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What have you got to 
sing about? 

Psalm 66:1-8 

 
Why can’t ghosts sing hymns?  Because they don’t have any organs! 
The number of jokes about music in church could fill a hymnal.  Organs, hymns, 

choirs are things that often come to people’s minds when they think of church.  Singin is 
something that Christians do.  Christians are singing people.  It is one of the joys of the 
church but it also something that sets 
us apart.  Many other people do not 
sing apart from tunes in the shower, 
but they do not sing with other people.  
I am often forcibly reminded of this at 
weddings as I find myself singing 
“Morning has broken” by myself in the 
middle of the afternoon with people 
looking on. 

So I thought it would be 
worthwhile, as our Psalm encourages 
us to sing to God to spend some time 
thinking about why we sing, and 
thinking what have we got to sing 
about. 

WHY SING? 

The church has always sung.  When in the early second century Pliny the 
Younger wrote to the Emperor Trajan about the activity of the despised Christians he 
noted that in their pre dawn meetings they sang a hymn of praise to Jesus as God. 

We can go back even further than that.  Paul urges the believers in Colossi to 
sing together (Colossians 3:16).  Even Jesus and his disciples sang Psalms (Matthew 
26:30).  Whatever mental images you have of Paul and Jesus you need to add the fact 
that they sang.  And it is of course in the Psalms themselves that we see the singing 
heritage of the Israelite people. 

And you cannot read the Psalms without recognising the value that it places on 
singing to God.  “I sing for joy at the works of your hands.” (Psalm 92:4)  “Come, let us 
sing for joy to the LORD.” (Psalm 95:1) “Sing to the LORD a new song; sing to the 
LORD, all the earth.” (Psalm 96:1)  Or from our Psalm this morning “O shout with joy to 
God, all the earth: sing to the honour of his name, and give him glory as his praise.” 

So I went looking through my theology books to try and find out why singing, 
rather than say shouting, whistling or whispering was so important. I had hoped to be 
able to bring some wise thoughts as to why singing should play such an important part in 
the communal life of God’s people and I could find nothing, not even a note!  (All I did 
find was the rather awful joke at the beginning.) 

The Scriptures certainly recognise that singing itself is neutral, it can be used for 
good and bad purposes.  When Moses returns from Mt. Sinai with the law and the 
people have started to falsely worship the golden calf, the first inkling that Moses has 
that something is wrong is the sound of singing, which Joshua has mistaken for the 
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sound of warfare (which may say something about its quality). (Exodus 32:17-18)  So 
there is nothing sacred about singing in and of itself.  Yet God wants us to sing. 

Perhaps the answer is to be found in human nature.  I am not aware of a culture 
that does not sing, the style, volume, instrumentation and complexity may vary but 
everyone sings.  It is a very human and natural thing to do as a way of expressing who 
we are as emotional creatures. 

In particular, singing seems to be a natural response to things of joy, one only 
needs to look at the crowds at great sporting events around the world.  The same image, 
particularly as national anthems are sung, reminds us that music has a wonderful ability 
to create unity of people and purpose. 

Perhaps it is for these reasons that God wants to use this natural, joyous and 
unifying and above all human ability for his praise.  It affirms us in our humanity, and it 
binds us together when we do that for which we are created, to bring glory to God. 

WE SING TO GOD 

That may start to answer why we sing, but what have we got to sing about?  As 
you read through Psalm 68 you can see that singing God’s praises is a response to all 
that God has done. This means that our primary focus as we sing should not be on 
ourselves - whether we like the song, on others -whether they are singing well or not, but 
on God and what he has done. 

This also means that the songs that we sing should primarily be focused on God, 
not on how we feel about God, or about God in general, but God as he has revealed 
himself in history.  For the Israelites this meant his might in saving them from Egypt and 
subsequent battles.  For Christians, for us, it means praising God for his revelation and 
salvation in Jesus Christ. 

Understanding our singing as a response to what God has done helps us be clear 
about what we are not doing.  We are not singing in the hope that God will be pleased 
with the noise that we are making, as a way of seeking his favour, it is a response to his 
action towards us. 

Let me ask you, what do you think about as we sing?  “I don’t like this tune”, “We 
didn’t sing songs like this when I was younger”, “I hope we aren’t going to sing all the 
verses.”  I hope you are reading and thinking about the words and truly praising God 

True Worship 
We should also understand that singing should not be our only response to God, 

it is not our worship as such.  Paul says that our very lives are our spiritual act of worship 
(Romans 12:1) and that everything we do should be for the glory of God. (1 Corinthians 
10:31). 

Our lives outside this building need to be in tune with what we sing about God in 
here.  It has been well said that Christians don’t tell many lies but they sing thousands.  
We can’t sing of our joy in the Lord, how all our hope is in him, how we will serve him all 
our days, and of our great love for each other and not change the way we act.  May our 
praises be lived out in our practice.  But let us also sing his praises. 

As we think of all that God has done for us, our creation, for our salvation in 
Jesus, for the hope of glory, surely we too should say that it is good to praise the Lord, to 
sing for joy at the works of his hands.  As we think of the good things that God has done 
for us we should sing Hallelujah, as we think of the good things God has done for others 
we should sing Hallelujah, as we think of the salvation won for us at the cross we should 
sing Hallelujah, as we look forward to the hope of heaven we should sing Hallelujah. 

WE SING TO ENCOURAGE EACH OTHER 

In some Psalms it is an individual believer who sings but generally in Scripture it 
is seen as a group activity, singing in general is to be done in unison.  This is because 
we not only sing in praise of God but we sing to encourage each other.  Ephesians 5:19 
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says “Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs.”  It is part of the 
way that we are to encourage each other. 

Just as the National Anthem binds us together and strengthens us as Australians, 
our hymns and songs bind us together in our faith and as one community.  Singing 
together lifts our sights above the every day trials of life to the everlasting and glorious 
realities of God, his power, his strength and his steadfast love for us shown in Jesus. 

One great irony of this is that there have been few issues as divisive as church 
music.  Many of the jokes about church music are about the divisions it can cause.  And 
unfortunately many people know of dreadful divisions in the church caused by 
differences of opinion about music. 

We have to realise that many of the issues are cultural and matters of artistic 
opinion.  I remember bitter debates in the church I grew up in about whether guitars 
could be used in church.  It all seems rather sad as the Bible lists a whole series of 
instruments that can be used to glorify God.  The Biblical idea seems to be whatever you 
have to hand use it to praise God for what he has done. (Except perhaps bagpipes!) 

It certainly seems ironic that one of God’s great achievements is to create a new 
people in Christ if that new people then fracture over the way of praising him for it. 

Now this means as music is chosen for congregations to sing it needs to be 
appropriate on two levels.  Firstly it needs to be worthy music that we can offer to God.  
There is of course an element of subjectivity in this but music should be of a certain 
quality whether it be traditional, classical, contemporary or otherwise.  It is God whom 
we are praising and he deserves the best.  But the music also should work, it should 
enable the people gathered to sing God’s praises together without being distracted by 
the music.  But most important of all, the words should be ones that we can all join 
together in worshipping our God. 

As you sing then realise that as you sing to God you are also singing with each 
other, you are encouraging each other, strengthening each other as you sing our God’s 
praises.  Singing God’s praises is not a spectator sport it is something that we can and 
all should be a part of.  We are not to listen but to join in.   

On the times that I need to move around the Cathedral when hymns are being 
sung I can’t help but notice that we are not the loudest group of singers, some seem to 
think we sing hums rather than hymns. 

Let us sing with enthusiasm which will encourage us all. 

WE SING AS A TESTIMONY TO THE WORLD. 

We sing to God, we sing to each other but we also sing to the world, as a 
testimony to the world.  Part of the rational of singing God’s praises in the Psalms is to 
declare who God is to those around, he is the true and victorious God. 

In soccer stadiums in England when a team is winning the opposition supporters 
will often chant “You only sing when you’re winning”.  Well folks despite how things may 
sometimes look, in Christ we are winning so we should be singing.  We sing of the 
triumph of glory over everyday drudgery, we sing of the triumph of hope in the face of 
despair, we sing of the triumph of love over hate, of life over death. 

Well, we as followers of the true God who has triumphed in the resurrection can 
sing because we are winning.  To a world that in general has lost that sense of praise, 
our sung worship helps point them to the true God.  So let us sing with gusto and 
conviction that others may join in our song. 

WE SING TO THE LORD OF HISTORY 

My last thought is that as we sing God’s praises we are not only being joined 
together here but we are also joining with God’s people throughout the ages.  This is a 
wonderful thing about singing old hymns and the Psalms as well.  We look back to an 
enormous choir that has sung before us but we also look forward to joining with them in 
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heaven where singing God’s praises is one thing that we do now that we know we will be 
doing then. 

The book of Revelation is full of pictures of the praise of heaven as God’s people 
praise their God.  This is just one of them. 

 
“Great and marvelous are your deeds,  
Lord God Almighty.  
Just and true are your ways,  
King of the ages.  
Who will not fear you, O Lord,  
and bring glory to your name?  
For you alone are holy.  
All nations will come  
and worship before you,  
for your righteous acts have been revealed.”  
Revelation 15:3-4 
 
Our future is one where we by God’s grace will be in heaven singing God’s 

praise, as we think about that glorious future God’s deeds should makes us glad and let 
us sing for joy at the works of his hands.  What have we got to sing about, plenty so let 
us sing, Hallelujah. 


