
Christians are the best singers in the world.  You might think otherwise after one of our song-services, but it's true.  PRIVATE 


1.
Only Christians have anything to sing about.  It is sad how much musical talent is wasted on unworthy objects: "Sex and drugs and rock-and-roll" as the old record put it.  But believers sing of God:


"Sing unto God, sing praises to His name;


exalt Him that rideth upon the heavens


by His Name, by His Name, JAH"



They sing of His attributes:


"I will sing of the mercies of the LORD forever"


"Who is like unto Thee, O LORD among God?


glorious in holiness, fearful in praises,


doing wonders?"


"God is not a man that He should lie;


neither the son of man that He should repent".



They sing of His works:


"My soul doth magnify the LORD,


and my spirit doth rejoice in God my Savior;


For He that is mighty hath done great things,


and holy is His name.



They sing of His care:


"The LORD is my shepherd,


I shall not want"



They sing of His gifts:


"Blessed be the LORD,


who daily loads us with benefits;


even the God of our salvation".



They even sing of His withholding of gifts:


"Though the fig tree shall not blossom,


and there be not fruit on the vine;


the produce of the olive fail,


and the fields shall yield no food;


Though the flock be cut off from the fold,


and there be no heard in the stalls;


Yet I shall rejoice in the LORD;


I will joy in the God of my salvation;


God the LORD is my strength".  


2.
Only Christians enjoy the pre-condition of song.  Unbelievers sing, a lot, too much.  But their songs, when joyful, belie their spiritual state.  "There is no peace, says my God, to the wicked".  But, reconciled to God by our Lord Jesus Christ, the saint is always in the state of song:


"Is any cheerful among you?


Let him sing psalms".



This is why the Philippian jailer could be carolled half the night by two tired, bleeding, and mistreated prisoners.


3.
Only Christians look forward to a world of singing.  


"Worthy is the Lamb that was slain,


to receive power and riches and


strength and honor and


glory and blessing".


And so, it should be expected that wherever Christians meet, it won't be long till you hear them singing.  This is true in massive cathedrals and grass huts.  Among the most sanctified believers and the rawest converts, too.  Christians are the best singers in the world.  


A few of these believers are given rare musical gifts.  They write hymns for use in their own churches and others, besides.  Some of them write so well that churches far removed in time and space, and even of a different language and muscial heritage find the old hymns as stirring as ever.  It is to some of these people that I now turn your attention.  


Our hymnal features several hundred authors.  How do I winnow them down to a manageable number?  Here's what I did: (1) I chose some personal favorites; and then (2) I reluctanly dismissed the authors whose stories are well-known or readily available.  This includes--I'm sorry to report--Martin Luther, John Newton, and Charles Wesley.  I am not sorry to tell you, however, that I left Fanny Crosby off the list, because I can't stand her hymns--too airy and repetitious, for me, at least.  


Let's begin with Bernard of Clairvaux.  He was born, 1091, in Burgandy, France, of noble parents.  His father was a respected knight; his mother, a woman of great knowledge and unquestioned piety.  Unknown to her husband, she dedicated her son, Bernard, to God from infancy.  And he would not disappoint her.  He possessed an acute thirst for knowledge and soon mastered all the disciplines of Medieval learning.  But his chief interest was theology--which, oddly enough--he learned from his mother.  


His father hoped that his son would enter the French Court, where influence and riches would soon follow.  But Bernard felt a higher calling.  He entered a monastery, continued his studies, and soon became Christendom's most compelling preacher.  The power his father sought was gained by the son, but in an unexpected way.  It was a moral power, a universal respect, commanded by a life of deep devotion and hard study.  In other words, he "lost his life that he might find it".  


He was Catholic, of course.  But not the kind we are accustomed to think of.  His theology was Augustinian to the core.  He believed, in other words, that man could do nothing to save himself; his only hope was in Christ.  He was also an outspoken critic of the superstitions, immoralities, and ignorance that so defaced the church of his age.  He was uninterested in worldly gain, and often turned down bishoprics which offered princely power and riches.  And, although poor himself, he was a "friend indeed" to every "friend in need".  


At the age of sixty-two, Bernard of Clairvaux lay dying.  And this man--nearly worshiped by all who knew him, prayed: "I have lived wickedly, Thou, loving LORD Jesus, but Thou hast purchased heaven with Thy suffering and death.  Thou hast unlocked heaven and presented it to me...in this I have joy and comfort".  


This idea, of Christ "the just for the unjust" came through in many of his hymns, most especially O Sacred Head, now wounded:


"What Thou my Lord hast suffered


was all for sinners' gain:


Mine, mine was the transgression,


But thine the deadly pain.


Lo, here I fall my Savior,


`tis I deserve Thy place;


Look on me with Thy favor,


Vouchsafe to me Thy grace".


Leaving Bernard, we skip 600 years and come to an obscure hymnwriter name Joseph Hart (1712-1768).  


Hart was born to godly parent in London, England.  His minister was the incomparable George Whitefield.  Thus, from his youth up, he was accustomed to preaching of the most powerful and Biblical kind.  He heard all the great men of his age; Whitefield, the Wesleys, Howell Harris, Daniel Rowland, John Berridge, John Cennick, Philip Doddridge, John Newton, and others.  But these privileges did not save him.  


At twenty-one, he was nearly killed and awakened to his need for salvation.  The search lasted for seven years, during which time, he read the Bible, prayed, and went to church as few men have.  But conversion eluded him.  


This caused him to despair, and so, assuming that he was not elect, Joseph Hart turned against Christ and His way.  And, for the next seventeen years, he committed many gross sins and seduced others into the same.  


But at the age of forty-five, he was cut down at last.  He was so convicted of his sin that--for several days--he would not close his eyes, "lest I should awake in hell" he wrote.  He attended every church meeting he could, seeking the LORD.  But the LORD remained in hiding, till Whit Sunday, 1757, He "Caused His face to shine upon" poor Joseph Hart.  He went home from Fetter Lane Moravian Chapel and fell on his knees, and "Such light and comfort flowed into my heart as no words can paint.  I cried out, `What me, Lord?'  His Spirit answered in me, `Yes, thee'.  I threw my soul willingly into my Savior's hands.  


Three years later, Hart became an Independent Minister and served his church faithfully till his death some six years later.  His ministry was short, but powerful.  More than 20,000 attended his funeral in the Puritan graveyard, Bunhill Fields".  


Hart's long struggle with the Lord innoculated him against the "cheap grace" and "easy believism" so common today.  But it did not make His Savior any less inviting.  For Hart wrote perhaps the most encouraging hymn outside of Scripture:


"Come, ye sinners, poor and wretched,


weak and wounded, sick and sore;


Jesus ready stands to save you,


Full of pity, joined with power:


He is able, He is able, He is able:


He is willing, doubt no more".


"God moves in a mysterious way,


His wonders to perform;


He plants His footsteps in the sea,


and rides upon the storm.


Judge not the Lord by feeble sense,


but trust Him for His grace;


Behind a frowning Providence,


He hides a smiling face".


No hymn was ever more autobiographical than this one, from the inspired pen of William Cowper (1731-1800).


William Cowper was born of a couple, peculiarly unsuited to parenthood.  His mother was a kind and generous woman, but with a long history of madness in her family.  His father was a heartless and insensitive man. 

When the boy was six, his mother died.  This deeply shook the young William; and--what's worse--left him to the tender mercies of his father.  The father, unmindful of his son's pain, shipped him off to boarding school and later put him into a career for which he had no heart: the law.


At twenty-one, Cowper fell into a deep depression.  He sought to relieve his anxiety, first, by religion.  But this failed.  From there, he turned to moral looseness, and sought to hide his sorrows in the bottom of a glass or in the company of a pretty woman.  But this only made matters worse.  Ten years later, he suffered a nervous break down and was committed to an insane asylum for more than a year.  He recovered sufficiently to be let go, but the ghost of this collapse would haunt him for the rest of his life.  


But this seizure would be one of those "mysterious ways" in which "God moves".  The warden of his asylum was a Christian, Dr. Nathaniel Cotton.  Instead of chaining up his patients (as they did then) or drugging them (as they do now), Cotton sought to help his interns with attention, sympathy, and the Gospel.  It was the latter that was of special use to Cowper.  


"I flung myself into a chair near the window and, seeing a Bible there, bentured once more to apply to if for comfort and instruction.  The first verse I saw was the 25th of the 3rd of Romans, `Whom God hast set forth to be a propitiation through faith in his blood, to declare his righteousness for the remission of sins that are past, through the forbearance of God.'  I immediately received strength to believe it and the full beams of the Sun of Righteousness shone upon me.  I saw the sufficiency of the atonement He had made, my pardon was sealed in His blood...I could only look up to heaven with silent fear, overwhelmed with love and wonder".  


Some time after his conversion, Cowper became fast friends with another pretty fair writer of verse, John Newton.  For several years they collaborated on their work, and produced the Olney Hymnal, with 348 original songs, some of which are with us today, including "Amazing Grace".  


But Cowper's troubles were not over.  After a dozen happy years with Newton, he relapsed into his previous depression, and suffered terribly for the next twenty years.  At last he died, still under the cloud of gloom, aged 70 years.  


His old friend, John Newton preached his funeral.  He said, "What a glorious surprise must it be to find himself released from all chains in a moment and in the presence of the Lord whom he loved and whom he served".


Like some of the Psalms, Cowper's hymns could not have been written by a happy man; his angst, though, was for his good and of inestimable value to the Church at large.  Thus God "frowned" at poor William Cowper, that he might "smile" at us.  


The most doctrinal of our hymnwriters is Augustus Montague Toplady (1740-1778).  His works shows that you needn't take "poetic license" to write beautiful poetry.  Not since King David, has a man combined a such aesthetic taste with an unswerving fidelity to truth.   


Toplady was born into a Christian family in England.  But as a boy, he moved to the Emerald Island and there was converted--in a highly unusual way.  "Strange that I, who had so long sat under the means of grace in England, should be brought near to God in an obscure part of Ireland, amidst a handful of people, met in a barn, and by the ministry of one who could hardly spell his name". 


But his inauspicious start in the Christian life could not hold him down.  He graduated from Trinity College, Dublin, and entered the ministry of the Church of England.  He soon proved one of its brightest light; preaching often and with power; writing learned treatises against Romanism and Arminianism; and--best of all--composing immortal verse.  


He was a close friend of John Gill, and presided at the great Baptist's funeral.  Although a convinced Anglican, he saw in Gill a man of similar convictions; a strict Calvinist, "who could not so much as bear the stench of Arminiansim".  


Toplady was a also a bitter foe of John and Charles Wesley.  When on his death bed, a rumor circulated that he had "made up" with Wesley.  This so incensed Toplady, that he arose from his sickbed and preached one last time--making sure to announce that he "had not seen John Wesley; nor did he intend to".   
 


But his grudge with Wesley was not personal.  He thought that Arminianism robbed God of His glory--and this Toplady could not bear.  God and God alone had saved the poor sinner; and He must receive all the credit!


"The glory, Lord, from first to last,


is due to Thee alone; 


Aught to ourselves we dare not take,


nor rob Thee of Thy crown;


Our glorious Surety undertook,


to satisfy for man;


And grace was given us in Him,


before the world began".


Krishna Pal is a name, not familiar to many Christians, and--alas--not in our hymnal.  But this Indian convert deserves our admiration, too.  He was born, in Bengali, in 1764.  He carefully studied the Hindu sacred writings, and became a guru.  He was impeccable in the observance of his traditions, but still felt lost. 

   Then, Providence intervened.  He slipped while taking a bath and dislocated his shoulder. He called for a doctor and Mr. Thomas, Baptist missionary arrived.  He set his shoulder and invited him to his outpost to do some work.  Pal consented and so began a friendship with John Thomas, and his friend, William Carey.  


The three men talked for hours on end, Pal helping them with the Bengali and they helping Pal with his theology.  Slowly the truth began to dawn on the Indian guru.  After some months, he became a new man.  But this change in religion cost Mr. Pal dearly.  He was shunned by family and friends; his daughter was kidnapped and forced into marriage.  But Pal endured it all with humility and grace.  


And, to mark his conversion, he wrote one of the most beautiful and experimental hymns that I have ever read,


"O thou, my soul, forget no more


the Friend who all thy misery bore;


Let every idol be forgot,


but O my soul, forget Him not.


Jesus for thee a body takes,


Thy guilt assumes, thy fetters break,


Discharging all thy dreadful guilt: 


and can'st thou e're such love forget?


Renounce thy works and ways with grief,


And fly to this most sure relief;


Nor Him forget who left His throne,


and for thy life gave up his own".


One final writer must do; Charlotte Elliott (1789-1871).  She composed one of the most popular Christian hymns, "Just As I Am".  No song has been more abused among Protestant Churches than this one.  But there is nothing in the hymn to invite abuse.  It is a beautiful piece of poetry--especially when you consider its authoress.  


She was converted in Geneva, Switzerland, under the ministry of the great Huguenot preacher, Cesar' Malan.  Although she knew a good deal about theology she did not know how to come to Christ.  "Just as you are" the Frenchman urged her, "Just as you are".  This brought her to faith--and years later--inspired her great hymn.


Early in her adulthood, Miss Elliott became an invalid; and, of course, could do little for anybody.  This left her depressed and unsatisifed.  But then she began to think of the people who came to Christ, "the poor, the halt, the maimed, the blind"--and thinking on this, she recalled that she too, a cripple, had found the grace of Christ.  And so she sat down--and in an hour or two--wrote a song to help people like herself come to Christ,


"Just as I am,


poor, wretched, blind;


Sight, riches, healing of the mind;


Yea, all I need, in thee to find,


O Lamb of God I come, I come".


In light of these little case studies, I can only urge you to:


1.
"Sing with the Spirit and with the undertanding".  In other words, don't just enjoy the tune, think about the lyrics.


2.
"Teach and admonish one another in Psalms and hymns, and spiritual songs".  


3.
"Sing praises to our God, sing praises: sing praises to our King, sing praises".    

