
Sunday 5th. September 2021 
On using our hymn books 

Hebrews 12.14-24 
 

Today in Church we are to have a presentation from Compassion, a charity who raises 
support for children in various countries of the world. I will not be preaching in Church, 
so this written piece, the live Zoom and the You Tube recording are a message for 
those who use the above means. Today’s message is short by design. 
 
Last week in Church one of the hymns we sang was that of John Monsell, which has 
this as its first stanza. 
 

‘Worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness; 
Bow down before him, his glory proclaim; 

With gold of obedience and incense of lowliness 
Bring and adore him, the Lord is his Name.’ 

 
It struck me for the first time, I think, that the third line had a very important thing to say 
to me, to us all. I am guilty of often singing songs and not engaging with what I have 
sung. At home, I have the luxury of singing a hymn or a stanza over and over again, 
and looking up the Bible to see the passage alluded to in the Hymn.  Sadly in our 
congregation, we are used to going through the order of service and not stopping and 
lingering if a thought has struck us. That’s probably my fault. I am hinting as to how we 
can use our hymn books, because many of the hymns, especially the old hymns and 
those written in times of revival have a great deal of good theology expressed in them in 
a very concise way. These can be helps in our own devotional lives.  
 
Let me draw our attention to some of this in this first stanza, because often hymns give 
good commentary on scripture and tell us how the author experienced the truth in their 
lives.  
 
The object in view by the author here is worship, and how we can worship, in an 
acceptable way, such a great God, so as to know Him better. 
 
Worship is one of the highest activities which the Christian heart and soul and mind and 
body can engage in. I would be tempted to say the highest if it were not for the fact of 
the loftiness of intercession, and some other things. However, worship is an activity high 
in importance which we can do on our own and with different numbers of others.  
 
Read Hebrews 12.14. ‘Without holiness, no-one will see God.’ Holiness is to be 
becoming Christ-like. This is a process that will continue until our last moments on 
earth. No-one is ever fully holy in this life, even the greatest saints of all ages were 
sinners saved by grace no matter what attainment they made in holy living and holiness 
of heart, so we are all in process! 
 



The thrust of this verse for those who are on the road of holiness is that our experience 
of worship, of experiencing and seeing God, is affected by our attainment in holiness. 
Our salvation is not in question here, but our enjoyment of knowing God. It is a bit like 
this, if a window or a windscreen is dirty, it affects how we see through it. If it is very 
dirty, then we see very poorly and may even misread what we see due to the dirt 
obscuring our view. So with holiness, the more holy we are, the more clearly we will see 
and experience the person of God. Worship is about God himself. We thank God and 
we praise God for what He has done and what He has given us, but worship has as its 
goal the very person of God, and Him alone and for Himself. Worship has to do with the 
person of God, not what His hand supplies. This is tasting and seeing that the Lord is 
good in Himself.  
 
I should say that the goal of Christianity is to behold God Himself, He is the object and 
aim beyond and higher than any provision or joy in this world. 
 
Gold and incense are appropriate gifts to bring to a king, and for a priest in the Old 
Testament to offer in the temple to God. Gold of obedience is in view here. Gold is 
valuable to us, but it is of no matter to God. He receives our money offerings as 
offerings when they come as an expression of our hearts. God is the creator, He made 
gold. If God wanted heaven filled with gold, he would only have to say, and gold would 
be there. So, the author of this hymn is saying that what gold is to us, precious and 
valuable, and a joy when we have some and can spend it, so obedience is to God. God 
demands, deserves and values obedience. God regards obedience as more splendid 
than a western sunset, and gives Him more joy than a mother experiences when her 
son returns safe from a war!  
 
Jesus said in John 15, ‘If you love me, you will obey what I command.’ At the end of the 
day, those who obey do so because they love Jesus more than themselves. Those who 
disobey love themselves more than Jesus. Hard, but true. Peter denied Jesus because 
he was more concerned about his own skin, but after being restored, he loved Jesus 
even more than himself. 
 
Incense is that product which when offered by fire gives off a wonderful fragrance. In the 
hymn, lowliness is as incense to the Lord. Lowliness is humility, but it is humility 
seasoned with meekness, mercy and purity as in the Beatitudes. Incense is made up of 
a number of spices, so a most fitting word to use of this humility. Lowliness also has the 
sense of awe and fear. When Isaiah saw the vision of God in His majestic holiness, he 
was ‘undone.’ When John received the Revelation from the angel, Revelation 1.17 tells 
us that he fell down as if he were dead. This fear is not the fear that is a terror, but awe, 
astonishment and a seeing of our imperfections in the searing light of God’s holy 
perfection. 
 
Those are two very different fears. The first is like the fear of a dog which has been 
whipped and maltreated to break its spirit. When called it comes it comes to its master 
on its belly, tail between its legs and head down. This is unlike the well trained sheep 
dog which when called runs to its master, tongue hanging out, tail wagging and who 



gets a pat and a ‘good boy’  or perhaps a reward. Isaiah and John are both over awed, 
but not in that terror, afraid of punishment. 
 
In Corinthians, Paul speaks about the presence of Jesus with the Christian as the 
fragrance of Jesus. Worship will take us along the path of Christ-likeness, as we see 
more of God as He is, and this in turn will furnish us with ever increasing likeness to 
Christ.  
 
Worship is all about what is happening in our hearts. We can worship God under any 
and all outward circumstances because it arises and is offered from our hearts which 
are beyond the reach of this world. Our souls are affected by our flesh, but our hearts 
need not be. In joy, in sadness, in pain, in troubles we can worship God, even though 
our situations are troubling. 
 
Worship has long and strong historical connections with singing and music, but singing 
in itself is not worship, though is meant to be for Christians. If we enjoy music, and most 
people enjoy some variety of music, if we are aware of what we are singing and to 
whom we are singing, then we are in the right direction to worship. However if it is 
mostly the event in itself, the music, the company and the subject of the song does not 
turn our thoughts towards God, then it will never be worship. It is the same for silence, 
singing, dancing, hearing and preaching a sermon, if through it all, our objective is not 
God Himself, then it is not worship.  
 
Obedience and humility are core constituents of holiness, and holiness will determine 
our view, our experience and our heart knowledge of God. Isaiah 66.2 says this, 
 

‘This is the one who I esteem: 
He who is humble and contrite in spirit, 

And trembles at my word.’ 
 

Therefore, it is wise to pursue holiness in obedience and humility. 
 
 
 


