Pre:

One of the things that I love about the Bible is that it draws us back to the core of our existence, as a part of the creation of God.  Above all, we are God’s creatures.  Along with the sparrows and whales, along with the rocks and trees.  The snow and the wind.  We are the product of God’s wonderful creative power.  

It seems to me like human beings have a tendency to see themselves as separate from nature.  Not a part of it.  That perspective makes it possible for people to treat the earth and its other creatures with less respect than they deserve.   And to place human beings on a higher plane than we perhaps deserve.  It’s true that we are unique among God’s creatures.  We have been given a type of intelligence and a connection with God that is special, and different from the rest of creation.  But we are not separate from God’s earth. We are a part of an ecological and spiritual balance created by God.  In Romans 8, Paul says that the creation waits for the completion of God’s salvation.  He says that the creation will one day be set free from its bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God.  


With that in mind, listen to the call to praise in Psalm 148.  


Read Psalm 148.

Praise the Lord!

Psalm 148


Psalm 148 is about praise.  To praise means to express approval, to commend, to express admiration.  The word “praise” comes from a Latin word that means “to prize” or to value something or someone.  When we praise, we are showing that we value that person or that thing, or that relationship.  Sports fans really know how to praise.  And theater-goers.  They raise the roof with applause.  So does Hollywood.  They give out Emmys and Oscars.   


Here are a couple of quick quotes about praise.  From William James:  “What every genuine philosopher . . . craves most is praise—although the philosophers generally call it “recognition”!   Shakespeare:  I will praise any man that will praise me.  Samuel Butler:  The advantage of doing one’s praising for oneself is that one can lay it on so thick and exactly in the right places.  


Psalm 148 calls us to praise.  Not to praise sports stars or movie stars or even ourselves.  But to praise God.


I think there are three questions that are helpful to consider about praising God.  Why?  Who? And How?  Why praise God?  Who should praise God?  And How do we do it?


The psalm waits until almost the end to give us the answer to the why.  (verses 13 & 14). 
For his name alone is exalted; his glory is above earth and heaven.  In other words, no one is above our God.  Only God deserves our praise and worship.  No one is higher.  No one.   


It seems that the Pope arrived at JFK airport one time, (this was in his younger years) and he was met at the baggage claim by a driver in a bad suit and a clip-on tie, holding a hand-lettered sign that said “Pope.”  After getting all the Pope’s gear loaded into the limo (and his Holiness doesn’t travel light), the driver noticed that the Pope was still standing on the curb.  

“Hey, Mr. Pope,” said the driver, “Why have you not seated yourself in the limo?”  

“Well, to tell you the truth,” the Pope said, “They never let me drive at the Vatican, and I’d really like to drive.”

“That is very much against the rules,” complained the driver.

“There might be something extra in it for you,” said the Pope.

Reluctantly the driver got in the back as the Pope got in behind the wheel.  The driver quickly regretted his decision when, after clearing the airport, the Pope accelerated to 105 miles an hour.

“Please don’t drive so fast,” the driver said nervously.

But the Pope kept the pedal to the metal.  Then they heard the siren.

“Now I will surely lose my license,” moaned the driver.

The Pope pulled over and rolled down the window as the patrolman approached, but the cop took one look at him, went back to his motorcycle, and got on the radio.  “I need to talk to the Chief,” he said to the dispatch.

When the chief got on the radio, the cop told him that he’d stopped a limo going a hundred and five.  

“So, bust him,” said the Chief.

“I think the guy’s a big shot,” said the officer.    

“All the more reason.”

“No, I mean a really big shot,” said the cop.

“Who ya got there, the Mayor?”

“Bigger.”

“Governor?”

“Bigger.”

“Well,” said the Chief, “Who is it?”

“I don’t know,” said the cop. “But he’s got the Pope driving for him.” (internet)

There are lots of important people in this world.  God is bigger.  God’s name is exalted above all.  God deserves to be praised above all others. 

And God has done marvelous things.  The Psalm talks about God raising up a horn for his people.  That phrase “raise a horn” is a euphemism that means that God has given his people strength or power.  In other words, God has helped us.  We praise God because God has helped us and God will help us again.  We praise God because no matter what is happening at the present time, it will be ok.  Maybe not today, and maybe not tomorrow either.  But it will happen.  Madeleine L’Engle says that “It is a good thing that we are not God; we do not have to understand God’s ways, or the suffering and brokenness and pain that sooner or later come to us all.  But we do have to know in the very depths of our being that the ultimate end of the story, no matter how many aeons it takes, is going to be all right.”  (parables, etc. 22.4.2)  

Why do we praise God?  God deserves praise—for who God is, and what God has done.

Now we come to the second question.  Who is called to praise God?  Angels in heaven, sun and moon, the stars and clouds.  Animals, birds and creepy crawly things, fire and hail, snow and frost, and wind.  Mountains, hills, fruit trees and cedars.   Kings and princes, young men and women, old and young together. What’s interesting to me about this collection is how very broad it is.  Not just people.  It’s not even limited to living beings.  But also the so-called inanimate things are called to praise God.  Snow and frost, mountains, wind and fire.  

This is not the only place in the Bible where it talks about inanimate objects praising God.  In Job, it talks about how the morning stars sang together at the creation. In Isaiah 55, it talks about the trees clapping their hands while the mountains and hills burst into song.  When Jesus rode into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, his followers got kind of loud and rowdy with their praises, and the Pharisees told Jesus to quiet them down.  Jesus said, “If these were silent, the stones would shout out.”  (LK 19:40) 

In our experience we have seen how inanimate objects bring praise to their creator.  A beautiful painting brings praise to the artist.  A great song brings praise to the composer.  

And all of God’s creation is called to bring praise to God.  

 “But how?”  How do animals praise God?  How does a tree praise God?  And how do people praise God?

Normally, we think of praise as something that we do with our mouths.  We say, praise God.  But when you bring the animals and the inanimate world into it, we have to look at it a little differently, and this teaches us about praise that goes beyond lip service.  I believe that animals and rocks and trees and flowers praise God by simply being what they are.  The flowers in my garden praise God by simply growing and blooming.  Apple trees praise God by producing apples.  Oysters in the sea praise God by turning little irritations into pearls.  Our little puppy Grace praises God by simply being the exuberant bouncy biting loving creature that God made her to be.    

And above all else, that’s how people praise God, too.  Simply and joyfully being the person God created you to be is a way of praising God.   Dr. Benjamin Carson, a neurosurgeon at Johns Hopkins said, “It is my belief that God gives us all gifts, special abilities that we have the privilege of developing to help us serve [God] and humanity.”  Not surprisingly, I have a fondness for neurosurgeons right now, but what he said applies to us all.  God has made you with special gifts and abilities, special things that make you YOU.  And the best way that you can praise God is to be YOU to the fullest.  Joyfully, exuberantly, unapologetically.   

A newspaperman visiting the Raiders’ football camp a few years back had just come from the Jack London Historic Monument.  He read a sample of London’s prose to then quarterback Ken Stabler:  “I would rather be ashes than dust!  I would rather that my spark should burn out in a brilliant blaze than it should be stifled by dry rot.  I would rather be a superb meteor, every atom of me in magnificent glow, than a sleepy and permanent planet.  The proper function of man is to live, not to exist.  I shall not waste my days in trying to prolong them.  I shall use my time.”  

After reading this to the quarterback, the reporter asked, “What does that mean to you?”

Stabler replied:  “Throw deep.”  (Illustrations unlimited, 100-101)

Throw deep.  Live life.  Live fully.  Live it in praise to God. 


Praise is a powerful thing. When you praise your kids, you bring out the best in them.  When you praise your spouse, you do the same.  When you praise the people with whom you work, you warm the atmosphere in the workplace and make it a pleasant place to be.  


What happens when we praise God? In Psalm 22, it says that God inhabits our praises.  What that suggests to me is that something special happens when we praise God.  Our praises connect us with God.  And with each other.  And with God’s world.  The image that I am left with after studying Psalm 148 is of a beautiful spring morning.  Green grass glistening with dew, birds singing as they build their nests, trees bursting with foliage, and flowers racing with each other to see who can bloom the fastest.  Everything is vital and alive with hope.  You look out the window, and it’s all so wonderful that you just have to sing.  Well, the rest of the world is singing, why not join in?   
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