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Psalm 128:1-6            August 6, 2017 

 

The Common Wisdom and Its Limits 
 

As we’ve reflected together on this summer’s selections from the Book of 

Psalms, sometimes I’ve called this collection Israel’s hymnbook and sometimes 

I’ve call it Israel’s school of prayer.  Today we turn back to the hymnbook side—

to Psalm 128, which, as the heading at its beginning says, is “A Song of Ascents.”   

The Songs of Ascents are a collection of 15 psalms, beginning with Psalm 

120 and ending with Psalm 134.  Because they’re called this in original Hebrew 

headings, it’s generally believed that these songs were sung by pilgrims on their 

way “up” to Jerusalem to worship at the temple, as they went there for festivals 

like Passover or Rosh Hashanah.  Maybe because pilgrimages were often family 

or community events, several of these songs celebrate the goodness and 

blessings of family life. Psalm 128 is one of them. 

 After we let these images of family and prosperity wash over us, though, 

we may find ourselves pausing for a moment.  Because as wonderful as it 

sounds, does this psalm picture life as we’ve experienced it?  Does walking in 

the way of the Lord guarantee prosperity, and a table surrounded with children, 

and the blessing of playing with our grandchildren? 

 Many of us would probably have to say ‘no.’  Because this is the Bible 

we’re reading it may be grudging ‘no’, but we all know someone—it may 

ourselves—who has loved the Lord and has lived faithfully but has nevertheless 
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encountered sorrow and suffering.   So what are we to do? Can we make this 

song our own? 

We may be tempted to toss it aside, but before we do that, we should 

read all the way through the Book of Psalms, or even just through the Songs of 

Ascents.  Because we do that we’ll find that the authors of these poems and 

prayers knew that life doesn’t always look like Psalm 128.  For example, consider 

Psalm 34:19, which says, “Many are the afflictions of the righteous …”   Or the 

line that opens the very first Song of Ascents, Psalm 120, “In my distress I cry to 

the Lord, that he may answer me.” (Psalm120:1) 

In fact, throughout the Bible we find an ongoing tension between two 

views of life.  We can call the first one “The Common Wisdom”—this is the sort of 

wisdom that we find here in Psalm 128 and in the Book of Proverbs.  And we can 

call the second one “Questioning Wisdom”—it raises the troubling questions 

about life that we find in books such as Job and Ecclesiastes. 

Both kinds of wisdom are important, but it may be a reflection of our 

times—or it may just be something about how my mind works—but I find it 

tempting to jump past this common wisdom right to the questions and 

exceptions.  But I think we miss something very important by doing that. We miss 

the opportunity to learn the keys to finding the good life that most people long 

for—the life that, under ordinary circumstances, can come to us if we walk in the 

way of the Lord. 
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At the climax of his farewell speech in the book of Deuteronomy, Moses 

charges the Israelites to “choose life.” He says that they choose to love the Lord, 

to walk in his ways and keep his commandments it will bring blessing to them, 

and their families, and their nation.  And there is a certain common sense to 

that.  Consider how much better our lives would be if we just did some of the 

very basic things contained in the Ten Commandments, like devoting one day 

in seven to worship, and family, and rest instead of living a 24-7 life, in which the 

stores never close, and the smart phones always on.  How much better would 

life be if we honored parents, and were faithful in marriage, and in all our family 

relationships. Or if we told the truth, or didn’t covet other people’s stuff.  

Reflecting on this psalm makes we wonder whether the church, both 

locally and more widely, makes enough of a point of teaching this common 

wisdom—beginning perhaps with the Ten Commandments.  Our lack of 

attention to these things is actually a recent development.  Because teaching 

them has a long history in the church and in our Presbyterian heritage. 

When I was a child, I can remember my Catholic friends on the school 

bus—as they were going to St. Aloysius and I was going to public school—talking 

about having to go to “catechism class.”  I was able to figure out that it must 

have been something religious, but beyond that I didn’t have a clue what a 

catechism was. 

I know now that a catechism is the prototype for the lists of “frequently 

asked questions” we find on all sorts of websites. And I also know that 
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catechisms have played an important role in our Presbyterian tradition.  Some of 

you, who have been around longer than me, may have had to memorize the 

answers from the Westminster Shorter Catechism when you were being 

confirmed.  Among the questions and answers in these teaching tools are 

questions about the Ten Commandments and what they mean for daily life.   

My point isn’t that we should start making our children memorize a 

catechism.  That’s just one means we might use to impart the wisdom of walking 

in the way of the Lord. I’m just suggesting that we could all benefit from paying 

more attention to these things.  Even if life doesn’t always work out like Psalm 

128, following God’s path will help us avoid many of the problems we make for 

ourselves through our own bad choices.  And it may help us to avoid the 

pessimism and cynicism about life that can lead us to give up on even trying to 

do the right thing. 

But as we affirm these things, we need to hold them with a mature 

knowledge that this common wisdom—even though it is biblical wisdom—has its 

limits.  This is something we’ve already pointed out that the Bible itself teaches 

us.  Part of growing into maturity as people and as Christians is being able to live 

with this tension.  It can be good to teach younger children in more black-and-

white terms, but by adolescence—and sadly sometimes sooner—young people 

need to see that our faith has resources to help us understand the ambiguities 

and contradictions we experience in life.   
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Just to editorialize a bit, I think one reason the church loses touch with so 

many of our young adults is that we have trouble helping our young people 

make this transition from a Sunday School faith to a mature one that can 

faithfully navigate life’s complexities. 

Scripture points to two broad ways in which we face the limitations of the 

common wisdom.  The first is what we find in the book of Job.  We all know 

people who love the Lord and follow him faithfully, or are just good people who 

try do the right thing, and yet things don’t work out.  As in the story of Job it can 

seem like there’s some heavenly conspiracy to make like hard for them.   

My parents, although they were not especially people of faith when I was 

growing up, were like that.  They were both children of the Great Depression 

era, and they learned an ethic of hard work—my dad as a dairy farmer, my 

mother working the night shift as a nurse.  They married, had four kids, lived 

within their means. But they hardly prospered economically—they barely got by 

for years.  My dad lived with pain for years—they finally invented the knee 

replacement about the time he was ready to retire. One of my brothers suffered 

a major depression as a teenager. And although he eventually found his way, 

his life has never completely fit the “Leave It to Beaver” model.  Another brother 

was killed in an accident as an adult – and the loss was really devastating for my 

mother and father.  

The other broad way in which the common wisdom doesn’t always hold is 

when we suffer because we walk in the way of the Lord.   Following Jesus 
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faithfully doesn’t necessarily even lead to family harmony. Remember that he 

said at one point, “Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth; I 

have not come to bring peace, but a sword. For I have come to set a man 

against his father, and a daughter against her mother, and a daughter-in-law 

against her mother-in-law; and one's foes will be members of one's own 

household.” (Matthew10:34-36 NRSV) And there are many other ways in which 

following the Lord’s way can bring trouble—even loss of home and possessions 

and life. 

So what shall we say?  It is true that the common wisdom has its limits. Trouble will 

come.  But if we embrace God’s way, if we walk in the way of the Lord, we will 

be able to avoid much of the trouble we make for ourselves.  On the whole our 

lives will be better.  And the foundation we lay as we walk in the Lord’s way will 

give us resources of faith and resilience for when troubles come.   

So, “Happy is everyone who fears the Lord, who walks in his ways.” Amen. 
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