Exegesis of Palms 121 — Rev. Nishantha Fernando

Literary form and features

Psalm 121 can be identified as a testimony to a persons’ faith when he was faced with a problem
and, secondarily, as a liturgical blessing®.1t is often associated with the blessing of pilgrims in the
home before they journey to Jerusalem?. This priestly blessing is connected to the Aaronic blessing
(Numbers 6:22-27)3. Psalm 121 is “used as a liturgy for travellers, with those going on journey
reciting vv 1-2 and those remaining at home speaking the words of encouragement and blessing in
vv 3-8”4. The word Yahweh is mentioned five times in the psalm (vv.2,5 [twice], 7, 8) and a key
verbal idea, repeated six times, is “keeping” (vv.3,4,5,7[twice],8)°. The Psalm can be divided into
four sections: verses 1-2, 3-4, 5-6 and 7-8. The first section is a mainly a pilgrim Psalm, in verse
3 “You” is a personal address in the second person singular. The “you” is always the object of
YHWH?’S action; only in v. 6 are the subjects that act on the “you” the sun and moon. All action
is ultimately controlled by YHWH, and the acting subject is YHWH®. That shows YHWH has the
ultimate authority over nature and there is nothing beyond his power. The Psalm shows YHWH
as a guardian, protector of Israel. “Psalm 121 is about individual human life, always threatened,
and the promise of YHWH’S all-encompassing protection”’. Verses 3-8 are three structured verse
pairs: the initial pair (vs. 1, 2) is a testimony to Yahweh as ‘my help’, the next pair is a promise to
the pilgrims, with the special nature of the ‘help’ as ‘watching’®. “The second of each verse pair
spells out actions that Yahweh will or will not undertake (vv.4, 6, 8)°. According to Claus
Westermann the first two verses of Psalms 121 are in the first person and rest of the other section
is addressing a second person. The first section is about trust in God and the second about the
promise of God for protection and guidance, therefore it is an individual blessing of Israel’s

worship as well as blessing of the pre journey®°. The significant feature of the going out and coming
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in under the protection of Yahweh is that every footstep of the devotee was watched by him (v.3)*.
It can also be identified as a simple dialogue between a father and a departing son'2. Another
suggestion about this Psalms is that it is a promise to a King when he goes to battle and an
assurance that he will return safely. When in connection to pilgrimage it could also be an address
to a people who are going home!3. Therefore, according to scholarly opinion this Psalm can be
understood in different ways.

When compared to other Psalms, Psalm 91 has a close relationship to 121 particularly the
subject of Yahweh’s protection'®. Verse 3 of the 121 and verse 3 of 91 are similar and speak of
protection. Also the content of the message of the psalm is close to a priestly blessing of Numbers
6:24-26%. In a comparison between the NIV, the JPS, and the NRSV Bibles it can be seen that
there are differences in the poetic features of the psalm®®. There are also word differences and
literary style differences. Psalm 122 is the only completed pilgrim song in the book of Psalms and
Psalm 84 is closely related to those songs found in Isaiah 2:3 (=Micah 4:2); Jeremiah 31:6%". The

pilgrimage songs always express the feelings of the individual and include a blessing.'®

Historical and social context

Psalm 121 belongs to the smaller collections of Psalms 120-134 called ‘songs for the processions’.
As is stated in the headings most of these psalms were composed for the festivals of harvest and
tabernacles®®. Psalms 120 to 134 bear the unique title of ‘A song of ascents, or degrees; these
psalms could be connected to offering of the-first fruits at the temple at Pentecost?°. Psalms 121
belongs to book 5 of the Psalms and book 4 and 5 were identified as compositions of the ‘second
temple’L. Book five is the last book of psalms (Psalms 107-149) and it contains thanksgiving and
communal hymns??. According to Jewish custom every male had to go three times a year to

worship the God Yahweh in Jerusalem but it was not possible to do it alone because of the distance
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and danger; therefore pilgrims went as groups to prevent risk of danger?. Mountains were
considered a danger and difficulties were faced by pilgrims when they went to Jerusalem through
the hill country of Palestine?*. This is because of the way they had to go was not easy; but those
who had faith in YHWH the God almighty of Israel depended on him for protection. Because they
believed YHWH was God of mountains therefore there was no fear when walking through
mountain regions. That mountains stand as a dwelling place of God (Ps.48:2-3, 87:1-2)%. Also
mountains stands as symbols of God’s protection of Zion (psalm 125:2), as other gods shrines and
as the route of the festal advent (Psalms 68:7; 76:4; Isaiah 52:7; Nahum 1:15)?°. The God of Israel’s
watchful eye was always upon people. He did not sleep but the other gods, of Israel’s neighbours
had a rest time. That is a mark of the uniqueness of the God of Israel in comparison to the other
ancient Near Eastern gods. The other gods were sleeping when their people called them (1Kings
18:27), but the God of Israel did not so. Cain asked about his brother (Genesis 4:9) and showed
himself lacking integrity and love, but Yahweh did not fail to keep and protect Israel?’ While the
rest of the gods were identified in human form the God of Israel was the creator of humanity and
not human; He was the guardian of Israel?®. Yahweh as keeper of Israel is always alive and awake
(Ps.18:46.) In contrast to him the other vegetation gods of cultivated land were sleeping during
changes of season (I Kings 18:27)?°. Therefore the significant priority for those who had faith in
the God of Israel was that their life was protected and they did not need to worry about their lives;
the main thing was they had to keep faith in him. As in verse 6 the moon shall not strike you it was
a special insurance from Yahweh because in the Babylonian context disastrous effects are ascribed
to the moon god; he is the cause of fever and leprosy®. Verse 1 of the psalm was a naturally
tempted to asked as question by a Jew in half pagan social context, because many sanctuaries ‘on
the hills’ were represent ancient tradition of gods, the dough of the person was that if Yahweh was

powerless or wouldn’t help him. But the person who asked the question has an experienced of the
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past of his for fathers who had faith in Yahweh; therefore the answer is verse 2. Then the worshiper
gets proper answer of proclaimed in the very words of blessing of cultic liturgy which is in: 121:4,
7-8%1,

Theological perspectives

In Psalm 121 the theology of creation is highly emphasised because the Psalmist is seeing God’s
creation and His/her power; he was trying to find refuge in God’s protection through seeing God’s
own creation. The psalmist’s faith was based on God the creator; therefore to him Yahweh is the
source for everything and has all authority over nature as well as over all other sources of powers.
Yahweh is the creator of heaven and earth. Yahweh is protector and creator, One who sustains the
world and One who secures His faithful; every person was protected among the pilgrims®.
Therefore one of the main theological emphases of this Psalms is the theology of protection
because Yahweh is creator God of the universe; He/she has the power and authority to provide this
protection. As the psalmist reflected upon that protection it was affirmed in later verses of the
Psalms as an assurance of the security of God’s people who were keen to worship Him/her in
Jerusalem, where Yahweh’s temple was situated. The significant feature of that protection was it
could only be given by Yahweh; other gods could not give such protection because they were not
in that powerful position. Therefore monotheism was the only option open to faithful Israel; only
one God, no other gods; it was the God’s commandment (Exodus 20:3-4) - which God had given
to the people of Israel; the chosen people of Yahweh. The chosen people had therefore, a special
duty to worship Yahweh truly. Yahweh was the source of the life, there were no fears of death nor
fear of evil because for the faithful believer who worshipped Him/her would be looked after by
him. Therefore the worshipper of Yahweh did not bother about life threatening circumstances
because his life was in the hand of Yahweh. Therefore hope in Yahweh meant an experience of
human security.

The significant feature on the receivers’ side was that s/he should be a faithful to Yahweh,
and then only would s/he find assurance, received from God. Therefore if someone wanted
protection s/he should be on the side of Yahweh then only s/he received the blessing. When
missionaries evangelised Asia and Africa those who were baptised got benefits. They said that the

baptized were in the light where as others were in the darkness; therefore in the context of
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conversion in to Christianity most people became Christian for reasons of practical survival, not
as a real commitment to God; for instance in Sri Lanka in 1962 when Christian schools were taken
over by the government a majority of teachers gave up Christianity and return to Buddhism. The
theology of prosperity which most Christians groups are trying to implement at present teach that
if you believe in Jesus/God or become Christian you will be blessed in everything. This is a
challenge to the teaching of Christ in the context of the chosen people or baptized people.

For the Israelites worship in the sanctuary was a special event; the festivals were the high
point of their spiritual life, roots of life and activity®. It was the part of the covenant life between
Yahweh and people of Israel as chosen people. Therefore participated to festivals was a sign of

the fulfilling covenant life and it was a part of their spiritual life style.
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