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“Joyfully singing the greatest good news”

The story is told of a mother in conversation with her children. The mother asked:

“What are you children playing?” Her children answered: “Church.” The mother said:

“But the congregation shouldn’t whisper in church.” To which the children responded:

“We know, but we’re in the choir!” 

   Contrary to this mother’s conversation with her children, in both Psalm 96 and our

 gospel, we learn that the psalmist and the ancient Israelites, as well as the angel choir

were filled with joy and loudly sang their praises to God. 

   Indeed, Psalm 96 is a hymn of praise, which my NRSV Lutheran Study Bible gives the

title: “Praise to God Who Comes in Judgment.” In the Greek version of this psalm, it is

linked to the Israelites worshipping God in the Jerusalem temple when they celebrated

the Feast of Booths, also known as the Feast of Tabernacles, and Sukkot. During the

Feast of Booths, the Jewish people remember how God was with them for their forty

year journey in the wilderness, before they entered the Promised Land. 

   Notice that  in Psalm 96,  ALL the earth,  that is  human beings as  well  as God’s

creation are instructed to sing a new song to the LORD. The psalmist further instructs

that God’s glory, marvellous works and saving activity,  are to be declared among ALL

the peoples around the world. That little word ALL means that every human being, the

entire human race is instructed to worship God in awe and wonder because of his

glory and power, honour and beauty. God who is enthroned as King of the universe is

to be worshipped and celebrated because when he judges, he is never influenced by

bribery or corruption. Rather, as The Message renders verse 10: “Get out the message

—God Rules! He put the world on a firm foundation; He treats everyone fair and

square.” 
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   The  psalmist  continues  by  mentioning  certain  elements  of  God’s  creation

worshipping: Calling on the heavens to be glad, the earth to rejoice, the sea to roar,

the field to exult, the trees of the forest to sing for joy—or as The Message colourfully

puts it: “Let’s hear it from Sky, With Earth joining in, And a huge round of applause

from Sea. Let Wilderness turn cartwheels, Animals, come dance, Put every tree of the

forest in the choir. An extravaganza before God as he comes.” 

   Music is contagious, isn’t it? You don’t even know you’ve “caught” a song until you

find yourself singing it in the shower, humming it in the car, dancing to it while you

mop the floor. And we all know the frustration of getting an annoying song stuck in our

heads, so that we hum it obsessively.

   And music has the power to change our mood in an instant. What song evokes

memories of your first love? What’s the perfect song for driving down a long stretch of

highway at night? What song best captures the mood of your teenage years? What

song always puts a lump in your throat? What songs did your parents teach you when

you were a kid? What’s your favourite hymn? Just thinking about those songs puts a

smile on our faces.1 

   In our gospel, one of God’s angels brings the shepherds “good news of great joy for

ALL the people: to you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, who is the

Messiah.” Then the angel was joined by a huge heavenly choir of angels praising God

and saying, “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those

whom he favours!”

   Can you imagine being one of those angels in the heavenly hosts on the night of

Jesus’ birth? What an awesome assignment---to announce the birth of the Messiah. The

angels’ praise filled the night sky. Their joy was overflowing. Although our Bible passage

does not specifically say that the angels sang their praises to God, that is how most of

us would like to visualize it. That’s what many of us do when we are overwhelmed by
1 King Duncan, “Praise the King with a Song of Joy,” at: https://sermons.com/sermon/praise-the-king-with-a-song-of-
joy/1348296.
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the goodness of God--we sing for joy. In fact, for many of us, our favourite part of

Christmas is the opportunity to sing traditional Christmas carols that we learned in

childhood.

   Why is singing so important at this time of year? Because singing is the best way to

communicate our deepest thoughts and emotions. Sidney Lanier once said that music is

love in search of a word. Charles Kingsley said that music is the “speech of angels,” but

then he added, “I will go further and call it the speech of God himself.”

   French author Victor Hugo remarked, “Music attempts to express what cannot be

said about something on which it is impossible to remain silent.” And it was impossible

to remain silent on that magnificent night over 2,000 years ago when Jesus was born.

   What song did the angels sing on the night of Jesus’ birth? They sang a song of hope.

First and foremost, the message of Christmas is the message of Emmanuel, God with

us. God has come into the world. God is not “out there,” some distant deity playing

dice with the universe.2 

   Tonight may music fill our hearts and lives as we celebrate the birth of Jesus. As the

angel reassured the shepherds, they did not have to be afraid because the message of

joy could and would remove their fears.

   One of the annual Christmas television specials that brightens up the season is the

Charlie Brown Christmas. In this special Charlie Brown directs a Christmas play and

hunts for the perfect tree, and Linus expounds on the true meaning of Christmas.

   When the special was first shown, the folks at CBS were concerned that the use of

actual Bible quotes in the special would turn off viewers. Imagine that religion intruding

into a Christmas special! But Peanuts creator Charles Schulz was insistent. So Linus

recites from the book of Luke during the show, telling the same story we read tonight.

Here was something I hope you noticed in the show. Linus, who was famously attached

2 King Duncan, “Praise the King with a Song of Joy.”
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to his security blanket, lets go of it when he tells the story of Jesus’s birth. The joy of

Jesus’s birth helped to remove Linus’s insecurity and fear.  

   So too may the message of joy that Jesus is our loving Saviour remove your fears.

May we joyfully sing the greatest good news ever told in those wonderful words of

Isaac Watts’s hymn, “Joy to the World”: He rules the world with truth and grace and

makes the nations prove the glories of his righteousness and wonders of his love, and

wonders of his love, and wonders, wonders of his love (Evangelical Lutheran Worship,

#267).  
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