Tell to the Coming Generations
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Psalm 78:1-8

As you know, Pastor Flack is currently in Ethiopia, so I will be preaching this week, and next week, Jeff Smith, one of the men in our church, will be preaching.  This morning, I’ll be preaching from Psalm 78:1-8, a passage that I have studied quite a bit since hearing a message on passing the baton (the gospel) from generation to generation when I first came here to Grace.  I will endeavor to not parrot those thoughts this morning, but rather to be guided by the text, so let us begin there.  Please open up your Bibles to Psalm 78, and I’ll be reading verses 1 through 8.  

Psalm 78:1-8  A Maskil of Asaph.  Give ear, O my people to my teaching.  Incline your ears to the words of my mouth!  I will open my mouth in a parable, I will utter dark sayings from of old.  Things that we have heard and known, that our fathers have told us.  We will not hide them from their children, but tell to the coming generation the glorious deeds of the Lord, and His might, and the wonders He has done.  
He established a testimony in Jacob, and appointed a law in Israel, which He commanded our fathers to teach to their children, that the next generation might know them, the children yet unborn, and arise and tell them to their children, so that they should set their hope in God and not forget the works of God, but keep His commandments.
And that they should not be like their fathers, a stubborn and rebellious generation, a generation whose heart was not steadfast, whose spirit was not faithful to God.

Father, I pray that this morning, as we hear from your Word, that the Holy Spirit would work in our hearts.  Father, I pray that this morning you would separate the wheat from the chaff as I speak.  I pray that Christ is glorified.  Amen.

Some of you may be wondering why the worship director is before you in the pulpit this morning.  Well, this Psalm is written by a musician, “A maskil of Asaph.”  Likely, when Asaph wrote this Psalm, he was the chief of David’s musicians.  We see in 1 Chronicles 6 that Asaph had humble beginnings as a cymbal player.  Others played the harp, or lyre or trumpet, but throughout his service as a musician, Asaph was singing and playing the bronze cymbals.  By 1 Chronicles 16, Asaph was raised to the position of chief musician, and by 1 Chronicles 25 his sons, “the sons of Asaph,” led with him.  Matter of fact, that phrase, “the sons of Asaph,” shows up throughout the history after this time.  So, when Asaph speaks to us of telling the coming generation, this is something that is shown through the way that his sons and their sons and their sons, and so on continued to lead the worship of God’s people.

The format of this Psalm after the introduction I read is a history lesson of the stubborn and rebellious generations of Israel and the just, yet amazingly patient and gracious way that God continued to deal with them.  When Asaph says, a dark saying, or a parable.  The mystery he’s trying to show us is that God is patient and loving in spite of Israel’s rebellion and not because of their faithfulness.  In other words, this Psalm seems to seek to contrast the unfaithfulness of the generations with the faithfulness of God.

This explains why Asaph says, “we will not hide them from their children.”  How tempting it was to make the people of Israel seem not all that bad.  How tempting it is for us to sugar coat the wretchedness of sin that stained our own hearts.  Asaph knows that it’s necessary to show the contrast in order to see how truly glorious the Lord is.  Look at this representative passage from the Psalm in verses 35-38.  “They remembered that God was their rock, the Most High God their redeemer.” And here comes the turn, “But they flattered him with their mouths; they lied to him with their tongues.  Their heart was not steadfast toward him; they were not faithful to his covenant.”  And here is God’s response that is repeated as a refrain throughout the whole of history, “Yet he, being compassionate, atoned for their iniquity and did not destroy them...”

Their heart was not steadfast, yet he atoned for their iniquity and did not destroy them.  Sound familiar?  What is the Gospel, but the message that we are guilty, wretched sinners rebelling against God, and yet the Word became flesh and dwelt among us.  God became man so that we might know Him.  He calls us to follow Him, to pick up our cross and follow Him.  He atoned for our iniquity on the cross of calvary and conquered sin and death so that by His stripes we might be healed.  This is the message that we must tell the coming generation.  

Here is the command in verse 4.  “Tell to the coming generation the glorious deeds of the Lord, and His might, and the wonders He has done.”  Tell the coming generation.  Who is doing the telling.  Throughout the Psalm, Asaph is speaking generationally, not individually, so he talks about our fathers, and they and them whenever talking about Israel.  So he is lumping the whole generation together.  Asaph is communicating to us a picture of the generations joined together in worship.  This would have been obvious because as this Psalm was sung, the sons of Asaph would have joined their father.  The harps and lyres and trumpet players had their sons with them as they led the worship in the temple.  

Look at the generations that Asaph takes responsibility for here.  He doesn’t just take responsibility for his children, but he lists our fathers, their children, the next generation, the children yet unborn and their children all within the sphere of responsibility.  The job is not done once his sons know the glorious deeds of the Lord and his might and wonders that he has done.  He feels responsibility right down to his great grandchildren.  And as he has communicated this responsibility to his sons, they then feel the same responsibility.  This is how when the temple is rebuilt after the exile, the music is led by “the sons of Asaph.”  The message was generational.  

We see a call for generations to pass on the Gospel from generation to generation.  Because if we don’t, then the Church is never more than a generation or two away from complete rebellion and false doctrine.  Look at the mainline churches.  See what has happened with each generation?  There was an assumption that the next generation was getting it.  Perhaps that the next generation was hearing what they needed to hear in their Sunday School classes and Youth groups, but each generation seemed to miss a little more the glory of God is His redeeming grace at the cross.  This is vital!  

My concern when I look at the generations of Grace Baptist Church is that I see each generation segregating unto themselves.  There is some interaction, but by and large we stay in our generations, whether the senior saints, the empty nesters, the young families, the college kids, or the youth and children.  

Let me give you two examples from within the church that I think are representative of this.  Jodie and I have some dear friends a bit older than us, who very much feels this need to learn from generations.  When they came to Grace, they began to seek out an older couple to mentor them as young parents.  A godly couple that had learned much in the raising of their children, ready to pass on to the next generation of parents the lessons they had learned about how to be godly parents.  This couple was unable to find a willing mentor couple and was very discouraged.  They have since decided that their call then is to be a mentor to the younger couples around them.

Here is another example.  One Sunday morning, towards the end of second service, I was sitting in the foyer waiting for Pastor Flack to finish, and there was a mom with her daughter out in the foyer as well.  At that point, the Berean class got out, and headed to lunch.  As they left, the young, I should add, very involved in the church, mom said to me, “You know, it’s a shame, I don’t know any of those people.”  Now, thankfully, one of the women in that Bible study came over that Sunday and introduced herself to the young mom, but I wondered how it was possible that a person of my generation heavily involved in the church could not know any of the saints in that class.

This segregating of generations seems all the more sad because at Grace Baptist Church right now, we have perhaps the most diverse group of generations that I have seen in a church.  Look around though.  Who is around you right now?  Who is in your Bible hour class?  How about your Care Group?  Your lunch group?  Who did you hang out with last night?  How seriously is your generation taking the call to tell the coming generations?  By the way, I say your, because I’m talking now to each and every generation, mine included.  If it feels like I’m singling a group out, I would say the same words to each and every generation here.  

This is a subject very near and dear to my heart.  It was the primary driver behind the combined services we held out at the lake and then at K-State.  The desire of those services was to interact with other generations.  Pastor Clint and I have been communicating this vision of reaching out to the generations above and below to the youth for a while now, and it seems they are catching it.  It is such a blessing to see our youth involved so much in Awana, desiring to pass on their love for the Lord to the kids younger than them.  They have been so excited by the interactions they have had with the older generations.  Just this past Sunday, we split the kids up and had them visit some of the care groups with older generations in them.  They absolutely loved it.  They so desire to hear from those they see have been running the race for so much longer.  

So, older generations, the youngest is ready and willing to learn and hear from you.  What is getting in the way of that call?  Are we allowing that there are some things that are more likely to divide us than the gospel unites us?  There are going to be generational differences.  We aren’t all going to agree on music.  You and your grandparents aren’t always going to agree on how best to worship God in song.  If we decide music is an issue with which we can divide the church, then we will forever have a divided church.  The latter part of the 20th century was the first time that we saw churches begin to offer separate services for separate preferences.  Some might say because there was never such a change in style, but history shows us that the church has almost always disagreed about music.

I recently read a book written in 1926 about the history of the American hymn, and was oddly comforted by reading about the changes in music throughout even American worship.  Let me read a couple of excerpts for you.  The book starts as it discussed the music of the first churches in the colonies as they disagreed about the place of singing in the church.

But whether it was right to sing even the Psalms was matter of disagreement. To be sure, most of the people favored it, but a respectable and outspoken minority was opposed. These "Antipsalmists," as they were called, offered all manner of objections. Did not Paul say specifically, "making melody in your hearts"? No mention of "lips." Moreover, suppose an unbeliever should chance to be in the congregation and should make bold to sing holy words—what sacrilege! Or in an unguarded moment a female might join in with the males, and then the apostolic injunction that the "women keep silence in the Churches" would be disobeyed. "By no means," said they, "let there be singing in the house of God”

A few generations, that question of singing had been settled and the churches had settled into a style.

It was the custom to line out the Psalms. This was known as "deaconing," as it was done by one of the deacons appointed for the purpose, and nothing more monotonous can be imagined than the dull sing-song style in which the lines were usually read. This custom of singing a line at a time broke up the music into disconnected fragments, so that occasionally a congregation became sidetracked and ended with another tune than the one "pitched" at the start.

And a generation later, that style had continued the path that worship style had set out.

As time went on conditions grew steadily worse. Rev. Thomas Walter, writing early in the eighteenth century, made this indignant comment: "Our tunes are left to the Mercy of every unskilful Throat to chop and alter, to twist and change, according to their infinitely diverse and no less Odd Humours and Fancies. I have myself paused twice in one note to take breath. No two Men in the Congregation quaver alike or together, it sounds in the Ears of a Good Judge like five hundred different Tunes roared out at the same Time, with perpetual Interfearings with one another." The drawling went to such a length that it took half an hour to sing one of the longer Psalms, the people standing all that time. It is related of the eminent Dr. West that one Sabbath morning, after beginning the service, he discovered that he had forgotten to bring with him the manuscript of his sermon. Not in the least disturbed, he gave out a Psalm, quietly slipped from the pulpit, walked to the parsonage, a quarter of a mile distant, and was back in his place long before the Psalm was finished.

In the next generation, a new style had developed.  It was called singing by rule, where all of the congregation would sing a melody together, often to a printed melody.  Choirs became the way to lead the church in the singing of this new hymn style.

Over this question of "singing by rule" a heated controversy raged for years. It was a subject of fiery discussion in home and in church. Some parishes were almost rent in pieces. Even Bradford, in spite of the presence and influence of Mr. Symmes, was a center of excitement. He sadly recorded the fact that "A great part of the town has for near half a year, been in a mere flame about it." One indignant objector to the new method wrote a letter of protest which was printed in the New England Chronicle: "Truly I have a great jealousy that if we begin to sing by rule, the next thing will be to pray by rule and preach by rule, and then comes popery." 

The trouble was widespread, nearly every community being more or less involved, and in some places the bitterness continued for years. It was inevitable that the progressives should finally win out, but in many churches, especially in the rural districts, the old custom of lining out the hymns lingered till the middle of the last century.
The introduction of instruments into American worship was no less controversial.  

Finally the Brattle Street Church surrendered to the inevitable and decided to have an organ, but even after the order had been sent to England and the instrument was on its way, the congregation was torn with bitter strife. One wealthy member besought with tears that the house of God be not desecrated, promising to refund the entire cost of the organ if the evil thing might be thrown to the bottom of Boston harbor. 

Here is another example.

Nothing more harmless could be imagined, but so strong was the feeling in many churches against any sort of musical instrument in the Lord's House, that the pitch-pipe had to be smuggled into the choir gallery and used with utmost stealth. In one case, indeed, the church deacons yielded so far as to permit a bass viol to accompany the singer, but only after the solemn assurance of its owner that he had named it "The Godly Viol," since he had never used it except to play Psalm tunes. 

We must not let musical styles divide the church against itself, or we will be forever a church divided.  Even the author of this book after criticizing the reactions of previous generations, wrote that the gospel or revival hymn had a place in revivals, but certainly not in Sunday morning worship.  The gospel unites us folks.  We are united in our worship of Jesus Christ!  And we have been called to pass that love for our Lord on to the coming generations.  

So what does this look like for Grace Baptist Church?  Am I suggesting that we do away with our traditional service? Perhaps we discontinue the blended services and sing strictly hymns once again. No, unity is not something that can be forced upon a people.  We have crossed that river and I’m not sure that we can go back.  

So, how do we answer this call to tell to the coming generations the glorious deeds of the Lord, and his might and the wonders that he has done?  Let me suggest a couple of ideas.  First, the most obvious place in my mind to begin this process of mixing and mingling with the generations at Grace are the Sunday Evening services.  We have one tonight.  We will join together, all generations at the Lord’s table, we will hear from youth as they have memorized scripture, and we will sing songs, new and old together.  These services are a joy, and truly are each generation rubbing shoulders with the other.

Perhaps you are a 2nd service young family or college student.  Maybe to reach out to the older generation, you decide to come to church earlier and serve in the 1st service as ushers or greeters.  Make this your ministry, being intentional about meeting a different generation.  Or maybe you’re a college guy in the second service that wants to pour into the younger generation.  Come to second service and stick around 3 service as an usher and then after the offering has been taken, minister in the Children’s church.  Be creative in thinking about how to reach out.

Perhaps you’ve decided to get involved in the Awana ministry.  What a wonderful way to reach out to the youngest generation.  Maybe you’re a retired couple and you want to be a youth leader.  There is nothing in the Bible saying that youth leaders must be under the age of 30.  We would love to see older couples interacting with younger couples.  Be creative, but take seriously this call.

So this brings us to the conclusion of the Psalm.  Our desire in exhorting the next generation is not that they might honor us, or even to be like us, but rather that they might set their hope in God and not forget the works of God.

In other words, if Isaac and Abi learn nothing else from me.  If they aren’t musicians (hopefully at least one cellist).  If they don’t like the Gettys and the hymns I love.  If they don’t hold to the same theological schemes, at least let me communicate to them that they should set their hope in God.  Not in stuff, not in theological schemes, not in a particular style of worship, not in a denomination, not in me, not in my parenting, not in their pastor, but they need to set their hope in God and God alone.  May the words, “In Christ alone, I put my trust” be so true for them.  And they must not forget His works, but keep his commandments.

There is a danger to assume that they might get that all on their own.  We can assume they heard it in Sunday School, or in Youth Group, or in their college group, or in the church they’re going to, but if we show them, through our lives, our family worship, whatever it may be, that we are wretched sinners saved by amazing grace, then we will have answered the call.

Let me leave you with the end of this section.  How will your generation be described?  How do you want your generation to be described?  There are two blanks there, what does your brain put in those blanks?  There are two kinds of generations listed here.  The first generation is stubborn and rebellious.  Is your generation stubborn?  Unwilling to repent and change as Christ calls you in His Word and through His church?  Hard headed.  Unflinching in your loyalty to a cause, but not necessarily to the words of Christ?  Is your generation rebellious?  Do you submit joyfully to Christ, or do you hold back parts of your life from submission.  Have you died to yourself?  Have you taken up your cross daily?  Do you submit to the leaders that God has placed in authority over you?  Will your generation be remembered by those who follow as a stubborn and rebellious generation?

Or will you answer the call to be steadfast and faithful.  Is that how your generation will be remembered?  Those men and women were steadfast and faithful.  I think often when I read these words of many of you.  I think of the man who saw a young college student in his choir playing the piano one day, and pulled him aside and said, “Alan, I think it really would be a blessing to the church if you would lead worship in March when I’m gone on a Sunday.”  I think of that humble man, who has thus far served faithfully with the same church for 35+ years, a man who still is pulling aside young men and saying to them, I see potential in you, let me mentor you in this ministry of worship.  I only pray that Holy Spirit will continue to pierce my stubborn heart, that He might cut away the pride and arrogance found in such abundance there and that I might be just that, steadfast and faithful.

