
7700 North Meridian Street •  Indianapolis, Indiana 46260 • SecondChurch.org • 317-253-6461

“Sing to the Lord”
Psalm 100; Colossians 3:16-17 May 17, 2015

We are a singing faith! From the very beginning, the 
people of the Bible have praised God in song. When God 
delivered the children of Israel from bondage in Egypt 
through the waters of the Red Sea, Miriam, the sister of 
Moses took the tambourine in hand and sang a song of 
praise, “Sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously; 
the horse and rider he has thrown into the sea” (Exodus 
15). From that moment on, we have been a singing people 
who express through music our faith in God. Through 
the centuries, we have praised the Lord through chants, 
plainsong, psalms, hymns, spirituals, cantatas and choruses. 
The hymns we sing today on this Festival Sunday employ 
music from many cultures and traditions from folk tunes 
to modern composers and from spirituals to classical 
musicians. The words arise from the scriptures, from poets, 
from the faith of the church and from the experiences of 
God’s people.  

Why do we sing? Why make music in the church? Are not 
thoughtful Bible readings, sermons, silent prayers, spoken 
responses, visual images, and the sacramental elements of 
water, bread and wine enough? All these are essential to 
the faith, but sacred music flows from the movement of the 
Holy Spirit in the soul and unites us in the praise of God. 

So, why sing? 
First of all, we sing in order to praise God. God is the 

center of all things. God is the beginning and the end. The 
first question of the Shorter Catechism asks, “What is the 
chief end of human existence?”  The answer: “The chief 
end of human existence is to glorify God and enjoy God 
forever.” So we sing, “Joyful, Joyful, We Adore Thee.” The 
goal of our music in the Reformed tradition is to glorify 
God. The purpose of our music is not entertainment, but 
worship and praise to the God who created us, redeemed 
us and sustains us. We express our gratitude in music; we 
express our deepest longings and greatest needs to God 
through music; we open our hearts through music to 
receive the Holy Spirit into our lives. The music of the 
church is a form of prayer. Many Christian traditions today 
have lost this sense of God-centered worship. Worship has 
disintegrated into little more than religious amusement or 

a “me-centered” diversion. Reformed worship is an offering 
to God. We sing to glorify God. 

Why do we sing? We sing because of the way we are made.  
We were created with a heartbeat. We hear the rhythmic 
crashing of the ocean waves, the ticking of the clock, the 
song of birds, and the rustle of leaves when the wind passes 
through the trees. We sense there is a deep mysterious God-
given rhythm in the universe. The 100th Psalm commands 
the whole creation to praise God in song: “Make a joyful 
noise to the Lord all the lands; worship the Lord with 
gladness; come into God’s presence with singing.”  

Music engages the mind, heart, spirit, emotions and body. 
We have all seen music cause a baby to move her whole 
body in rhythm with the sound. A small child delights in 
music before he knows the first thing about the words, 
the composer or the type of music. A member of a former 
church had sung in church choirs all of her life. In her last 
years she had dementia and was living in a special memory 
unit. When her daughters from out of town came to visit, 
they would often sing familiar hymns with her. Long after 
she could no longer remember their names, she would sing 
the words of the hymns that had shaped her life of faith and 
were etched in her soul. Music connects us to God at the 
deepest level of our being.  

Why sing? The music and hymns of the church teach the 
faith of the church; they lead us into a deeper understanding 
of God; they guide us in living for Jesus in our daily life. Paul 
instructs the Colossians. “Let the word of Christ dwell in 
you richly; teach and admonish one another in all wisdom; 
and with gratitude in your hearts sing psalms, hymns, and 
spiritual songs to God” (3:16). Singing and hearing sacred 
music is a primary way of inviting the word of Christ and 
the Spirit of God to dwell in us. Our liturgy and hymns tell 
us who God is and how we can put our confidence in God. 
Our closing hymn, Our God, Our Help in Ages Past, speaks 
of God’s eternity and God’s faithfulness in the past, the 
present and in the years to come. It is a hymn that invites 
us to put our trust in God who is “our shelter in the stormy 
blast.” We can find peace and assurance in God in the face 
of the fleeting and uncertain nature of human life: 
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“Time like an ever flowing stream 
   soon bears us all away;
We fly forgotten, as a dream
   dies at the opening day.
Our God our help in ages past; 
   our hope for years to come,
Be Thou our guard while life shall last, 
   and our eternal home.”

The great hymns of the church do not shy away from 
the complexity of human life in the world nor do they 
oversimplify the struggles we face in the world. Years ago a 
friend was going through a really difficult time. It seemed 
like everything was stacked against him: a crisis with a 
child; business trouble; betrayal by a friend. Yet, through it 
all he persevered. He shook off bitterness and kept looking 
forward in hope. I asked him how he did it. He said that 
when things got really difficult he remembered a phrase 
from a hymn he had learned as a child: “There is a balm in 
Gilead that makes the wounded whole; there is a balm in 
Gilead that heals the sin-sick soul.” 

Our hymns proclaim the ineffable mystery of the Triune 
God and still affirm intimacy of God’s presence in Jesus 
Christ, our Lord and Savior. The choir sings: 

“O God of righteousness and grace, 
   seen in the Christ, Thy Son,
Whose life and death reveal thy face, 
   by whom Thy will was done:
Inspire Thy heralds of good news 
   to live Thy life divine,
Till Christ is found in every heart 
   and every land is Thine!”

We discover in the hymns of the church encouragement 
for our weak faith, fresh understanding of God, power to 
overcome temptation, assurance that we belong to Christ, 
guidance in difficult times, and hope for the way ahead.  
The Book of Acts tells us that when Paul and Silas were in 
jail in Philippi they were singing hymns at midnight, the 
darkest hour of the night. Even while they were in chains, 
their music set their souls free. Then an earthquake shook 
the prison and their chains fell away.  

Why do we sing? We sing not only to praise God, not 
only because of the God-given rhythm in our souls, and 
not only to grow in our understanding of God, we also 
sing to build up one another in faith. We sing not only 
for ourselves, but for one another. We sing together as the 
people of God. Congregational worship is one of the last 
places in our culture where people like you and me gather 
to sing. I know that some of us are uncomfortable singing. 

We are self-conscious; we don’t think we can carry the 
tune; we may sing off-key; we don’t know the melody; we 
think the music is too hard. One time my middle school 
choral teacher, after repeated attempts to help me sing 
better, told me before a concert to mouth the words. It 
took me years to overcome the power of her words to 
silence my voice and to feel free to sing again. Worship 
becomes a different experience when we get over our 
inhibitions and simply let our voices sing. 

Sometimes when we have a heavy burden to carry, a 
barrier to overcome, or a grief to bear, we may not feel like 
singing. This is when we sing for one another. I remember 
the hymn we chose to sing at my mother’s funeral. She 
had died after a yearlong battle with a mysterious illness. 
Her death was a release from a terrible condition. Yet, we 
grieved. During the service we sang the hymn, Now Thank 
We All Our God.  

“Now thank we all our God 
   with heart and hands and voices
Who wondrous things hath done, 
   in whom this world rejoices.”

We were thankful, yes, but our hearts were broken. As 
we sang, I found I could not sing as the hymn continued:

“Who from our mother’s arms, 
   hath blessed us on our way
With countless gifts of love, 
   and still is ours today.”

I listened to the voices of friends sing for us that day 
these words:

“O may this bounteous God 
   through all our life be near us,
With ever joyful hearts 
   and blessed peace to cheer us,
And keep us in God’s grace, 
   and guide us when perplexed,
And free us from all ills, 
   in this world and the next.”

Their voices kept us in God’s grace and assured us in our 
grief that God keeps us from all ills in this world and the 
next. They sang the truth of our faith for us.


