TIMELESS HYMNS OF THE FAITH

#9 How Great Thou Art
August 29th, 2010 – Psalm 145:3
Let me share with you some bulletin bloopers: Ushers will eat latecomers. Ladies, don’t forget the rummage sale. It’s a good chance to get rid of those things not worth keeping around the house. Bring your husbands.  The peacemaking meeting scheduled for today has been canceled due to a conflict. Next Thursday there will be tryouts for the choir. They need all the help they can get. Barbara remains in the hospital and needs blood donors for more transfusions. She is also having trouble sleeping and requests tapes of Pastor Jack’s sermons. Don’t let worry kill you. Let the Church help. Remember in prayer the many who are sick of our church and community. These bulletin bloopers show the importance of words. Language is so powerful, isn’t it? A misplaced letter or word can make us laugh or make us cry. Words can communicate humor or holiness, sorrow or singing. As we continue our series Timeless Hymns of the Faith, How Great Thou Art communicates the majesty of God like no other.

BACKGROUND OF THE HYMN

Original poem by Carl Boberg: Carl was a Swedish lay preacher who, among other things, published a Christian newspaper and served for a dozen years in the Swedish parliament. He wrote the original version as a poem in 1886, and entitled it O Great God. His inspiration came from a visit to a beautiful country estate on the southeast coast of Sweden. The 25 year old was returning from a church meeting two miles away, when he was caught in a sudden midday thunderstorm with violent lightning flashes. Then just as suddenly, the storm was followed by a clear and brilliant sun. Soon afterwards he heard the calm, sweet songs of the birds in nearby trees. The experience prompted him to “fall on his knees in humble adoration of his mighty God.” He published his poem in his newspaper, but it didn't seem to catch on. Several years later he attended a meeting and was surprised to hear his poem being sung to the tune of an old Swedish melody. Verse one originally went: When I the world consider which Thou has made by Thine almighty Word and how the web of life Thy wisdom guideth and all creation feedeth at Thy board. Refrain: Then doth my soul burst forth in song of praise. Oh, great God Oh, great God.
Today’s version written by Stuart Hine: In 1933, English missionaries to the Ukraine, Reverend and Mrs. Stuart Hine heard the song for the first time in Russian. They fell in love with it and sang it often throughout their missionary journeys. The first three verses were inspired, line upon line, amidst unforgettable experiences in the Carpathian Mountains. In a village to which he had climbed he stood in the street singing a Gospel hymn and reading John three. Among the sympathetic listeners was a local village schoolmaster. A storm was gathering, and when it was evident that no further travel could be made that night, the friendly schoolmaster offered his hospitality. Awe-inspiring was the mighty thunder echoing through the mountains, and it was this impression that was to bring about the birth of the first three verses. In 1939, when World War II broke out, the couple had to return to England. Thousands of refugees fled to Britain to escape the Nazi invasion. Later, after the war had ended, the Hines saw the desperation of the homesick refugees trying to get back to their native lands. This inspired the fourth verse with his own arrangement of the Swedish melody which we know today.
In the 1950s, the song was copyrighted, but was not widely known in America. Then in 1954, at Billy Graham's London crusade, someone gave George Beverly Shea a copy of the hymn.  It was at the New York Crusade in 1957 that he used it extensively for the first time.  He sang it ninety-nine times at that crusade –– accompanied by the Crusade Choir. After that, "How Great Thou Art" became Shea's signature song, and he sang it wherever he went.  He used it often in Billy Graham's "Hour of Decision" radio broadcasts.  A poll conducted in 1974 named it the most popular hymn in America. For American’s this hymn has been around just over 50 years old.

Lawrence Welk: Of all the songs, both religious and secular, this was the most requested song for our television program. There have been over seventeen hundred documented recordings and has been used on major television programs, in major motion pictures, and has been named as the favorite Gospel song of at least three United States’ presidents. Billy Graham gave Mr. Stuart K. Hine permission to quote his reaction to the hymn: The reason I like How Great Thou Art is because it glorifies God. It turns Christian’s eyes toward God, rather than upon themselves. I use it as often as possible because it is such a God-honoring song. Let’s apply this to our life.
APPLICATION FOR OUR LIVES
Appreciate God’s Fingerprints: O Lord my God, when I in awesome wonder consider all the worlds Thy hands have made, I see the stars, I hear the rolling thunder, Thy pow’r thru-out the universe displayed!                Psalm 8:3-4: When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place, what is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him? David is saying God’s fingerprints are everywhere. David was in awe of God’s fingerprints. What about us? Albert Einstein: The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious. It is the source of all true art and science. He to whom this emotion is a stranger, who can no longer pause to wonder and stand rapt in awe, is as good as dead: his eyes are closed. One of the tragedies of modern man is the loss of mystery and awe for God’s fingerprints. 

In the comic strip BC, a caveman is having a crisis of faith: God, just show me You exist, and I’ll believe!  Suddenly there’s an earthquake, a volcano erupts, lightning strikes, and a rainbow appears. Caveman: Just give me a sign God! Like the caveman we have grown so accustomed to breakthroughs, discoveries and technology that we have become inoculated against awe and resistant to a sense of wonder. Think about it. When was the last time you took time to pause in wonder, and stand in rapt awe as you stared into the night sky? I am not talking about just a fleeting glance. But the problem is we hardly ever look up anymore. We scurry around from task to task so preoccupied with the little things in front of us that we never stop to take in the majestic things above us. During the Cold War, a Soviet Cosmonaut argued that he didn’t see God when he ventured into outer space. Someone remarked: If he had stepped out of his space-suit he would have seen God!  Let’s step out of our comfortable suits to get lost in wonder:
The immensity of the universe: Anything may be reproduced on a scale model except the universe. The impossibility of making such a model accurately is shown by the fact that, if the earth were represented by a ball only one inch in diameter, the nearest star, Alpha Centauri, would have to be placed nearly 51,000 miles away. 
Someone has said that the universe is so immeasurably large that if it were proportioned, our solar system would fit in a coffee cup. Our universe is so immense that a beam of light traveling at the speed of light would take 15 billion years to reach the edge of the universe. Have you ever tried to count the stars? It’s impossible, you cannot do it. Look into the sky on a clear night, out of the glare of streetlights, and you will see a few thousand individual stars with your naked eyes.  With even a modest amateur telescope, millions more will come into view. Astronomers estimate there are about 100 thousand million stars in the Milky Way alone. There are millions upon millions of other galaxies also! When I in awesome wonder.

The uniqueness of our world: Isaiah 40: 22: He sits enthroned above the circle of the earth, and its people are like grasshoppers. Twenty-two hundred years before Christopher Columbus, God said our planet was circular. Here it was in God’s Word all along. Picture yourself on a hot summer night out on the deck with your family and friends having a barbecue. How much do the grasshoppers in your lawn affect your evening? A little background noise maybe? Hardly a distraction. That’s the entire human race before God and His awesome purposes. 

The sun radiates more energy in one second than man has used since the beginning of civilization. In one second, a typical quasar throws out enough energy to supply all the earth’s electrical needs for billions of years. Light travels at the speed of 186,000 miles per second. In one year light can travel 5.9 billion miles. The sun is 93 million miles from earth so it takes 8 minutes to reach us. Imagine that distance as the thickness of a piece of paper. From the earth to the sun, 93 million miles equals a piece of paper. With that in mind, the distance to the nearest star is a stack of paper 71 feet high, with every single piece of paper representing 93 million miles (Stay with me; it’s outrageous). The size of our galaxy is represented by a stack of paper 310 miles high (the distance from Chicago to St. Louis), with every single piece of paper in that stack representing 93 million miles. That’s just our galaxy, and it’s one among millions. When I in awesome wonder. The known universe is a stack of paper 31 million miles high with every piece of paper representing 93 million miles! There are 10.4 million sheets of paper in a stack 1 mile high. Therefore the known universe is 31 million miles of paper, with each mile representing 10.4 million sheets of paper and each sheet of paper representing 93 million miles. Are you getting a headache? When I in awesome wonder.

In 1959 scientists discovered the fact that the earth is perfectly balanced. That’s why the earth doesn’t wobble out of orbit!  An utterly amazing balancing act! There is global weight distribution of land mass, mountains, valleys, and water! The oceans actually exert the precise pressure against the shores that keep the mountains standing.              Isaiah 40:12: Who has measured the waters in the hollow of his hand…Who has held the dust of the earth in a basket, or weighed the mountains on the scales and the hills in a balance?  God measured the waters and the dust of the earth and the mountains and hills so they would be balanced. Scientist have identified 75 different finely tuned aspects of our world. Each one is absolutely essential for life. If any one of them were “out of tune” we would die. *If the earth were 1 degree closer to the sun, we’d fry! If we were 1 degree further, we’d freeze! *If the moon was any closer or larger, the tides would destroy the coast lines. If any smaller or further away, the oceans would die from a lack of nutrient movement. The probability of these 75 factors occurring anywhere in the universe: Much less than 12 in a hundred thousand trillion (5xs). When I in awesome wonder.  

What about animals? Job 12:7-9: But ask the animals, and they will teach you, or the birds of the air and they will tell you…or let the fish of the sea inform you. Which of these does not know that the hand of the LORD has done this? Elephants live longer than all mammals apart from man, surviving up until the age of 80 in captivity. A housefly lives only 14 days. We ought to be grateful to God for long life. The largest elephant ever recorded was shot in Angola in 1956. This male weighed about 26,000 lb with a shoulder height of 13.8 ft. With their large 11 lb brains they display a wide variety of behaviors: grief, making music, art, play, use of tools, compassion, and self-awareness. A snail can sleep for 3 years! No wonder it is so slow. An ant can lift 50 times its own weight. When ants find food, they lay down a chemical trail, called a pheromone, so that other ants can find their way from the nest to the food source.  When I in awesome wonder.
The complexity of the human body: Psalm 139:14: I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made; your works are wonderful, I know that full well. The part of your body that grows the quickest until you are five years old is the brain.  The muscle that lets your eye blink is the fastest muscle in your body. It allows you to blink 5 times a second. On average, you blink 15000 times a day. Women blink twice as much as men.  An average human scalp has 100,000 hairs. Your skull is made up of 29 different bones. Our eyes are always the same size from birth, but our nose and ears never stop growing.  The entire length of all the eyelashes shed by a human in their life is over 98 feet. Babies are born without kneecaps. They don’t appear until the child reaches 2-6 years of age.  The average human will shed 40 pounds of skin in a lifetime.  You were born with 300 bones. When you get to be an adult, you have 206.  Every person has a unique tongue print. In every respect, God made you an original. Don’t accept to be a copy.  It’s impossible to sneeze with your eyes open. When you sneeze, all your bodily functions stop even your heart.  If your entire DNA is stretched out, it would reach to the moon 6,000 times.  When I in awesome wonder.  
Psalm 19:1-2: The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands. Day after day they pour forth speech; night after night they display knowledge. There is no pause in their song. Day after day, night after night the heavens pour fourth speech. Pour forth means bubbling up and pictures a natural spring that continually gives a fresh water supply. We can’t grasp the immensity of it all. What words best describe what you are thinking about God at this moment. Even these words aren’t big enough to describe God’s fingerprints.
Appreciate God’s Renewing: When thru the woods and forest glades I wander and hear the birds sing sweetly in the trees. When I look down from lofty mountain grandeur and hear the brook and feel the gentle breeze.
Isaiah 40:31: …but those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength. Renew means exchange.  Our weakness gives way to God’s strength. Has the idea of a change of cloths which can symbolize strength and beauty. Have you ever climbed a mountain? I have backpacked up Maroon Bells which is the most-photographed spot in Colorado. It’s the 27th highest peak near Aspen which is over 14,000 feet. What a sight. We swam in Maroon Lake, ate trout, and made camp for the night. Not a soul in sight. Talk about tranquil. The most peaceful setting I ever experienced. It was very renewing time for me. After such a great experience I was surprised by some actual comments left on Forest Service registration sheets and comment cards by hikers completing wilderness camping trips: 
Escalators would help on the steep uphill sections. Please avoid building trails that go uphill. Too many bugs please spray the wilderness to rid the area of these pests. Too many rocks in the mountains. For these folks it was obviously not a renewing time for them. A little boy was playing in his sandbox. In the process of creating roads and tunnels in the soft sand, he discovered a large rock in the middle of the sandbox. He managed to push it to the edge of the sandbox, but couldn’t roll it up and over the little wall. Finally he burst into tears of frustration. Dad was watching: Son, why didn’t you use all the strength that you had available? The defeated boy: O, but I did, Daddy, I did! I used all the strength I had!  Father: No, son, you didn’t use all the strength you had. You didn’t ask me. With that the father removed the rock from the sandbox. We need our Heavenly Fathers renewing hand when the rocks pile up. For me it’s very renewing just being in the backyard playing badminton with Sara and Michael or playing 18 holes of golf with other pastors in the area. Take advantage of God’s renewing moments. Don’t underestimate its grace. 
Appreciate God’s Removal: And when I think that God, His Son not sparing, sent Him to die, I scarce can take it in— That on the cross, my burden gladly bearing, He bled and died to take away my sin! Think of it. God’s Son was given in my place. I am not worthy, I should have to die for my own sin, and I should die for him. Who do I love enough to give my only son for?  How could I do that yet He did. If Michael was dying of a heart defect, whom could I ask to give me the heart out of their twelve-year-old son’s chest? If it were your son, would I give you Michael’s?  What manner of love is this? He bled and died to take away my sin. You ever punished a child, or been punished by having something taken away? Grounded from the radio, IPOD, TV, internet, certain activity. Are those things really taken away? No, because you eventually get them back. For something to be taken away it must be gone for good. Christ has taken our sin away.  How far away?  Psalms 103:12: As far as the east is from the west, so far hath he removed our transgressions from us. East and west can never meet. This is a symbolic portrayal of God’s forgiveness. When He forgives sin, He separates it from us and doesn’t even remember it. You may be able to remember your past sins, but God doesn’t. He has taken away my sin. How great a love that takes. How much do you appreciate sins removal? Our response is seen in our worship. Then sings my soul, my Savior God to Thee. 
Appreciate God’s Reward: When Christ shall come with shout of acclamation, and take me home, what joy shall fill my heart! Then I shall bow in humble adoration and there proclaim, my God, how great Thou art. Colossians 3:4: When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in glory. What kind of God can ride on the clouds and bring the angels with him? What kind of God can give the orders and all of the graves will give up their dead bodies that have been held prisoner? What kind of God can change those bodies into spiritual bodies ready to inhabit heaven for eternity never dying, never being sick and never hurting? What kind of God can rise up the living and change them in the twinkling of an eye into the same kind of heavenly body? Only the true God revealed in the Scriptures. What a reward it will be to with Christ forever!
Reflect on these Scriptures and use this hymn in worship this week. Sharon Begley the science editor for The Wall Street Journal describes the new discoveries and  the impact they are having: Astronomers findings-both the new nebulae and novas and the galaxies they spy with their telescopes-are restoring a sense of wonder and even of purpose , in a world at times hostile to both. Instead of leaving less and less room for a Creator who at least once, acted in the world, their findings are acting as an inspiration to and a support for faith. Two men were standing at the Grand Canyon. One man exclaimed: this is the hand of God. I am amazed! The other man: I’m amazed too. That’s the first time I ever spit a mile. Let us express our appreciation in tangible expressions of praise. AMEN!
