“Life in the Slow Lane” (Psalm 127:1-5)

The Tacoma News Tribuwarried the story of Tattoo the basset houndodatidn’t intend to go for an
evening run, but when his owner shut the dog’'shéashe car door and took off for a drive with fbet
still outside the vehicle, he had no choice. Mojoke officer Terry Filbert noticed a passing veaiulith
something dragging behind it. He realized it wéssset hound picking up his feet and putting them
down as fast as he could. He chased the car tipa&ittoo was rescued, but not before the dog had
reached a speed of 20 to 25 miles per hour, rotiver several times.

Too many of us end up living like Tattoo; our dayarked by picking them up and putting them down as
fast as we can. It's time to learn another waywe God has a timely word for us amidst this busy
holiday season. It is found in Psalm 127. This tdrais one of the most practical passages in thieBit
deals with two areas of our life that demand mésiup time and cause us the most trouble. Thewnke
the two areas, which often compete with each difvavur attention and energy. The two areas arsetho
of our work and our family. These five verses wilitruct us how to correctly arrange our priorifies
these most important responsibilitfes.

Psalm 127 begins with these wort#s:Song of Ascents, of Solomon.The title“A Song of Ascents”
refers to 15 psalms, found in Psalms 120-134. Jepésple that went up to Jerusalem to keep theannu
feasts likely used these psalms. On the way, tofoeus their thoughts, they would sing these psalm
Just as God used these psalms to guide His peonplen way to the temple, so today He can usesthes
same verses to effect a change in the churchijrig blis people into a closer relationship with Heand
produce a radical change in lifestyle on our joyrieeheaveri.

In 127:1-2, Solomon tells us how to live a restod reliant life. Three times in these verses Solom
uses one of his favorite wordsain.” * The vanity of human activity is set forth in fifatile pursuits:
labor at building a house, guarding a city, risiipgearly to work, staying up late to work, and egfiood
earned by heavy labdiThese verses recall the spirit of Ecclesiastels ititemphasis on vanifyit is
foolish, frustrating, and futile to attempt progetithout seeking God’s blessing.

The first example Solomon cites is labor. He writekless the LORD builds the housé,they labor in
vain who build it.” ® Who would ever have thought the Lord would stampduse building? Doesn’t He
have better things to do? And, after all, isn’stkomething we can do for ourselves? It is simphatter
of making a plan, gathering materials, and puttivegn all together. Why does God need to be a part o
house building?The answer is simple: God makes no distinctiom&éen what is sacred and what is
secular. We are told in the New Testament, “Whatgwa do, do your work heartily, as for the Lord
rather than for men” (Col 3:23). God is interestedvery kind of labor. There is no work from whiale
should exclude Him. Bottom line: You can't buildthdut the Lord. In John 15:5, Jesus says, “Apart
from Me you can do nothing.” That's the heart oflRs127. You can work and work hard, but apart
from God'’s involvement, all of your efforts will aunt to spitting into the wintf,

The second example Solomon cites is homeland $gcde writes,'Unless the LORD guards the city,
the watchman keeps awake in vain(127:1b). Security has always been a priority tonhe ancient

times huge walls were built around cities. At vaggoints along the wall were elevated towers.
Watchmen were stationed there at all hours of #lyeashd night. They prevented unwanted persons from
entering into the city. They warned the peoplehefdity of imminent attacks. Today we have security
guards, watchdogs, and sophisticated electroniicegvall designed to provide the same securitglsou
by the ancients. Yet, all of the precautions inwleld are not enough to keep us safRather, our
security must lie in the Lord. We must depend udan.



This begs the question: Will our nation’s prospegihdure? Will our nation continue for long? The
answer to this question is clear: Unless, the lguakds the city, we will be reduced to nothing!sTisi
especially true of America. We are a proud nati@at tests in military might. Unfortunately, we are
becoming increasingly less dependent upon Godeflgesult will be our destruction as a natfon.

It goes without saying that both of these actisitiee worthwhile. We should attempt to build houses
should have a police force and military. Solomosirsply saying, in each case, our work and secigity
in vain when we engage in the activity alone, with@od’s involvement.

In 127:2a, Solomon provides three more examplasstean from work holism. He arguét, is vain for
you to rise up early, to retire late, to eat the bead of painful labors.” In Ecclesiastes 3:1-8, we are
told that there is a time for everything. When wark totally consumes us we do not have time fbept
vitally important responsibilities. Too much workdounterproductive. Now all of us know that
occasionally it is necessary to “burn the midnigiht While everyone finds occasions, which require
extra effort and longer time commitments, we mudtmake this the pattefAThis Psalm does not
encourage believers to lounge around with feetddakp drinking Pina Coladas. We are not to mooth of
friends either. The point that Solomon is makingRiest in the Lord and don’t labor independently of
Him.* There is a saying, “Little is much if God is iti'ibut the reverse is also true, “Much is nothihg i
God is not in it.” That's what this Psalm says: &kd our activity is ordered and directed by thedl dris
a waste of time and energy.

Why is prolonging our labor vain? Because it vietaa basic spiritual principle: God gives to thebe
have learned to rest in Him, not to those who stitivtheir own strength. In the last phrase of 227:
Solomon says:For He gives to His beloved® even in his sleep.’'Some translations say, “For He gives
to His beloved sleep-” Either is a possible translation from the Hebréwe implies that God helps a
person rest at night; the other implies that whifgerson is resting God is busily at work in theldto
bless him. Which fits the context better? The firalf of 127:2 says that it is vain to rise up gard

retire late. But how would the simple statement @ad gives sleep discourage a person from getifing
early and going to bed late? Man is not interestdis sleep; he's worried and wants to be abait hi
business. But if Solomon meant, as | think he ‘tBhd gives to His beloved in his sleep,” then thisra
tremendously strong incentive to stop being anxan cutting our sleep short. The incentive is this
God can perform more good for those who trust Himilermthey sleep than they can perform with anxious
labor for themselves while awake.

Victor Hugo, a 18 century writer, once said, “When you have accoshgldl your daily task, go to sleep
in peace; God is awaké®Are you able to put the efforts of the day aside get a decent night's sleep?
Do you allow yourself the freedom to sleep in onasion? Or, are you so consumed with commitments
that you ggb your body of rest and resort to cafedr other stimulants and strategies to keefealballs

in the air”

Have you ever wondered why God made us in suchyalved we have to sleep away a third of our lives?
God could have designed a human being that wayslftesh and rested and needed no sleep. Why did
He decree that sleep be part of human experiefitgi¥¢ you my opinion. He wanted to give a

universal reminder to the human race that we arefildren and ought to own up to it (Ps 103:XA)e

are so frail that we have to become helpless andnstious and blind and weak everyday in ordeivéo |
at all. Sleep is a terribly humbling experience. &ve never weaker and more childlike than when we
sleep in faith. Yet, God has said, “My power isfpeted in weakness” (2 Cor 12:9a). If God’s poveer i
made perfect in our weakness, we can rest asswe®od works with all His might through the nigint
our behalf. The truth be known, God can accomptisich in our lives even as we sleep.



This Psalm contains a principle, which relatestiseé who may never have come to a personal
relationship with Jesus Christ. No matter how mymh strive to earn a righteousness, which you hope
the Lord will accept your efforts will always betifa. Your works will never be acceptable to Goa& H
has chosen to save men by His grace, not by tleekswTo be saved you must recognize yourself as a
sinner, and your efforts to be righteous apart fdoa are worthless. Simply resting in Him can save
you. (See Rom 4:4-5). God not only gives sleepitodHildren, He also gives to His children “in gi€e
That is when there is no toiling and striving; ordgting in His goodness and faithfulness. If yoaitaed
of working hard to please the Lord in attempt tmeaur way to heaven, trust in His Son today. desu
Christ has accomplished the work for you. It'sgimed (John 19:30). You can rest in that reality gtog
striving.

[If man receives the blessing while he is sleepiiig, evident that the fruit of his labors depemdGod's
gracious gift rather than on his own efforts. Theed_delights to give good gifts to His beloved dhéin.
Children are an illustration of God'’s gifts of geat"

In 127:3, Solomon state®Behold, children are a gift of the LORD, the fruit of the womb is a

reward.” The word“behold” should arrest our attentioGhildren are not necessary nuisances—they are
“a gift of the LORD...a reward.” The folly of continual labor and not trusting irethord should be
obvious when one considers that much of what weyethpes not come from our own efforts. Many of
life’s greatest blessings come as gifts from GduldZen are one of these great gifts. The Lord give

them to a couple or withholds them as He choosgsrdless of how much a husband and a wife may
strive to obtain them.

Children are a gift and reward because they teachare about God and ourselves than any number of
sermons or books. Children are also a gift becthesegive us the privilege of developing future
disciples that can revolutionize this world. Figatthildren are a gift because of the pleasure gy

us. I've talked with a number of couples that leadpave children but have been unsuccessful. Theg h
said, “| wish parents wouldn’t whine about theidsi..we would love to have their trials and
inconveniences.” One final note: Isn't it interastithat children, while given by God, are conceived
when we are at rest, not when we toil. Childrenremenally conceived in bed. What a beautiful
illustration, then, of what we are told in 12712at God gives to His beloved in his sleep.

In 127:4, Solomon goes on to say that childrerildee arrows in the hand of a warrior.” In
Solomon’s day grown children normally cared foritlparents in their old age. Children would defend
parents as they became increasingly dependentuamerable. As 1 Timothy 5:8 instructs, this sholoéd
true today as well. When parents become old, theuld be able to depend on godly children to fight
them as a warrior, and also provide for them agraen does with his bows and arrows.

Solomon closes this section with these wottiaw blessed is the man whose quiver is full of thm; >

they will not be ashamed when they speak with theignemies in the gate(127:5).The city gate was

the place of business. It was also the place wjnstiee was administered Negotiating in the gate

pictures defending against enemies who would seebtt the defenseless through legal maneuvering and
bring shame on them. The parents of many childeshrto such worry. Their children saw to it thafrthe
parents were treated with respect and with horasdyjustice. Let their enemies try to take advamtafg
them! Children are to defend their parents in avilegal matters so that they do not suffer lassjary.
Children dependent on the Lord will attempt to ges justice is done.

Do you see the point of the Psalm? The believarpghts too much stock in his own efforts has fatied
understand the grace of God. In His grace God t@sded man with a time of rest and relaxation. And
in His grace God has made provision for many oframeds through the gift of children.



Contrary to popular opinion, God's gifts are nogaiced by feverish efforts, burning the candle @hb
ends, but by resting in His grace.

In my estimation, this Psalm is the Old Testameninterpart of John 15:1-11. Jesus teaches ugihat t
key to being fruitful is abiding in Him, not in finéic efforts. | do not mean to suggest that abiding
Christ precludes activity, but | do think it shogdvern our work. We need not strive to the pdiat t
God's priorities are reversed. We dare not striggoind the limits God has given. Our activity should
leave room for important concerns, like raisingdit@n and having time for rest, reflection, and
worship?*

This Psalm also reminds me of the words of Zechati: “Not by might nor by power, but by My
Spirit,’ says the LORD of hosts.” There is suchaagkr that we depend on the power of the dollanor
human ingenuity; but the Lord’s will is not accoiispked in that way. It is by His Spirit that we laLfbr
eternity. It is not what we do for God through own resources, but what He does through us by His
own power. All we can do is provide wood, hay, atubble. He can use us to produce gold, silver, and
precious stones. When we act in our own strengghang spinning our wheels. As we include God in all
our endeavors, our lives become truly efficientntdn resources produce human results. Supernatural
weapons produce supernatural restlts.

I challenge you with these thoughts from Ken Bd&r‘many believers, Christ gesentin their lives,
but His lordship is often resisted or rejected. éthers, He iprominentin their lives, but there are still
areas, such as work and finances, in which they diolo the driver's wheel. This is usually becatinsy
think they are in control or because they are dftaitrust Him in these particular facets of tHisies. But
there are also believers for whom Chrigbiiseminentis the focus of their being and pursuits. These
people acknowledge His sufficiency and supremacsel®gating all areas to His rules and authority. F
them, Christ is the central hub who orders andyiraties every spoke of life.” (Author’s italié%)

Today, in your life, is Christ present, prominesttpreeminent?
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Notes

! Preaching Today Citation: John OrtbergadershipJournal.n€f7-11-02).

2t is critical to note that Psalm 127 has nothimgay about the need for work. Solomon, the authdnis Psalm,
is also a contributor of much of the wisdom of ook of Proverbs. In Proverbs he has many wordthfor
sluggard. The sluggard is described as one whaawedrk as much as possible. He delays startiaglaand
seldom finishes the few things he starts. He alviegsan excuse for his indolence, no matter howriged (“There
is a lion in the road ...” Prov 26:13). Solomon’s mevis simple: “Get to work!” (See also Prov 6:618;4, 22;
12:24; 20:4) In Psalm 127, Solomon deals with the who cannot seem to stop working. Here he adesdhe
workaholic, showing him the circumstances in whiabrk is worthless because it is futile. We shoutderstand
that what we are considering is a very specials&tady on the subject of work. It does not seelatoesserything,
which could be said but speaks to the one who mdrriges in work, to the detriment of more impottaratters.

% See R.T. KendalHigher Ground(Scotland, Great Britain: Christian Focus, 1998)11.

* There is a double emphasis on “vanity” at the ineigig of Ps 127:1.

® See also Walter C. Kaiser, Jhe Journey Isn’t OveGrand Rapids: Baker, 1993), 82.

® See Eccl 1:2 [5 times], 14; 2:1, 11, 15, 17, 19,28, 26; 3:19; 4:4, 7-8, 16; 5:6, 9; 6:2, 4, 9;12; 7:6, 15; 8:10,
14 [twice]; 9:9 [twice]; 11:8, 10; 12:8 [three tisle

" The building of a house can refer to building as®or building a household (see Deut 25:9; cfdEk@1; Ruth
4:11; 1 Sam 2:35; 2 Sam 7:27), or both. The paitihat God must do it. He must inspire and empdiager
construction. Otherwise, all human plans and effare vain. See Donald M. WilliamBhe Communicator’s
Commentary: Psalms 73-1%Dallas, TX: Word, 1989), 427.

8 Kaiser writes, “Solomon, the consummate statesananmaster builder, realized that without Godsafanity.
For 13 years Solomon built his own house, anddwer years he built God's house. He had fortifitidsand had
built gates over which archeologists still man&it Solomon acknowledged utter dependence on the. IQnly
God can prosper the works of our hands, no matterdiligent or industrious we may think we are onh
deserving we believe ourselves to be.” See Kaide,Journey Isn't OveB2.

° The text does not say, “The Lord builds the hossehere is no need for anyone to work.” It is kyowot needless
worry or covetousness that is approved. The typeaok that is “in vain” is the type for which onarcimply or
boast “I did it myself.”

19 See Steve FarraBettin’ There(Sisters, OR: Multnomah, 2001), 114.

1 See William MacDonald, ed. Art Farst&kliever's Bible CommentaWashville: Nelson, 1995 [1989]), 756.
12 Kaiser writes, “It is so tragic that nations blindonclude that longevity is all a matter of clavess, clout, and
courage.” See Kaisefhe Journey Isn't OveB6.

3 In Proverbs 31, the virtuous woman is praisedamorking around the clock (31:15, 18). There sheoimmended
for being hard-working, not slothful. Solomon ist wontradicting Proverbs 31; he is putting thiperspective.

14 See MacDonaldBeliever’s Bible Commentary56.

15 See MacDonaldBeliever’s Bible Commentary55.

18 The phrase “His beloved” is the meaning of the eafi'Solomon” (see 2 Sam 12:25).

" See ESV. For variations see NIV, NRSV, NKJV, aid'N

18 See Kevin A. MillerSurviving Information Overloa(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2004), 105.

19 See Doug Sherman & William Hendricksow to Succeed Where it Really Coui@slorado Springs, CO:
NavPress, 1989), 104. See also Doug Sherman &anililendricksHow to Balance Competing Time Demands
(Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 1989).

%0 This principle is also true of the OT Sabbath. Gots to humble so encourages us to rest and degen Him.
Eaton observes, “The Mosaic Law demanded 14% ofvibek should be restful (in keeping the Sabbat®geg
Michael EatonPreaching through the Bible, 1, Thessalonian¢England: Sovereign World, 1997), 118.

2 Some scholars have suggested that this Psalmnigisatly two separate psalms. They propose thisbse the
connection between 127:1-2 and verses 3-5 is g@menio them. | personally am convinced that themevery
clear sequence and progression of thought. Chilgrevide an excellent conclusion to the argumerit2yf.1-2.
Children illustrate and apply positively the trugh@viously taught from a somewhat negative petspeclrhe
provision of children differs from that for whichem toil. When men work they are striving for wagest, a gift.
Wages are what we produce with the work of our bafidfts are those things generously and graciogisign to us
by another. Verse 3 informs us that children agdtdrom God. They are a great reward.

%2 Under the OT law, God promised to bless the gadlly children (Deut 28:4), but He gave no such pisano
Christians. Therefore, it is a mistake to concltide the more children a Christian couple has tigr they are.
% See Ps 69:12; Gen 19:1; 34:20-21; Deut 17:5; 22245, 24; Amos 5:12.



24 Deffinbaugh writes, “Many may wonder about the licgtions of this psalm regarding birth controtld not wish
to be understood as saying more than | am. | arherat advocating that we should never practicé bntrol. |
am suggesting that we should seriously evaluatenmtives (and even our methods) for preventingdctil. Thus
we can conclude that birth control is evil if iteotivated by selfish interests and if it is clgaah act of
disobedience. Are we not having children to presenw freedom? Is it that we don’t trust God tovite for our
material and emotional needs? Psalm 127 emphabae&hildren are a gift of the Lord” (127:3). Treéore, we
should carefully evaluate our real reasons fohkgdntrol and place a high value on having childMet it is just as
possible to want children for the wrong reasongt iasto wish to prevent their conception. We dhdest our
motives by the principle: “whatever is not of faithsin” (Rom 14:23). Methods of birth control, whiare abortive
rather than preventative, are clearly wrong. Beyibiig] the Bible does not have a proof text foradgmning or
condoning birth control for everyone; it is a mattépersonal conviction.” See Robert L. DeffinbhutPsalm 127:
A Word for Workaholics” fromA Psalm for All Seasor{®ww.bible.org Biblical Studies, 1998), 144.

% See MacDonaldBeliever's Bible Commentary57.

% See Ken BoaReflectiondNewsletter, September 1992.



