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CHAPTER ONE-PSALM 120 

HOMESICK FOR HEAVEN 

 

 
Have you ever felt like an alien?  I’m not talking about the outer-space kind, but the 

out-of-place kind.  I’ve felt like an alien before.  I was a high school exchange student in 

the musty Mexican town of Saltillo.  The world of the Saltillians was unlike anything I 

had ever known.  They ate tortilla soup for breakfast.  Mexican drivers thought stop signs 

were only suggestions, so you prayed when you stepped off the curb.  After a month, I 

was ready to click my ruby-red slippers and chant “…there’s no place like home.”  

Bronwyn, my daughter, had a much more traumatic experience abroad.  Her foreign 

exchange sponsors assigned her to a host home where the German father, a famous 

physicist, had just fallen out of a tree onto a chainsaw.  Her first week with her new 

family was spent journeying to Norway to bury Father’s remains.  She had left balmy 

Tucson to reside in Hamburg, Germany, just a hop skip and a jump away from the Arctic 

circle.  Bronie felt like she had moved from the Sahara to a meat locker…  It was 

freezing, dark and rainy at four o’clock in the afternoon as she pedaled her broken-down 

bike home from school. She knew no German when she arrived, so Bronwyn’s helpful 

German classmates mischievously taught her curse words to answer the teacher in her 

high school classes.  In the frigid confines of her basement bedroom, Bronwyn felt alone, 

isolated and vulnerable.  It was the most memorable and miserable of times.  She was not 

a happy camper.  Have you ever been at a place in your life when you felt like that? 

 

The “fish out of water” syndrome is not exclusive to overseas travelers.  Once 

puberty begins, every gangly preteen feels like an alien. Often they look like one too!  

Adolescents have one foot in childhood and the other in “grown-up land.” These 

awkward, self-conscious mini-adults have no idea who they are or what they believe.  I 

didn’t.  My values would vacillate from Mom and Dad’s to my own meager attempts at 

being worldy-wise.  At eighteen, I began to tire of following the crowd. I discovered “the 

crowd” was going nowhere--they were clueless.  Finally, I relinquished the pilot’s seat in 

the cockpit of my young life.  I gave the controls to God.  Before I surrendered to His 
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plan for my life I had to be completely fed-up with my self-serving existence.  Have you 

ever felt disoriented and disconnected, like a fish out of water, struggling to breathe?   

 

Are you tired and world-weary of having it your way? Psalm 120 speaks of the pain 

of seclusion, confusion, and loneliness that a runaway drifter feels residing in a pagan 

land far from his Jerusalem home.  Read the poignant heart-cry with me and feel the pain 

of the searcher. 

 

 

Psalms 120 

A song of ascents. 

 

I call on the LORD in my distress, 

and he answers me. 

2 Save me, O LORD, from lying lips 

and from deceitful tongues. 

 

3 What will he do to you, 

and what more besides, O deceitful tongue? 

4 He will punish you with a warrior's sharp arrows, 

with burning coals of the broom tree. 

 

5 Woe to me that I dwell in Meshech, 

that I live among the tents of Kedar! 

6 Too long have I lived 

among those who hate peace. 

7 I am a man of peace; 

but when I speak, they are for war. 

 

 

Hezekiah probably penned this psalm.  King Hezekiah was on his last leg when he 

begged God to heal him.  God answered his prayer and gave him fifteen more years of 

life.  What an insurance policy…except for year fifteen! 

 

Psalm 120, classified as a psalm of lament, is also a pithy plea for help.  This 

desperado is a dead man walking.  He is a prisoner of the decaying world system.  The 

poet is using very emotional and powerful words to describe his pathetic condition. 

 

This psalm’s poetry crams an enormous amount of emotional pain and jaded 

cynicism into a few, powerful word pictures.  Our jaundiced skeptic hates where he lives 

and who he has become.  He is not a happy camper.  He has believed lies and has been 

punished with warrior’s arrows and fires from burning broom trees.  That’s gotta hurt! 

The poet’s homes in “Meshech” and “Kedar” are unfamiliar terms that mystify us.  

Where are these places and why does he hate to live there?  They were probably not 

popular destinations on the travel channel.     
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Meshech is first mentioned in Genesis 10:2.  Mr. Meshech was descended from 

Noah and migrated to present-day Russia near the Caspian sea.  For generations, 

Meshech’s fierce warriors were famous and feared for their military prowess and power.  

The Meshechites’ favorite slogan was like Russian Premier Kruschev’s favorite saying: 

“We will bury you, you little morons!”  Might made right.  Meschech barbarians bullied 

their way all over Eastern Europe, southern Asia and Siberia  In the last days, Meshech’s 

great, great, great, great grandson will march down to Jerusalem to squash the Jews like a 

bug.  Their commander-in-chief is dubbed “the Prince of Magog.”  Ezekiel prophesied in 

Ezekiel 32:26 that troops from Meshech would march south to Jerusalem to rout the Jews 

from their homeland.  Some scholars believe the “Prince of Magog,” will be the anti-

Christ, a descendant of Meshech.  Talk about bad blood in a family!  These guys make 

the mafia look tame in comparison.  They should learn to drink decaf.  Meshech’s power-

hungry mode of operation is a dead-end street.  Psalm 120 tells us that a controlling 

intimidator is seduced by Satan, and is fighting against the irresistible force of God’s 

kingdom.  . 

 

Kedar is a descendant of Ishmael, Abraham’s son born of Hagar, Sarah’s handmaid.  

Ishmael’s tribe, citizens of the Arab nations, have been warring against the Jews for 

centuries.  The clan of Kedar settled south of Israel, near the Arabian peninsula.  Our 

Bedouin buddies from Kedar always knew how to make a buck.  They were the 

stockbrokers of the Middle East!  Kedaroos were legendary for their conniving 

shenanigans.  The shrewd con-artists would run rough-shod over their naïve neighbors 

with their shady wheeling and dealing.  Kedarian Arabs are still good businessmen.  

Their slogan is: “you give us cash, and we’ll give you gas!”  How will the spirit of Kedar 

ruin our lives?.  We know that Paul reminds us in I Timothy 6:10 that the love of money 

is the root of all evil.  Paul’s statement always puzzled me.  Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 

6:21 clarifies the insidious trap of money-grubbing:.“…where a man’s treasure is, there 

his heart will be also.” God and gold are rival masters.  Money also sucks the fun out of 

life, because there is never enough.  There is always a better house, a bigger car, a higher 

circle of influential friends.  Money is a killer, an ulcer-maker, and a destroyer of 

relationships….not to mention an idol we can worship instead of God. 

 

Let me clarify—God loves the children of Kedar and Meschech just as much as He 

loves us.  It is the demonic spirits of greed, deception, violence, and cruelty that God 

hates.  We all need to recognize how we are victimized by these enemies and need a 

Savior to deliver us from being seduced by them. Understanding the true significance of 

Kedar and Meshech is critical to the interpretation of this poem.   

The psalmist finally realizes that the world system is anti-God.  Materialism, clout 

and humanism no longer deceive him.  He faces the fact that these forces that influence, 

even consume him, are a destructive, dead-end street.  Lies of Kedar mislead us to 

believe that money and worldly philosophy elevate man to a Utopian existence.  Instead, 

having to live in these worlds that are geographically miles apart will stretch us to the 

breaking point. Straddling the fence has one drawback—it hurts in the middle.  Neither 

place will bring the writer the peace and contentment that he would have residing in his 

Holy City hometown. 
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Note how this world system is totally anti-God.  Kedar-dwellers prided themselves 

on their intellectual prowess.  God promises blessing and abundance, and Kedar’s 

arrogance will only bring misery and disappointment.  I’ll give you one example.  When I 

was in graduate school in the music department, especially in the doctoral program, the 

really great musicians who succeeded were noted for their critical listening ears.  Like 

Simon the elitist television judge on American Idol, the top tunemeisters in a university 

became really good at being really picky.  If a singer’s pitch was two cents sharp or flat, 

the “real” musician would cringe.  It the choir singers did not exactly match in their word 

articulations and vowel placements, temperamental conductors would throw a fit and 

castigate the choir.  In adjudicating their own performances, the picky songsters wouldn’t 

celebrate the 9,999 notes they played and sang correctly.  If twelve notes were missed, 

they were miserable.  Many of my friends who were performance majors came out of 

school fed-up and discouraged.  The teacher’s pets who made it to the top were surprised 

to find that there were thousands of people all over the world that played higher, faster 

and louder than they.  (Some were smarter, too.  Go figure!!)  You see, in a world system 

of self-reliance and perfectionism, Satan will drive us to misery and despair as we step 

onto the relentless hamster wheel of life. 

 

Hezekiah, purported author of this psalm, understood cynicism just like his 

predecessor King Solomon.  When you are at the top of the heap, you have all the power, 

money and women you want.  Some world leaders get so drunk with power they become 

megalomanics, dictators and murderers.  That’s the world system’s insidious deception.  

It is the very spirit of Satan himself in Isaiah 14:7(?)  “I will exalt my throne above the 

stars.”  That’s the whole deception of the world system.  Satan takes God’s blessings that 

were given to strengthen and sustain us, and spoils them by tainting them with his wicked 

motives and agendas. Victimized by his schemes, we end up in a place we thought we 

would never go, to become people we never thought we’d be.  We become “aliens.” 

 

The inhabitants of this pagan society were duped by a fake religion.  Of course, as 

Christians, we recognize the insidious pitfalls of error—Islam, Hare Krishna, witchcraft.  

Such spiritual opiates poison their disciples with intimidation, legalism and sorcery.  

Such lies are deadly to the human spirit.  But most of us are deceived like Kedarians 

when we fabricate a self-styled faith.  We like the Christian label and the trappings of 

spirituality, but shun obedience to God’s ways.  Instead of living our lives according to 

His Word, we selectively choose only the parts of the Bible we like and we discard the 

hard passages.  We want a religion of convenience.  Jesus said “if ye love me, keep my 

commandments.”  If we could rewrite that verse according to our natural inclinations, we 

might say “If you like me a lot, follow some of my requests.”   

 

Loose sexual mores are an example of self-styled religion gone awry.  God created 

sex as a beautiful picture of the intimate love relationship between Jesus and His bride, 

the church.  Before the fall, Adam and Eve never even knew that they were running 

around in the buff.  Satan stole something pure and sweet and made it naughty and nasty. 

Father-God tried to shield His little Jews from the seedy sexual practices of their lusty 

pagan neighbors.  Jehovah wasn’t being a killjoy.  He was saving his precious people 

from pain and heartache.  The marriage relationship should picture tenderness, closeness 
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and vulnerability.  Sex was a gift to bless man, and to procreate godly children on the 

earth.  Today sex is a weapon.  Sexual abuse can warp little children forever.  Sexual 

promiscuity can take two people who love each other and turn them into self-serving 

users and abusers.  Can you trust the man you marry if he has had seven sexual partners 

before he met you?  Will he decide he needs more action and move on to new conquests 

after you marry?  Sex was created to be wonderful.  Satan wants to make it awful. This is 

the epitome of self-styled religion. It takes God’s best and makes it man’s worst 

nightmare.     

  

The tongue is taken to task in verse four.  Every unbeliever is seduced and 

victimized by Kedar’s and Meshech’s lies that promote materialism, manipulation and 

godless humanistic philosophy.  The unregenerate man is a puppet of Satan, living in the 

crushing grasp of the Destroyer. Naughty tongues are the lies and deception Satan speaks 

through his servants. Jesus lambasted the Pharisees with scathing derision in John 8:44: 

“You belong to your father, the devil, and you want to carry out your father’s desire.  He 

was a murderer from the beginning, not holding to the truth, for there is no truth in Him.  

When he lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies.”  Why 

is the tongue tried and convicted?  The terrible tongue in verse four was pierced by 

trickery and untruth.  James, our New Testament correspondent, reports that the tongue is 

a fire fanned to flame by a smutty soul.  God gives the appendage a time-out as damage 

control to prevent a rotting life.  Life and death are in the power of the tongue.  God does 

not give us a tonsil warning.  Apparently, they don’t cause us any trouble!  If they do, we 

extract them.  Some of us need a tonguectomy.   

 

In verse 4b, the poet reveals the judgment of one who is captivated and 

compromised by world-system propaganda and wicked words.  Warrior’s arrows pierce 

his heart.  Fires from the broom tree torment his life.  Juniper trees that dot the desert 

burn hot and long.  The penalty for the God-rejecting lifestyle is either sudden and deadly 

or long and torturous.  Christian martyrs were flame-broiled by their captors because 

burning at the stake was a horrific way to go.  The firepits of hell are hot because they 

hurt.  Nobody wants to be barbecued in a broom-tree fire—especially for eternity!  The 

blazing picture of judgment in verse four paints the miserable portrait of a godless life 

awaiting the fires of hell.  The arrows of the warrior are swift and sure.  They skewer you 

in seconds.  Don’t mess around with God.  It’s time to leave Meshech and Kedar 

. 

These potent poetic stanzas speak of the surety of God’s judgment. Often a person 

leaves Meshech and Kedar in a foxhole, in a hospital room, or at a graveside.  Solomon 

writes that the “fear of the Lord” is the beginning of wisdom.” Proverbs 1:7.  Only 

occasionally will a person come to God when he is doing well—free from the problems 

of life.  Desperation and disgust are often the key motivations that cause us to call upon 

God.  The phrase “woe is me” is an archaic phrase today.  Sunday school students in 

King James’ day got the drift.  You couldn’t get any more bummed than this.  A person 

with “woes” has really, really, really bad luck.  The “woes” of God’s judgment in 

revelation will be the final, climactic expressions of God’s wrath.  Jesus zinged arrows of 

fury in his “woes” spoken to the malicious Pharisees.  Don’t mess with God.  You don’t 

want to hang around for His “woes!”  “What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas” is a pithy 
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promise that you can sin all you want in this wicked town and every depraved citizen will 

look the other way.  The poet discovers this propaganda will sell you down the river.  

There is no sheltering place where misdeeds have no consequence. 

    

As an emotional expression of pain, “woe” denotes intense suffering and mental 

depression.  Little Charlie Brown, the gloomy cartoon character, was the used “woe is 

me” as his favorite catch phrase.  Charlie trudged around with a black cloud sketched 

over his head.  When the Psalmist makes the anguished cry “woe is me,” he is at the end 

of his rope.  “Too long I have lived among those who hate peace.”  A life of peace and 

rest are the longing of every man’s heart.  “I am a man of peace, but when I speak, they 

are for war,” the writer declares.  Like the Apostle Paul, wailing in anguish that he is 

prisoner to his old fallen nature in Romans 7, the psalmist recognizes that he is incapable 

of building satisfying relationships with God or man as long as he hangs around Meshech 

and Kedar.  This boy has to straighten up his act.  These are the birth pangs that bring 

new life. The poet has finally had enough of his way of doing things.  

 

Sin is like quicksand—it suffocates our souls.   

 

 The pathetic protagonist of Psalm 120 had learned valuable life lessons.  He was 

fed-up from living a lie and he needed to change his life-direction.  Like the New 

Testament’s tale of the prodigal son, the Psalm 120 dude is wallowing in pig slop and he 

wants to go home.  Some people spend their whole lives in deception and never see what 

they are missing. A little child, beaten by an abusive father, will sob when the child 

protective service worker arrives to remove him from his home.  The little boy grieves 

because he knows nothing better.  The pain of abuse is just a regular part of his 

dysfunctional family life.  Until an unbeliever sees the abuse he is enduring at the hand of 

Satan, he will not be motivated to leave the pig sty. The blows of Apollyon, the pain of 

Satan’s arrows piercing the back of the God-rejecter seem normal until he realizes that 

there is something better: a life of love and forgiveness, mercy and grace. 

 

The poet learned three things as he turned toward Jerusalem.  He faced the truth that 

he had swallowed a pack of lies.  He resolved to act.  He is motivated in verse six to 

move.  “Too long” has he been living life his way.  He is disgusted by  this lousy lifestyle 

and he wants out. Finally, the psalmist calls upon the Lord for his life.  He is ready to 

head for home.  

 

The analogy of this poetic portrait is crystal-clear.  The first step toward God (I call-

He answers) is a cry for salvation.  Turning from a purposeless, meaningless life without 

Christ is like coming home from a foreign land. Paul describes this turning to God in 

Ephesians 2:12-“…remember that time you were separate from Christ, excluded from 

citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and 

without God in the world.  But now in Christ Jesus, you who once were far away were 

brought near through the blood of Christ.”  The writer has discovered that God wants to 

interact with him.  He must learn to express his heart to God without hiding.  The call of 

“distress”-is the psalmist’s recognition of his hurt, anger, bitterness, and fear (those 

things inside his emotional cup). He must make the step of faith to bring his hurts 
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honestly to God as his initial step toward salvation. 

  

Such self-disclosure is not man’s work, it is the work of the Holy Spirit in us.  To 

confess our sin is to agree with God and to hate our God-rejecting ways. That’s the next 

step of faith toward the Savior.  The conscience, described in scripture as sun oido, 

means to see together with God the true nature of fallen behavior.  This conscience is the 

interface between the soul and the spirit.  Apart from God’s revelation, man cannot truly 

know himself.  A key step in emptying the “cup” of hurt and pain is seeing what is inside. 

   

As we stand at the juncture between heaven and hell we finally learn that 

meaningful relationships apart from God are not just shallow and difficult, they are 

impossible.  Moving out of Meshech and Kedar is not enough.  We need to get out of 

Dodge and head for the hills of the Holy Land.  We must call on the Lord, the King of 

Heaven and earth.  God alone is able to deliver us, to take us to Jerusalem.  The Father of 

the prodigal in all of us stands waiting to welcome us with open arms.  When we begin to 

despise the far country, we’re ready to yearn for the joy of coming home to God’s love 

and forgiveness.  We recognize our Father’s open door policy, made possible by the 

sacrifice of Jesus’ blood for our sin.  This happy reunion begins a love relationship with 

God that lasts forever.  It is a homecoming none of us will want to miss! 

 

Small Group discussion question: 

  

Would you take just a moment and share your first steps toward God? How did you 

become a Christian, or how did you return to Him after a period of despair and 

disillusionment.?  If you are uncomfortable sharing your own journey, give a prayer 

request for someone you know who is in this place of doubt and running away from 

God…. 

 

Open-ended question: Then ask yourself, does a Christian have to take this first step 

of discomfort and desperation before he can come to Christ?    

 

Your  Reflections:   

Have you begun your journey toward God? You can by believing that Jesus died for 

your sins on the cross, and by praying to invite Him into your heart. 

 

Are you allowing God to impact your relationship with others? 

 

Do you view life through the lens of God’s word? 

In what ways are you bringing your hurt, inadequacy or distress to God?  Is 

confession a part of your spiritual walk? 

 

Meditation for today: 

Picture that moment of salvation when you first met Christ.  Ask God to show you 

Himself as Rescuer, Responder, Savior, Deliverer 


