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“What Kind of Life Will You Live?”
Galatians 5:1, 13-26; Psalm 1 June 11, 2017

My mother in law, who turns 90 this summer, is a 
gifted musician and Bible teacher. When our children 
were younger and she was still living in the family home, 
she would gather with them at the piano and sing hymns 
from an old hymnbook. She knew that the great hymns of 
the faith were not only good music; they were also good 
theology.  They teach through music the faith of the church.

The Book of Psalms is the hymnbook of the people of 
God. It represents the voice of the ancient Israelites lifted 
in prayer to God. We even find in Psalms notations about 
instrumentation and singing. The psalms cover the wide 
range of human experience and human emotion. The psalms 
take off the gloves and lay the hopes, disappointments, joy 
and tragedies of life before God. The psalms express with raw 
energy what we are timid to name. Scholars have identified 
a number of different types of psalms: there are psalms of 
individual and corporate lament, psalms of individual and 
corporate thanksgiving for the goodness and deliverance 
of God, psalms of praise, psalms of pilgrimage, psalms 
celebrating God as king and the Davidic King as God’s ruler 
on earth, and psalms of wisdom. 

In the personal prayers and in the corporate worship of 
the early church, the psalms continued to play an essential 
role. The early church believed that the psalms not only 
bore witness to the God of Israel, but also to Jesus Christ 
and the Holy Spirit. In the medieval period, the psalms 
were chanted in worship by the priests, but with the 
Reformation the psalms became the hymnbook of the 
whole congregation. In 16th century Geneva, John Calvin 
supported the development of the Genevan Psalter (1542–
1562), which eventually contained metrical and rhyming 
adaptations of all 150 psalms set to 126 tunes. (Listen to 
Psalm 1 from the Genevan Psalter.) Calvin believed that 
congregational singing joined the community together 
in the praise of God and invited the Holy Spirit to speak 
through the scriptural words of the hymns.  

Congregational singing of the psalms spread throughout 
Europe and the New World. A century after Calvin, the 
Scottish Psalter (1635) was produced which contained a 
version of the 23rd Psalm (“The Lord’s My Shepherd I’ll 

Not Want”) sung to the familiar tune (CRIMOND). At 
the same time in the New World the Puritans produced the 
Bay Psalm Book (1640) which contained Psalm 100 set to 
a tune we sing almost every week (OLD HUNDRETH). 

Even today, we read and sing the psalms for our spiritual 
growth and nurture, for lifting our prayers  to God, for 
opening our lives to the Holy Spirit, for understanding of 
the faith, for our awareness of who God is and for seeing 
more clearly how God acts in our lives and in creation. We 
sing to glorify God because it in glorifying God we become 
whole. 

It is important for our spiritual growth that we not lose 
this tradition of singing not only the psalms but other parts 
of Scripture as well. This is Trinity Sunday. We opened our 
worship singing the familiar hymn, “Holy, Holy, Holy,” 
which is based Scripture from Isaiah, Ezekiel and especially 
Revelation. We may feel that the hymns are too difficult or 
the poetry too complex. What worthwhile venture does 
not take time, practice, focus and energy? With effort and 
time, what once seemed foreign becomes familiar; what 
once seemed hard becomes easy; what once seemed distant 
becomes written on our minds and hearts.  

I remember a former parishioner who loved sacred 
music and sang in a church choir most of her life. In her 
last years she developed dementia and lived in a memory 
care unit in a Presbyterian Home. As her illness progressed, 
her memory faded and her independence all but vanished.  
When her daughter visited from out of town, she would 
play her guitar and sing the familiar hymns of the church.  
Her mother, who had difficulty speaking, would join her in 
singing the hymns that were imbedded in her heart. 

This summer our morning worship services will center on 
the Book of Psalms. Each week the pastor leading worship 
will preach on a psalm that has particular meaning to that 
pastor. We begin the series today with Psalm 1, which opens 
the Book of Psalms and invites us into the reading, study 
and singing of the psalms. This particular psalm serves as a 
fitting introduction to the whole Book of Psalms because 
it lays before us a clear question:  what kind of life will we 
live? The psalm encourages us to follow the path that leads 
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to a life in God. The psalmist contrasts two ways of life:  
the way of the righteous and the way of the wicked. The 
way of the wicked leads to death. It leads to a life that has 
no foundation and no roots. The wicked are like chaff that 
the wind blows away. The righteous are those who live in 
a right relationship with God. To describe the righteous, 
the psalmist uses the beautiful image of a leafy tree planted 
by streams of water that flourishes and produces good 
fruit. In Paul’s letter to the Galatians, he uses two different 
images to contrast these two ways of living.  He speaks of 
life according to the Spirit and life according to the flesh. 
Life according to the flesh is life turned in upon itself with 
the sinful ego as the center of all things. By contrast, life 
according to the Spirit is life centered in God. The Holy 
Spirit is the stream of water that allows us to flourish and 
produce fruit for God.     

The path to life is one that delights in the law of 
God. When we think of the law, we think of the Ten 
Commandments, but the law is much more than that. 
It is the Torah, the teachings, the first five books of the 
Bible, that tell of the mighty acts of God to create, deliver, 
guide and sustain the people of God. Placed here at the 
beginning of the Book of Psalms, the psalmist is thinking 
not only of the Torah, but the psalms and all the teaching 
of God. Psalm 1 is a wisdom psalm. The psalms teach us 
how to live and thereby gain divine wisdom. This summer 
I invite you to read, sing and meditate upon the psalms.  In 
God’s wisdom there is life.  

Our graduating seniors and five of our pastors and staff 
left on Friday for their Footsteps of Faith pilgrimage to 
Greece and Italy. They have prepared for this experience 
by studying the life and journeys of Paul and the early 
apostles. They have attended class and written papers. 
They have invested themselves in this opportunity to grow 
spiritually, form community and reflect upon how God is 
calling them to follow Jesus in their vocation. Soon they 
will return and go to serve in the military, go to college 
or take a gap year. Through studying the Scripture, we 
pray that we have given them spiritual roots and a strong 
foundation.

We know their life in God does not begin with this trip. 
It begins in the home where we as parents and grandparents 
teach our children about God, Jesus and the Holy Spirit.  
We teach by sharing the stories of the faith, memorizing 
scripture, praying and talking with our children about 
tough moral issues. It begins here in this baptismal service 
where we as parents and congregation promise to nurture 
our children in the faith. We heard about the need we have 
for leaders and teachers in our Vacation Bible School which 

will take place in a few weeks. It is a concrete way we have 
to point our children and the children of our community to 
the path that leads to life.  

What kind of life will you lead? Will it be a life that 
has little meaning, a life that dances across the surface of 
things, a life that has no roots, a life that is blow around by 
every wind? Or will it be a life that is rooted and grounded 
in God, a life nurtured by the word of God, the music of 
the church and Christian fellowship? Such a life does not 
appear overnight. It is the fruit of meditating upon God’s 
word and keeping the Triune God – Creator, Redeemer and 
Sustainer – as the center of our lives.  

Not long after the Berlin Wall came down and Eastern 
Europe awakened from a long sleep to a newfound freedom, 
I visited Hungary with a Hungarian scientist who was a 
member of my congregation. The Reformed Church in 
Hungary was coming out to the shadows and out of the 
long oppression it had endured. Later some Hungarian 
theological students came to study at one of our seminaries.  
They went to an out of town conference with some American 
seminary students. Later, one of the American students 
told me with astonishment that on the long road trip the 
Hungarian students sang through all of the metrical psalms 
from their tradition. They had learned to sing the psalms in 
their homes. It was the word of God in the psalms that was 
written upon their hearts. The psalms not only kept them, 
their families and their church safe through hardship, but 
strengthened their faith during generations of oppression.   

On hearing Psalm 1 set to music in the Genevan Psalter 
one woman commented on the power of the psalms to lead 
us to a life in God

…these psalms were sung in dungeons so dark they 
could not see their hands in front of their faces.  Sung 
by voices weakened by hunger and thirst, sometimes by 
torture.  But never a curse, never a word in anger.  They 
were willing to lay down their lives, and many did, singing 
this Psalm. Rest in peace, wake in Bliss. (YouTube Psalm 
1 Genevan Psalter)

Tell me. What kind of life will you live?  


