TIMELESS HYMNS OF THE FAITH

#10 Great Is Thy Faithfulness

September 5th, 2010 – Lamentations 3:22-25
Have you ever visited Yellowstone National Park in Wyoming? One of the big attractions is Old Faithful. Every ninety minutes or so the geyser would erupt and shoot steaming water 100 feet into the air. The other geysers were more or less hit and miss.  Old Faithful was a geyser you could count on. It didn’t disappoint. Old Faithful is remembered because of its faithfulness. Faithfulness is something to be prized. It is worth much. Three ministers were sitting out in the middle of lake fishing. The Catholic minister said he forgot his lunch. So he got out of the boat and walked across the water to shore then walked back to the boat. The Episcopalian did the same thing. The Lutheran thought to himself, if they can do it, so can I. So he stepped out of the boat and promptly sank to the bottom. The other two looked at each other: Do you think we should have told him about the rocks just under the water? Folks disappoint us. Not easy finding faithful friends. Faithfulness is something to be prized. 

Today we conclude our series on the timeless hymns of the faith with Great Is Thy Faithfulness. In this world there is nothing that has a 100% guarantee. Our God will always remain faithful to His people. The story behind Great is Thy Faithfulness should encourage every Christian who thinks of their life as ordinary. There’s no tragic story associated with this hymn. Just a faithful man with a simple faith in a faithful God. 
STORY BEHIND THE HYMN

Written by Thomas Chisholm: Thomas Obadiah Chisholm was born in a log cabin on July 29, 1866, in Franklin, Simpson County, Kentucky. He described himself as just an old shoe.  At age 16, Chisholm's career began in the same small country school house he had elementary training. He did not undergo high school or further training. At 21, he became the associate editor of his home town weekly newspaper, The Franklin Favorite.            . His health was so fragile that there were periods of time when he was confined to bed, unable to work. After responding by faith to the Gospel when he was 27, Thomas found great comfort in the Scriptures, and in the fact that God was faithful to be his strength in time of illness and weakness, and to provide his needs.  He became a Methodist pastor at 36, but in 1916 He was released from his church. According to church record, he was to sickly to be their pastor. In 1917, he wrote this poem: Living for Jesus. Here’s the first line of that poem: Living for Jesus, a life that is true, striving to please Him in all that I do; yielding allegiance, glad hearted and free, this is the pathway of blessing for me. The majority of his life was spent as a life insurance agent in New Jersey. 
Melody by William Runyan (1870-1957): In 1923, at the age of 57, Thomas sent several of his poems to the Rev. William Runyan, a musician associated with the Moody Bible Institute and an editor with the Hope Publishing Company. Runyan found one of Williams' poems so moving that he decided to compose a musical score to accompany the lyrics. The poem is based on Lamentations 3:22-23 one of his favorite scriptures: Because of the LORD’S great love we are not consumed, for his compassions never fail. They are new every morning; great is your faithfulness. Verse one spoke of God’s faithfulness revealed in his Word. Verse two spoke of God's faithfulness revealed in creation. Verse three spoke of God's faithfulness revealed in our lives. Each verse leads to the great culminating chorus that declares the victorious words of Jeremiah: Great is Thy faithfulness.
Although published in 1923, for several years the hymn got very little recognition, until it was discovered by a Moody Bible Institute professor.  He loved it so much that the song became the unofficial theme song of the college. It was not until 1945 when George Beverly Shea began to sing it at the Billy Graham evangelistic crusades, that the hymn was heard around the world. Runyan later would write: This particular poem held such an appeal that I prayed most earnestly that my tune might carry over its message in a worthy way, and the subsequent history of its use indicates that God answered prayer. Thomas died in 1960 at the age of 93. He wrote over 1200 poems and hymns: When Chisholm was 75, he wrote in a letter:  My income has not been large at any time due to impaired health in the earlier years which has followed me on until now. Although I must not fail to record here the unfailing faithfulness of a covenant-keeping God and that He has given me many wonderful displays of His providing care, for which I am filled with astonishing gratefulness. Whatever challenges or disappointments you might be facing right now; this hymn reminds us that God is faithful to us in Christ. Let’s apply this hymn to our lives today.
APPLICATION FOR OUR LIVES
Truth We Can Celebrate: The best-known declaration in the Bible of the faithfulness of God has to be Lamentations 3:23 where the prophet says: great is your faithfulness. These are the first words of verse one:       Great is Thy faithfulness, O God my father! There is no shadow of turning with Thee; Thou changest not, Thy compassions, they fail not: as thou hast been Thou forever wilt be.  The Old Testament word for faithfulness is related to the word for truth. They both come from the same root which means firmness or “stability. Faithfulness actually grows out of truth. What is true must also be trustworthy. Even a pagan soothsayer named Balaam had to admit that the God will also keep His Word. Numbers 23:19:  God is not a man, that He should lie, nor a son of man, that He should change his mind. Does he speak and then not act? Does he promise and not fulfill?
God cannot lie. God’s faithfulness is something that we can celebrate. We live in a literal sewer of unfaithfulness. There is so little that we can trust in anymore. A college student walked into a photography studio with a framed picture of his girlfriend.  He wanted the picture duplicated. This involved removing it from the frame. In doing this, the studio owner noticed the inscription on the back of the photograph: My dearest Tom, I love you with all my heart. I love you more and more each day. I will love you forever and ever. I am yours for all eternity. It was signed Diane and had a P.S.: If we ever break up, I want this picture back. Good thing our faithful God is not like that.
God never ceases to be faithful. To me this is indeed a comforting fact because in this world of ours it seems as if everything else DOES change.  The ECONOMY changes! GOVERNMENTS change.  COUNTRIES change—world atlases and globes are out-dated almost before we get them home. CITIES and NEIGHBORHOODS change. CHURCHES change. Even our BODIES are constantly changing! Change is the only constant in our lives!
The fact that God’s faithfulness is constant, that He does NOT change is an anchor. Thou changest not, Thy compassions, they fail not: as thou hast been Thou forever wilt be.  His faithfulness is something to hold on to. Wouldn’t you agree? I mean, isn’t it good to know that God does not change? Think of it. God never pauses to EAT or asks the angels to cover for Him while He NAPS. He never signals a time-out or puts the prayer requests from Russia on hold while He handles those from South Africa. Catch God in a bad mood? Won’t happen. Fear exhausting His amazing grace? A sardine will swallow the Atlantic first. Think He’s given up on you? Never. Ever worry that if you go to Him you’ll find Him in a non-receptive mood? Not God. Companies follow pay raises with pink slips. Friends applaud you when you drive a classic and dismiss you when you drive a dud. Not God. He is always the same. God SAYS what He means and MEANS what He says and does everything He says He will do. 
I love the words from verse two: Summer and winter, and springtime and harvest, sun, moon and stars in their courses above, join with all nature in manifold witness to Thy great faithfulness, mercy and love. I get a great sense of peace from the fact that to me the consistency of the changing seasons is an indication of the faithfulness of God.  Has the change of seasons ever reminded you of God’s faithfulness?
We could compare the attributes of God to an automobile engine. Pistons, fan belts, water pumps, and thousands of moving parts all whirl around within a small space, making power for us to drive our car. The parts all work together harmoniously as components of the whole engine. That’s the way God’s attributes function too. A pastor was walking through the countryside with a friend. As they strolled along, the pastor noticed a barn with a weather vane on its roof. At the top of the vane were the words: GOD IS LOVE. Pastor: Weather vanes are changeable but God’s love is constant. Friend: I don’t agree. You misunderstood the meaning. That sign is indicating a truth: Regardless of which way the wind blows, God is love. God’s faithfulness is at the core of His very nature, so celebrate.
A young man was training to be an Olympic diver. The only spiritual influence in his life came from a Christian friend who tried to share the gospel with him. The diver wasn’t very interested in spiritual matters. One night the diver went to the indoor pool at the college he attended. The lights were all off, but the moon was bright, so there was plenty of light to practice his dives. The young man climbed up to the highest diving board and as he turned his back to the pool on the edge of the board and extended his arms out, he saw his shadow on the wall. The shadow was in the shape of a cross. Instead of diving, he knelt down and believed the Gospel.  As the man stood up on the diving board, a maintenance man walked in and turned the lights on. The diver gasped in horror the pool had been drained for repairs! God has been faithful to us in so many ways even when we don’t see it. Truth worth celebrating!   
Blessings We Can Count: Pardon for sin and a peace that endureth. Thine own dear presence to cheer and to guide,  strength for today and bright hope for tomorrow  blessings all mine, with ten thousand beside! Chorus:  Great is Thy faithfulness, great is Thy faithfulness, morning by morning new mercies I see:  All I have needed Thy hand hath provided, great is Thy faithfulness, Lord unto me!  He mentions five specific blessings and then adds a number that is to numerous to even count! It’s a dump truck load and then some. 

Think about this from Jeremiah’s perspective. Lamentation has been called “perhaps the saddest book of the Old Testament.” He is called the weeping Prophet. Jeremiah’s ministry is 40 years. During 40 years he saw no visible result among those he served. Put that in your own situation! Jeremiah 11:19: I had been like a gentle lamb led to the slaughter; I did not realize that they had plotted against me… People hated him and try to kill or destroy him.
He has no family to go home to. His own family speaks evil of him. They hated him (12:6). He was not allowed to marry (16:2). He lived in a constant threat of death and physical pain (18:18-23; 20:1-2). He had emotional pain (20:10). If you will read all of Jeremiah, you will notice that his life ends with no relief. He was beaten some more. He was thrown into the old empty pit or cistern. He spent all his lifetime warning Israel to repent but they resist!

Now, what did Jeremiah call to mind? What did he focus on while he was hurting? What did he lock onto when he was trapped by all the rubble in his life? Lamentations 3:22-23 contain four phrases. Each one raises and answers an important question that we need to consider.  Four Questions of Lamentations 3:22-23:

1. Why doesn’t God destroy me? We all walk closer to the edge than we think. There is a thin line between disaster and prosperity, joy and sorrow, laughter and tears, life and death.  Jeremiah’s answer: Because of the Lord’s great love we are not consumed (3:22a). Why doesn’t God destroy us? He could and He should. He could because He is God and He should because we are sinners. Our sins would consume us if it were not for His great love.     The Hebrew word is hesed (used over 30 times in the Old Testament). It is a very expressive word that pictures God as the Divine lover of men. It speaks of God’s steadfast, stubborn, covenant love.  If it weren’t for God, and for God’s love, no matter how bad things are in your life right now, they would be much worse without the Lord.   
2. How do I know God will keep on loving me? …for his compassions never fail (22b). I want you to notice the word compassions is plural.  God’s compassions are plural because his mercy is intense and limitless. It comes in rolling waves from the very presence of God. The rivers of mercy run fully and constantly, and never run dry.      The word compassion comes from the Hebrew word womb and literally means to be moved in the heart out of love for another. This word is a picture of the grace of God actively moving in the life of the believer.  As we pass through our storms and our valleys, we do no do so alone!  God’s compassion emanates from deep within Him and floods our lives. He is moved in his heart when He thinks about you.
3. When will God give me what I need? Verse 23a gives a word of hope for each of us to latch onto: They are new every morning. What if you woke up every morning to find your purse full of money, your car full of gas, your refrigerator full of food, and your youth and vitality fully restored? That’s the way it is with God’s compassions and mercies. You can never use them up. Remember the manna in the wilderness! They were to gather just enough for each day, eat it that day, and then gather more the next day. This is how God taught His people to trust Him.       This means at least two things: We never have to live on yesterdays’ blessings. They are “new” every morning. God’s blessings are never early but they aren’t late either. They come when we need them not earlier and not later. 

4. What is my hope for living? This question is answered in the last part of verse 23: Great is your faithfulness. Jeremiah was rocked by the limitless supply of God’s grace offered to him. Whatever hard things we go through, we must never doubt God’s faithfulness. There is a story told of three little girls who are enjoying an evening of play. They started playing the game of counting their money; the object was to see who had the most and the winner would be crowned queen for the day. The first little girl counted thirteen pennies, the second counted fourteen pennies. The last little girl began to count. She had only fourteen pennies like the second, however she counted fifteen. The other two girls argued with her over the count and they counted again, there were only fourteen, but the last girl insisted on having fifteen. Finally, they asked: How can you say fifteen when you only have fourteen?      She replied: My father promised me another penny when he comes home from work today. And whatever my father promises me, it’s mine at the moment of the promise. That is the assurance we have with God. Count these two blessings this week that God promises us in His Word: 

God is faithful in forgiving our sins: If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness (I John 1:9). In that verse our sins are viewed both as a debt that needs to be forgiven and as a stain that needs to be cleansed. We can enjoy blessing in both of these circumstances, when we acknowledge our sins to God, when we agree with Him that they are vile and repulsive, an offense to His holy nature. Chuck Swindoll wrote: If our greatest need had been information, God would have sent us an educator. If our greatest need had been technology, God would have sent us a scientist. If our greatest need had been money, God would have sent us an economist. If our greatest need had been pleasure, God would have sent us an entertainer. But our greatest need was forgiveness, So God sent us a Savior! Confess your sins to Him.                 Take Him at His Word. Believe that He has forgiven you and cleansed you from all unrighteousness.
                                                                                                                                                                                          God is faithful in being with us. Jesus said: I am with you always, to the very end of the age (Mt. 28:20). Even when He cannot be seen, He is there. In the country of Armenia, in 1988, Samuel and Danielle sent their young son, Armand, off to school. Samuel squatted before his son and looked him in the eye. Have a good day at school, and remember, no matter what, I’ll always be there for you. Hours later, a powerful earthquake rocked the area. In the midst of the pandemonium, Samuel and Danielle tried to discover what happened to their son but they couldn’t get any information.  Samuel grabbed his coat and headed for the schoolyard. When he reached the area, what he saw brought tears to his eyes. Armand’s school was a pile of debris. Other parents were standing around crying.     Samuel found the place where Armand’s classroom used to be and began pulling a broken beam off the pile of rubble. He then grabbed a rock and put it to the side, and then grabbed another one.

One of the parents said: You’re just going to make things worse! The building is unstable!  Samuel set his jaw and kept working. As time wore on, one by one, the other parents left. All through the night and into the next day, Samuel continued digging. Parents placed flowers and pictures of their children on the ruins. But, Samuel just kept working. He picked up a beam and pushed it out of the way when he heard a faint cry. Help! Help! Papa?  He began to dig furiously. Finally he could see his son. Come on out, son! he said with relief. Armand: No! Let the other kids come out first because I know you’ll get me. Child after child emerged until, finally, little Armand appeared. Samuel took him in his arms and Armand said: I told the other kids not to worry because you told me that you’d always be there for me!  Fourteen children were saved that day because one father was faithful. Friends, how much more faithful is our heavenly Father! Whether trapped by fallen debris or ensnared by life’s hardships and struggles, we are never cut off from God’s faithfulness. He is true to His character. He is reliable and trustworthy and can be counted on always. Celebrate that faithfulness this week as you count your blessings. Amen!
