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Exploring the Songs of Ascent 

Over the last term we have studied the Songs of Ascent. This is the title given to a group of fifteen 

psalms, starting at Psalm 120 (“I call on the LORD in my distress, and he answers me”)1. This followed 

a term where we muddled around the theme of uncertainty, discussing some topical issues but also 

rooting ourselves in the story of Abraham, a hero of faith on a journey through many prolonged 

periods of uncertainty. 

Our choice of these Psalms was almost an accident. I ordered what I thought was a book called A 

Long Obedience in the Same Direction by Eugene Peterson at what I thought was a knock down price 

but it turned out to be an associated study guide. Even so, we trust that we aren’t wandering alone, 

lost in the dark, and so decided to move from uncertainty to walking forward in faith. As our stained 

glass encourages us: in faith, obey; in faith, endure; in faith, pray! 

Frankly, the study guide isn’t as good as the book which I now have safely on my Kindle (after the 

precaution of ordering a free advance sample). The questions seem to jump from elementary 

Sunday School simplicity (what word in this verse indicates how the psalmist feels?) to very 

personally revealing (what sins, so deep rooted in our culture that we struggle to identify them, 

affect you?). It also covers only six out the fifteen psalms and, even with having read the book, it 

sometimes seemed hard to pin the study down in the scripture before us. On the other hand, it did 

take us to the Songs of Ascent and, with only six studies, we managed to complete the whole course 

without running out of term or out of steam for the first time in a long while! 

The fifteen Psalms are all relatively short; even as a group, they are shorter than the leviathan Psalm 

119 that directly precedes them! It appears that they were written over a long period of time by 

several authors. Some are attributed to David or his son, Solomon, but most are anonymous. Ps 132 

looks back to the reign of David, casting it as history and Ps 126 talks of return from captivity and 

could come from five hundred or more years later! 

Therefore, it appears to have been a slow compilation. Putting that in perspective though, if you look 

through our regular liturgy, you will find not only echoes of Cranmer, almost 500 years ago, but also 

creeds that date back to the third century AD and many fragments that go back to the New 

Testament period (such as the Lord’s prayer) and even back to Old Testament roots. In that 

perspective, this collection of songs, believed to have been used as the Jewish people travelling to 

Jerusalem for annual festivals and perhaps also as they ascended the hill of the temple2, does not 

seem so stretched out. 

  

                                                           

1
 Using the accepted numbering scheme from Protestant Bibles. Roman Catholic Bibles combine Ps 9-10, 

placing their numbering one place behind until reaching Ps 146 / 147, which is split and thus brings them back 
into harmony for the final numbers. 
2
 M’Caw, L.S. and Motyer, J.A., 1970. Psalms. In: D. Guthrie, J.A. Motyer, A.M. Stibbs and D.J. Wiseman, eds., 

New Bible Commentary, 3rd ed. Leicester: IVP, pp.446–547. 
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Petersen takes his title from a quote from Nietzsche: 

The essential thing “in heaven and earth” is … that there should be a long obedience in the 

same direction; there thereby results, and has always resulted in the long run, something 

which has made life worth living (Beyond Good and Evil) 

Yes, that is Nietzsche of the “God is dead” fame! The quote is used almost in gleeful spite of its 

originator. In closing his book, Petersen imagines the (now long-dead) philosopher entering his 

study, being delighted to see that his sentence is still in circulation and then turning apoplectic as he 

realises it has been pressed into encouraging, nurturing and discipiling that very group known as 

Christians who he considered a malign and worthless influence on civilisation! Hook him up to a 

generator and make the light bulbs glow! 

The encapsulating idea of the book is that this group of psalms demonstrate aspects of Christian 

character that are developed in us as we press on with what Paul describes to the Philippians as our 

“upward call” (Php 3:14). As we encounter the truth that we are broken people and the good news 

that Christ’s death breaks the power of death over us as we are joined with him, that his 

resurrection brings the life of God’s kingdom breaking in and that his Spirit empowers us to walk in a 

life reconciled to our heavenly father, we have hope. God doesn’t do a quick fix on us and put us 

back to wander in darkness. Instead he calls us step by step to pursue a long obedience in the same 

direction, eventually to bask in the fullness of his light. 

I am tempted to go step by step through each of these gem like psalms but you will be pleased to 

hear that the City Limits group dissuaded me from the exhaustive (or exhausting!) approach. 

Instead, let me close by inviting you to turn to the Songs of Ascent in your Bibles and casting your 

eyes over them as I read out Petersen’s headings. Perhaps one or more will take you forward this 

week, step by step on the path of Christ’s faithful disciples:

 120: Repentance 

 121: Providence 

 122: Worship 

 123: Service 

 124: Help 

 125: Security 

 126: Joy 

 127: Work 

 128: Happiness 

 129: Perseverance 

 130: Hope 

 131: Humility 

 132: Obedience 

 133: Community 

 134: Blessing 
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