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 This is the last psalm in what the Bible designates as the Songs of Ascent. These are the songs the pilgrims would sing on 
their way to worship at the temple in Jerusalem three times a year. In Psalm 120, we began the journey with repentance. We started 
off going a different way. We turned toward God. This is the psalm that makes me think of the title of Eugene Peterson’s A Long 
Obedience in the Same Direction. The trek to worship may be arduous and filled with troubles. But we start off and we keep going, 
pointed in the way we want to go.  
 Along the way we looked at faith issues. Obedience. Unity. Providence. Worship. Help. Security. Happiness. Joy. Work. 
Service. Humility. Perseverance. None of these “just happen,” though we think they should in our instant society. But they can and 
do happen as we walk down the road of faith.  
 This last of these psalms is short – the second shortest in the Bible. And it answers the question, “What will it be like 
when we arrive?” That’s a fair enough question. Have you yet experienced a great deal of hard work and sacrifice for a goal and 
then when you achieved it – you were let down? It really wasn’t that great after all. You felt empty inside.  
 This is a psalm about worship, but really about blessing. Bless is the key word. You find it three times in these short 
verses. The idea is fairly straightforward. Bless God. He blesses you. Bless him. What does it mean to bless God? 
 I first think of prayers at meals. “Doug, will you please ask the blessing?” is something I often hear, since the presence of 
an ordained pastor renders all other prayer from anyone else useless (this isn’t true, but people act like it).  
 Then I think of blessings at church, most likely in a Catholic, Anglican or Episcopalian church. Instead of taking the 
Lord’s Supper, children and anyone can get a blessing. A short prayer.  
 Bless This House is a common needlepoint. Enough said.  
 Most men know enough to ask their girlfriend’s father for his blessing on asking her to marry him. That is a good thing. 
Unless he doesn’t give it. Then what will you do? 

And then there’s the phrase “Bless his heart.” In its most innocuous usage, the phrase is intended to express empathy and 
understanding, as in: “Why, you’ve been traveling all day. You must be exhausted, bless your heart. Why don’t you go lie down 
until it’s time for dinner?” 
 Others have pointed out the phenomenon (mostly a Southern one) that you can get away with saying just about anything 
about someone if you add “Bless her heart” to it somewhere. Here are a few examples: 
 Bless her heart, she’s so bucktoothed, she could eat an apple through a picket fence. 

Bless her heart, she can’t help being ugly, but she could’ve stayed home. 
She really can’t cook chicken, bless her heart. 
She’s pretty light on her feet for a big girl, bless her heart 

 
 That’s not the best definition or connotation of Bless her heart. The Bible has two meanings when it uses this word, and 
none of our common useages mentioned thus far catch the sense of it.  
 The first can be seen best in Psalm 1. This blessing is what Psalm 128 announces and Psalm 1 describes. Blessing then is 
a sense of well being that comes when we are living in tune with creation and redemption. It’s a life well lived, the life of the 
Sermon on the Mount. Blessed is the man who… But those attributes of blessing aren’t health and wealth. They aren’t protected 
and rocking the suburbs. They are the true life of integrity and faith, of brokenness and humility. That brings a life of blessing. 
Doing the good, hard, true thing well and honestly. Psalm 1.  
 The other kind of blessing is what God does to us and among us; he enters into covenant with us, he pours out his own 
life for us, he shares the goodness of his Spirit, the vitality of his creation, the joys of his redemption. He empties himself among 
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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! ESV 
 

Come, bless God, all you servants of God!  
You priests of God, posted to the nightwatch  
in God's shrine,  
Lift your praising hands to the Holy Place,  
and bless God.  
In turn, may God of Zion bless you Ñ   
God who made heaven and earth! The Message 



us, and we get what he is. That is blessing.2 Immanuel, God with us. That is his blessing.  He is not far off. He is there. He knows 
what it’s like. That is his blessing. This is akin to the church blessing, but so much more. God enters into our world and speaks to 
us.  

Therefore we respond. We respond to God’s blessing. We bless him. We enter into his world.  “We respond with that 
which we have received. We participate in the process that God has initiated and continues. We who are blessed, bless. When the 
word is used for what people do, it has, in Scripture, the sense of ‘praise and gratitude for blessing received.’”3 
 
 Commanded to Bless 
 We first notice that this psalm, coming at the end of these songs, acts in one way like a benediction. It concludes the set of 
psalms with phrases reminding us of Numbers 6 – The Lord bless you and keep you…  
 But do you notice that this psalm is also an invitation? It is a commanded invitation. Bless God. Come, bless God, all you 
servants of the Lord.  

Yes, they had arrived at the temple. So have you. We are the temple, collectively as 1 Corinthians shows us. We are 
God’s people. We are Christ’s body. You have come to worship.  

How did you come? Did you fight with your wife on the way? That’s all right. Worship. Did you quarrel with your 
neighbor yesterday about the yard – or do you want to? You are here. Bless God. Did you blow your exam? God is with you. Have 
you lost touch with your children and can’t find them? Put that away for a moment. They have their own pilgrimage to make. You 
are here. Bless God. Did you talk back to and disobey your parents? Say you’re sorry and let’s worship God. Are you ashamed of 
the feelings you had while traveling?, the grumbling, the resentment? You still arrived and now that you are here, bless God. Are 
you embarrassed by the number of times you quit and had to be picked up and carried along? Ah, no matter. You made it. Bless 
God.4 

You have come into the presence of God today. We hear him invite us to worship. We hear his words to us. We respond 
in confession. He assures us of our forgiveness. We respond in our offerings. He takes them and blesses them. We respond with 
our prayers, asking him to take care of all things. He says he will and gives us this humble sermon, this glorious psalm for us to 
consider and chew on that it might change our hearts.  

Bless God then is an invitation and a command. Now that we’re here, what should we talk about? Shall we tell stories 
about our trip? Shall we spend our time here as tourists? Can we start looking for another holy place to visit? What will the temple 
be like? A place to gossip, network, place business contracts, socialize, receive congratulations for our conquests? I cannot believe 
she’d wear that to church, bless her heart. That’s not why you came – bless God. God blessed you. Bless God.  
 I’m not telling you that how you got here is absolutely irrelevant. As Peterson puts it: 

Our stories are interesting and important, but they are not the point.  
Our achievements may be marvelous, but they are not germane.  
Our curiosity maybe be understandable, but it is not relevant.  

 But that’s not the point. It’s not all about you. It’s all about God. What heÕs doing. What he’s doing in and for you.  
  
 What if you don’t feel like blessing God? That is very possible. You’ve had a bad week. You’re mad. Mad at your boss, 
your roommates, your spouse, your parents. Mad at God even. I’m not blessing God! Not until I feel like it.  
 This psalm has something to say to you today. Can you hear it? It says this – Lift up your hands! Hold them up. I’ll bet 
you might feel silly. That’s okay. Just lift them up. Don’t worry about your heart just yet. Lift up your hands. Peterson writes, “It is 
a simple motor movement.  You may not be able to command your heart, but you can command your arms. Lift your arms in 
blessing and maybe your heart will get the message and be lifted up also in praise.” Our bodies and our souls work together, but 
which one we go through first to get to the other isn’t always clear. Just start at one and if it’s not working go to the other. Lift 
your hands is what this text says to do.  

Now, we’re all pretty sensitive to pure Skinner behavior modification. We cringe at Just Do It Christianity. We don’t 
want to be a people, a church that just does stuff without believing it or discussing it. We want to be honest.  

Okay, fair enough. Me too. I’m in that camp. And to be honest, what I’m saying is similar to behavior modification, but 
it’s not the same thing. I’m not going to over qualify this with explaining it all – because this psalm doesn’t.  

Find the right things to do, practice the actions, and other things will follow.  Act your gratitude; pantomime your thanks; 
you will become what you do. You cannot change your behavior by first changing your feelings. But by changing your behavior 
you can change your feelings.  
 Let’s take an example, one that Peterson uses: What about liking a person? 
 Person One, the person trapped by his feelings thinks: “I don’t like that person, therefore I will not speak. If my feelings 
change, I will speak.” How will his feelings change? 
 Person Two, the one that understands this psalm thinks: “I don’t like that person, therefore I will speak to him. God tells 
me to love my neighbor as myself and to love my enemies. I will obey even though I don’t feel like it. I am in charge of myself 
and my obedience, therefore I can do the right thing and trust God for the rest.”  

                                                
2 191 and Peterson is all throughout all of this.  
3 192 
4 All from Peterson but adapted.  



 Person One thinks to herself:  “I don’t feel like worshipping, therefore I am not going to church. I will wait until I feel 
like it and then I will go.” Very often, she never goes.   

Person Two, the one who understands and is trying to obey this psalm says, “I don’t feel like worshipping, therefore I will 
go to church and put myself in the way of worship.” Very often, her heart is changed by the freight train of the gospel running over 
it.   
 The example in the psalm itself is the priests. They have to worship God. It’s their job. All the time. There is a 3 am shift 
of worship that needs to be just as worshipful as the 8pm one. “‘No excuses,’ says the psalm singer, ‘your feelings may be flat, but 
you can control your muscles: lift up your hands.”5  There is a reality deeper than our feelings.  
 I know I’m preaching to the choir. After all, you are here. You are reading this. You came to church today. But what 
about next week? What will you do when you don’t feel like it? When you feel guilty or tired or ashamed or unconnected or angry 
or… a million other things? Will you come? 
 I want you to practice coming. We can do it together right now. Lift your hands. Just lift them up. Way up high, like 
you’re going on rollercoaster. Cal will look back and say, “Lift your hands, mom” and she does. Look back. Say to your neighbor 
“Lift your hands.” I’m not going to teach you to speak in tongues. Don’t worry. Just lift your hands.  
 Good. That’s practice. That’s application to this psalm. And no one got hurt.  
 
 Receiving the Blessing 
 This psalm doesn’t only command us to bless. We bless God because he has blessed us. 3 May the Lord bless you from 
Zion, he who made heaven and earth! 
 Do you know what you get when you come into the presence of God? Some will tell you that you get dreams (I have 
heard it said in churches in my own town). This is a doctrine and a message of personal fulfillment. What do you want to do? God 
will help you if you’ll just stay in touch with him.  
 I don’t think so. When you get in touch with God, when you really see him, when you’re really in his presence – you feel 
guilty. Your sin is front and center in comparison to his holiness. Your faults stick out like never before. And you are undone. The 
law helps us to see our need for repentance and that is good, but being in God’s presence is the ultimate in undoing us.  
We need grace. When we feel our guilt, we are to cry out to God for relief in grace. And – and this is good news – he gives it! He 
shows us grace, unmerited favor on those who deserve wrath, found in his son Jesus Christ, who is all and all for us.   
 What is our response? Gratitude. Blessing. Joy. Life. Offering. Thankfulness. We see him. We see our lack and need. We 
see and experience his grace. And we respond in gracious blessing of a joyful heart.  
 Don’t we? Do we? This is one reason we leave church with a benediction, with a blessing of a good word to go out on. 
It’s not our own words. Not a pithy saying or inspirational poem. I remember back in the day – late 70s early 80s – the show Hill 
Street Blues always ended with the words, “Be careful out there.” That isn’t a benediction or a blessing. It’s a warning. The last 
word of our service is a blessing on you. God is with you willing to work in your life all throughout the week in every moment.  

And this psalm leaves us in the same place. May the Lord bless you from Zion! From the church. “Blessing is at the end 
of the road. And that which is at the end of the road influences everything that takes place along the road. The end shapes the 
means. As Catherine of Siena said, ‘All the way to heaven is heaven.’ A joyful end requires a joyful means. Bless the Lord.”6 

Peterson is really interested in the means of things right now. I’m reading his latest book The Jesus Way and that’s what 
the whole book is about. Since A Long Obedience In the Same Direction was his first book, it appears he’s been thinking about it 
for a long time. The way you get somewhere is wrapped up on where you’re going. The end of the road makes a difference in the 
way you travel.  

What is the end of the road? We could say a lot of things about it, but here in our text, the end of the journey to worship is 
blessing. It’s joy.  

Do you have joy? Why not? Are you blessed? Are you happy? Do you have joy? 
The Westminster Shorter Catechism famously asks “What is the chief end of man?” There it is – the ends. What is the 

answer? The chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy him forever.  
Peterson writes: “It is extremely important to know the one thing that overrides everything else. The main thing is not the 

work for the Lord; it is not suffering in the name of the Lord; it is not witnessing to the Lord; it is not teaching Sunday school for 
the Lord; it is not being responsible for the sake of the Lord in community; it is not keeping the Ten Commandments; not loving 
your neighbor; not observing the golden rule. “The chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy him forever.” Or, in the 
vocabulary of Psalm 134, ‘Bless God.’”7 

I think of it as a bear hug from God. He is so glad to see you. He is proud of you. He knows you and still loves you, and 
that is a good kind of love. He knows you can’t do everything, and is so glad that you’re doing what you are. He can’t wait to see 
you again. He talks about you when you’re not around. He forgives you gladly. He wants you around. He loves to hear what you 
did. He receives your gifts gladly.  

It’s like a permanent father’s day. His children gather around and give him their homemade cards and tacky ties they’ve 
bought. But it’s the father who cooks the steaks on the grill and blesses his children. He is so glad they love him, but he loves them 
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more. It’s joy. Realistic, personal, intimate joy. That’s at the end of the road. It’s what Psalm 134 is talking about. We don’t have 
to wait until the end of the road to enjoy what is at the end of the road.  
 
 When we think of Jesus and his relationship with his father we see this sense of blessing and joy. He delighted in being 
with his father. He blessed others. He received the blessing of God, especially seen in his baptism. 
 But he was also cursed by God and forsaken. He received the anti-blessing – damnation. Instead of saying, I love you and 
bless you, God said, quite literally Damn you to hell!  
 Why? He who should have gotten blessing received damnation and curse so that you who deserve the curse can get the 
blessing. His blessing is imputed to you. You are blessed in Christ. Loved in Christ.  
 That is the good news for you today. You have not had enough joy. Look to Christ. You have not blessed God enough, 
nor prayed for your pastors and priests. Look to Christ, your shepherd and great high priest. Be and feel the love and joy of resting 
in him alone for your salvation. He is the end of the road. He is the way to the end of the road too. Let us be a joyful, blessed 
church as we walk together to an eternity of serving Jesus.  
 
 


