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PEACE IN THE PRESENCE OF WAR 

Psalm 120: 1-7 – Pastor Richard P. Carlson 

 

In 1722, Jonathan Edwards drew up a list of seventy resolutions, dedicating 

himself to live in harmony with God and others. Living in harmony with God and 

others was at the head of his list of seventy resolutions. Jonathan Edwards knew 

the responsibility the apostle Paul gave us all in Romans 12: 18, which states, “If 

possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all men/persons.” God in 

His word over and over commands us to live peaceably with each other. Jesus 

Himself in Mark 9: 50 said, “Salt is good, but if salt becomes un-salty, with what 

will you make it salty again? Have salt in yourselves and be at peace with one 

another. Paul wrote in Romans 14: 17-20, saying, “For the kingdom of God is not a 

matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy 

Spirit, because anyone who serves Christ in this way is pleasing to God and 

receives human approval. Let us therefore make every effort to do what leads to 

peace and to mutual edification. Do not destroy the work of God for the sake of 

food…” David in Psalm 34: 14, said, “Depart from evil, and do good; Seek peace, 

and pursue it.” We are told in I Corinthians 7: 7 that if an unbelieving spouse will 

stay with us, we should never separate from him. Paul says, “God has called us to 

peace.” In II Timothy 2: 22, we read, “So flee youthful passions and pursue 

righteousness, faith, love, and peace, along with those who call on the Lord from a 

pure heart.” Hebrews 12: 14 makes the pursuit of peace with all men or people 

God’s command. I read, “Strive for peace with everyone, and for the holiness 

without which no one will see the Lord.” Paul said in Galatians 5: 22, “But the 

fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering/patience, kindness, goodness, 

faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law.” 

 

How do we find God’s peace? Romans 5:1-2 gives us the answer, “Therefore, 

since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord 

Jesus Christ. Through Him we have also obtained access by faith into this grace in 

which we stand, and we rejoice in hope of the glory of God.” In this compact 

summary of Gospel blessing, Paul tells us (1) that we now have peace with God; 

(2) that this peace is built on our justification through faith, God’s grace-work of 

declaring us righteous in Christ when we repent, believe and receive Him into our 

lives, and (3) that this peace produces deep joy. As the hymn writer Francis J. Van 

Alstyne (1820–1915) explained it, He wrote, “The vilest offender who truly 

believes, that moment from Jesus a pardon receives…Praise the Lord!”  

 

Isaiah pictures a similar reality with His vivid metaphor in Isaiah 57: 18-21 as he 

speaks about God’s own promise to restore His own people. Both Isaiah and Paul 

agree that death marks the unbeliever and life and peace mark the believer. Listen 

http://www.biblestudytools.com/search/?t=niv&q=ro+5:1-2
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to Isaiah’s words in Isa. 57:18-21. “I have seen his ways, but I will heal him; I will 

lead him and restore comfort to him and his mourners, creating the fruit of the lips. 

Peace, peace, to the far and to the near,” says the LORD, “and I will heal him. But 

the wicked are like the tossing sea; for it cannot be quiet, and its waters toss up 

mire and dirt. There is no peace,” says my God, “for the wicked.” 

 

Telemachus was a Christian man who lived in the 4th century. He felt God urging 

him through his Word to go to Rome to speak up for peace in the face of the 

bloody gladiator fights. He put all his possessions in a sack and set out for Rome. 

When he arrived in the city, people were thronging the streets. He asked people 

why all this excitement was going on and he was told that this was the day that the 

gladiators would be fighting and killing each other in the coliseum, the day of the 

games. He told folks, "Four centuries after Christ died for our sins, and they are 

still killing each other, for enjoyment?" He ran to the coliseum and heard the 

gladiators saying, "Hail to Ceasar, we die for Ceasar." Telemachus knew this 

wasn't right." He jumped over the railing and went out into the middle of the field, 

got between two gladiators, held up his hands and said "In the name of Christ, 

forbear—stop fighting." The crowd protested and began to shout, "Run him 

through, Run him through." A gladiator came over and hit him in the stomach with 

the back of his sword. It sent him sprawling in the sand. He got up and ran back 

and again said, "In the name of Christ, forbear—stop fighting." The crowd 

continued to chant, "Run him through." One gladiator then plunged his sword 

through the man’s stomach as he fell into the sand, which began to turn crimson 

with his blood. One last time this man with a divine mission, jumped up and 

gasped out loudly, "In the name of Christ forbear—stop fighting." A hush came 

over the 80,000 people in the Roman coliseum. Soon a man stood and left, then 

another and more. Within minutes all 80,000 people emptied out of the arena. It 

was the last known gladiatorial contest in the history of Rome. Emperor Honorius 

was so impressed by this man’s Christian martyrdom that it spurred him to issue a 

historic ban on gladiatorial fights. The last known gladiatorial fight in Rome was 

on that day of January 1, 404 AD, the date of Telemachus' martyrdom.  

 

The title of our message today is “Peace In The Presence Of War.” This Psalm 120 

is the first of 15 psalms that are all designated as a “Song of Degrees,” or “A Song 

of Ascents.” These 15 psalms from 120 to 134 are known as “The Little Psalter” or 

the Fifteen Little Psalms. Ten of the psalms have no given author, but five of them 

are attributed to David. The Psalms attributed to David are Psalms 122, 124,131, 

and 133. Psalm 127 is attributed to Solomon. All ten of these 15 psalms that appear 

to be anonymous, as well as Solomon’s Psalm 127, were written for sure when the 

temple was in existence. All fifteen psalms mention the presence of war or an 

enemy of the psalmist. All fifteen psalms do have the breath of God in them as 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Honorius_(emperor)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anno_domini
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they show a spirit of strong faith and a simple trust in the Lord. In these songs of 

degrees or ascent, there is attention given to the bearing of children—domestic 

fruitfulness and attention to the happiness and felicity of believers. So what are the 

degrees or the ascents all about. Do you remember Hezekiah being given 15 more 

years when he was first told by Isaiah that he, king of Judah, was going to die?  

 

Let’s read about it in Isaiah 38: 1-7. “In those days Hezekiah became sick and was 

at the point of death. And Isaiah the prophet the son of Amoz came to him, and 

said to him, “Thus says the LORD: Set your house in order, for you shall die, you 

shall not recover.” Then Hezekiah turned his face to the wall and prayed to 

the LORD, and said, “Please, O LORD, remember how I have walked before you in 

faithfulness and with a whole heart, and have done what is good in your sight.” 

And Hezekiah wept bitterly. Then the word of the LORD came to Isaiah: “Go and 

say to Hezekiah, Thus says the LORD, the God of David your father: I have heard 

your prayer; I have seen your tears. Behold, I will add fifteen years to your life. I 

will deliver you and this city out of the hand of the king of Assyria, and will 

defend this city. “This shall be the sign to you from the LORD, that the LORD will 

do this thing that he has promised: Behold, I will make the shadow cast by the 

declining sun on the dial of Ahaz turn back ten steps.” So the sun turned back on 

the dial the ten steps by which it had declined.” Hezekiah lived these fifteen years 

in safety and health. The degrees of the sun’s reversing back ten steps and the 

fifteen years of King Hezekiah’s life-prolonging call to our minds these 15 psalms 

that he sang in the house of the Lord with instruments. Many Jews believe that 

these 15 psalms were sung upon the 15 step stairs that rose into the Courts of the 

Temple. Thus, as Isaiah 38: 10-20 is a psalm of Hezekiah, the ten anonymous 

psalms appear to be by King Hezekiah. (See v. 20) The numbers ten and fifteen are 

vital as ten appears to represent the degrees the sun went back on the sun dial of 

Ahaz and fifteen being the number of years added by God to the life of Hezekiah. 

 

Now turning to this first song of ascent or degrees, Psalm 120, these seven verses 

contain three parts, and every part is a form of pleading. First, there is (1) 

supplication/earnest pleading for healing and peace—even as King Hezekiah 

pleaded with God for more years of life. Then there is pleading for God to call to 

repentance those who hate peace, and finally, (3) there is a lamentation, pleading to 

God with wailing for peace in the face of war. There are three strong messages 

God has placed on my heart from this psalmist whom I believe is King Hezekiah. 

What are they?  

 

PLEADING WITH GOD FOR DELIVERANCE FROM DISTRESS IS 

PART OF FINDING GOD’S PEACE. (I.) Notice Psalm 120: 1-2. “In my 

distress I called to the LORD, and He answered me. Deliver me, O LORD, from 
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lying lips, from a deceitful tongue.” The psalmist begins his pleading with God in 

distress and his distress is initially joined with a cheerful heart because he knew his 

prayer had been heard—he knew in his soul that God had heard him. In the face of 

lying lips, deceitfulness, slander and false accusations against him, in his distress, 

he called out to the Lord and the Lord answered him. The psalmist saw his 

dilemma as being caught and imprisoned in a cell as it were—imprisoned on false 

charges, slandered with false accusations just like our Missionary Johnny Hayes 

has faced the same in Jordan, being placed in a 3 foot by 3 foot cell held under 

false charges. We have been fasting and praying and God has delivered Johnny. He 

is home in Oklahoma since New Year’s Eve. Praise the Lord!  

 

As we seek peace in the face of slander, false accusations and war, first of all, 

pleading with God for deliverance from distress is part and parcel of finding His 

peace. This psalmist is probably Hezekiah and he calls to the Lord, He prays, He 

cried out and the Hebrew word for called or cried is qara. Qara actually means to 

call or cry out when accosted by false accusations or slanderous lies. Today, we 

live is a day of extreme technology. We can use text messages to set up a board 

meeting, to share a portion from the Scriptures, or to tell our children or 

grandchildren how much we love and thank God for them. There are seemingly 

endless ways to use Facebook, email messages, Instagram, Pinterest, Twitter, and 

Google +. These are mighty tools God can use, but so can the enemy of our souls. 

Technology can be a potential weapon of war. Words and pictures and false 

accusations as the psalmist faced, can be used to tear us down, in an attempt to 

destroy our reputation. Nevertheless, slander and deceit and lies didn’t start 

recently with cyberspace. The deep inner desire to tear down another person started 

with sin in Cain hating Abel and killing him.  

 

Slander is at the heart of this psalmist’s distress. Someone was using a deceitful 

tongue against him, and the psalmist did what we must do. He turned immediately 

to God and he knew God was listening to him. There is no extremity we face under 

slanderous charges where God ignores us. He has no desire or plan to have our 

good name drug through the mud. Only those of us who have known the utter 

helplessness of being attacked by lies and being called out to repent of things we 

have never done can know the pain of this psalmist. This crying out to God, this 

pleading for deliverance is no trivial matter. Beloved, pleading with God for 

deliverance from slanderous lies is the first step in finding God’s peace. The 

Hebrew word for deliver is natsal. Natsal means to snatch away, to quickly pluck 

out of the clutches of the enemy, to recover us from a trap of the enemy, and to 

rescue us from the evil intentions of the devil. It means to defend without fail, and 

to preserve our lives. This deliverance includes raising up a defense from the peril 

of the soul when the atmosphere surrounding us is soul-destroying. Since the 
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refuge for our souls is God, He enables us to live surrounded by soul-destroying 

lies. Where our souls are under attack, and no peace seems available, that is where 

we are often called to dwell. Yet, be certain of this, the faculty of our speech given 

to us to bless others, can be also used of the devil to try to destroy God’s people. 

The disparity of living day after day, year after year surrounded by soul-destroying 

words is often the way many of us find ourselves in wartime environments. We 

must learn to daily plead with God for deliverance and peace. Secondly,   

 

PLEADING WITH GOD FOR UNREPENTANT BELIEVERS AND 

SINNERS TO FACE THEIR SIN IS PART OF FINDING GOD’S PEACE. 

(II.) Notice Psalm 120: 3-4. “What shall be given to you, and what more shall be 

done to you, you deceitful tongue? A warrior's sharp arrows, with glowing coals of 

the broom tree!” Beloved, this second stage of pleading for peace involves our 

praying down Holy Spirit conviction for their slanderous lies, their deceit, and the 

poison of their craftily planned words and their deceitful tongues. Hezekiah or 

whomever the psalmist is here is confident of the ultimate failure of evil and evil 

plans against God’s people. Yet, the pleading is for these false accusers and 

slanderers to face up to their deceit and their skillfully planned lies. The psalmist is 

thinking out loud with God as he wonders what God’s plan of judgment and 

retribution will be towards these people who live in the same neighborhood as he 

did who had been aiming their sharp arrows with glowing coals of the broom tree 

for their arrow tips. The psalmist was asking and pleading with God about his false 

accusers facing and owning up to their lies and treachery.  

 

Just what was going to be coming soon for these enemies of the psalmist and these 

enemies of God who cut him off and cut him down with their deceitful tongues? 

Does God care when people live to profit by using falsehood and weapons—when 

they seek control in relationships in the family or in church or at work by using 

lies? Listen! It will be no welcome reward when God metes out His justice on 

those who falsely accuse His servants, by using the arrows of murder and treachery 

in their tongues. The picture of the arrows of the warriors aiming their slanderous 

words at us is of coals of juniper or the broom tree. The broom tree is actually a 

large desert shrub in the juniper family. The name is derived from an old Germanic 

word for bramble or thorny shrub. The fact that broom branches were often used 

for sweeping led to the tool for sweeping today being called a “broom.” Arabs in 

the Near East regard coals from the broom shrub as the hottest of all charcoals. 

Now these broom tree arrow points the psalmist knew were going to boomerang on 

his enemies. Words that falsely accuse like arrows, unless the slanderers repent, 

will in the end come back to pierce the souls of the utterers who wing them with 

poison. Like the psalmist, we must trust God to work in the lives of our slanderers 

to bring repentance, but we must remember ultimately those who become Hamans 
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seeking to destroy God’s servants will meet their end by having to face the very 

plot from God they planned to use to destroy God’s servants. Beware, beloved. 

God turns the sharply pointed arrows of deceit we use to come back on us unless 

we repent, and on our false accusers unless they repent. Thirdly and lastly,    

 

PLEADING WITH GOD, LAMENTING FOR PEACE IN THE MIDST OF 

A PERVERSE GENERATION IS PART OF FINDING GOD’S PEACE. (III.)  

Notice Psalm 120: 5-7, “Woe to me, that I sojourn in Meshech, that I dwell 

among the tents of Kedar! Too long have I had my dwelling among those who hate 

peace. I am for peace, but when I speak, they are for war!” The Psalmist is 

lamenting here. He is crest-fallen as he observes that he is surrounded by people 

who hate peace and love war. These war-like people long for war—they are 

barbaric and they long to deceive, to lie, to falsely accuse and they will stop at 

nothing. They can twist the truth and to themselves and others, they can profoundly 

sound like they are standing on truth, while really they are making sharp arrows 

bent on destroying God’s people. Strangely, these kinds of people have a way of 

convincing themselves that they are right, even in the face of God’s Word as they 

are unwilling to be entreated. Their aim is war.  

 

Who are these people the psalmist mentions? He speaks of sojourning in Meshech. 

Meshech was located in Asia Minor, to the northwest of Israel. Meshech was a 

Gentile nation, Genesis 10: 2—and they were the sons of Japheph. The psalmist is 

picturing people to the northwest of where he lived who were enemies of the Jews. 

The dwelling amidst the people who dwell the tents of Kedar speaks of the 

nomadic nation in northern Arabia, southeast of Israel. The people of Kedar were 

descended from Ishmael, Abram’s son by Hagar. Now in point of fact, this 

psalmist lived in Jerusalem where he sang this first song of ascents or degrees far 

from these two barbaric tribes hundreds of miles northwest of him or hundreds of 

miles southeast of him. Yet, who was the psalmist dwelling with? It was with 

fellow Jews, who spoke like barbarians, nevertheless, were commanded in the 

ninth commandment not to bear false witness against their neighbor—their fellow 

Jews. Beloved, we as believers not only are called to live with unbelievers, but also 

with professed believers who slander us like unbelievers do. Paul sometimes 

shamed believers he wrote to, comparing them to unsaved Gentiles because of the 

way they spoke and acted. (Eph. 4: 17) “Now this I say and testify in the Lord, that 

you must no longer walk as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their minds.” The 

psalmist was a peacemaker, and he tried to encourage his fellow Jews to do the 

same, but they were more intent on making war. His loving words to them only 

made them more and more angry. Warren Wiersbe says of these verses. “After 

over 50 years of ministry, I am convinced that most of the problems in families and 

churches are caused by professed Christians…They are not humble peacemakers, 
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but arrogant trouble-makers. Until God changes them… the dedicated believers 

must be patient and prayerful.” H. C. Leupold in his mighty commentary on the 

150 Psalms writes about verse 7, “But when I speak, they are for war,” he is 

“speaking about these slanderous, deceitful enemies, with unreasonable hostility.” 

He continues saying, “All that results is bitter strife and contention.” He speaks of 

them “flaring up at every harmless remark.” This is a lament of the psalmist as he 

prays and pleads with God for peace, but every time he speaks of peace, anger 

shoots back—angry words, fighting words, accusing words, bitter words, 

slanderous words, words not even based on observation, but based on siding with 

others who long for war. The psalmist adds as he closes this psalm that the dis-

peace had gone on far too long—as he has been dwelling among those who hate 

peace—people who try to justify being at odds with brothers, with family and with 

fellow-believers. As I close this message today, the literal translation is—“I am for 

peace; they are for war!” What a separation God makes between those longing for 

peace and those who are for war. I ask you as this new year has begun—Are you 

for peace—are you blessed as Jesus said in Matthew 5: 9 for being a peacemaker, 

or are you for war? God help us in this New Year of 2016 to be God’s agents and 

ambassadors for peace and God deliver us from ever being those who insist on war 

or who find scriptures to try to justify their desire for war. Pray today that God will 

make us instruments of His peace. Amen.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


