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Part 1

Let all the world praise Him alone,

Let solemn awe possess us.

Now let our hearts say, “Amen!”

With these words, Martin Luther concluded his paraphrase of Psalm 67, one of his early hymn-writing efforts by which he placed the Word of God onto the lips of his beloved German people so that they might join their voices with “all the peoples” to praise their Lord. Thus has it been ever since, as hymn writers and composers have continued to join the Word of God to melody so that the mighty deeds of God can be proclaimed in every place and at every time.
The choice of Psalm 67 for our conference theme has been a felicitous one, to be sure. Like a persistent refrain, vv. 3 and 5 beckon one and all to unite in a mighty chorus: Let the peoples praise you, O God; Let all the peoples praise you. But with what will we praise our God? The answer to that question may best be stated by revisiting the well-known words of Dietrich Bonhoeffer concerning prayer: “The richness of the Word of God ought to determine our prayer, not the poverty of our hearts.” So it must be with our praise of God. To paraphrase Bonhoeffer: “It ought not be the poverty of our hearts that determines our praise, but the richness of God’s Word.”

As it turns out, the Word of God provides helpful guidance for our praise, so long as we take the time to pay close attention. Again and again in Holy Scripture, and especially in the Psalter, we hear phrases inviting us to “praise the Lord” or to “sing praise to our God.” Indeed, the Psalter sounds at times like one giant praise chorus—admittedly, with a few penitential and even some imprecatory psalms thrown in for good measure. But more often than not, that invitation to praise God is immediately followed up with the basis for that praise. And what becomes quickly evident is that the call to praise God is not merely the result of some feeling or desire to give God his due; rather, that praise is grounded in the mighty works of God that he has accomplished on our behalf. Thus, David writes in Psalm 59: O my Strength, I will sing praises to you, for you, O God, are my fortress, the God who shows me steadfast love (Ps 59:17). Or who isn’t familiar with these words that begin Psalm 106: Praise the Lord! ﻿Oh give thanks to the Lord, ﻿for he is good, ﻿for his steadfast love endures forever! (Ps 106:1). And in the very last psalm, this pithy phrase: Praise him for his mighty deeds (Ps 150:2). It is, in fact, the insignificant Hebrew preposition כִּי  that points to the basis for all our praise. Praise the Lord, for this is who he is: he is good, steadfast—your fortress and rock. Sing praise to our God, for this is what he has done: he has accomplished his mighty deeds and delivered you from the hand of your enemies. When we rehearse those saving deeds of our saving God, then all that is within us cannot help but praise and adore him. And even in those moments when all the changes and chances of life bring heartache and fear—and doubt and distress—even then our praise, though perhaps subdued, continues all the same. For our God does not change; his goodness and mercy will ever attend us.
Part 2
And at our end then bring us
to heaven to praise you there.

For the Christian, there is a telos . . . an end, an end that is actually a beginning. And as Paul Gerhardt reminds us, there our praise will find its fulfillment, with our unending adoration of the one who has redeemed us. But because of the incarnation, that in-breaking of the kingdom of God in the flesh of the man Jesus—because of his coming among us—the eternal praise of heaven has been extended to earth. The invitation to sing to the Lord a “new song” finds its fulfillment in the song of the Lamb, slain for our redemption.
The ascription at the head of Psalm 100 identifies it simply as a psalm for giving thanks. Words in this psalm are used almost interchangeably: thanksgiving, joyful noise, singing, praise. But at the center of this psalm, like others we’ve already considered, is the psalmist’s explanation for why all of this activity takes place. It’s because we are his, his own creation, his very people, sheep of his pasture. William Kethe’s magnificent paraphrase of Psalm 100, “All People That on Earth Do Dwell,” is the only 16th-century English psalm paraphrase that still appears in modern hymnals. It expresses this image of belong to God with such colloquial charm: we are his folk. But it is his paraphrase of the final verse of the psalm that he drives home the point. After penning three stanzas that invite our thanksgiving and praise, he moves in for the punch line with that marvelous question at the beginning of stanza 4: for why? There it is again, that Hebrew preposition. Why all this praise? Simply for this reason…the Lord is good!
We know the Lord’s goodness because he’s claimed us as his own in the waters of Holy Baptism. All who have taken on that triune name, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, are indeed his folk. And daily we are refreshed in those waters as sins are confessed and forgiven. Martin Luther knew full well the remedy against the assaults of the evil one. “I am baptized,” was his retort. Indeed, I can look sin, Satan, even death itself, squarely in the face and not flinch, because I am baptized in Christ. I’m a child of paradise. Can there be any higher form of praise than to proclaim such a mighty deed of God?
Part 3
Shortly after Psalm 100 we come upon another favorite, Psalm 103: Bless the Lord, O my soul, and all that is within me, bless his holy name! David piles on the images in this psalm, so much so that the hymnwriter can only touch upon a few. But does he ever give it the old college try: ransomed, healed, restored, forgiven. It’s like a kaleidoscope of ever changing descriptions. How does Henry Lyte do it, somehow managing to compress 22 psalm verses into just four stanzas? And to do it with such style and grace. Ponder this image of God: Slow to chide and swift to bless. And note how Lyte gently acknowledges our own culpability: Fatherlike he tends and spares us, Well our feeble frame he knows. All this to describe the God whose goodness knows no bounds…the one we praise as the God of grace.
Of course, it’s not only the Psalter that revels in such rich characterizations of God’s mercy. Jesus’ very ministry demonstrated the treasure that he brings. Just consider his miracles. There’s cleansing, restoration, the establishment of peace, release from bondage, rescue from death itself. And then there is his teaching, perhaps no more memorably preserved for us than in the great “I AM” statements recorded in the Gospel of John. He is the light of the world, living water, bread from heaven, good shepherd, the way, the truth, the life, resurrection, Alpha and Omega. Ge is the great I AM to whom the whole company of heaven offers ceaseless praise. Thus we can boldly invite the angels themselves—and even the sun and moon and all who dwell here with us in time and space—to adore and praise him, our God of grace.
Part 4

On Easter Day in Series B the church hears a marvelous promise from Isaiah 25 by which God announces that through his chosen Messiah he will swallow up death forever. Furthermore, he will establish on his holy mountain a feast of rich food and well-aged wine, providing eternally for his chosen people. Not surprisingly, Isaiah begins his description of all these wonderful works of the Lord with the now familiar refrain: I will praise and exalt your name! Without question, it is the salvific work of the Lord Jesus that elicits our ceaseless praise as we proclaim the wonders he has done. In response to the birth of this Savior, the skies over the fields of Bethlehem echoed on that holy night with joyous strains of Gloria in excelsis Deo—words of praise that have since been repeated by Christians countless times in the liturgy. And in response to the proclamation that Jesus is risen from the dead, our Easter acclamation knows no bounds: Alleluia! Christ is risen! He is risen indeed! Alleluia! 
Alleluia! Praise the Lord! And why? Because by his death Jesus has destroyed death’s fearful sting, and by his resurrection has brought life and immortality to life. Our praise of God is unending because God’s mercy never ends. It accompanies us when we rise in the morning and supports us as we commend ourselves into his gracious keeping at the end of the day. By his mercy we are sustained in our journey through the dark valleys of life and consoled when death draws near—be it the death of a loved one or the day when our own heart takes its final beat. At every moment in life God calls forth our high doxology to the Holy Trinity that we might proclaim what the Almighty can do and has done in his Son Jesus. Him we adore forevermore.
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