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We are near the summit. We are on the final ascent to Jerusalem and getting closer to the Temple 
and the celebration for which we are coming to this city. Along the way we have sung songs of 
obedience both to God’s will and to the vision which He has given us. We have sung songs about 
hope in the face of disaster; overcoming those who would oppose us by relying upon God instead 
of our own strength. We have been reminded of our history, our sordid history and how, in spite of 
it, God still protected, defended and claimed us for His own. This second to last “Song of Ascent” 
now brings us to the closing point before we worship. This psalm speaks to the one thing that can 
make or destroy any group of people, whether a family unit, a whole clan, a community or a nation. 
It speaks to individual congregations, presbyteries or synods, or a section of the church such as 
Latin, Greek or Protestant. And, it definitely speaks to the Church Universal. That one thing that 
can make or break us is community. This psalm is a post-exilic psalm, it was written after the return 
from exile, and it’s a reminder to the people of what got them into trouble in the first place.

First I want to take an in-depth look at the first line of this psalm. I first learned this both as a song 
and as a part of this psalm when I was learning Hebrew in the Air Force. It struck a chord within 
me. I made it a point to go home and get out my Strong’s concordance and really dig into this verse. 
That’s when I began to see just how rich this verse is. 

The f irst word, “Hineh;” “behold.” 
Remember the picture of Isaiah when he is first called to be God’s prophet, His preacher, to the 
kingdom of Judah. He is in the courts of Heaven. When he realizes where he is he panics because 
he sees himself as not worthy, as a sinner, not fit to be there. Then the angel takes a coal from the 
altar and with it, cleanses Isaiah. All of heaven’s inhabitants are gathered before God, seated upon 
His throne and there is worship. God puts forth a challenge, “Who will go for us to preach to the 
people?” I can see the hosts of Heaven begin to look around, one at the other, and Isaiah standing 
towards the back of the group; then, breaking the silence of the moment, I can picture Isaiah 
raising his hand, and waving it saying, “Hinehni!” “Look at me! I’ll go!” Just so we are told by the 
psalmist to look at this. Behold it. Take it in. To behold something is to let all of its beauty and 
majesty sink into your consciousness so that you can really comprehend what you are seeing.

The next word is “tov,” “good.” 
Remember back in the creation story, day by day God worked and kept adding, bit by bit, to 
His creation. Then at the end of each day God looked at His handiwork and said, “It’s good.” 
This word is not just good but also carries with it the deeper meaning of precious, fine, beautiful; 
something that brings pleasure. God’s creation is precious to Him. It should be to us as well. It is 
something beautiful. Go down to the ocean and see its power. Hike into the hills and mountains; 
walk along paths through the meadows; watch a sunrise or sunset. Look, really look, at a flower; 
watch the animals as they play or gather food, or the birds as they soar. It’s beautiful. It brings 
your soul pleasure. It’s good! God created community. Remember He said that it’s not good that 
man should be alone. Though often used at weddings God was speaking to a much larger need, 
and a much bigger creation. God was speaking to the notion that we need each other. God created 



all kinds of animals, and then He created Adam, at the last. That’s when it became apparent that 
even though we may love the animals, we need someone of our own kind, someone like us, with 
whom we can relate, exchange ideas; with whom we can have fellowship. Yes marriage is certainly 
a part of this, but I think that the bigger creation is what the psalmist speaks to here. Fellowship, 
community, in all of its forms, is God creation and it is good!

Next is the word “naaim,” “pleasant.” 
Naaim speaks of something sweet, delightful, delicious. This is the word that is used after a meal 
when you thank your host and hostess and you tell them how delicious the meal was. “Naimli 
maod.” Let me tell you about the best meal that I have ever had in my whole life. One day I went 
with my friend and his parents to visit a cousin. She had married a man who was a Bedou. We were 
seated under the black goat hair tent and were served mint tea and fruit. Then we were invited into 
their home where dinner had been prepared. They had gotten one of their small goats, a kid, and 
slaughtered it for us. My friend’s cousin, the wife, had prepared fresh flat breads. The goat had been 
braised in a rich soup like gravy, and with that we had fresh salad. Just as a side note, this was the 
same meal that Abraham served to the three guests when they came to his tents. Think of the best 
meal you have ever had. Remember the place, the people you were with, the sight of the food, the 
aromas as it was brought to the table, and that wonderful moment when the first morsel hits your 
tongue and all the levels of taste and texture are in your mouth. That is naaim.

Following along, the next word is “shevet,” “dwell.” 
This is literally the word for “sit.” “Brothers sitting together.” This word speaks to dwelling, settling, 
inhabiting, and even speaks to marriage. This is the first word that speaks to community in this psalm.

Finally, “ya-khaad,” “unity.” 
This word comes from the root word, “one” and speaks of being united, together and it also 
speaks to a “plurality in unity.” We are never called to give up our identity, our person-hood, 
when we come to faith, but we are called to recognize that each one brings a unique gift that is 
to be valued and cherished. No one of us is complete in and of ourself, but together, yakhaad, we 
become all that we can be. Think about it. When we sit alone in our room, thinking about this 
or that problem, situation, or what have you, we can easily come up with all of the solutions that 
will make it right. Then we begin to share our ideas, thinking of course that everyone is going to 
jump on the bandwagon and agree. But usually, someone in the group brings up a “but…did you 
consider this?” We need each other, brother and sister, father and mother, to be complete. So, we 
could rightly read this verse like this: “Look at how beautiful and precious and how sweet and 
delicious it is when people, live in the same place and though many, are one.”

Why did the Hebrews need to be reminded of this, especially as they are on their way in pilgrimage 
to worship God at His temple? We don’t have to look far but these words can take us all the way 
back to Genesis and the first family. Though they had been evicted from the Garden, Adam and 
Eve and their children seemed to be living peacefully, as one. Underneath it all we see that a rivalry 
was occurring between their two oldest sons. This quickly developed into a quarrel over which 
one God loved best and ended in murder. The oldest son, Cain, fled from his family to a different 
country. Not too many chapters later we, once again, have sibling rivalry. I can’t say it wasn’t entirely 
unprovoked by the youngest son. He simply tells his family about a dream he had; then shows 
off his fancy new coat that his father gave him. On one hand, it seems only natural that the older 
brothers would wonder at the favor given him, the youngest, over and above them and especially 
the oldest. But again, it ends with the older brothers trying to get rid of the youngest. Later on, we 
have two sons vying for their father’s inheritance and again, the younger brother comes forward and 
tricks his older brother into giving him the paternal blessing. Once Esau, the older brother, realizes 
what’s been done he tries to reclaim his birthright but is too late. 



The stories of rivalry, murder, and cheating continue until it culminates in not just two brothers 
being separated, but a whole kingdom being torn in two. David had fought long and hard to bring 
the twelve tribes of Israel together as one nation; Solomon seemed to have cemented the deal and 
brought the kingdom into its “Golden Age.” However, once Solomon is gone brotherly rivalry once 
again rears its head and soon the kingdom is torn asunder: ten tribes against two. Even among the 
ten that formed the kingdom of Israel, all is not peaceful as even the kings oppose their subjects, 
battle them, and then lie and cheat to try to vindicate or justify what they have done. But the end 
is only one thing:  destruction and captivity. The kingdom of Judah remains but they soon fall into 
the same kinds of things and not many years later, they too are removed from the land and taken to 
Babylon for a good number of years.

Now they are back in the land and making their way up to a rebuilt, though much less glorious 
Jerusalem and Temple and as they are finishing their ascent, they are reminded: Behold how good 
and how pleasant it is for brothers to dwell in unity. Especially as we read through the Gospels, 
and then as we are taught in the epistles, this is the one thing that is so important, this idea of 
living in peace and harmony; of getting along; accepting one another as sisters and brothers. You 
can almost hear the rhetorical question, “Is there any disunity, dysfunction, or discord in the God-
head?” As is beautifully illustrated and spoken of in the book, “The Shack,” God is one. He is united 
in purpose and thought and action. Though we may see each attribute of God in different ways 
He is never divided. As God said of “unity” in one place, “…if the people are of one mind, there is 
nothing that they cannot do.” Granted that was spoken to people who were using that unity for evil, 
but the principal is still true. When we are united; when we truly dwell together; when we totally 
accept one another with our vast array of differences, “warts and all” as the saying goes, then we can 
approach God, seek His blessing and then there is nothing that we cannot do. Behold, how good 
and how pleasant it is when people live together in unity.

The psalmist then goes on to give examples of how beautiful, and good and pleasant it is. The first 
example he gives is how this kind of unity and living together in community is as beautiful as the 
oil that flowed down Aaron’s head, to his beard, and down his robes. 

After Moses had received the law from God and read it to the people he then gave them the plans 
for this place of worship, this tabernacle or tent, which they were to construct which would be 
the meeting place between God and the people. Overseeing this would be a family of priests, and 
these were specifically Moses’ brother Aaron, the high priest, and his sons and others of the tribe of 
Levi. These became known as the Levites and the levitical priesthood. Instructions were given for 
the garments that Aaron and the other priests would wear. Once they were clothed in their robes 
God commanded that Moses anoint them with oil. Typically this would have been olive oil and 
throughout the scriptures oil is a constant symbol of the anointing of God’s Holy Spirit upon a 
person’s life. So Moses gathered oil and poured it upon Aaron and the priests and down it flowed. If 
you have ever spilled oil on your clothes and then try to wash it out, the one thing that you notice 
is that the spot never truly goes away. Now I’m sure that at some point the priests’ garments would 
have to be cleaned but those spots where the oil flowed down would always remain as a constant 
reminder of their anointing.

What happened to God’s people on the day of Pentecost? What happens to us after we decide to 
follow God, and especially in the service of baptism, after the water is applied? We are given the 
Holy Spirit. That which the oil symbolized is now given in reality. If we are anointed then that 
means only one thing – we are now anointed as God’s new priests to His people and if we are God’s 
priests, then we are God’s priests to one another. This is the vision that we have to capture, that 
you and I are anointed ones of God. Look at your sisters and brothers in this room; look at any 
Christian in any place and see each other as anointed by God. I minister to you and you to me, each 



to one another. As Paul speaks of it we are the priesthood of all believers. We each, corporately and 
individually, now stand as Aaron did – we are each one of us a priest who can boldly approach the 
Throne of Grace on behalf of one another, or for ourselves, and we are accepted as such.  

The next image that the psalmist uses is that of the dew that comes down off of Mount Hermon. 
Anyone who has spent time hiking in the mountains and hills and has camped out in them is familiar 
with the dew that covers everything when you wake up in the morning. In a high mountain setting, 
this can be quite heavy. When you move something that has this dew on it, you also know how it joins 
together and forms little rivulets as it runs off of everything. This is refreshment for the ground and 
the vegetation. It’s necessary. Living in a place like Judea, where it is very arid, water is very precious. 
Rain only comes once a year during a 4 month period so to think of a place where every morning the 
ground is refreshed from the overnight dew would be a very vivid image for the people.  

When we are in community, living together as one, united in purpose, this is what we are to one 
another and to the world. We become that refreshing dew to those who need a lift, who feel 
parched from life. We are that wonderful cool water that flows down to bring life and causes the 
ground to bring forth its seed in abundance. It was always beautiful to see the hills in Palestine in 
the spring, as the rains ended. As the sun warmed the earth the brown, barren hills would spring 
forth in new life and there would be this beautiful green dusting over them and here and there 
patches of the most beautiful wild flowers of all different colors. This is how the psalmist sees the 
beauty of community. This is our greatest expression of our faith and hope in God. We become a 
refreshing dew to one another and equally so, to the world.

And then notice the last line of this psalm: “There God commands the blessing, life forevermore.” 
It’s not when we accept Jesus as Lord; that moment when we become a believer; it’s not in our 
baptism; it’s not even when we are anointed with the Holy Spirit. Where does God bestow the 
blessing of “life forevermore?” The place in which God bestows this great blessing is when we are 
in a place of community; a place where we choose to sit with one another in common cause, in 
common purpose. The place where God bestows the blessing is when we can see one another as 
our sister and brother; when we truly see the anointing on each other and recognize that you are 
a priest to me and I a priest to you. It’s not that we don’t have differences of opinion, but it’s that 
we recognize those differences are what make us complete. Yes, there is always the call to stand 
against that which is evil, and unjust, but it is never our cause to wreak vengeance. We are to let that 
prerogative stay with God. As David was stopped from vengeance against Nabal so must we not 
seek vengeance but trust God to do what is right in His own time.

And what is the purpose of all of this? It is for nothing less than to show and testify that God did 
send Jesus. Jesus prays that we may be in God just as He is in God and God is in Him. But we 
cannot say we are in God if we have quarrels and divisions among us. This was the constant problem 
that Paul so vigorously addressed in his epistles. Constantly he is asking the members of different 
churches to help this one and that one get along. He argues against the notion that “some follow 
Cephas, some follow Paul, some follow Apollos;” some are Lutheran, some are Roman Catholic, 
some are Presbyterians, etc. This is not the way of God and it is not the way of the Gospel. Our first 
loyalty should always be to God and our word of testimony to the world about Jesus should always 
be, “behold, how they love one another.”

This world and especially our country are full of things which can separate and divide us; things 
that can literally pit brother against brother. Where once we thought healing was happening we 
have clearly seen a scab ripped away that reveals a still festering wound. We have to always stand on 
the side of doing justice, loving mercy, and walking humbly with God. We have to stand against all 
that is evil and wrong but at the same time we can never take vengeance into our hands. Rather we 



have to be like David when he wanted to get back at Nabal, and let God work His truth in His own 
way; in His own time. We cannot allow the divisions of politics to enter in to our faith or we will 
not find God’s blessing. While we can have different opinions and stand on different sides of issues 
we must always be aware that no one of us has all of the answers and each of us needs the other as a 
priest, and to act as the refreshing dew on a parched land.

Behold, how good and how pleasant it is when people dwell in unity. Let us pray for unity among 
all believers, no matter where or in what country they are found; no matter which expression of 
Christianity that they use. Let us strive to be witnesses to our country and to the world through 
our actions and words that they will see how we love one another and therefore give testimony that 
Jesus really was sent into this world to save sinners.

Amen.


