewhere.  One night only – quick in and out.  They can describe the surroundings when they leave, and after a few decades of camping have a fairly good idea of the countryside over which they travel.  
Every once in a while they wake up in the morning and turn their head side to side and marvel at the sights, but more often than not they are headed out as soon as possible, no time to smell the roses!

The second type stays for a few days and sets up all sorts of activities while they are there.  As they walk around in the beauty of God’s creation, their activities keep them busy.  But the busyness of the day often keeps them away from exploring the landscape.  Sometimes they actually miss seeing the crocus and the trees.  
Then there is a third type of camper.  My parents, who saw a lot of the country on their way to visit relatives, were more this last type of camper.  When we arrived, we would set up.  Then we would wander around the camp site and beyond, just exploring.  
I remember once going to a new camp site that was under construction – the best that could be said for the site was that there was running water – if you used your arm muscles on the pump – and it worked better if you had a bit of water to prime the pump.  We spent time at night going into the woods and seeing what we could see.  We listened for animals – afraid of predators but excited by birds singing.  We wondered how the site would look when it was finished.

I guess I see people camp in the scripture in much the same way.  
I appreciate the idea of reading the Bible through in a regular pattern.  I have covered the full country of the Bible at least a dozen times – probably more over these past decades.  
I know when we are arriving in a certain area and generally what we will see there.  If I was asked to find something related to a certain topic, I could probably give you directions.

I love to read through my Bible daily – right now I’m reading through Mark.  I camped in Mark 4 the morning I wrote this.  About the farmer who goes out and sows seeds.
During Vacation Bible Schools or camp seasons, I have run over the ground of a particular Bible passage more than once.  The activities kept me going – I could focus on the speakers theme, and had a good systematic overview of a number of topics.  Over the years I have notebooks of good outlines that I have used.
I love to head to places where a theme or scripture passage is being chewed on.  This past week, at a forum in Saskatoon, the theme was the changing religious landscape of Canada.  A lot of observations of the country and Scripture in support of approaches to reach our country for Christ were brought forward.
Then there are the times where I camp for a while on a scripture.  For more than overnight.  For more than a time of concentrated activities and good teaching.  

As I camp on a particular Bible passage, I just keep coming back to it.  I want to hear what others say about the site – I read their comments.  I spend time going back to various translations (and for me, back to the original language) and comparing the thoughts.  
And then, I just sit back and let the words and thoughts wash over me.  Perhaps that is why my preaching can seem sometimes disjointed.  You are hearing my various thoughts as I have wandered all over the campsite of that particular Scripture.  At some point, for your sake, I stop and take a snapshot of what I am seeing and just talk about that!  Otherwise the slide show would go on all day although you do get a few asides and other comments hopefully inviting you to come to the passage and see what else there is to see.

Which lead me to today’s scripture.  The last few days I have been camping in Psalm 126.  I had been drawn to the passage by another camper – Nancy Leigh Demoss – who gave some of her thoughts on what she saw.  She touched on revival, restoration and prayer.

By the way, one of the great ways you can disciple others and help people in their own walk through the Christian life is to just share with them what you are reading in the Bible.  Don’t try to make a big lesson out of it, just share what you are seeing.  

As I was preparing for this preaching series on Lent, where we repent and seek God’s face, I had been looking for a particular passage for today’s sermon. 

We have previously talked about using this season to Give Up – I challenged you to give away some of your bad habits or things that were burdening you – or take up some good habits during this time – things that would bring you joy.  I’m trying not to worry, others are stepping outside their comfort zones.  What is your challenge?
We have also talked about Press On – when you get started, don’t give up.  Forget the past that either consumes you or makes you think you’ve already attained all God has for you.  Rather push ahead expecting that God has something for you in that next step you take.

And so, I was looking for a passage that would talk about crying out for God to really make that next step worthwhile!  
As I listened to Nancy Leigh Demoss, I was struck by what she had to say about Psalm 126.  I would encourage you to listen to that sermon– titled “The cry of the captives: a plea for revival.”  You can find it using our Right Now Media license – I can show you how to get to that on your computer – check with me afterwards.
So, knowing how much she enjoyed Psalm 126, I figured heading off and camping there would be a good idea.   
I know that overnight camping in Psalm 126 puts me in the midst of the songs of ascent – Psalm 120-134 – as worshippers headed to Jerusalem.  These are songs that help you prepare for worship – and also ones that lead you to worship God!

I have also spent busy days camping with Nancy Leigh Demoss and other commentators as they explained more of what this scripture site has to offer (I really liked some of the thoughts from the “What’s in the Bible with Buck Denver” series that we have been using in our Family Bible School – the Charlie Brown of Bible commentators).  
I know that this psalm was written after the exile – in the last part of the Old Testament.  This was written after all the kings have been deposed, and the Israelites have been deported to other lands.  
They were in a miserable state.  They had hung up their harps – they weren’t singing anymore – as Psalm 137:1-2 describes them:
“Beside the rivers of Babylon, we sat and wept as we thought of Jerusalem.  2 We put away our harps, hanging them on the branches of poplar trees.”  
Weeping with tears – hoping for something better.
But then, unexpectedly and miraculously, the Israelites were given the opportunity to return to their home land.  70 years after they have been forced to leave!  This is an amazing thing – well worth laughter and joy and singing and excitement.  Like a dream, but real!!  
As I read commentators and looked at the original language of Hebrew, I also realized the literary style found in this psalm.  The content of the psalm is divided into two parts.  The same thing said two different ways.  What tips you off is that the same Hebrew word begins both sections – first in verse 1 and then in verse 4.
These two camping experiences – the overview and then focusing on particulars – was a good thing.
My third experience just added to what I had learned so far.  This past week I just spent time walking the landscape of Psalm 126.  
I want to take the next few minutes (and I mean few minutes) to show you what I have seen around the campsite.  When you have been there for a while, you become so familiar that you begin to paint the Psalm in your dreams – which is what I was doing.

Imagine with me a time when God unexpectedly changed your perspective on life.  You had been in a rut, or had turned away from God, or just felt uneasy with where you were headed.  
Then you attended a Promise Keepers session, or a Ladies retreat, or a youth conference.  You helped out in a Vacation Bible School or a short term mission project, or encountered one of those nights in a small group meeting that just changed everything.  
What you had been dreaming about – a return to what you knew was right, a return to the land that you had once lived in as a new Christian, a return to God – was happening!  And in the next few weeks and months people began to notice.  And life was good!

Now imagine with me a time when you were not satisfied with what was happening in your life.  Your family is in shambles as one of the members decides they are going to do whatever they want to do, a loved one has died, people are criticizing you.  OR, You may have done some things wrong – lied to someone, taken funds that weren’t yours to use, cheated on your spouse.  
You want a way out of that dark time.  You want your desert time to become a time where flowers bloom and rivers flow and life is a joy!
Whether that dark time was created by you or whether that time was placed on you by others – looking up from the pit, you know there has to be a God somewhere!  In the past you have experienced His deliverance.  Or you have the example of other friends.  You knew how bad their circumstances were and yet somehow – as they would say – God changed it all!
And so you begin to cry out to God.  Sometimes your cries are blurred by tears – you don’t even know what you are praying for.  You are just praying that God would restore you – mind, body, spirit, emotions, relationships.

As you spread your thoughts and seed the ground with your tears, you realize how hard this is.  
You sow your seeds expecting a harvest of change but you come with very few seeds to sow – you are desperate.  You come knowing that this could be the last chance.  There is no back up plan.

You are clinging to the idea that God will make that seed grow.  What you are sowing in tears, you have to expect that God will help you reap with joy. 
You don’t have the power to make the changes needed; only God does.  You realize that this is the Good News that Jesus brings to us – “You can’t fix it – only God can!!”  

As you cry out, the words that Paul uses in Ephesians 3:20 take on a new meaning:  “Now unto him who is able to do exceeding abundantly above all that you ask or think, according to the power that works in us!”
With the picture of excitement at what God has and is doing in your life, and with the picture of despair in your desert, God says through the writer of Psalm 126:

1 When the Lord brought back his exiles to Jerusalem,
    it was like a dream!
2 We were filled with laughter,
    and we sang for joy.
And the other nations said,
    “What amazing things the Lord has done for them.”
3 Yes, the Lord has done amazing things for us!
    What joy!

4 Restore our fortunes, Lord,
    as streams renew the desert.
5 Those who plant in tears
    will harvest with shouts of joy.
6 They weep as they go to plant their seed,
    but they sing as they return with the harvest.
Truly this is the Word of the Lord.  Thanks be to God.
Focus your eyes on Jesus, the author and finisher of your faith.  
Cry out to him today.  
Whether in joy and excitement, or in pain and need:  
Bless the Lord, O my soul, and all that is within me – bless His holy name!  He has and will do great things!
