“Sing To The Lord”

Colossians 3:12-17

September 27, 2009

Read Colossians 3:12-17

Today is the third in our series of sermons looking at “Why Do We Do That?” The things we do in worship are significant in describing who we are and what we believe. The idea of this series is to equip you to explain to a non-church person why we do the things we do in worship. 

The first element of worship we considered was the call to worship. In the call to worship, we exhort one another to remember God, to come together as a community to celebrate the blessings God has given us. 

The second element of worship we examined was the prayer of confession. We looked at why we need to confess: sin, which is a rebellion against God. We confess because we have sinned individually and we have sinned as a community – we have not loved God with all our heart, soul, mind and strength, or, loved our neighbor as ourselves. Our confession is made out of our brokenness; but it also is made in the confidence of God’s pardon in the grace of Jesus Christ. 

Today, we answer the question, “Why do we sing in worship?” Now, before we get too far, I need to give a word of caution and/or clarification. There are many reasons why people sing – and there is no way for me to cover all of them here. Even the topic I have chosen – why we sing in worship – is to broad to exhaust in one sermon. I am just going to touch on some big themes and trust God to fill in the rest of the details. 

Growing up during the 1970’s, we were taught the same thing that so many other children were taught: 

Sing, sing a song

Sing out loud, sing out strong,

Don’t worry if it’s not good enough for anyone else to hear;

Just sing…sing a song.

I was not persuaded.

Singing is not something that comes naturally to me. I do not enjoy the sound of my own voice – in my opinion I tend to sing off-pitch and nasally. So, while I was not worried if it was good enough for anyone else to hear, I did not want to hear it myself. 

Some of you may know the feeling I am describing.


Singing is about doing something – together.

Nonetheless, Paul wrote to the Colossians to include singing in their corporate life; that is, they needed to get together in order to “sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs to God.” Colossians is written to a young congregation struggling with some of the typical problems about which we read in the New Testament: some people want to emphasize their Jewish heritage by insisting on the observance of Holy Days; others wanted to gain status via their willingness to live the ascetic life (enduring hardships without material goods or possessions); still others went off in the way of the mystic (claiming unverified and personal blessings of the Holy Spirit in order to lift up themselves above others). In a church less than ten years old, these were the growing pains of competing for power, popularity, and control. Paul wrote to exhort the Colossians to remember the reason for their being together, “And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.”

Paul exhorted the Colossians to sing together as a means of having them act together as a group. When we sing – and I mean, really sing – we forget who we are, we focus on the words, and we become part of something that bigger than each one of us individually. We are joined together. If my off-pitch vocalizations can be lost in the sea of other voices – if I am adding my voice into the mix – then I absolutely move from thinking about how bad I sound to how wonderful we sound. 

Hearing a congregation sing is uplifting. One of the joys of being Presbyterian is going to worship with Presbyterians from other congregations at presbytery meetings. Presbytery is a good illustration because it is a clear example of the kind of thing Paul was instructing the Colossians. I do not know if you know many pastors, but we all are convinced we know what is right. In fact, we know it so well, we often believe that we are the only ones who are right. The problem is that we do not agree. So, presbytery can be as divisive and catty as life any congregation. Yet when we sing, when we lift up our voices in one the psalms, hymns or spiritual songs to God, the divisions between and among us disappear. It is difficult to be angry at the person next to you while singing, “How Great Thou Art,” “then sings my soul, my savior God to Thee, how great thou art, how great thou art.”

Sometimes singing requires obedience – that is, we need to be disciplined and choose to sing even when many people do not feel like it. Other times, the song of the community rises up. Moments of grace, moments of victory, moments of God’s hand interceding on our behalf often result in times of corporate singing. One of the oldest pieces of written Scripture we have is Miriam’s song, a portion of Exodus 15. Exodus 15 has two songs sung and recorded when God delivered the people from the hand of the Egyptians and drew them out of slavery through the Red Sea.

Look at Exodus 15:

Then Moses and the Israelites sang this song to the Lord: 
I will sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously; horse and rider he has thrown into the sea. The Lord is my strength and my might, and he has become my salvation; this is my God, and I will praise him, my father’s God, and I will exalt him. The Lord is a warrior; the Lord is his name.   

Pharaoh’s chariots and his army he cast into the sea; his picked officers were sunk in the Red Sea. The floods covered them; they went down into the depths like a stone. Your right hand, O Lord, glorious in power— your right hand, O Lord, shattered the enemy. In the greatness of your majesty you overthrew your adversaries; you sent out your fury, it consumed them like stubble. At the blast of your nostrils the waters piled up, the floods stood up in a heap; the deeps congealed in the heart of the sea. The enemy said, ‘I will pursue, I will overtake, I will divide the spoil, my desire shall have its fill of them. I will draw my sword, my hand shall destroy them.’ You blew with your wind, the sea covered them; they sank like lead in the mighty waters.   
Who is like you, O Lord, among the gods? Who is like you, majestic in holiness, awesome in splendor, doing wonders? You stretched out your right hand, the earth swallowed them.   
In your steadfast love you led the people whom you redeemed; you guided them by your strength to your holy abode. The peoples heard, they trembled; pangs seized the inhabitants of Philistia. Then the chiefs of Edom were dismayed; trembling seized the leaders of Moab; all the inhabitants of Canaan melted away. Terror and dread fell upon them; by the might of your arm, they became still as a stone until your people, O Lord, passed by, until the people whom you acquired passed by. You brought them in and planted them on the mountain of your own possession, the place, O Lord, that you made your abode, the sanctuary, O Lord, that your hands have established. The Lord will reign forever and ever.

When the horses of Pharaoh with his chariots and his chariot drivers went into the sea, the Lord brought back the waters of the sea upon them; but the Israelites walked through the sea on dry ground. 
Then the prophet Miriam, Aaron’s sister, took a tambourine in her hand; and all the women went out after her with tambourines and with dancing. And Miriam sang to them: “Sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously; horse and rider he has thrown into the sea.”
Singing is about doing something – together, for the glory of God.


Sing -- because God is worthy of being praised.

We sing because God is worthy of being praised. It is a way of loving God with all our heart, soul, mind and strength. It is an out loud way of remembering who God is, God’s attributes, and who we are in relation. 

You may not need a lot of convincing about this one – but let me give you a little John Calvin to help underscore what you already know. “Not only does he teach the elect to look upon a god, but also shows himself as the God upon whom they are to look.” (Institutes 1.6.1) He goes on to write,

For, that they might pass from death to life, it was necessary to recognize God not only as Creator but also as Redeemer, for undoubtedly they arrive at both from the Word. First in order came that kind of knowledge by which one is permitted to grasp who that God is who founded and governs the universe. Then that other inner knowledge was added, which alone quickens dead souls, whereby God is known not only as the Founder of the universe and the sole Author and Ruler of all that is made, but also in the person of the Mediator as the Redeemer.

God is worthy of being praised for both the things that have been revealed generally and revealed specifically. There are things we can intuit from our surroundings for which God is to be praised; and there are things that we can know only through specific revelation that God has provided for us – as in what Scripture teaches.

A good example of general revelation describing how God is worthy to be praised is found in Psalm 8. There are 150 psalms in the Bible; songs praising God, rejoicing in God, lamenting to God, chastising God, pleading to God. Psalm 8 is one in which David marvels that God even knows he is alive:

O Lord, our Sovereign, how majestic is your name in all the earth! 

You have set your glory above the heavens. 

Out of the mouths of babes and infants you have founded a bulwark because of your foes, to silence the enemy and the avenger.   

When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have established; what are human beings that you are mindful of them, mortals that you care for them?   

Yet you have made them a little lower than God, and crowned them with glory and honor. You have given them dominion over the works of your hands; you have put all things under their feet, all sheep and oxen, and also the beasts of the field, the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea, whatever passes along the paths of the seas.   
O Lord, our Sovereign, how majestic is your name in all the earth!  
Note how there is nothing in this song about God’s work of redemption; rather, there is only a description of what David has seen and experienced. We can sing God’s praise even without knowing anything specifically about Jesus. Paul says it this way in Romans 1, “For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. Ever since the creation of the world his eternal power and divine nature, invisible though they are, have been understood and seen through the things he has made.” If we open our eyes and look around at God’s creation all around us, we find ourselves in a place to sing God’s praise.

But God has not left us with songs about nature and creation. God has specifically revealed himself – fully – in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Take this example of a hymn of the early church that Paul has recorded for us in Philippians 2, 

Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death— even death on a cross.   
Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.
Right there is a summary of the gospel of redemption. It describes specifically what God has done, and what will be the ultimate outcome of what God has done. 

There is another hymn in the beginning of Colossians. If you turn to Colossians 1, look beginning at verse 15:

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers—all things have been created through him and for him. He himself is before all things, and in him all things hold together. He is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that he might come to have first place in everything. For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross.
Different phrasing, perhaps even a different tune, but the message is the same. We praise God because God is praiseworthy. What God has done for us in Jesus Christ deserves all glory, laud and honor.

We sing because God deserves our songs.


Sing – because it is a manifestation of the love of Christ welling up in us.

We sing because it is a manifestation of the love of Christ welling up in us. In other words, we cannot help it; we cannot not sing. Our cup overflows. It is a Psalm 23 moment, “You prepare a table before me in the presence of mine enemies; you anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.” It is the theological and eschatological version of a World Series championship parade. As a community we cannot not gather together to celebrate an achievement that lifts all of us up. The spontaneous outpouring of emotion – whether joy and exultation, or grief and lament – can be because of something that happened to an entire community or an individual who seems to be the identified representative of the community. 
Our Old Testament passage today is 2 Samuel 6:12-15. It is the brief description of the parade and celebration of the Ark of the Covenant returning to Bethlehem. Verse 5 says, “David and all he house of Israel were dancing before the LORD with all their might, with songs and lyres and harps and tambourines and castanets and cymbals.” Then, David danced before the LORD with all his might. It was quite a spontaneous party. 

I had lunch this past week with Steve, a friend from my days serving in Escondido. He was visibly agitated in a positive way. Have you ever seen someone who is just so overflowing with joy that they can hardly wait to blurt out the thing that has happened to them? To make a long story short, Steve’s son had been a source of heartache: drugs, alcoholism, difficulties with the law, long stretches in rehab, lying, and just all thing things that break parents’ hearts. As he said, “After 15 years of trying to fix him ourselves, we just had to say, ‘no more.’ We turned him over to God. We continued to pray, but we could not do anything else to help him.” Well, their prayers were answered positively. It was a story of the prodigal son returning with apologies for past behavior, conviction of his need for grace, and commitment to Christ. What had Steve so amazed and filled with joy was the report that his son had become a small group leader in his church and had spearheaded a segment of time of a 24 hour prayer vigil in the congregation. Oh, how the faithful rejoice and sing when God’s hand is displayed, when one who was lost is found, one who was all but dead is now alive. 

We sing because it is a manifestation of the love of Christ welling up in us. 
Conclusion

So, why do we sing in worship?

We sing because it is a physical and tangible sign of our belonging together as the body of Christ. We sing because God is worthy of our songs. Singing is a way we can bear testimony to what God has done – both what we can see generally and what we have known because God has specifically revealed Jesus Christ to us. We sing in worship because God has loved us faithfully, steadfast and sure, and will continue to love us forever. 

That’s why we sing. 

8:30 prayer and invitation to offering

10:00 invitation to offering
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