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FOR THE DISPLAY OF HIS SPLENDOR 
Exalting God Through Art in Worship 

Text:  Isaiah 61:1-3 
 

1. Art is Affirmed As Valued by God in Scripture & History 
 
It is my belief that why the Church of Jesus Christ today needs to highly value and 
thoughtfully employ the arts and the gifts of artists in the exaltation of God.  I recognize, 
of course, that there are some limits to this.  The Second Commandment warns us not 
to make images of any kind that become substitutes for God.  We’re never to worship 
created things, even beautiful things, but only the Creator behind them.  In an age 
where entertainers have become the American Idols and the arts are frequently used to 
advance questionable visions and values, we have to be careful about how the arts get 
used in church life. 
 
At the same time, you can’t read the Bible closely and not be struck by the consistently 
positive light in which the arts and artists are viewed as vessels of worship.  In Exodus 
31:1 we read: “Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘See, I have chosen Bezalel… and I 
have filled him with the Spirit of God, with skill, ability and knowledge in all kinds 
of crafts--to make artistic designs’” to inspire and express the worship of God.  The 
books of Samuel tell us that King David of Israel, whom God described as “a man after 
my own heart,”1 danced and wrote poetry and played musical instruments to the glory 
of God.  The prophets Jeremiah and Isaiah performed public drama’s to open the heart 
and mind of Israel to his Word.  Jesus is famous for the graphic pictures he painted with 
his teachings and the story-telling he used to depict God’s character and kingdom.  
 
From the Christian icons that adorn the walls of the ancient catacombs to the sculptures 
of Michelangelo to the paintings of Dale Olsen or the calligraphy of Timothy Botts, 
Christian artists have been among the most brilliant and effective witnesses to God’s 
glory.  They have fulfilled the commission summed up in Isaiah 61:3 which says of 
God’s people: “They will be called oaks of righteousness, a planting of the Lord 
for the display of his splendor.”  Today we’re going to experience songs, poetry, 
dance, drama, painting and graphic arts all seeking to display God’s splendor.  My 
prayer is that it will become a bit clearer why we need the arts to fully worship the 
majesty of God who is himself the Master Artist of Creation. 

 
2. Art Expresses & Expands Our Experience of Meaning 

 
My step-grandmother passed away recently and we all gathered in a church in Florida 
to mark the moment.  I was reminded of Tim Keller’s observation that funerals are 
strange, irrational things.  “Animals don’t have funerals.  If we consider a funeral as an 
objective event, it involves the disposal of a decomposing organism.  It would be wise to 
avoid the body to prevent the spread of disease.  But that is not how we behave.  
Instead, we gather around the body.  Why?  Because when a person dies” there is 
something within all of us – whether we’re religious or not – which denies that this event 
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“is no more important than a stone falling to the bottom of a pool.”2  We know that the 
loss of a human life is an event of significance and meaning.   
 
The same is true when a wedding occurs.  On a purely biological level, some say that 
marriage is simply a means of passing on some genetic material, but somehow, 
whether that wedding happens on a beach or beneath a steeple, whether we’re 
religious or not, all of us sense that there is a greater meaning to this event than merely 
DNA.  Strangely, at both weddings and funerals we do the same things.  We tell stories, 
we sing or listen to songs, we read poetry, arrange flowers, choreograph ourselves into 
circles or lines.  In other words, we create art.  Art is the human response to an 
encounter with something deeply meaningful, and great art becomes the doorway into 
an even deeper experience of that meaning. 
 
Tim Keller observes that “many people do not know what it is that gives meaning to life 
but they know intuitively that life is meaningful.  What I have found,” writes Keller, “is 
that… all meaning is some aspect of the glory of God.  The word glory means weight, it 
means significance -- it basically means ‘meaning.’”  In his essay, The Weight of Glory, 
C.S. Lewis – the author of the famed Chronicles of Narnia – says that just as reason is 
the organ by which we receive truth, imagination is the organ by which we process 
meaning and seek it more deeply.   
 
When I practice my art, says Lewis, “I am trying to rip open the inconsolable secret in 
each one of [us] – the secret which hurts so much that you take revenge on it by calling 
it names like Nostalgia and Romanticism or Adolescence; the secret we cannot hide 
and cannot tell, though we desire to do both.  We cannot tell it because it is a desire for 
something that has never [fully] appeared in our experience.  We cannot hide it because 
our experience is constantly suggesting it…  Our commonest expedient is to call it 
Beauty and behave as if that had settled the matter… [But] the books or music in which 
we [think] the beauty [is] located will betray us if we trust to them… for they are not the 
thing itself; they are only the scent of a flower we have not found, the echo of a tune we 
have not heard, news from a country we have never yet visited.” 
 
Artists are people whose divine gift is the ability to create those imaginative doors that 
draw us through the wardrobe of ordinary events and circumstances, through the world 
of dead bodies and DNA, into that world of deep meaning that lies beneath and beyond 
physical reality.  If an artist is good, she or he ushers us into the borderlands of that 
“other country” -- that eternal dimension where even in the midst of pain or loss, the 
invisible God who is the Source of faith, hope, and love can invade our heart and mind 
with His mysterious peace.  [8:30 only: When Dave Matthew sings: “Gravedigger, when 
you dig my grave, will you make it shallow, so that I can feel the rain,” it rips open the 
secret of my longing for the world in which there really is resurrection.]  
 

3. Art Provides a Vehicle for Expressing Our Purpose & Praise 
 
Why do we need to highly value and thoughtfully employ the gift of the arts and of the 
artist in the service of God?  It is because Scripture and history records that God has 
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consistently valued them as bearers of his creative spirit.  It is because art expresses 
and expands our experience of the transcendent meaning and mystery of life whose 
source is God himself.  But art is valuable too because it provides us with a vehicle for 
releasing praise and praise is the way we throw ourselves into the arms of God.  The 
Westminister Shorter Catechism says: “The chief end [or purpose] of man is to glorify 
God and enjoy him forever.”  But how could we do that without artistic expression?   
 
If all you could do was think about God and never give outward voice to it in any way, 
could that ever be either glorifying or enjoyable?  If you couldn’t sing or play an 
instrument… If you couldn’t dance or draw or describe in some imaginative way the 
feelings you have about God… If you couldn’t put descriptive words around the 
thoughts and emotions that rise up in you as you contemplate the wonder of God’s 
creation or providence… or as you respond to the effect that others’ art has upon you… 
how would you get out of yourself that Godward yearning?  We may not sing or dance 
or write or draw or paint or play or design or preach in a way that we think of as 
“beautiful” art, but we have to express ourselves in some way, for without some kind of 
art, some sort of offering of self to God, there is no worship.  What’s yours?  How do 
you display your sense of God’s splendor? 
 

4. Art Even When Small Can Help Reveal God’s Splendor 
 
Once upon a time, a novelist experienced an enduring case of artist’s block.  He had in 
mind to write an epic tale which would picture in terms a secular world might grasp the 
great struggle between good and evil and the nature of the journey of Christian 
discipleship.  No matter how he tried, however, the writer could not get the grand story 
out.  Finally, the idea settled upon him to try to write a short story instead of an epic one.  
He titled it, Leaf By Niggle.  As one reviewer tells it: “It is about a poor artist, a man 
named Niggle, who spent all of his life trying to paint a huge mural of a tree on the side 
of the post office in his hometown.  Niggle had a vision but he [too] was never able to 
get it out.  Ultimately, all he ever did was draw one little leaf down in one little corner… 
Everyone in town asked, ‘Why did we ever commission you?’” And Niggle felt like a 
failure.  
 
“Not long after, Niggle dies and suddenly finds himself on a train going to heaven.  As 
he is looking at the landscape, he suddenly sees something off to the right and he tells 
the train to stop.  Niggle runs over and at the very top of the hill is a tree.  He looks up 
and realizes that this is the tree he had in his mind all of his life.  He had been trying to 
draw it the entire time he worked on the mural and all he had ever gotten out was one 
leaf.”3  But the sight of the glorious tree now was enough for Niggle.  While he’d not 
been able to paint it all before, he saw that what he had been able to paint had, in some 
small way, been faithful to the larger whole. 
 
For some reason, when [the writer of this short story] realized that the faithful painting of 
a single leaf was a work of significance in itself -- that the important thing was to make a 
start, to use what gifts he had to display something of a reality too large and glorious to 
ever paint completely -- he felt a sense of joy and found that his artistic block lifted.  He 
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went back to work.  And thus it was that that particular writer, a man by the name of 
J.R.R. Tolkien, began the first leaf of that towering trilogy, The Lord of the Rings.   
 
What is the leaf God has for you to paint?  What is the song, the dance, the picture, the 
story, the drama, the contribution you have to make for the sake of his glory?  However 
small it may seem, make a start and leave the rest to God.  For as Jesus once said, 
even small seeds can give rise to great trees.  And you have been made and gifted for 
the display of His splendor. 
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Benediction 
 
Great God, planter of the Tree of Life, cultivator and redeemer of the soul and societies 
of mankind, receive our thanks for all those artists who, in the long succession of the 
saints, have let their gifts be used for your glory, who have opened the door for others 
into a deeper encounter with the meaning and beauty of the other country which is your 
kingdom, and who have modeled for us what it is praise You with whatever instrument 
we have.  Bring forth leaves of splendor from this people, we pray, that your name might 
be more greatly honored and your truth might be more deeply known in this place and 
to the ends of the earth.  Thus, we pray in the name of Jesus, and we go forth into the 
light of this new day.  Amen. 
 
 
                                                 
1 1 Samuel 13:14; Acts 13:22 
2 Ned Bustard (ed.), It Was Good: Making Art to the Glory of God, Baltimore: Square Halo Books, 2000, p.80 ff. 
3 Tim Keller, “Glory,” Ibid., p. 87. 


