New Years Eve Service — Psalm 104 Sermon

Let’s Pray: Almighty God, we pray that you enter our hearts, and so fill us with your eternal
love, extinguish our evil desires and tie our wills to yours so that we can see your goodness
and beauty. We pray that you would open our eyes to see the way that you care for us daily,
no more than in the giving of your most holy Word. Let us take hold of your Word this
morning, that we might take hold of you forever. Amen.

As we come to the end of the year, | think it is a good practice to look back and take
account of what has happened. It is important to reflect on what God has done for us over
this past year. What things we have to celebrate, what things we have to mourn.

I think our Psalm for this morning helps us to do this well, as it reveals how God is at work in
all areas of life. Remembering who God is, and then who we are in light of who he is, is an
essential part of a Christian’s reflection on their life. | will read the whole Psalm, try to calm
year heart, and ruminate in God’s Word.

Ps.104
Praise the Lord, my soul.

Lord my God, you are very great;
you are clothed with splendor and majesty.

2The Lord wraps himself in light as with a garment;
he stretches out the heavens like a tent
3 and lays the beams of his upper chambers on their waters.
He makes the clouds his chariot
and rides on the wings of the wind.
“He makes winds his messengers,
flames of fire his servants.

5He set the earth on its foundations;
it can never be moved.
8You covered it with the watery depths as with a garment;
the waters stood above the mountains.
7But at your rebuke the waters fled,
at the sound of your thunder they took to flight;
8they flowed over the mountains,
they went down into the valleys,
to the place you assigned for them.



°You set a boundary they cannot cross;
never again will they cover the earth.

"He makes springs pour water into the ravines;
it flows between the mountains.
"They give water to all the beasts of the field;
the wild donkeys quench their thirst.
2The birds of the sky nest by the waters;
they sing among the branches.
3He waters the mountains from his upper chambers;
the land is satisfied by the fruit of his work.
“He makes grass grow for the cattle,
and plants for people to cultivate—
bringing forth food from the earth:
Swine that gladdens human hearts,
oil to make their faces shine,
and bread that sustains their hearts.
®The trees of the Lord are well watered,
the cedars of Lebanon that he planted.
7"There the birds make their nests;
the stork has its home in the junipers.
8The high mountains belong to the wild goats;
the crags are a refuge for the hyrax.

®He made the moon to mark the seasons,
and the sun knows when to go down.
20You bring darkness, it becomes night,
and all the beasts of the forest prowl.
2'The lions roar for their prey
and seek their food from God.
2The sunrises, and they steal away;
they return and lie down in their dens.
BThen people go out to their work,
to their labor until evening.

24How many are your works, Lord!

In wisdom you made them all;

the earth is full of your creatures.
BThere is the sea, vast and spacious,



teeming with creatures beyond number—
living things both large and small.
26There the ships go to and fro,
and Leviathan, which you formed to frolic there.

27 All creatures look to you

to give them their food at the proper time.
2\When you give it to them,

they gather it up;
when you open your hand,

they are satisfied with good things.
2When you hide your face,

they are terrified;
when you take away their breath,

they die and return to the dust.
30When you send your Spirit,

they are created,

and you renew the face of the ground.

31May the glory of the Lord endure forever;
may the Lord rejoice in his works—

32he who looks at the earth, and it trembles,
who touches the mountains, and they smoke.

33| will sing to the Lord all my life;

I will sing praise to my God as long as | live.
34May my meditation be pleasing to him,

as | rejoice in the Lord.
35But may sinners vanish from the earth

and the wicked be no more.

Praise the Lord, my soul. Praise the Lord.
This is the Word of the Lord.
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Every once and a while | get asked the question, “where do you see God at work in your
life?” Has anyone ever asked you that before? | guess some people might think itis my job
to do so! As | said in the introduction, | want to read the Psalm to help us look back over the
past year and see what God has done over the past year, so | guess | did ask it... But | never
quite know how to respond when asked myself.



| know that when people ask me the question, “how is God working in your life?” | assume
they are trying to get me to reflect on my life, to take stock of what has happened and give
thanks to God. Maybe shake us out of thinking that God only works in the ‘spiritual’ parts of
our lives. But | am anxious to say exactly what God is doing, unless he explicitly says so. It
seems like taking the Lord’s name in vain in some way.
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On the one hand, | believe that God is intricately at work in the very minute details of my
life, just as he is in all creation. But, on the other hand, God’s ways are above mine, and |
am not privy to the inner workings of his mind. As Deuteronomy 29:29 says, “The secret
things belong to the Lord our God...” And so | say, “l don’t know.” To look back on our lives,
we don’t need to have a precise answer as to what exactly God has done and how, we are
not privy to that information anyway. It is a hard think for overthinkers like me.

There are certain things that God has promised to do, and we can trust he is always active
in—hearing his Word proclaimed, listening to our prayer, seeing him in the sacrament—but
itis important for our spiritual lives to recognize that God is at work in all places, even if we
don’t have the ability to say exactly how and where. That God does this grounds the whole
of our lives. It allows us to rest in him. To give up our anxieties. To appreciate the goodness
of his creation and worship him.

It seems that most people have an inherent sense that there is something in charge of what
is going on in the world, or at least something that should be thanked when things go well,
and blamed when they do not.
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How many of you have seen the show Alone? In the show various outdoors experts are
placed in a remote location all by themselves to try and see how long they can last. Itis
pretty impressive what these people can do with so little, as they scrounge together what
they can gathering berries, fishing, and hunting. Often in the show there is a moment where
someone, after trying for days, finally catches a fish or a hare, and you can see their
overflow of thankfulness, and yet they don’t know who to thank. Many will thank ‘the
universe’ or the fish itself, but you can see it in their face that this doesn’t feel quite
adequate to them, as so idolatry ever does fill our innate desire to worship.
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Likewise, when you see a great tragedy or injustice, there is a desire to hold people
accountable. When there is a person or organization responsible, we know who to blame,
but what about a sickness or a natural disaster? Everyone knows that this simply should



not be the case, and feel the desire to hold someone accountable, or see a greater purpose
in the apparent chaos. To not have this in times of tragedy leads to great personal and
social anxiety.

As we look at this Psalm, the first thing we notice is how it describes the one true God, who
is in control of everything. We should not overlook the immense importance itis to
understand that there is one God, and that he is the creator, and not a part of this creation.
The psalm is something of a poetic re-telling of the seven days of creation in first two
chapters of Genesis, this time teaching us to look at the world as God’s creation for the
purpose of praising him. Of course, the only way we can praise God for the beauty of his
creation if he is in control of it. It is thanking the wrong person, like thanking the fish, a kind
of idolatry.
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I imagine most people in our culture, Christian or not, simply assume that all religions
teach that one or other deity created the universe as in the Monotheistic religions. This
seems intuitive to us as Christianity has permeated our culture, but for most human
cultures, the gods function as parts of creation. Creation itself is eternal, there was no time
when the universe didn’t exist. When pagan people speak of the world being created in
their myths, these gods merely form what is already there. Even Plato, who comes closer
than all others to the Biblical view of a creator in his Timaeus, understands the god who
made the world to be like a divine craftsman, taking eternal matter and forming something
orderly and beautiful.
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Itis helpful to compare the biblical view of God’s providence with the pagan view of fate. In
the Roman world, Fortuna was the goddess of chance. She would be worshipped in hopes
that she would turn to the worshipper and bring prosperity, but she was known in Roman
religion for being quite fickle. Others might say their lives are up to fate. The ancient Greeks
had a strong sense of fate, and gave the organization of fate personality in the Fates. These
were the most stern and powerful of the gods, who controlled even Zeus himself. Many
Greek tragedies were written to portray the often-ironic way the Fates would control
destinies of others, seeing destiny as something that happens by necessity and not will.

Understanding that the world was created by the one true eternal God, allows us to have
the Christian doctrine of providence. The key difference between pagan fate or fortune, and
Christian providence, is in the personal character of God, who is all powerful. The Roman
goddess Fortuna is often pictured as blind, whereas God is all-seeing. Whereas she could
be coaxed with sacrifices, the true God has no need of what we can give him. The Fates



helped what was necessary take place, but they did not order that necessity themselves, it
was an impersonal plan. All these maintain the pagan understanding of creation, even the
gods are a part of it, just more powerful versions. The true God is not like this, he is outside
time and space, he orders all things to ultimate good.

There are some Christians today who say that our God exists in time, experiences change,
and can even changes his mind on what is good. But this is not the God we see in Scripture,
when all Scripture is taken into account. Sure, there are stories in Scripture where God
appears to change his mind, or relent from some judgement or other, but these are there to
teach us a complexity in God that would otherwise be unfathomable. Sometimes, people
look to the way Jesus got to the heart of the law as him changing the Old Testament Law,
but this is not the case, and a serious distortion. Generally, when people say that God
changes his mind, this is because they want to reduce God to a being like themselves. They
want to take his place, just like Adam and Eve in the garden. God is always condescending
to us to tell us things about himself, he alone is uncreated. If this were not the case, he
would cease to be God, and an impersonal chance or necessity would take that place as
we see in paganism.
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Our modern age is not as different from earlier pagan ones as we might think. We might not
have the same kind of myths (although you get some pretty weird answers when you ask
people where everything came from, maybe aliens). Many today believe that the universe is
eternal, and governed by impersonal laws. Day-to-day we put our faith in the ‘Invisible
Hand’ of the free market or super-power government. Money and power are religions as
they always have been. In this sense, modern pagans too believe in the world forming itself.
We are all just along for the ride in a cosmic chain of cause and effect.
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If you were an ancient person reading this Psalm, you would notice several places where it
is openly mocking the religions around Israel. The Canaanite god Baal is said to ride the
clouds, but God creates these, and everything else. Where many pagans would worship the
moon and the sun, in this psalm God is their creator and they simply act as his markers for
time. These things are not gods in themselves, but a garment and a tent, beautiful parts of
God’s creation.
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The psalm emphasizes how the only true God is the creator of all, and he is not restrained
by anything in his creation. There is a wonderful order to God’s creation, it says, “In wisdom
you made them all...” Or as John’s Gospel says, “In the beginning was the Word...and all



things were made through him.” Unlike the gods of the nations, the true God is in complete
control. Even the Leviathan, who in the mythology of the nations around Israel is pictured
as a seven-headed sea monster and formidable opponent of the gods, is just another
creature ‘frolicking’ in the ocean.
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The only true and eternal God cares for all his creatures. Nothing is too big, the sun or
Leviathan, and nothing too insignificant for him to care for; He feeds the cattle grass, he
waters the trees in the forest, he provides a home for the wild goats. For humans, he not
only cares for our immediate needs, but he gives us “wine that gladdens the hearts, oil to
make our faces shine, and bread that sustains our hearts.”

Our God is so powerful and wonderful that he even works through us to bring out his
beauty. Of course, a goat must find his den, and a mother bird creates her nest, but we too
participate in creating the wine that gladdens our hearts, and harvest the olives to make the
oil that makes our faces shine, and bake the bread that sustains our hearts. This is not a
problem for him, as impossible as it might be for us to understand, because he is God. He
has no material limitations like we do.

God brings about his providential will by using various means, as the psalm says, our
“cultivating.” He does so, rather than simply acting directly, like in a miracle, to shows his
greatness all the more. What is more amazing, for God to create the whole world to make
wine, or to simple change it from water? On first glance it seems the miracle is more
amazing, but in reality, the common changing of water to wine is far more impressive. Think
on a cosmic scale all the things that need to be in place for the production of wine; the
universe just so, the atmosphere the ordered and stable, the soil the right nutrients, the
yeast on the grape itself, those with intelligence enough to make it and craft it, all for our
enjoyment. There is a goodness in that enjoyment. Recognizing this makes it so much
worse when we sinfully abuse this gift.
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God loves to use our work, our desires, our choices, as faulty we might be, as what we call,
secondary means. God’s action in creating and sustaining the universe is the primary
cause of all things, but God also uses ‘secondary causes’. He even graciously uses what we
meant for evil in our sin for good, and also allows us to participate with him in his actions,
giving eternal meaning to our lives.

I remember a conversation | had with a friend who was questioning his faith. He said
something like, “my mom is so frustrating, my brother spent all day taking her around town
to do her errands, paying for her groceries and some outstanding bills, and when she got



home all she said was, praise God for taking care of her all her needs.” | can see how this
would be very frustrating; the person who did the work is not getting their due recognition.
At the same time, the mother is also right, God is providing for her, albeit through various
means, this time, the means of her son’s care for her. In a more balanced relationship, she
would thank him and God for working through him. Both would both benefit from the
recognition of God’s use of the brother to care for the mother, as he could give thanks to
God for being God’s instrument. However, it was only taken to be a slight on the brother, as
he was not also thanked, and so resentment grew for his mother’s faith.
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All this is to say, the only true God is the eternal creator of all things. ‘All things’ include
what is happening right now, includes our choices, and all that happens to us. God does
not simply create the universe like a watch and then let it tick on without him. He loves and
cares for his creation like a father. To not do this would be impossible, for he is in control of
all things, and he must show his fatherly nurturing care.

This care for creation is to such a great degree that if God were to remove himself from his
creation, it would dissolve. The psalmist says, “When you hide your face, they are terrified;
when you take away their breath, they die and return to the dust. 3¥*When you send your
Spirit, they are created, and you renew the face of the ground.”

All this might lead us to ask, what about evil? Does God make that happen? The short
answer is, no. God permits evil to take place (Acts 14:16), but he permits this because a
greater good comes out of it (2Cor.2:7-8). Also, much of what we perceive as evil is only
seen as such because we do not have the full picture. Most of the evil in this world is a
result of our sin in one way or another, and our experience of that is usually due to God not
restraining the evil of others, or the consequences of our own actions. He allows this for the
greater good to come out. We, with the psalm, are to pray that “sinners vanish from the
earth, and the wicked be no more.” All the while acknowledging we are among them, and
are only saved by God’s grace.

Now, there are some Christians who use the doctrine of providence to put a divine seal of
approval on all that they do. This is especially tempting when Christians are in power,
colonizing the world in the name of Christ. They say, God is in control, and so what has
happened is his will. Very convenient when you benefit. This is true in that God permitted
what has happened, but that it happened does not tell us what is good. History is not a
linear line of progress showing God’s will. God’s will in that sense, is defined in Scripture
alone.



The most extreme example of this is the way that God allowed his Son to be crucified for
our salvation. | am sure that much time in heaven will be spent marvelling at God’s
wonderful work of art that is his creation of this world. A song is made beautiful with notes
that cause tension and release. A story is only interesting when there is a problem to
resolve, how much more so in God’s wonderful cosmic story? Heaven is said to be a place
of worship of God forever, | think a big part of that will be finally coming to the realization of
how God used different parts of our lives for the good he is orchestrating (Ro.8:28).
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Paul recognizes this well when he worships God saying, “Oh, the depth of the riches of the
wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond
tracing out! * “Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been his counselor?”

35 “Who has ever given to God, that God should repay them?” 3¢ For from him and through
him and for him are all things. To him be the glory forever! Amen” (Ro.11:33-36).Knowing
that this kind of worship is our final resting place, we can take hope that all the adversity we
face is for a greater good.

Notice that the psalm opens and closes with, “Praise the Lord, my soul.” This allows us to
be patient, waiting on the Lord despite present circumstance. This allows us to lift our eyes
to heaven, to stop our sin, knowing that it is against the one who has created all things and
upholds them for our good. Knowing this allows us to be grateful in times of prosperity,
recognizing the prime cause of all good in this world. But it also allows us to face all trials,
even death, with hope, knowing that God orders all things for our good.

If this is true, it is a great comfort. And we can even take comfort in knowing that God has
given us limits to our knowledge for our good. His work and will in our lives remain hidden
for our good, that we would not become arrogant, or think we know better what to do, or
that our mind explode with the sheer intricacy of his beautiful work of art that we all take
partin.

So, as we look back at this year, and take stock of what God has done in our lives, | pray
that we will be able to turn to him in praise. He is the creator and sustainer of our lives. Yes,
there is much that happened over the past year that | do not understand. How God’s hand
is at work in these things is beyond me. But | cannot say that he was not in there working all
things. God is in control, not me. And this is a wonderfully comforting thought, as we can
rest in him who brings all things for our good. He is not some impersonal chance, or some
fickle pagan deity. He can do all things, and he knows our needs better than we do
ourselves. Rest in him.



