
Open the gates
Psalm 118

How do you get a life with God?  What are the benefits that God gives to 
those who trust in Him?  And how do we take hold of those?

Next week, we begin looking at the book of Luke; taking a year to investigate 
who Jesus is and why it matters.  Before we begin that, we’re looking at 
Psalm 118.  This is a Psalm that Luke’s gospel refers to three times.  So 
we’re looking at it today to see why Luke points us back here to see who 
Jesus is and why that’s important to you.

Psalm 118 has got two sides to it - it’s a song that the King of Israel and the 
people of Israel sang together as they journeyed up towards the gates of the 
temple of God, seeking to approach Him in worship, wonder and praise.  
That’s why we read it the way we did this morning, to show us that this Psalm 
is about approaching God and coming into His presence together.

But it’s also pointing forwards to a future figure, One who will come ‘in the 
name of the Lord’ as v.26 says, who will lead us truly into God’s company and 
home in a way that the kings who came before Him could only act out.  They 
were the trailer.  The One who was to come was the real deal.  Who is this 
One, and what does He do for us?  We’ll come to that later.

In vv.1-4 and 29, the King and the people of Israel sing together, ‘Give thanks 
to the Lord, for He is good, His love endures forever,’ just as we sang this 
morning.  The Psalm opens and closes with praise to God for His goodness 
and love.  It’s a reflection of how in everything we open and close with praise 
to Him, letting the forever love of God ring round our heads and hearts till it 
sinks in deeply and honours God greatly.

What follows in vv.5-19 is the King describing his experiences.  Experiences 
that the whole people of Israel can echo - perhaps that they actually do echo 
in song, as they follow the King to the threshold of where God is, building up 
to asking to be let in to be with God.

In vv.5-19, the King describes a number of things that God is, or that God 
does.  And from each of these things, we’ve got something to learn about 
how we can experience life differently - better, in fact - if we trust in who God 
is and what God does.
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Firstly, God is with me, and He is stronger than humans.  In vv.5-7, the King 
describes how God is bigger than the enemies the King has.  ‘What can man 
do to me?’ the King says confidently and defiantly.  And in vv.8-9, the King 
describes how God is bigger than the allies the King chooses.  ‘Better to take 
refuge in the Lord than to trust in man.’

So what?  So I’ll fear God, not humans.  There are people in your life who 
can upset you and harm you.  There are even people who mean to do that.  
But to trust in God is to have no fear of that.  Because you experience the 
reality that God is bigger than them, and He will not allow them to break you 
or define you.  You’re walking alongside the greatest and the strongest, so 
you will not fear, come what may.

The fear you do experience is a healthier fear - a fear of God, the One with 
the power and authority of life and death over you.  Fearing God is not a 
debilitating thing, because He is both consistent and loving.  It is to put our 
psychological disposition of fear in the healthiest and most appropriate place, 
where you will not be terrified but full of awe.

Also, I’ll trust in God, not humans.  When we struggle, and when we just want 
to share our lives, people are great.  But people are fallible, and they let us 
down.  We human beings are not capable providing all of the comfort, shelter, 
support, strength, wisdom and consistency that any given one of us truly 
needs.  But God is.  He is a better refuge, and that’s our experience as we 
trust the God who is stronger than humans.

Secondly, the King says that God is my helper.  He says it twice; in vv.7 and 
13.  In v.7, he recognises that in a situation that went well for him, a time of 
victory, it was something that couldn’t have come about just in his ability.  He 
had a helper - namely, God.  And in v.13, he recognises that in a situation that 
was going so badly that there was no way for him to come through it on his 
own, he had a helper - namely, God.

So what?  So I won’t try to do it by myself.  Whether life is sunny, rainy, or 
business-as-usual, it is possible for we human beings to just plod on through.  
But to trust God is to experience help which transforms situations in a way 
that you can’t know without that trust.

It is to find sunny things coming about that are far beyond your control.  
Escape from bad things destroying you that is quite beyond what you could 
engineer.  And it is to recognise who that’s come from, so you can both 
understand and really celebrate that.

�2



So I’ll ask God for help, in good times and bad, and I will recognise His 
extraordinary help when He gives it, and sing all about it, like the King does 
here.  I won’t just try to plod on through a life without noticing remarkable 
help, or being blind to the source of the surprisingly good turns of event.

Question - When have you experienced something going well, or being 
brought through something bad, that was beyond what you could have 
achieved?  Do you recognise that as help from God, or do you think it was 
something else?

Thirdly, the King says that God is my salvation.  He says this in vv.14 and 21.  
The description of God in v.14 is a common song of praise in the Old 
Testament - ‘The Lord is my strength and my song; He has become my 
salvation.’  Israel sang those words in Exodus 15:2 when they look back at 
their recent escape from slavery in Egypt.  Isaiah sings them in Isaiah 12:2 as 
he looks ahead to the rescue God is going to bring people.

Salvation is rescue from destruction.  Quite simply, the King puts it down to 
the Lord God that he has been rescued from death and destruction.  And it’s 
not that ‘God rescued me’, like God sent an item or a message to get the 
King out of a sticky situation.  It’s more personal than that - ‘God is my 
rescue.  He has become my salvation.’

So what?  So I will make God my strength, my song and my salvation.  We all 
face demands in our lives, and we all try to get our strength for that from 
somewhere.  Some of us look for it in the family or friends we lean on, others 
in the identities we are carving out for ourselves, others on the things we are 
acquiring for ourselves.  All of that has its limits though, and all of it can be 
whisked away.  But God has no limits, and He’s going nowhere.  So I’ll find 
strength for life’s demands in God.

I’ll make God my song.  What’s your song?  What’s the thing that lights you 
up most of all, brings you the greatest joy in life to battle the dullness?  If it’s 
stuff, you’ll get bored of it after a month; if it’s a person, you’ll get hurt when 
they let you down; if it’s an ambition, you’ll get frustrated if you never hit it or 
disappointed with its short term joy if you do.

If God is your song, that will last forever, and life’s dullness will not defeat 
you.  Even when you’re stuck in a job you find tedious.  Even when the 
routine of the family’s week wears you down.  Even when you’re housebound 
and void of all the distractions that other people spend time and money on.
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And I’ll make God my salvation.  Except for God, the dangers we experience 
through life and the death that comes at the end of it will have the final say, 
and destruction is where we’ll end up one day or another.  But God is my 
rescue.  He is life, and deliverance, and hope, and eternity.  To trust God is to 
experience that life, and that rescue.

Fourthly, in vv.5 and 21, the King says that God answered me.  He was in 
anguish, v.5 tells us.  How long he was in anguish, we don’t know.  How long 
he’d been asking, ‘Why, God?.. when, O Lord?… how, God?’ - we don’t know.  
Clearly this was a king who was beset with all sorts of enemies and trials.

How long he had been asking for God to set him free, we don’t know.  Maybe 
he prayed once, maybe he prayed for months or years.  What we do know is 
that the King trusted in God, and ultimately had the experience that, ‘He 
answered me.’

So what?  So I’ll ask God for things.  I won’t neglect to trust God enough to 
ask Him to set me free from trouble, whether I only have to pray that once, or 
a thousand times for years on end.  Because to trust God is to discover that, 
at the right time, God answers you.  Not to trust God is not to ask.  And if you 
end up out of the trouble you were in, you don’t see it as God answering. 

God can only answer if we speak to Him; asks things of Him.  If we’re not 
asking, perhaps God will still set us free from things as He sees fit.  But we 
lose out on the experience of Him answering us.  And what a privilege it is, to 
be able to have God’s attention to ask Him a question.  What an even greater 
privilege when He answers us.

Fifthly, the King says in v.18 that God chastens me.  In all the experiences of 
difficulty and opposition that the King has faced, he believes that God is 
teaching him a lesson.  God is correcting the King.  Clipping back the things 
that were growing in the King’s life that were ugly and harmful.  Pushing the 
King back to the path he should be walking.

The King describes this experience as ‘severe’, but not deadly.  There may be 
things that God deliberately allows or causes in your life that rock you 
severely, but they will not kill you, and they have a positive point in forming 
your character and clipping back the things that are growing in you that 
should not be there.
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So what?  So I’ll let myself be corrected by God.  When you’re perplexed by 
the difficulties you face, you can trust that God has a purpose in that, and go 
through the experience of searching out the things that need clipped and 
corrected in your life.

Or you can not trust God, presume that there is no positive point to your 
difficulties and believe that stuff just happens and that’s that, and miss out on 
the experience of change and growth that might shape you for a fuller life 
now and a life fitted to forever.

Question - Can you think of an experience that has taught you something 
about yourself that needed to change?

Once the King and the people of Israel arrive at the gate, in vv.19-29 we have 
this exchange of conversation between them and the priestly gatekeepers in 
the house of the Lord.  The scene is one of recognising the right of this King 
figure to come in through the gate -  a gate that is only for those who are 
righteous - that is, right with God.

And it’s the gatekeepers who speak in v.26, when they look at the King figure 
and say, ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.’  Although this 
was a ceremonial thing with the kings of Israel, every time this was 
performed, there was a looking forward.

Forward to the time that the One who was to be sent in the name of the Lord 
would come to bring about a life with God and all its benefits in true fullness.  
Forward to the One who was truly right with God leading those who were 
following Him to the home of God.

And this is where Psalm 118 comes into Luke’s gospel.  Luke refers to this 
verse 26 (‘Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord’) twice.  Once is 
in Luke 13:31-35, where Jesus is full of sorrow that the city of Jerusalem that 
He wants to reach out and rescue will not listen to Him… will not recognise 
Him… will not accept that Jesus is the One who was to ‘come in the name of 
the Lord.’

The other time is in Luke 19:28-44.  That’s the triumphal entry into Jerusalem, 
where people are waving boughs in their hand, just like in Psalm 118:27.  The 
scene is a picture of the crowds recognising that Jesus is the true King who 
was to come from God.  Yet again in this passage, Jesus weeps over this city 
of Jerusalem who are starting to say they accept Him as King, but who don’t 
really accept it - and so they are heading for destruction.
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The third time that Luke quotes Psalm 118, he quotes v.22 - ‘the stone the 
builders rejected has become the capstone.’  This comes up in Luke 20:9-19, 
in the parable of the talents, where Jesus is criticising the Jewish leaders for 
rejecting the truth that He is the King, the Son of God, the One they’ve been 
waiting for.

So in Luke’s gospel, Psalm 118 is used to tell us that Jesus is the King who 
was to come in the name of the Lord.  He is the One who can bring us 
fullness of life with God and the benefits of that experience.  But the city that 
Jesus walked in did not recognise or believe it.  So they missed out on God 
with them, God helping them, God saving them, God answering them, and 
God correcting them, and headed instead for destruction.

It leaves you and me with a question.  Are we going to be like Jerusalem and 
its leaders?  Looking at Jesus, but failing to see Him for who He really is, and 
missing out on life with God?  Or will we open our eyes and see that Jesus is 
the One who comes in the name of the Lord?

The Jews actually sing Psalm 118 at the time of the Passover.  That’s the 
time when Jesus was heading to the cross, and He knew it.  Jesus was 
singing ‘This is the day that the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in 
it’, even as He was heading to a hill to be killed by wood and nails.  Why?

Because the day Jesus died on the cross was the day that He prayed under 
the greatest of pressure and faced His fate confident in God, like vv.5-7 in 
Psalm 118.  It was the day when He confronted all the powers and forces 
enslaving this world and overcame them, like in vv.10-14.

It was the day when He faced the discipline of God, His wrath against sin, 
though He had never put a foot wrong.  The day that He took all that on 
Himself for those who would trust Him.  The day that He would not stay dead, 
but He would live - like vv.17-18.  Emerging from that wrath, that death, and 
rising to life, as nobody else could.

It was the day that He made the claim that He was fully right with God, and 
stood at the gates of God’s presence to be welcomed, praised, lifted up, 
honoured and blessed by God, like in vv.19-26.  It was the day that the One 
who had been rejected by politicians, governments and religious leaders 
became the foundation of everything that would truly last - like in v.22.
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The King on the cross swaps my sin for His righteousness.  He gives me His 
perfect record to hold up at God’s gates.  And He takes my very stained 
record, and dies for it at the cross.  He is raised to life, defeating sin and 
death, leading the way to the gates where God is.  He is the King.  Those 
who want to walk and sing with Him will go with Him through the gates of God 
just as Israel walked in to their temple with their King.

What Luke and the rest of the New Testament teaches us, is that all of the 
things we’ve looked at today - God’s presence with us; His help; His being 
our strength, song and salvation; His answering us; and His correcting us - 
we experience all of that through trust in Jesus.  And we experience none of it 
apart from Jesus.

Because He is the One who comes in the name of the Lord.  So when you 
depend on Him, you experience the overcoming of fear; the recognition of 
divine help in your life; the victory over demands, dullness and death; the 
answering of your prayers in God’s time; and the correction of your character; 
and walking through the gates to have life with God, now and forever.

When you don’t depend on Him, you miss out on all of that, because it is not 
available to you any other way.

Jesus, you are my God, and I will give you thanks;
You are my God, and I will exalt you.
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