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Text: Psalm 98; Colossians 3:12-17


O sing to the Lord a new song,�for he has done marvelous things.


His right hand and his holy arm�have gotten him victory.


The Lord has made known his victory;�he has revealed his vindication in the sight of the nations.


He has remembered his steadfast love and faithfulness�to the house of Israel.


All the ends of the earth have seen�the victory of our God.


Make a joyful noise to the Lord, all the earth;�break forth into joyous song and sing praises.


Sing praises to the Lord with the lyre,�with the lyre and the sound of melody.


With trumpets and the sound of the horn�make a joyful noise before the King, the Lord.


Let the sea roar, and all that fills it;�the world and those who live in it.


Let the floods clap their hands;�let the hills sing together for joy at the presence of the Lord,�for he is coming to judge the earth.


He will judge the world with righteousness,�and the peoples with equity.	—Psalm 98, nrsv


As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience. Bear with one another and, if anyone has a complaint against one another, forgive each other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. Above all, clothe yourselves with love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony. And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in the one body. And be thankful. Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly; teach and admonish one another in all wisdom; and with gratitude in your hearts sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs to God. And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.	—Colossians 3:12-17, nrsv


He has been called the “sweet singer of Methodism” and arguably is the greatest hymn writer ever. From his conversion in May 1738 until his death in March 1788 in the 81st year of his life, he wrote the texts for over 6,500 hymns and perhaps as many as 2,000 other religious poems. Born in the manse at Epworth, England, on December 18, 1707, we celebrate the tercentenary of his birth this year. Charles Wesley was the third surviving son and eighteenth (and final) child of the Rev. Samuel and Susanna Wesley. (Those of us who have been inspired by Charles’ great hymns are so glad Samuel and Susanna did not stop with their seventeenth child!) Christians of all denominations have cause to thank God for his hymns, which are in a sense the property of us all. �


“If ever there was a human being who disliked power, avoided prominence, and shrank from praise, it was Charles Wesley.” So wrote someone who knew him well. Even if he tended to be hidden by his older brother John’s exploits, Charles Wesley’s life was far from a shadowy existence.�


During his adult life, Charles traveled, preached, wrote poetry and hymns, saw to the work of the Methodist societies, bands, and classes, and remained loyal to the Anglican Church until his death. He argued against John’s path of increasing separation from the Church of England that included ordaining ministers, sanctioning their offering the sacraments, and scheduling of worship services at the same hour as local Anglican churches. 


Charles’ range of poetic meters demanded the composition of new tunes and rhythms. His use of Scripture in his texts is unprecedented. Out of the 66 books of The Bible, only the books of Obadiah, Nahum, Zephaniah, and Third John were not referenced in his hymns. The Wesley brothers published sixty-four collections of hymns between 1738 and 1785, many of which consisted of only Charles’ texts.�


Of all the Wesley children who survived into adulthood, Charles was the only sibling whose marriage was clearly happy. Sarah Gwynne, the daughter of a Welsh magistrate, married Charles Wesley on April 8, 1749. She was 23; Charles was 40. His brother John Wesley officiated at the wedding. Earlier, John had had doubts about the marriage, fearing that his brother would no longer seek happiness primarily from God.� That is ironic in many ways, because John’s own marriage was perhaps the unhappiest of all the Wesley siblings! Charles and Sarah had eight children, five of whom died in infancy. The other three grew to adulthood and survived their parents. The children, like both Charles and Sarah, were known for their musical talent, and their grandchild, Samuel Sebastian Wesley, was one of Great Britain’s most famous composers of the 19th Century. Sarah lived to the age of 96 years old, and astonished people with her beautiful singing voice at age 80 and perhaps beyond.�


A number of Charles Wesley’s hymns are familiar to many of you, including the one with which we began our service this morning, “O For a Thousand Tongues to Sing.” In all of our Methodist hymnals over the years, that Wesley hymn has always been placed first. (And note that we only sang 7 of the 17 verses which Charles originally composed for this hymn…you can find them all at #58 in the Hymnal.) Charles wrote this great hymn in May 1739, on the first anniversary of his “conversion,” and suggested it would serve as an appropriate song to offer annually in remembrance of God’s gracious love. There are over 100 of Charles Wesley’s hymns in our present United Methodist Hymnal Among some others which you will likely recognize are the great Christmas Carol, “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing”; the Easter hymn, “Christ the Lord Is Risen Today”; and, “Love Divine, All Loves Excelling”.


Over the centuries Charles Wesley has not been given as much credit as he should receive. Yet today people are much more familiar with some of Charles Wesley’s hymns than with most of John Wesley’s sermons.� (I’m fairy familiar with John Wesley’s 40 “Standard Sermons,” and I’d rather sing 40 of Charles’ hymns any day!) If you really want to discover the rich and distinctive themes of Methodist theology, read and sing the hymns of Charles Wesley. Indeed, before most of them were published they were scrutinized by elder brother John for theological “accuracy.”


“These great hymns were written to feed the faith, steel the nerve, and fire the soul of those who made common cause with the people called Methodists. In the heated controversies with Calvinists…Charles Wesley was intent on rebutting the claim that God’s grace was restricted to a few specially chosen members of an elect. He wanted to stress that the grace of God, amazing grace, was for everyone—including (especially) the lowest and the least…the lost and the last.


“Charles Wesley wrote for the streets [of his time], for down-at-heel people, for the unlearned, for a church on the move. He democratized church music, released it from the hands of the super-skilled and gave it to ordinary people. And similarly he released theology from the hands of scholars who only ever seemed to want to write their brilliant ideas for one another, so that simple believers could cope with otherwise abstruse constructs and impenetrable notions. And again, he fashioned a spirituality that gave Christians a resource that would undergird their faith even in the toughest times.


“‘The sweet singer of the new Israel,’ that’s what people called him. I picture him arriving at Wesley’s Chapel on his faithful grey mare shouting excitedly, ‘Pen and ink, pen and ink!’ He’d composed a new hymn in his head while riding the three miles from his London home to the City Road Chapel. He wrote it down at once, hot from his mind’s press, and soon the congregation would be singing it. What a man! What a heritage! What a resource!” �


+ + + + + + + + + +


PRAYER


Almighty God, in a time of great need�you raised up your servants John and Charles Wesley,


and by your Spirit inspired them to kindle a flame of sacred love�which leaped and ran, an inextinguishable blaze.


Grant that all those whose hearts have been warmed at these altar fires,�being continually refreshed by your grace, may be so devoted


to the increase of scriptural holiness throughout the land


that in this our time of great need,�your will may fully and effectively be done on earth as it is in heaven;


through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.�


+ + + + + + + + + +
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