The Christian’s Journey (Psalm 84; 5/7/09)

In this psalm mention is made of two birds – sparrows and swallows (v3).  I’m no expert, but sparrows, at least in the UK, are little brown birds who seem to live and die in the same environment. They don’t travel very far from the hedgerows or gardens where they were born. But swallows travel for 6,000 miles (10,000 km). They visit the UK in the summer, and then head for the warmer weather of South Africa!
Our church family is made up of a few sparrows – people who are actually from Torino, or who have put down their roots here! But we have many more swallows – people who are here for a few months or years, and then move on. Today is the last Sunday at the ICT for some of them; July is the last month for others. They are travelling away, moving on. This is a feature of our church life, and it is often sad to keep having to say goodbye.

That’s why I want us to think about this psalm today. It’s all about travelling. This man wants to travel to the temple in Jerusalem, God’s dwelling-place, but for some reason – war, perhaps - he can’t. Every devout Israelite would journey on an annual pilgrimage to Jerusalem to join together in the worship of the LORD. These were joyful gatherings as the twelve tribes ascended to Zion (v7). When they arrived in Jerusalem they were safe and happy. Of course, God is everywhere, but this was the place where he had promised to meet especially with Israel. 
All of us are on a journey through this life. It has many twists and turns. Perhaps like me, you never envisaged living in Italy, but here you are! But if you are a Christian, a follower of Jesus, you are on a pilgrimage; you are travelling to a destination which the NT calls the heavenly Jerusalem (Hebrews 12:22) or the Holy City, the new Jerusalem (Revelation 21:2). This is not a literal city but a description of our eternal home – where we enjoy the unspoiled presence of God and of all his people; where there are no goodbyes; and where there is no more death or mourning or crying or pain (v4). You are heading for a safe and happy place, promised to you by Jesus, prepared for you by Jesus and won for you by Jesus.
So what does it mean to be a pilgrim? Are you on this journey – whether a sparrow or a swallow? This psalm can tell us.

1) Longing for God (v1-4)

The Sons of Korah were responsible for leading the worship at the temple. For this man it wasn’t just a job! He longs to be back at the dwelling-place of the LORD. It’s lovely to him (v1). His soul yearns for the courts of the LORD so keenly he faints (v2). Is he just home-sick? No, it’s not a building but a Being he longs for: my heart and flesh cry out for the living God (v2). Is he jealous of the sparrow and the swallow? They have free access to the place near your altar; but he doesn’t. The altar was the place of sacrifice; the way the LORD had prescribed for approaching him by faith in OT worship. Yet religious worship for this pilgrim is not a formal, mechanical routine like so much religion in the name of the ‘Christian Church’ today. What makes the difference? He knows God: O LORD Almighty, my King and my God. He longs to praise God, and considers blessed those who are there, doing so for ever (v3). Clearly he loves God and is longing to meet with and worship him. Only God can satisfy his heart and soul. Do you understand this man? 

Day of the Triffids is a science-fiction novel written in the 1950’s, set in England. A meteorite has struck the world and the majority of people have been struck blind. Imagine how desperate the blind people are as they search for food in London. One sighted man sees blind people break into a shop and start fighting over what they think are tins of food. The sighted man sees that they are actually tins of paint! The blind people fight to possess something that can never satisfy their hunger. 
Are you blind? Do you think you can satisfy your soul through football, music, sex, work, holidays or even family? You were created for something more. You made us for yourself, and our heart is restless, until it rests in you (Augustine). So Jesus claimed: I am the bread of life. Have you realised yet that only God can satisfy your soul? Can you say my heart and flesh cry out for the living God? If you so then know that you’re travelling on the right road. This is the sign of being born again. God gives us many gifts for enjoyment on the journey, but they are not the goal. So wherever you travel in this world, do not seek your ultimate satisfaction in anything else but God. Hear the Christian pilgrim’s cry:

Now none but Christ can satisfy, no other name for me
There’s love, and life and lasting joy, Lord Jesus, found in Thee!
2) Travelling to God (v5-7)

This pilgrimage wasn’t a walk in the park. Some ways led through the Valley of Baca – meaning either ‘weeping’ or ‘balsam-trees’ (common in dry places). Even though their journey is dry and difficult, look what happens: As they pass through…they make it a place of springs and autumn rains fall (the foretaste of later Spring rains). The pilgrims’ presence transforms the valley of weeping into pools of blessing. How does this happen? It’s due to their hope: They go from strength to strength, till each appears before God in Zion (v7). Are these super-human pilgrims? No, their strength comes from God: blessed are those whose strength is in you (v5). Do you see the picture? Followers of Jesus face difficulties in this world. We experience valleys of pain, sorrow and suffering – as he did. But God strengthens us by his Spirit with the hope of seeing him in the heavenly Jerusalem. With Christ in us, the hope of glory we transform this dry and tearful world on the way.
Rebecca, a Christian, was on her way home late at night when  her car broke down. A couple behind her stopped to help. They waited with her while the recovery vehicle came, and while Kurt took a phone call Rebecca talked with Carla. Soon, Carla was pouring out her sad life-story to Rebecca – her divorce and her daughter’s attempted suicide. “Does God ever get involved in the messes we make in or lives?” Carla asked. Rebecca had the great opportunity to speak about God’s love and grace through Jesus Christ. Carla gave her address, and Rebecca promised to send her a bible. As they parted, Carla hugged her so intensely it almost made Rebecca cry (Out of the Saltshaker, p65).
So wherever you travel through this world, never lose sight of the end of the journey: home with God. May the hope of glory sustain you through trials and suffering: our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed us (Romans 8:18). Remember, when you feel too weak to take another step, that God enables you to go from strength to strength: I can do everything through him who gives me strength (Philippians 4:13). And wherever the Lord leads you, may you be a blessing both to fellow pilgrims and to those who as yet have no hope:
O strengthen me, that while a stand/Firm on the rock and strong in Thee

I may stretch out a loving hand/To wrestlers with the troubled sea
3) Depending on God (v8-11)

Last weekend I watched a tight-rope walker cross on a rope suspended between two cranes. Each step was a taken very carefully! He depended upon the rope to hold him, and the pole to give him balance. In the same way, Christians are called to live a life of step by step dependence upon God. We see this in these closing verses. 
He depends on God’s king (v9): he prays for God’s favour upon your anointed one, the king of Israel, trusting that his own standing with God depends on the king’s relationship to God. God has made Jesus both Lord and Christ. If you belong to King Jesus by faith, and God has accepted him, then you also are accepted. I went along to a conference recently. Everyone else had identity badges. But because the president was my friend, I was welcomed in! If you are a friend of Jesus, God welcomes you in him: since we have been justified by faith we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ (Rom 5:1). Never forget it!

He depends on God’s character (v10). He would rather be a doorkeeper in the temple than dwell in the tents of the wicked. He’d rather serve God as a humble steward, than share in the life of those who don’t love or honour God. If you attend a football match, who notices the stewards? It’ not a prominent role! At times the tents of the wicked seem very more attractive. But you must continue to trust in God’s goodness and kindness. Serving him humbly is the right way to travel, looking for those words: Well done, good and faithful servant…come and share your master’s happiness! (Mt 25:21) –  a kind master, not a cruel monster.
He depends upon God’s provision and protection (v11). God is his sun and shield, the source and defender of his life. He trusts that God will not be mean-spirited; he will not withhold good things from those whose walk is blameless – not those who are perfect, but those who follow in his ways. President Obama travels in a limousine called ‘The Beast’, along with numerous body-guards. I’m sure he’s provided with all that he needs for his travels! God hasn’t promised to give his children limousines, but he has promised his protection: if God is for us, who can be against us? He’s promised to provide all that we need for our pilgrimage to glory: he who did not spare his own Son…- how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things? (Romans 8:31-2). 
A Sovereign protector I have/Unseen, yet forever at hand

Unchangeably faithful to save/Almighty to rule and command

He smiles and my comforts abound/His grace as the dew shall descend

And walls of salvation surround/The soul he delights to defend

He defends our souls all the way to glory! So we must travel on our pilgrimage, step by step, moment by moment, in humble dependence upon our God. Will you do this? Stop trusting in your own intelligence and resources. That’s the challenge of living by faith. Blessed is the man who trusts in him.
Conclusion
We’re all travelling, but do you know where you’re heading? It’s so important to know where you belong, where home is. Friends of mine years ago moved from Wales to Scotland. One of their small children wandered from the house one day, and got lost. When the police found her and asked where she lived, she didn’t know! Having found her eventually they made sure all their children knew where home was, by getting them to repeat their address: 25 Abbey Drive, Jordanhill, Glasgow – over and over again! It was for their good and safety.

Some of you will be changing addresses soon! It may be exciting. But make sure you are certain of your eternal address first. Make sure you are trusting alone in Jesus Christ – the good shepherd - as Lord and Saviour. And then, wherever the Lord may guide you on the journey, never lose sight of your eternal home. If you do, you’ll lose our way, your hope and your joy.
So keep going, longing for God, travelling to God and depending on God. My prayer is that each one of us appears before God in Zion. 
Our God is the end of the journey

His pleasant and glorious domain
For there are the children of mercy

Who praise him for Calvary’s pain
