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Refine Women’s Ministry 
Psalm 120 – 134: Songs of Ascent- Part 2 

March 31, 2021 by Kim Peelen 
Man’s chief work is the praise of God. Augustine 

How lovely is the sanctuary in the eyes of those who are truly sanctified! Matthew Henry 
 

Today we complete a brief ‘fly-over’ of Psalms 120 – 134, known as Songs of Ascent or the 
Songs of Degrees. Easton’s Bible Dictionary gives this definition: “song of steps, a title given 
to each of these fifteen psalms, 120-134 inclusive. The probable origin of this name is the 
circumstance that these psalms came to be sung by the people on the ascents or goings up 
to Jerusalem to attend the three great festivals (Deut. 16:16). They were well fitted for 
being sung by the way from their peculiar form, and from the sentiments they express. 
They are characterized by brevity, by a key-word, by epanaphora [i.e., repetition], and by 
their epigrammatic style...More than half of them are cheerful, and all of them hopeful." 
Also called "Pilgrim Songs”, David wrote four, Solomon one (127), and the rest are 
anonymous.  
 
The pilgrims were commanded in the Law to celebrate these festivals in the place where the 
LORD chooses to establish His name, and at the time of Moses it was the Tabernacle, during 
King David it was Mt. Zion because the Ark of the Covenant rested there, and later, it was 
Solomon’s Temple. These physical spaces became significant because it represented where 
God chose to dwell among His people. 
 
The three annual holidays, also called ‘pilgrim feasts’ because all adult males in Israel were 
required to travel to the sanctuary in order to participate, are Passover (Feast of 
Unleavened Bread), Feast of Weeks (Pentecost), and Feast of Tabernacles (Ingathering).  
Smith’s Bible Dictionary describes the Feast Of Tabernacles celebrated in the autumn: 
 “According to rabbinical tradition each Israelite used to tie the branches into a bunch, to be 
carried in his hand to which the name Lulab was given. The burnt offerings of the Feast of 
Tabernacles were by far more numerous than those of any other festival. There were 
offered on each day two rams, fourteen lambs and a kid for a sin offering. But what was 
most peculiar was the arrangement of the sacrifices of bullocks, in amounting to seventy 
(Numbers 29:12-38). The eighth day was a day of holy convocation of peculiar solemnity. 
On the morning of this day the Hebrews left their huts and dismantled them, and took up 
their abode again in their houses. The special offerings of the day were a bullock, a ram, 
seven lambs, and a goat for a sin offering (Numbers 29:36; 29:38). When the Feast of 
Tabernacles fell on a sabbatical year, portions of the law were read each day in public, to 
men, women, children and strangers (Deuteronomy 31:10-13).” 
 
Each festival was a time for God’s people to gather to celebrate God’s favor, to remember 
their history, and to offer sacrifices. The Law prescribed several types of sacrifices: burnt, 
cereal, fellowships, sin, and trespass, each with particular instructions on what and how it 
is offered to the LORD (see entire book of Leviticus). John MacArthur explains, “The 5 
sacrifices and offerings were symbolic. Their design was to allow the truly penitent and 
thankful worshiper to express faith in and love for God by the observance of these rituals. 
When the heart was not penitent and thankful, God was not pleased with the ritual 
(cf. Amos 5:21–27). The offerings were burnt, symbolizing the worshiper’s desire to be 

https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/deuteronomy/16/16/s_169016
https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/numbers/29/12-38/s_146012
https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/numbers/29/36/s_146036
https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/numbers/29/38/s_146038
https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/deuteronomy/31/10-13/s_184010
https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/amos/5/21-27/s_884021
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purged of sin and sending up the fragrant smoke of true worship to God. The myriad of 
small details in the execution of the rituals was to teach exactness and precision that would 
extend to the way the people obeyed the moral and spiritual laws of God and the way they 
revered every facet of His Word.” Watch the Bibleproject video: Sacrifice and Atonement. 
 
Discussion:  As we read and study these Songs of Ascent, remember the purpose of the 
pilgrim’s journey – to gather, feast, rejoice, confess, and offer sacrifices – all to honor and 
praise the Amazing God who chose them as His special congregation. Alec Motyer (p. 365) 
describes the organization of Psalms 120 – 134: “the fifteen psalms fall into five groups of 
three: the first song stating a situation of difficulty; the second focusing on God’s power; the 
third on security in Zion.”  
 
Third Set 
    Psalm 126 (ESV) A Song of Ascents. 

 

1 When the LORD restored the fortunes of Zion, we were like those who dream. 
2 Then our mouth was filled with laughter, and our tongue with shouts of joy;  
 then they said among the nations,  
 "The LORD has done great things for them." 
3 The LORD has done great things for us; we are glad. 
4 Restore our fortunes, O LORD, like streams in the Negeb! 
5 Those who sow in tears shall reap with shouts of joy! 
6 He who goes out weeping, bearing the seed for sowing,  
 shall come home with shouts of joy, bringing his sheaves with him. 

 
Q. 1 What do the people recall in verses 1-3? 
 
 
 
Q. 2 Note: Negeb is a southern desert.  The people ask God to do what in their current 
situation? 
 
 
 

Psalm 127 (ESV)A Song of Ascents. Of Solomon. 
 

1 Unless the LORD builds the house, those who build it labor in vain.  
 Unless the LORD watches over the city, the watchman stays awake in vain. 
2 It is in vain that you rise up early and go late to rest,  
 eating the bread of anxious toil; for he gives to his beloved sleep. 
3 Behold, children are a heritage from the LORD, the fruit of the womb a reward. 
4 Like arrows in the hand of a warrior are the children of one's youth. 
5 Blessed is the man who fills his quiver with them!  
 He shall not be put to shame when he speaks with his enemies in the gate. 

 
Q. 3. Consider Solomon’s role as he began his reign after his father David supplied the 
materials to build the Temple (1 Chr. 29:1; 2 Sam 7). Underline what Solomon declares the 
LORD provides (or is the source of)? 
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Psalm 128 (ESV) A Song of Ascents. 
 

1 Blessed is everyone who fears the LORD, who walks in his ways! 
2 You shall eat the fruit of the labor of your hands; you shall be blessed,  
 and it shall be well with you. 
3 Your wife will be like a fruitful vine within your house;  
 your children will be like olive shoots around your table. 
4 Behold, thus shall the man be blessed who fears the LORD. 
 The LORD bless you from Zion!  
 May you see the prosperity of Jerusalem all the days of your life! 
5 May you see your children's children! 
  Peace be upon Israel! 
 
Q. 4. What are the blessings in Zion one can enjoy? 
 
 
 
 
Q. 5 What is the last phrase of the psalm? Recall how the first two sets (Psalm 120 – 125) 
also have this theme. 
 
 
 
 
 
Fourth Set 

Psalm 129 A Song of Ascents. 
 

1 "Greatly have they afflicted me from my youth"-- let Israel now say-- 
2 "Greatly have they afflicted me from my youth, yet they have not prevailed against me. 
3 The plowers plowed upon my back; they made long their furrows." 
4 The LORD is righteous; he has cut the cords of the wicked. 
5 May all who hate Zion be put to shame and turned backward! 
6 Let them be like the grass on the housetops, which withers before it grows up, 
7 with which the reaper does not fill his hand nor the binder of sheaves his arms, 
8 nor do those who pass by say, "The blessing of the LORD be upon you!  
 We bless you in the name of the LORD!" 
 
Q. 6. What is the difficulty of the psalmist?  
 
 
 
Q. 7. What does the psalmist hope will happen in the future? 
 
 
 
 



 4 

Psalm 130 (ESV) A Song of Ascents. 
 

1 Out of the depths I cry to you, O LORD! 
2 O Lord, hear my voice! Let your ears be attentive to the voice of my pleas for mercy! 
3 If you, O LORD, should mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand? 
4 But with you there is forgiveness, that you may be feared. 
5 I wait for the LORD, my soul waits, and in his word I hope; 
6 my soul waits for the Lord more than watchmen for the morning, 
  more than watchmen for the morning. 
7 O Israel, hope in the LORD! For with the LORD there is steadfast love,  
 and with him is plentiful redemption. 
8 And he will redeem Israel from all his iniquities. 
 
Q. 8 Underline the words used for calling for help. What does the poet expect from the 
LORD? 
 
 
 
 

Psalm 131 (ESV) A Song of Ascents. Of David. 
 

1 O LORD, my heart is not lifted up; my eyes are not raised too high;  
 I do not occupy myself with things too great and too marvelous for me. 
2 But I have calmed and quieted my soul, like a weaned child with its mother;  
 like a weaned child is my soul within me. 
3 O Israel, hope in the LORD from this time forth and forevermore. 
 
Q. 9 Note v. 3a repeats Ps 130:7a. Where is David’s contentment found? Is his focus on the 
city of God or the God of the city? 
 
 
 
 
 
Fifth Set 

Psalm 132 (ESV) A Song of Ascents. 
 

1 Remember, O LORD, in David's favor, all the hardships he endured, 
2 how he swore to the LORD and vowed to the Mighty One of Jacob, 
3 "I will not enter my house or get into my bed, 
4  I will not give sleep to my eyes or slumber to my eyelids, 
5 until I find a place for the LORD, a dwelling place for the Mighty One of Jacob." 
6 Behold, we heard of it in Ephrathah; we found it in the fields of Jaar. 
7 "Let us go to his dwelling place; let us worship at his footstool!" 
8 Arise, O LORD, and go to your resting place, you and the ark of your might. 
9 Let your priests be clothed with righteousness, and let your saints shout for joy. 
10 For the sake of your servant David, do not turn away the face of your anointed one. 
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11 The LORD swore to David a sure oath from which he will not turn back: 
  "One of the sons of your body I will set on your throne. 
12 If your sons keep my covenant and my testimonies that I shall teach them,  
 their sons also forever shall sit on your throne." 
13 For the LORD has chosen Zion; he has desired it for his dwelling place: 
14 "This is my resting place forever; here I will dwell, for I have desired it. 
15 I will abundantly bless her provisions; I will satisfy her poor with bread. 
16 Her priests I will clothe with salvation, and her saints will shout for joy. 
17 There I will make a horn to sprout for David; I have prepared a lamp for my anointed. 
18 His enemies I will clothe with shame, but on him his crown will shine." 
 
Q. 10. Verses 1-10 describe David doing what? 
 
 
 
Q. 11 Underline what God promises in verses 11-12. How does the psalmist describe Zion 
in verses 13-18? 
  
 
 

Psalm 133 (ESV) A Song of Ascents. Of David. 
 
1 Behold, how good and pleasant it is when brothers dwell in unity! 
2 It is like the precious oil on the head, running down on the beard,  
 on the beard of Aaron, running down on the collar of his robes! 
3 It is like the dew of Hermon, which falls on the mountains of Zion!  
 For there the LORD has commanded the blessing, life forevermore. 
 
Note: the oil of consecration; Hermon is highest peak in north; Zion highest in the south  
Q. 12 What does this psalm celebrate when they arrive at their destination, Zion? 
 
 
 
 

Psalm 134 (ESV) A Song of Ascents. 
 
1 Come, bless the LORD, all you servants of the LORD,  
 who stand by night in the house of the LORD! 
2 Lift up your hands to the holy place and bless the LORD! 
3 May the LORD bless you from Zion, he who made heaven and earth! 
 
Q. 13 Underline ‘bless’ in the song. Where are the pilgrims now? What time is it? 
 
 
 
Q. 14 What is the final line of this songbook of 15 songs? Discuss how these songs prepare 
the pilgrims to worship Yahweh once they reach the house of the LORD. 
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Summary: 
Group 3 – In Psalm 126 Yahweh’s people look to Him for further deliverance as they are 
instructed to sow in tears but anticipate when they shall come home with shouts of joy, 
bringing his sheaves with him. God’s people look back to what God has already done and 
long for what He will yet accomplish in the future. The imagery of bringing sheaves 
powerfully illustrates Feast of Unleavened Bread and Feast of Booths that celebrate the 
yearly harvest – God will abundantly provide ample provision for them.  
 
As the people hope and wait, Solomon in Psalm 127 calls the people to restfulness and 
faithfulness, relying upon Yahweh as the only source of sound building and security. As a 
wisdom psalm (understandable given its author), it reminds the pilgrim that any activity 
attempted without God is empty, useless, futile - 1 Unless the LORD builds the house, those 
who build it labor in vain. Solomon literally builds the magnificent house of Yahweh, but the 
idea also refers to the building of the ‘house’ or dynasty of David (Motyer, p. 376). 
Additionally, this building a house metaphor illustrates that God is the architect, builder, 
and foundation of every successful home 4 Like arrows in the hand of a warrior are the 
children of one's youth, introduces another image of the parents’ responsibility to shape and 
direct their children with godly influence. Arrows do not start straight and sharp but must 
be crafted, so with sons and daughters who need biblical instruction, moral correction, firm 
discipline and loving affirmation. Arrows must be directed, and parents must aim their 
children at the proper target – God’s word, God’s gospel. Arrows must be released to be a 
weapon in battle, so children must leave the home to establish their own ministry and 
impact for God’s kingdom (Lawson, p. 287). Powerful marching orders! 
 
Psalm 128 expresses the blessing in Zion - The LORD bless you from Zion! – where there is 
peace at last. The pilgrim now can enjoy the diverse experiences of Yahweh’s people – 
blessed as an individual, with his wife and family, and with the entire community 
assembled in God’s city Jerusalem. 1 Blessed is everyone who fears the LORD, who walks in 
his ways! The cry of everyone’s heart is to have inner happiness. Fearing and obeying God - 
one needs both attitude and action for a person to experience such successful living.  
 
Group 4. Psalm 129 opens with the pilgrim experiencing hostility and opposition from 
enemies so he desires Yahweh to judge them 4 The LORD is righteous; he has cut the cords of 
the wicked. The psalmist of Psalm 130 cries out in deep despair for God to give mercy and 
knows He alone can forgive his iniquities 4 But with you there is forgiveness, that you may be 
feared. Though the morning is slow to come, he has confident hope and urges all the nation 
of Israel  to confess their sin and find pardon from God. 7 O Israel, hope in the LORD! For 
with the LORD there is steadfast love, and with him is plentiful redemption. The triad ends 
with a beautiful picture of utter contentment in God’s presence 2 But I have calmed and 
quieted my soul, like a weaned child with its mother; like a weaned child is my soul within me. 
David urges his nation to enjoy the same simple trust 3 O Israel, hope in the LORD from this 
time forth and forevermore. This contentment is available to everyone and should be the 
confession of all believers. “Psalm 131 is a psalm of final contentment, at home with 
Yahweh, all attention fixed on him. The way Psalm 131:3 repeats 130:7 not only links the 
psalms but means that those who have waited patiently on Yahweh for redemption must go 
on replicating that attitude in perpetuity. At the end of our pilgrimage rest is not in Zion’s 
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city but in Zion’s God. In Psalm 130 ‘waiting’ was a means to an end – redemption; in Psalm 
131 it is a life-style” (Motyer, 382). 
 
Group 5. “The final triad of psalms of the Great Ascent is unlike most of the preceding 
groups in that all three psalms are centered in Zion. There is no Zion ward movement as in 
the first two triads, nor a ‘nearer my God to thee’ movement as in the third and fourth. 
These are psalms of ‘home at last’! There is, however, movement: from the establishment, 
the distinctive city in Psalm 132 to the heaven-blessed fellowship of the gathered family of 
133, to the ultimate reality of worshippers in Yahweh’s presence of 134” (Motyer, p. 385) 
 
Psalm 132 is a royal psalm describing the special blessing that accompanied God’s house, 
presumably when the Ark of the Covenant was brought there by David, and written to 
describe the momentous occasion when the ark was brought to Jerusalem and placed into 
the tabernacle. This psalm is a prayer requesting that the Lord remember David’s vow 
concerning the dwelling place for the ark and to encourage pilgrims who traveled to the 
rebuilt temple to worship (Lawson, p. 302). Verses 1-10 describe David’s oath to give God a 
permanent home in Zion: 4 I will not give sleep to my eyes or slumber to my eyelids, 5 until I 
find a place for the LORD, a dwelling place for the Mighty One of Jacob." (See 2 Samuel 7). 
The remaining verses recall God’s oath to give David a permanent ‘house’ or monarchy 11 
The LORD swore to David a sure oath from which he will not turn back: "One of the sons of 
your body I will set on your throne. It is not the building that makes the house of God special, 
but the spiritual reality that occurs within its walls- the truth declared, His glory revealed, 
and Jesus the Son magnified –  sincere, God-honoring worship. 
 
 
The final two songs in the Pilgrim Songbook are short, but mighty. Psalm 133 expresses not 
just belonging together as brothers linked by family, but dwelling in oneness of heart. 
David use of metaphors – the oil of consecration creating the priestly nation of Israel and 
the two mountains from the north and south sharing their dew – express that the unity of 
the family of God’s people is a miracle, an act of God. Zion is a blessed city and a united 
people.  
 
“The striking simplicity and beauty of Psalm 134 is a true song of homecoming, Alec Motyer 
explains. First, it completes the final triad of psalms: blessing for Zion (132); blessing in 
Zion (133); blessing from Zion (134). But also it forms an inclusion with the opening psalm 
120. The psalmist was then spiritually in the far country (Meshech, Kedar); now he is home 
in the House in Zion. As a word, Kedar means ‘black, dark’, and in Psalm 120 reflected the 
darkness of uncongenial circumstances. How very different is the darkness of nighttime 
worship in the house – 134:1 Come, bless the LORD, all you servants of the LORD, who stand 
by night in the house of the LORD! The word bless occurs in each verse, it sounds the 
keynote of the psalm. To ‘bless’ Yahweh is to review gratefully what he is and to respond in 
worship” (p.388). This is a call to worship, and the night-duty priests and Levites offer a 
parting benediction: 3 May the LORD bless you from Zion, he who made heaven and earth! 
The final thought of the final song in the Song of Ascents. Amen and amen. 
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Conclusion:  
 
Psalm 120 – 134 is a collection of fifteen psalms with five groups of three songs each, and 
move from expressing a situation of difficulty in life, to looking for hope in the power of the 
LORD, and then finding security in the place where God dwells, Zion. These songs provided 
encouragement to help the faithful believer on his physical journey to the city of God for 
the religious festivals the Law required. These communal festivals reminded the people of 
their special relationship with God as His Chosen Ones, and included specific sacrifices and 
offerings. Whatever the sacrifice - animal, grain, or beverage – all were designed to contrast 
the sinfulness of man to the Holiness of God and ultimately point to the final, perfect 
sacrifice of God’s Son, Jesus Christ.  
Hebrews 9:11-15 (NLT)  
So Christ has now become the High Priest over all the good things that have come. He has 
 entered that greater, more perfect Tabernacle in heaven, which was not made by 
 human hands and is not part of this created world. 
With his own blood--not the blood of goats and calves--he entered the Most Holy Place once 
 for all time and secured our redemption forever. 
Under the old system, the blood of goats and bulls and the ashes of a young cow could cleanse 
 people's bodies from ceremonial impurity. 
Just think how much more the blood of Christ will purify our consciences from sinful deeds so 
 that we can worship the living God. For by the power of the eternal Spirit,  
 Christ offered himself to God as a perfect sacrifice for our sins. 
That is why he is the one who mediates a new covenant between God and people, 
  so that all who are called can receive the eternal inheritance God has promised them. 
 For Christ died to set them free from the penalty of the sins  
 they had committed under that first covenant.  
 
Today, as God’s redeemed people, we also are on a pilgrim journey – we suffer difficulty 
that at times is overwhelming and we cry out to God for help. Just like the psalmist, we 
must have confident expectation of God’s power to hear and to help, just as He has done for 
His people in the past, and promises to continue throughout the future. We have the joy to 
gather, not just three times a year, but weekly, to be in a place where Christ is magnified, 
God’s Word is taught, and true worship is offered to God.  Very soon, we will arrive at our 
final destination, where we will gather in the Eternal House of the Lord to worship and 
praise His name forever and ever.  
 
5 Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead,  
 and the ruler of the kings of the earth.  
 To Him who loves us and released us from our sins by His blood-- 
6 and He has made us to be a kingdom, priests to His God and Father- 
 -to Him be the glory and the dominion forever and ever. Amen. 
7 BEHOLD, HE IS COMING WITH THE CLOUDS, and every eye will see Him, 
  even those who pierced Him; and all the tribes of the earth will mourn over Him.  
 So it is to be. Amen. Revelation 1: 5-7 
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HOMEWORK 

 
Watch BibleProject: Themes: Sacrifice and Atonement  
Read for next time: Psalm 77 
An interesting overview of the Songs of Ascents follows. Use to pray and ponder these 
psalms: 
 

Songs of Degrees – by F.E. March 
The heading for each Psalm being an index of its contents. 

 

Psalm 120: Distress, or crying unto the Lord. 

Psalm 121: Divine aid, or kept by the Lord. 

Psalm 122: Dwelling, or the house of the Lord. 

Psalm 123: Direction, or guided by the Lord. 

Psalm 124: Deliverance, or saved by the Lord. 

Psalm 125: Defense, or shielded in the Lord. 

Psalm 126: Delight, or rejoicing in the Lord. 

Psalm 127: Protection, or blest by the Lord. 

Psalm 128: Promise, or fearing the Lord. 

Psalm 129: Persecution, or suffering with the Lord. 

Psalm 130: Prayer, or waiting upon the Lord. 

Psalm 131: Practical sanctification, or humble before the Lord. 

Psalm 132: Perseverance, or communion with the Lord. 

Psalm 133: Power, or anointed by the Lord. 

Psalm 134: Praise, or glorifying the Lord. 

 
 
 

RESOURCES 
BibleProject.com –videos, study guides, and blogs 
The Psalms by the Day: A New Devotional Translation, by Alec Motyer, 2016 
Holman Old Testament Commentary: Psalm 76-150, by Steven J. Lawson 
Matthew Henry’s concise Commentary on the Whole Bible, by Matthew Henry, 1997 
The Kregel Pictorial Guide to the Tabernacle by Tim Dowley, 2002 
Bible Introductions by John MacArthur, Jr.in Blue Letter Bible.org 

https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/psalms/120/1-7/s_598001
https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/psalms/121/1-8/s_599001
https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/psalms/122/1-9/s_600001
https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/psalms/123/1-4/s_601001
https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/psalms/124/1-8/s_602001
https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/psalms/125/1-5/s_603001
https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/psalms/126/1-6/s_604001
https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/psalms/127/1-5/s_605001
https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/psalms/128/1-6/s_606001
https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/psalms/129/1-8/s_607001
https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/psalms/130/1-8/s_608001
https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/psalms/131/1-3/s_609001
https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/psalms/132/1-18/s_610001
https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/psalms/133/1-3/s_611001
https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/psalms/134/1-3/s_612001

