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“Singing Praise” 

If there is any single activity that best 
symbolizes Christian worship, it is probably 
that of singing. In fact, for some Christians, 
that's simply what worship is. When they talk 
about worship or the worship time in a 
service, that's what they're referring to.  

Of course, as we'll be discussing throughout 
this study, Christian worship includes much 
more than just singing. But it's understand-
able why these two are often thought to be 
synonymous; because much of worship is 
just that. Singing songs of praise and 
thanksgiving to God.  

And that's not new. In fact, 1600 years ago 
(way back in the fifth century), singing was 
already a central part of worship. So much so 
that, according to Saint Augustine, it was the 
common thread running through the whole 
service.  

 

Is there any time when the faithful assembled 
are not singing? That may sound like an 
exaggeration, but if you look at the way that 
worship is described in the Bible, you'll see 
it's not that much of an exaggeration at all.  

All throughout the Bible, we find accounts of 
people singing praises to God. Like when the 
people of Israel crossed the Red Sea… as the 
Egyptian army was close on their heels and 
God parted the waters for them to walk on dry 
land and then delivered them from their 
enemies. How did they respond?  

As we read in Exodus chapter 15: 

 

Later in Judges 5, something very similar 
happens. Once again, the people of Israel are 
under threat. Once again, God delivers them, 
and once again they respond in song.  

In 1 Samuel 18, after David defeats the giant 
Goliath, we read: 

 

Of course, you might think that these 
examples are all exceptional because they all 
occur right after moments of miraculous 
deliverance.  

But if you think that singing praise is 
something that only occurs when things are 
going well. Keep in mind that on the two 
occasions in his letters (when the Apostle 
Paul specifically instructs Christians to sing 
songs of praise in Ephesians 5 and 
Colossians 3), keep in mind that on both 
occasions when Paul wrote those words, he 
was writing from prison! 

And remember that when Paul is in prison, he 
doesn't just tell other people to sing, he 
himself sings. In Acts 16, we're told about a 
time when Paul and Silas are sitting in a 
Roman prison with their feet in stocks, and 
what are they doing? 
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Singing, then, is obviously not something 
limited to happy circumstances. One of my 
favorite lines from the Prayer Book is a line in 
the funeral liturgy. Right at the end of the 
service, during the commendation of the 
dead to God, there's a line that says: 

 

I’ve said that line numerous times, but every 
time I say it in a funeral service, it never 
ceases to surprise me. “All of us go down to 
the dust; yet even at the grave we make our 
song: Alleluia, Alleluia, Alleluia.”  

That's remarkable! It's remarkable that 
Christians sing praises even when they're 
shackled up in some dark, wet Roman prison, 
and that they sing Alleluia even as they 
mourn.  

But why? Why is singing praise so important, 
so central in the Christian life? What exactly 
are we doing when we sing?  

I want to offer an answer to those questions. 
And to do that, I'd like to begin with an 
observation that C.S. Lewis once made in an 
essay he wrote entitled, “A Word About 
Praising.” Lewis begins by acknowledging his 
own difficulties with praise. 

 

 

Lewis's description reminds me of Michael 
Scott, the character from the television show 
“The Office.” Michael is incredibly insecure, 
and he's constantly obsessed with what other 
people think about him. And in one episode, 
he's being interviewed, and with his typical 
lack of self-awareness, he says: 
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You might be tempted to laugh at Michael in 
that moment, but you're certainly not 
tempted to admire him. 

And for Lewis, when he first became a 
Christian, that's how he thought of the Bible's 
constant demands for us to sing praises to 
God. That's what he thought the Bible was 
making God out to be.  

But then the more he thought about it, the 
more he realized that perhaps he'd 
misunderstood what praise is. He'd been 
viewing it as something forced, something 
insincere, like the fawning shows of adoration 
given to insecure dictators.  

But then, the more he thought about it, the 
more he realized that praise is actually one of 
the most natural things in the world. Praise is 
the natural response we have to things we 
love or enjoy.  

 

Lovers praise their beloved. Parents praise 
their children. Readers praise a new book that 
they found and they're enjoying. Hikers praise 
the scenery that they've witnessed. Diners 
praise their favorite restaurants. Praise isn't 
some forced or insincere activity. It's the most 
natural thing in the world.  

To not praise something you enjoy - that is 
what's truly unnatural.  

But praise isn't just a natural expression of 
enjoyment. Praise, Lewis observes, is what 
actually completes our enjoyment. And when 
we understand that, then we can begin to 

understand why the Bible tells us constantly 
to praise the Lord. 

It's not because God is insecure or in need of 
affirmation. Nor is it simply some show of 
subservience to a cosmic power. No, the 
reason that we sing praises is to share and to 
complete our enjoyment of God. 

 

Okay, fair enough, you might say. God wants 
us to enjoy him. But why does that matter so 
much? And if it's a matter of enjoyment, why 
is it important that we sing praises in front of 
other people?  

In response to the first question, why this 
matters so much? We need to remember that 
as Christians, the God whom we worship is a 
God who is Trinity: Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit. That's a uniquely Christian 
understanding of God, and it has a significant 
impact on the way we think about praise and 
enjoyment. Because what does it mean for 
God to be Trinity? How do the Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit relate to one another?  

Jesus gives us a rare glimpse into their 
relationship with one another in John 17, 
where he prays to the Father and says,  
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Did you catch that? How do the Son and the 
Father relate to one another? They glorify 
each other - which is another way of saying 
that they take delight in each other. They 
enjoy each other, and they express that 
enjoyment by heaping praise on each other. 
And Jesus says that they have been doing that 
since before the world existed. 

And in the chapter before (chapter 16), he 
also says that the Holy Spirit joins in this 
mutual enjoyment and delight in glorification. 
If anyone ever asks you what God was doing 
before the world existed, now you know the 
answer. The Father was delighting in the Son, 
the son was heaping praise on the Father, and 
the Spirit was joining in with their eternal song 
of mutual enjoyment.  

So that's one reason why praise matters so 
much, because praise is at the very heart of 
the universe.  

But why the need to sing praises in the 
presence of other people? Why not just sing 
in the privacy of your own home? In the last 
session, I mentioned Paul's comment in his 
letter to the Colossians, where he tells us to 
sing hymns and spiritual songs to one 
another. And Paul's not unique in that. All 
throughout the Psalms you hear these 
exhortations to praise God, and you see 
examples of the psalmist singing praises to 
God. In almost every occasion, that praise is 
done in public in the presence of other 
people. 

The same thing is true of all those examples I 
mentioned earlier in this video. In Exodus, 
Judges, and in 1 Samuel - those songs were 
all sung publicly, not privately.  

But why? Again, I think that we can find an 
answer to this question if we pay attention to 
what Jesus says in his prayer in John 17. In 
that prayer, he's praying for his followers, and 
at one point he says to the father: 

 

Several things that Jesus says in that prayer 
should grab our attention.  

First, he says that he has shared his glory with 
us. The glory that you have given me; I have 
given to them. That's what he says! And that 
may seem like a wild thing to say, but it's 
actually consistent with what the Bible says 
elsewhere. Take for instance, Zephaniah 3:17, 
which says: 

 

Everybody knows that God loves us; at least 
that's what the Bible says. But did you know 
that he takes delight in you? That he rejoices 
over you? That he actually sings with joy over 
you?  

That may sound far-fetched, but it's true. And 
it's what Jesus is alluding to in his prayer. He 
has shared his glory with us. He has invited us 
to share in the joy and delight of the Father 
and Son. That's what he wants.  

Then what does he pray? He asks that we 
would see his glory. That we would 
experience the joy his father feels, and that 
we would be made one in that joy. That's what 
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Jesus wants for us. And it helps explain why 
praise is not a private matter. Because real 
praise, true praise doesn't just express 
personal joy. True praise wants to unite with 
others. It wants to share that joy with them.  

It's one of the reasons why we sing songs 
together. Why, as the apostle says, we sing 
hymns and spiritual songs not only to God but 
to one another. Because in doing that, we're 
living into the prayer that Jesus prayed for us. 
We are becoming one through shared 
enjoyment, uniting around a common object 
of love. 

As the ancient church Father John 
Chrysostom once observed about his own 
congregation when they had sung a hymn 
together: 

 

I don't know about you, but sometimes when 
we're singing a song of praise in the service, 
sometimes we sing a song that I'm not 
particularly fond of. Maybe it's the melody I 
don't like. Maybe it's the repetition. Whatever 
it is, I find that some songs inspire me 
personally more than others.  

But recently I've tried to make it a habit that 
whenever we're singing a song that I don't find 
particularly inspiring myself, I try to look 
around the congregation and find other 
people who seem to really be connecting to 
that song, and I try to remind myself that 
singing that song unites me with them and I 

want to be united with them. I want to be one 
church together. And so even if I'm not 
particularly enjoying the song, I sing it to 
share in their enjoyment. 

But I have to admit, sometimes my attention 
still wanders. And even when I'm focused on 
the praises and joining in with the song, even 
at the best of times, I rarely experience the 
kind of overwhelming joy that I've been talking 
about throughout this video.  

I know that praise is meant to be a matter of 
delight, but if I'm honest, for me, singing often 
feels more like duty than delight.  

Thankfully, I'm not alone in that essay I 
mentioned earlier. C.S. Lewis also talks about 
this. He talks about how true praise arises 
from an experience of overwhelming delight; 
that if we really want to understand praise, we 
need to imagine what it would be like to be so, 
he says, so drunk with, so drowned in, so 
dissolved by our delight in God that we 
couldn't contain it even if we tried. That it 
would just flow out from us incessantly in 
effortless and perfect expression. And that's 
what heaven is like, he says.  

But for now, we rarely, if ever, experience 
praise like that. For now, he says, we are 
merely tuning our instruments. For now, 
singing praise is often more a matter of duty 
than delight. And that's okay, because, he 
says: 
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Maybe you are one of those happy souls. 
Maybe even now, as you sing, you already feel 
a trickle of that blissful water. Or maybe 
praise to you just feels like a religious duty.  

But if that's the case, don't despair and don't 
stop singing. When you come to church, 
whether you feel like it or not, join in with the 
songs of praise. And know, as you do so, know 
that one day it won't feel forced anymore. 
One day your duty will turn into delight. One 
day you will share in a joy so powerful that 
you won't be able to contain it even if you try.  

For some, that day has already arrived. In 
Revelation 7, John receives a vision of 
Christians who have already died and are now 
with Christ in glory. And in his vision, he sees 
them around the throne of God, crying out in 
endless songs of praise. That is the company 
of heaven. And one day we will join their 
ranks.  

For now, we can only imagine what that will 
be like. But every time we gather and every 
time we sing, we're tuning our instruments. 
We are anticipating their joy. And we're 
lending our voices, however feeble, to their 
deafening songs of delight. 


