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"Let Him Sing Praise" 

My American Literature teacher in my junior year in high school said something that I have never 
forgotten. It was really an eye-opening statement that helped me appreciate the impact of literature, which 
goes far deeper than whatever emotion it stirs up in us. He said, "Every piece of literature tries to address 3 
major questions in life: 1) what is man; 2) what is his problem; 3) what can he do about it? Later on, when I 
was in college, I realized that those questions were a simplified version of the 3 major disciplines of 
philosophy: 1) metaphysics, which deals with the nature of things; 2) epistemology, which deals with how 
we understand and interact with the world surrounding us; 3) ethics, which deals with how we ought to 
live. Every system of religion and philosophy tries to give a coherent answer to these questions. That 
coherent system is called a worldview. And when I got to seminary, I realized that, not just the kind of 
literature, which is published, but also all the things we see in our pop culture as well as what people say, 
are all expressions of various worldviews. Even though many people may not be able to articulate their 
answers to those 3 questions (and the answers may not be consistent with one another), we all have a 
worldview (or a random collection of worldviews). 

There was a Reebok commercial, whose slogan was, "Life is short. Play hard." Though consisting of only 5 
words, it represents a worldview, which answers all the 3 major questions of life, doesn't it? What is man? 
A mortal. What is his problem? The brevity of his life. What can he do about it? Play hard as long as you 
are able. 

How about the things people say a lot these days? "Believe in yourself." What is man according to this brief 
statement? A creature with a lot of untapped potential and ability. What is his problem? Self-doubt or bad 
self-image. What can he do about it? Believe he can do it and try harder. 

How about "As long as it makes you happy, do it"? What is man according to this statement? A creature 
whose greatest fulfillment is found in his personal happiness, not necessarily doing what is right or good. 
What is his problem? Among many other things, caring too much about what other people think and how 
hard it would be to carry out his desires. What can he do about it? Don't let other people or anything else 
come between you and your happiness. 

This is why we must be careful what we see and hear and say, isn't it? I think we can safely say that nothing 
is neutral and innocent. Every book we read, every commercial slogan we hear or read, every image we see 
on the screen or catalogue or magazine, every song we hear is an expression of a worldview. And you must 
admit that many of them are quite powerful. What this means is that we are being bombarded with all kinds 
of propaganda and preaching throughout the whole day, everyday! Compare that to the time you spend 
reading or hearing God's word preached or meditating on God's word or praying. 

All that we said can be applied to the Bible as well. We have to keep in mind that any particular verse we 
read is not the entirety of the Bible's message. But it is a particular expression of the biblical worldview, 
which is the summation of all that is said in the Bible. So, even the second half of v. 13 can be a powerful 
expression of the biblical worldview. Let us see how this is so. 

"Is anyone cheerful? Let him sing praise." The basic point of what James says here is two-fold, I believe: 1) 
negatively, we must not be so arrogant as to think that our own happiness is our own doing; 2) positively, 
we must sing praise to God because it is He who wants us to be cheerful even in this fallen word. 

What does this say about what man is? One thing we must notice right away, though it is only implied, is 
that man cannot be defined apart from God. Not only in moments of overwhelming suffering and pain, 



when man recognizes his helplessness and desperate need for a divine Helper; but also in the lighthearted 
moments of cheeriness and bliss, man is to acknowledge God's goodness to him rather than congratulate 
himself for his good luck or accomplishments. Man is made in the image of God. An image cannot exist 
apart from that which it reflects. So, man cannot exist apart from God, whose image he bears. Man lives 
and moves and has his being in his relationship with God. The ultimate environment of man's existence is 
not the physical universe but God, whose presence fills all in all. Especially when man feels cheerful, he 
must not forget to acknowledge God's goodness to him. As James said in 1:17, "Every good gift and every 
perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights with whom there is no variation or 
shadow due to change." 

This is not to say that only "good" things are from God and all the "bad" things are from Satan. God does 
not share this world with Satan as the yin and yang of the universe. God and Satan are not two equal rivals, 
engaged in a perennial battle, which will never be resolved. God alone is the Creator and sovereign Lord 
over all, even over Satan and his demonic hosts. Satan is but a creature, destined for eternal misery in hell 
for his audacious but foolish rebellion against the one and only God. God is good but even the greatest evil 
is not outside of His sovereign control. The God of the Bible does not just take credit for the good things 
that happen in our life and blames Satan for all the bad things. God does not hesitate to say, "The LORD 
has made everything for its purpose, even the wicked for the day of trouble" (Prov. 16:4). This doesn't 
mean that God made evil. God created everything good, very good. Even Satan, before he foolishly 
rebelled against God and fell, was an angel of light, endowed with a free will. 

The Bible unapologetically and unequivocally affirms that God is sovereign over all things, even all the 
evils of the world. If not, what is the point of praying to God when we suffer--if He cannot bring about 
good out of all the evil we cause with our foolishness and sin? Indeed, He is able, more than able to bring 
about what C.S. Lewis calls the "good"--the kind of good He brings about out of evil. Consider the cross of 
Christ--our sin caused the Son of God to die on the cross; the evil schemes of the Jewish leaders, Pontius 
Pilate's choice for political expediency rather than justice, the ungrateful betrayal of the crowd, the 
cowardly abandonment of their Master by the disciples all contributed to making the crucifixion of Christ 
the most evil moment in history. But through all the evil committed by men, God brought about the most 
amazing redemption for sinners! If we should pray to God when we suffer, we should praise God all the 
more when we experience the blessing of a cheerful heart! 

But what is man's problem? Ever since the Fall, he wants to believe that he is the pilot of his life, the master 
of his own destiny. But is he? Are we really in control of our life? Is any of us in control of his birth, the 
beginning of our life--when and where, into which family, in what birth order, in what physical condition, 
with what kind of genetic makeup, etc.? And is any of us in control of how our lives end? Does any of us 
die the way we want--when and where and how we die--not to mention the fact that we can't beat death? 
And what about what happens between our birth and death? Are we in complete control of our schedule, no 
matter how good the productivity apps are on our smartphones? Are we in control of all the things that 
really matter to us--choosing our schools and jobs, falling in love and marrying someone special, what kind 
of children we have (if any) and how they turn out, etc.? 

No, it is not we who are in control; it is God. It is He who made us, each of us unique in our own way, each 
of us for a purpose. Which of us can add a single hour to the span of our life (Matt. 6:27), no matter how 
hard we try? Remember what God said to the foolish rich man in one of Jesus' parables? "Fool! This night 
your soul is required of you, and the things you have prepared, whose will they be" (Luke 12:20)! God is 
God because He declares the end from the beginning (Isa. 46:10) and everything He wills comes to pass. 
Surely, He knows the beginning and the end of our lives, and everything in between as well! Even the hairs 
of our head are numbered by God (Matt. 10:30). 

Can we make ourselves cheerful? There's another problem for man. I don't deny the relative power of 
positive thinking and optimism. Who can deny it? There are those who do see the cup half-full instead of 
half-empty. Even in most dismal circumstances, they are able to see something good in it. Life may knock 
them down seven times but they would get up the eighth time and more! Their positive spirit is admirable. 



But who can be truly cheerful in this world? Whatever cheerfulness we may feel is so short-lived, isn't it? 
Try to survey your life's journey so far. How often were the times of exuberance and glee and how long did 
they last? Are you content with the frequency and lengths of those bright spots in your life? Don't you feel 
like the dull, grey stretches of monotony and weariness are way too long between those bright spots? 

And could it be possible that even our most cheerful moments are tainted by the reality of the fallen 
condition of this world? Over our temporary cheerfulness hang the dark clouds of inevitable miseries and 
sorrows, if not the frustrating, sigh-inducing chores and drudgeries that just do not go away. Even if we 
were "lucky" enough to avoid all that, we cannot avoid the final curtain that falls on whatever tale we have 
woven for our life--"a tale / Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury / Signifying nothing" (Shakespeare, 
Macbeth, Act V:5). In the end, perhaps our moments of glee are not much more than the last meal a death 
row inmate gets to have before he is executed. 

What can man do about these problems of his? Keep on pursuing greater pleasure and fun, hoping that the 
next one will make us truly happy? No, we should sing praise to God when we do feel cheerful. Why? 
Because it is God, who wants us to be cheerful and grants the true gladness of our heart! What does it mean 
to be cheerful? I think that being cheerful here is used in a generic way, generally in contrast to suffering in 
the earlier part of the same verse. Cheerfulness refers to everything that is opposite of suffering--whatever 
legitimate gladness, glee, joy, or exuberance we may experience in life. 

God does all things for His glory. If morality can be defined as seeking good, God is morally obligated to 
seek His own glory above all things because He is the absolute Good. If it is wrong for us to be selfish, it is 
because we are not the absolute Good as God is. God is the only One, who is morally obligated to be selfish 
because there is no greater good than Himself. 

But how does God glorify Himself? Because He is all-sufficient, He doesn't need to exploit others to seek 
His glory. As John Piper pointed out, God is most glorified when we take delight in Him more than 
anything--that is, when we are cheerful on account of Him! There is a sense in which God does all He does 
in order to make us cheerful in this way! How did Jesus summarize the mission, for which He came into 
this world? "These things I have spoken to you [i.e., His disciples], that my joy may be in you, and that 
your joy may be full" (John 15:11); "But now I am coming to you [i.e., the Father], and these things I speak 
in the world, that they may have my joy fulfilled in themselves" (John 17:13). How intense was our Lord's 
desire to make us cheer up and rejoice? To the point of willingly laying down His life as a sacrifice! The 
God of infinite joy was willing to become a man of sorrows in order to take away our sorrows and replace 
them with true, lasting gladness. The only begotten, beloved Son of God was willing to go all the way to 
the cross and there endure the hell of being abandoned by His heavenly Father for us? Why? So that we can 
have the bliss of heaven. Could it be that He would rather die than to have His people live without knowing 
His joy? 

Do we sing praise to God when we are cheerful? Or are we too busy enjoying the thing or the moment, 
only wishing that our bliss would last longer! When we are joyful, we are to sing praise to God. To sing 
praise to God is to acknowledge that 1) we are undeserving of whatever good we experience; 2) whatever 
good we happen to enjoy comes from our gracious God. But I want to put forth before you this truth: if it is 
good to have a reason to be cheerful, it is even better to sing praise to God! 

When we sing praise to God in our cheerful moments, we discover that our joy is multiplied and increased 
even more! In praising God, we remember the One, from whom all blessings flow! There is a world of 
difference between acknowledging God for our happiness and not doing so. One lives in a cold, bleak 
world of impersonal, unpredictable chance. The other--the Christian--lives in the kingdom of God, ordered 
and governed by an almighty, all-wise God, whose presence and involvement fills the universe, in which 
nothing happens by chance but all for a purpose. One sees no meaning and purpose behind what happens in 
life. The Christian sees the hand of God working in all things to bring about the counsel of His will to its 
perfect fruition. One, even when feeling cheerful, cannot quite shake off the fear of losing it--perhaps as 
quickly as it came to him, or as easily as it was difficult for him to gain it. After all, why should luck or 



chance care that you should be happy? The Christian feels secure and grateful because he trusts in God, 
who is faithful and gracious, supplying his needs as He sees fit according to His infinite wisdom. 

When we sing praise to God, our cheerfulness is multiplied in another way. For sure, in praising God, we 
remember Someone, who is the Fount of every blessing! But also in praising God, we remember Someone, 
who is greater than whatever happens to make us cheerful. The giver is greater than whatever gift he may 
give. For one cannot give what he does not have. And does it not matter who gives it to us? It's wonderful 
to have someone give us as a gift something we always wanted to have but could not afford to get it 
ourselves. But what if a notorious gangster gave it to you? What if the giver is someone, who has been 
making advances to you despite your repeated rejection? But what if the gift came from someone you 
deeply admire and love, but only from distance because you thought you were not worthy of his attention? 
How much more valuable would that gift be to you? And what if that gift was not just a charitable donation 
give for tax breaks or publicity? What if that gift was a pledge of personal friendship--the kind of pledge 
that says, "You can call me anytime you want. You can come over to my house whenever you'd like. From 
this moment on, mi casa, su casa!" 

That is what we are reminded of when we sing praise to God in our cheerfulness. We realize that whatever 
made us cheerful is nothing compared to the One we are praising for it! To him, who remembers to praise 
God in his cheerfulness, God's blessing has a double value--not only the enjoyment it gives but also the 
wondrous thought that he is favored by God! And this favor of God is not like the luck Fortune gives by 
chance. "For the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable" (Rom. 11:29). His steadfast love extends to 
the heavens, His faithfulness to the clouds (Ps. 36:5). God is not a man that He should change His mind (1 
Sam. 15:29). If God should set His love on someone, what can separate us from the love of God (Rom. 
8:39)? God would never withdraw His love from us. For His love is eternal, everlasting, immutable, and 
irrevocable. 

This is not simply on account of God's divine attributes, such as His unchangeability and immutability. It is 
also due to Christ's work of redemption. Through His once-for-all sacrifice for us, Christ removed all the 
wrath of God against us. And through His life of perfect obedience to God's law in our place, Christ made 
us fit for God's favor and blessing without end! 

I hope you don't think this passage doesn't apply to you because you don’t feel cheerful these days. You 
may in fact be in the midst of an intense suffering. But if you can remember to pray to God when you are 
suffering, you can be cheerful. That's what you see a lot in the Psalms of Lament. They start with the 
Psalmist groaning or complaining about his suffering. Then he remembers God's faithfulness and power 
and love and his lament is turned into praise, his mourning is turned into dancing! This is why it's important 
to pray--and to keep on praying!--and not give up on God. Prayer directs our attention to God and, if we 
can remember who God is and what He has done, then everything changes! 

Oh Christian, are you cheerful or are you disgruntled and unhappy? We have so many things to be cheerful 
about, don't we? Although this world is fallen and there's no shortage of suffering and misery, there are still 
what C.S. Lewis calls "simple good" in abundance. The warm caresses of the sun on our face and skin. The 
cool breezes in the shade that blow away your summer sweat. The refreshing gulps of cold water after 
working hard or playing long in the field. The first bite into a juicy, succulent, sweet peach. A time spent 
with dear friends of a kindred spirit. We realize that, for some, just to have some food to eat, or a roof over 
their heads, or a shoebox full of goodies around the Christmas time, is good enough to cheer them up. And 
there are many, who are so sick that just to be able to breathe or to eat something without pain is something 
to really be thankful for. It's humbling to see how blessed we are, far beyond our deserving. But that 
expression is not entirely accurate. It seems to say that we deserve some good but God has blessed with so 
much more. No, we do not deserve anything good from God. The only thing we deserve is His 
condemnation and punishment! But God has shown us favor! He delivered us from hell and brought us into 
His family as His beloved children! He says to us, "All that I have is yours, My child!" We have no reason 
to be discontent and bitter about anything, do we? 



All this is only on account of Jesus Christ, isn't it? Although we deserve nothing but God's wrath, He 
earned God's favor through His life of perfect obedience. Although we have no right to any happiness in 
this world or in the world to come, Jesus took upon Himself our sorrows and gave us His everlasting joy. 
He is able to tell us not to let our hearts be troubled but be cheerful because He was deeply troubled in His 
spirit with all the afflictions of our sin on our behalf! We are delivered from hell and its eternal misery. 
What is more, we have been given an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, reserved in 
heaven for us (1 Pet. 1:4). Shouldn't we be cheerful no matter what happens in this life? For no misery in 
this life can compare to the hell we have been delivered from. There can be no more bad days for those 
who escaped the fires of hell! So then, let us sing praise to God always! There will come a day when we 
won't have to pray. For we will have all that we desire in that glorious heaven. But our praise will never 
stop because we have been given Christ's eternal joy! What a glorious life we have in Christ Jesus! 

  

© Copyright 2015 by Jeong Woo "James" Lee 

All Rights Reserved. 

	  


