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First Sunday After Christmas • December 30, 2018 
1 Samuel 2:18-20, 26 • Psalm 148 • Colossians 3:12-17 •  Luke 2:41 

 
 The Psalms are kind of like the forgotten older sibling. They show up in most of our 
liturgies, but we don’t pay a whole lot of attention to them. The other day, I was thinking back about 
the sermons I gave this year, and I realized that when I counted up all the sermons I preached about 
the Psalms, the grand total was one. So, I thought, we can’t end the year on one homily about the 
Psalms. So instead we’re going to end the year on two.   

The Book of Psalms, which is a kind of hymnal for the Israelites, has 150 psalms in in it. It’s 
filled with all kind of different psalms. There are psalms of lament, which ask God to fix a problem. 
There are psalms of praise, which thank God for who God is. There are psalms of Thanksgiving, 
which thank God for something God has done. Some of them are short; Psalm 117 is just five lines. 
And some of them are long; Psalm 119 is an acrostic from the Hebrew Bible that runs for three 
hundred and fifty lines.  

But if you read the book of psalms front to back, you’ll notice a certain ebb and flow. By the 
time you get to the end, the last five psalms are straight praise. They are major key. They are pulling 
out all the stops. They are all Doxology. 

That makes them nice to hear. And it also makes them forgettable. So let’s slow down and 
walk through it slowly and try to get a better sense for what’s going on here. Because this psalm is all 
doxology and it's all major key, but it does it in kind of an interesting way. 

The first half of the psalm, verses one to six, are an invitation to praise. But look at who or 
what is invited to praise God. “Praise him, all his angels; / praise him, all his host!” So the psalmist is 
setting up a sense of vertical scale here. Who is invited to praise God? Everything in all of creation. 
Not just people, not just us. But God’s messengers all the way up to the heights of the heavens.  

Imagining the angels and God’s host praising God isn’t hard, but look at the next line. 
“Praise him, sun and moon; / praise him, all you shining stars!” So the creation itself is invited to 
praise God. Now, this raises some obvious questions. How does the sun or the moon praise God? 
They’re not living things, they don’t have emotions, they aren’t conscious. But what the psalmist 
invites us to imagine is a world in which creation itself is moved to praise its creator.   

The more important thing is the reason why creation is invited to praise God. Look at verse 
six. “He commanded them for ever and ever. / he fixed their bounds, which cannot be passed.” 
This is different than how we usually think of creation. We think of the opposite of creation as 
nothing. But for the Israelites, God creating is all about God bringing God bringing order out of 
chaos. So we view creation in a very different way than they did. We think of creation as kind of 
gradient. The night is always turning into the day. The sea is always connected to land. But the 
Israelites thought much more in terms of hard boundaries. And those lines, the line between night 
and day, between sea and sky, were signs of God’s power. That God was able to keep creation from 
collapsing in on itself and just turning into a muddled mess. So the invitation for creation to praise is 
because God has brought order out of the chaos. I want you to hold onto that order out of chaos 
idea. 

The second half of the psalm, verses seven to thirteen, are also an invitation to praise. But 
look at who is invited to praise here. If the first half of the psalm was vertical, about the heights of 
creation that are invited to praise God, the second half is horizontal. It’s all about the wideness of 
creation and living things that are invited to praise God. “Kings of earth and all peoples, / princes 
and all rulers of the earth.” Who are the people the psalmist invites to praise God? It’s everyone. 
“Young men and women alike, / old and young together!” There is no person too powerful or too 
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disenfranchised to praise God. No one too young, no one too old. Just like all of creation is invited 
to praise God, all people are invited to praise God as well. 

And then look at the reason why. Because this is where things get interesting. God “has 
raised up a horn for his people, / praise for all his faithful, / for the people of Israel who are close 
to him.” Hopefully you can see the tension here. Why is everyone invited to praise God? Because 
God has acted on behalf of this one group of people. That’s not how it seems like it should go. It 
should go. “Everyone should praise God because God has done a little something for everyone.” 
But instead it says, “Everyone should praise God because God acted for this particular group of 
people. 

The Israelites are enslaved in Egypt and God liberates them from servitude and brings them 
into a covenant relationship. They are God’s people. YHWH is their God. Instead of being under 
the thumb of Pharaoh, they’re invited to live in the embrace of God. In the Hebrew, Egypt means 
something close to “land of narrowness.” There’s no hope there. There’s no possibility there. 
There’s no redemption there. And then suddenly, God liberates them and the Israelites find that 
there is reason for praise in the world instead of just lament. The whole world kind of cracks open 
for them. 

And when God liberates them and invites them into this covenant relationship, the idea is 
that the Israelites are supposed to be a blessing to the people around them. They are not just 
supposed to be like all the other nations and empires of the world. They are supposed to reflect and 
embody the mercy that God has shown them. Now, are they good at it? No. They’re often quite bad 
at it. But that’s the idea. That in this community of the Israelites, there is a new type of community 
in the world. There is a community based on justice instead of servitude, hope instead of power, and 
doxology instead of lament. 

So why should all the people of the earth praise God for God liberating the Israelites from 
slavery? Because that’s how God brings order out of chaos. That there is a new community in the 
world that reflects the mercy of God, that incarnates the liberation of God in their life together. 

So what does this have to do with Christmas? Well think back to the example of the 
Israelites for a second. When God brings order out of chaos, God does it by using the particular for 
the sake of the universal. God brings a new order into the world that affects everyone by liberating 
one particular group of people. And this is actually part of what the incarnation is about. It isn’t God 
giving us a bunch of universal values like love, hope, justice, and peace and then telling us to apply 
those to our particular lives in whatever way makes sense. It means that God takes on flesh in one 
particular life and that one particular life has universal significance.  

Back in the early 1900s, this idea of the particularity of Jesus was kind of scandalous. Around 
that time, the modern mission movement of the church started. There was a recommitment to 
mission as an ecumenical project. And as the church recommitted to being a universal body, the 
particularity of Jesus struck a lot of people as unfair. It seemed unfair that Jesus, who is supposed 
the grace of God incarnate, this universal figure, was so limited. His public ministry was only about 
three years. He didn’t travel around the world to spread his message. So people started asking, Well, 
what if you were born the year after Jesus died? Or what if you lived in Asia or Africa? There’s 
something like a hundred billion people who ever lived. And there’s maybe about a hundred 
thousand who stood any chance of meeting Jesus during his public ministry. Some infinitely small 
percentage. You would never have a chance to make a profession of faith to Jesus in person. You 
would never have a chance to sign up as a disciple. It seemed unfair to a lot of people that God 
chose to live one particular life instead of being universally available to everyone.  



ADVENT LUTHERAN WYCKOFF 
 

777 Wyckoff Avenue Wyckoff, NJ 07481 
adventlutheranwyckoff.org • (201) 891-1031 

That’s actually kind of the whole point. Why does God use the particular for the sake of the 
universal? Because it’s about grace. It’s not about your decision. It’s about finding your life in Jesus’s 
one life instead of trying to construct one for yourself. It’s about trusting that your life is included in 
Christ’s and receiving your life instead of trying to build one. 

The kind of praise that this psalm embodies is a deep one. The kind of praise that reaches 
from the depths of the oceans to the heights of the heavens, the kind of praise that reaches from the 
enslaved Israelites to the kings of Persia, that kind of total and universal praise is only possible when 
we receive something as a gift. It isn’t something we’ve chosen for ourselves. It isn’t something 
we’ve decided for ourselves. It’s something God has given us. And that’s exactly what God gives us 
in Christmas. God gives us nothing less than God’s very self, who takes on our particular laments 
and leads us to universal joy.  
 

Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


