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Life Lessons from the Psalms

Next Level Lifestyle
What Would Be Your Optimal Lifestyle?

| have an old car with lots of miles on it. It leaks both oil and radiator fluid. If | had a new car, | could be like many and
never give a thought to the state of my car’s engine, never check the fluid levels. | would just getin my car and off |
would go without fussing about the way the engine sounds or how it is doing. But | can’t because my car needs my
attention. | have known dads who never give quality time to their kids and spouses who basically ignore each other.
Friendships often die because little effort is put into maintaining them. Don’t family relationships suffer the same fate if
time and energy is not dedicated to them? I recently had someone tell me that even though she rarely if ever
participates in church life, doesn’t very often read her Bible or give much thought to praying, her relationship with God
is good and she is satisfied with where she is going spiritually. | realize that many don’t care about maintaining a
relationship with God because it does not match the sort of lifestyle they want, but is that true of you? How important is
it to you that you become close to Christ? Our big idea for today is this. If you want a next level life, you must invest
in a next level relationship with Christ.

There is an expression found in the Psalms that is often used to promote new music in church services. | have used it
that way too. But as | have pondered it more, | think | have missed the point of it. Sing to the Lord a new song; sing
to the Lord, all the earth. (Psalm 96: 1 NIV) It used to bother me that good Christian people would revolt against
having new praise songs in worship, especially since the admonition to sing to the Lord a new song is repeated in the
Psalms and then it comes up again in Revelation. As | have gotten older, | understand the psychological pushback on
new songs. | can sing nearly word for word songs that were popular when | was a kid and that includes worship songs
but put a new song in the mix and | struggle to remember any of the lyrics a day later. Add to that the warm, snuggly
memories of old songs and it is no wonder how important the old songs are to so many. But | am convinced that the
command to sing to the Lord a new song is really not about songs anyway. It has a much bigger message for us than
the sort of music we like or don't like. This command is really about relationship, about staying connected.

Every relationship has a shelf-life if newness is not added to it. Not newness in terms of something unique or
completely different but newness as it pertains to freshness, replenishment. Much like a river needs fresh water added
to it to stay alive, so too every relationship you have must be made refreshed if it is to keep going. The water is always
H20, but the water that passes through the river is not the same water as was there just seconds before. A new song
may not be a completely different one; but it must be a freshly added one. Gwen Stefani used to be a popular rock
singer but now she is better known for her work as a coach on The Voice. Recently Gwen Stefani created quite a stir
by promoting Christian prayer through the use of an app created by the Catholic Church. Critics have been reminded
that Stefani is not suddenly changing her stripes and all of a sudden becoming someone different. She was in fact
raised Catholic and her mother instilled in her a love of Jesus Christ. It is true that perhaps that life with God was for a
time torpid and not impacting much her lifestyle. But now, like a once stagnant stream, fresh water is flowing through
her and she has become an enthusiastic person of prayer, promoting faith in Christ as critical to life.

If there is nothing new, nothing vibrant to your relationship with God, then it is sick and dysfunctional. Itis like a dried
up fruit tree that has no blossoms in spring. A husband and wife who are always apart and barely ever speak can say
they are still married but it isn’'t much of a marriage. | know of a father who hasn’t seen his daughter in years. Is he
really a dad? Not much of one. The foundational relationship of all relationships is the one with God. Before there
was marriage, let alone family, there was first the relationship between Adam and God. That is the fundamental
relationship upon which all others are built. It is the only one not limited by space or time. At any moment or in any
location, you can have God pour Himself into you and you into God. The relationship can come to life if you want it but
you must want it. With your connection to God established, every other relationship you have has the potential to
thrive at the highest levels possible with Him living in and through you.

You are told to sing a song to the Lord. What is wrong with singing to God? | know some people complain that they
are not good singers and they hate to sing in front of others. Men in particular are known for their grumpiness when it
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comes to singing. The point here is not how you use your voice but rather the way you calibrate your heart. We use
the term, “I have a song in my heart” in the same way the Psalmist is commanding singing a new song to the Lord. |
know plenty of songs are dreary and bitter and speak of angst and anger and distrust. But here the song is one of
celebration, of joy and gratitude. The new song is fresh every day because it flows out of a heart that is connected to
God and experiencing His love and help and guidance. Even more than that, it is building a friendship and intimacy
with God that will last a lifetime.

| have playing in the community room of our church where we have our potlucks Christian worship music 24/7.
Whenever | go back there to fix my lunch or get some water, the music recalibrates my life, pulls me back to God.
Sometimes | stand for a moment and sing along, sometimes | lit my hands in worship. Once a compass is
magnetized, the needle, even if it has been shaken and is off its mark will not rest until it returns to the pole. When you
have been born again, you can walk away from God, be distracted and focused on everything but God but your soul
will not rest until you return to Him. Like the needle that turns this way and that searching out the north pole, your heart
is in a constant hunt for God, even if your mind is all over the place. The song, the song of Christ and of the glory of
God is the magnet that pulls you back to where you are made to live.

Perhaps an historical reference would help. John Mark, a cousin of the great Christian missionary Barnabas, went with
Paul and Barnabas on a missionary journey bringing the Gospel to places in the world that had not yet heard of Christ.
When Barnabas and Saul had finished their mission, they returned from Jerusalem, taking with them John,
also called Mark. (Acts 12: 25 NIV) Part way along, John Mark decided to leave them. If that was all you knew, you
would assume John Mark had a good reason for taking a break. Apparently Paul did not think so and he was offended
enough by what John Mark did that when it was time for Paul and Barnabas to go on another missionary trip, although
Barnabas wanted John Mark to join them, Paul refused. Barnabas wanted to take John, also called Mark, with
them, but Paul did not think it wise to take him, because he had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not
continued with them in the work. (Acts15: 37-38 NIV) We have no idea why Paul thought John Mark’s actions were
S0 egregious but this we can be certain. Paul clearly did not believe John Mark’s heart was right with God. But
something changed with John Mark. His needle once again began to point due north. We know this because later,
perhaps much later Paul had nothing but good to say of John Mark and his faithfulness to Christ. Only Luke is with
me. Get Mark and bring him with you, because he is helpful to me in my ministry. (2 Timothy 4: 11 NIV)

Both Paul and the Apostle Peter mention John Mark as close to them and a key part of their inner circle; Peter even
called him his “son”. We cannot be certain why John Mark’s needle pointed once more to Jesus but | would like to
speculate what may have been a part of the process. Do you recall when Paul and Barnabas were beaten and jailed
in Philippi? At midnight, an angel of the Lord freed them from their chains and miraculously opened all the doors to the
jail. Before that though, and in my mind more importantly, Paul and Barnabas, after having been severely flogged and
at risk of being executed, engaged in an activity that seems almost unbelievable. About midnight Paul and Silas
were praying and singing hymns to God, and the other prisoners were listening to them. (Acts 16: 25 NIV) They
sang praises to God. When others would have been angry or depressed or in great bitterness over what had
happened to them, Paul and Barnabas sang “a new song” to God. Don't tell me that just because the hymns might
have been around for a long time that they were not new songs. They were because at that moment they were fresh
and alive and filled with the glory of God. Perhaps, since we already know Barnabas, at his moments of great trial and
hardship sang to God, it could be that he taught John Mark that same way of dealing with disappointment and failure.
It may be that singing praise songs to the Lord turned his life around and back to Christ who saved him. Our big idea
for today is this. If you want a next level life, you must invest in a next level relationship with Christ. Why not sing a
“new song” to the Lord each day and see how much it transforms your life and makes you better in your relationship
with God, your family members and all those Christ brings to you. It could be that what you really need now is to sing a
new song so that your compass will point in the right direction!
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