
 
 
 

Pastor Kris Litman-Koon 
Date: 19 January 2020 
Lesson: Psalm 40; John 1:29-42 

 

It begins with a quiet voice saying, “One, two, three, four.” Then a soft but catchy bass line 

comes in that is soon followed by finger snaps and a faint yet quick rhythm tapped on the hi-hat. 

Finally, the lyrics enter: 

I waited patiently for the Lord  

He inclined and heard my cry 

He brought me up out of the pit 

Out of the miry clay 

The song is called “40” and it was written by the Irish band U2. Why call it 40? Because it is a 

paraphrase of the first three verses of Psalm 40, which we sang only a handful of minutes ago in 

worship.  

He set my feet upon a rock  

And made my footsteps firm  

Many will see  

Many will see and fear 

I will sing, sing a new song  

I will sing, sing a new song 

Yet when 40 reaches its chorus, the words suddenly do not come from the psalm. In fact, it 

transitions into a question of lament: 

How long to sing this song?  

How long to sing this song?  

How long, how long, how long?  

How long to sing this song? 
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“How long, O Lord, to sing this song?” Even though those words aren’t found in the psalm, 

it is a question that fits the psalm nicely. Only the first half of Psalm 40 -- verses of praise -- were 

sung by us in our worship today, but the remainder of the psalm consists of verses of lament. We 

might consider that an odd progression -- praise into lament -- but there are several other psalms 

that make the same transition. 

That is because simultaneously holding up praise and lament is an honest take on the human 

experience. We can give our praise and thanksgiving to God for the wonders of this world and the 

joy of being delivered from various hardships, while also recognizing that no deliverance that we 

receive is final in this mortal life. Woes and laments will still arise as long as we have breath.  

40 is the final song on U2’s album that is titled “War.” The album begins with the song 

“Sunday Bloody Sunday,” which is about the 1972 massacre in Northern Ireland when soldiers shot 

28 unarmed civilians, 14 of whom died. So this album named War begins with the image of that day 

in mind, and it ends with singing praise to God for deliverance: 

I waited patiently for the Lord  

He inclined and heard my cry  

He brought me up out of the pit  

Out of the miry clay 

Yet within that praise is followed by the haunting echoes of the question, “How long to sing 

this song?” The whole album ends with the repetition of the question, “How long?” How long must 

the world experience the cycles of praise and lament, praise and lament? How long must we be 

thankful on one hand, while also lamenting recurring displays of death, fear, cruelty, and hatred in 

this world? “How long to sing this song?” It is a question all of our hearts can -- and should -- ask 

from time to time. It is a question that faces the ever-continuing struggles of a world in need of 

salvation. Individually… and collectively… we are broken, in a broken world, and all of it needs 

salvation. 

Today we heard that the day after his baptism, Jesus approached John the Baptist, who cried 

out, “Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” -- “Who takes away the sin of 
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the world!” -- Can we truly fathom that? What I mean is, can we come close to comprehending what 

‘taking away the sin of the world’ means, especially in the light of the world’s recurring lamentations? 

John’s declaration means that mysteriously wrapped up in Jesus is the answer to the world’s 

question, “How long, O Lord, to sing this song?” Mysteriously in Jesus the world is not destined 

forevermore for wars, malice, and violence. Mysteriously in Jesus the woes and tears of our own 

lives will find their resolve. Mysteriously in Jesus the world will no longer have to continually ask 

“How long to sing this song [of lament]?,” because in Jesus a new song is given.  

“Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” It is the message of 

salvation, God’s good news for the whole world. Think on that. The whole world and every 

generation has had reason to lament our brokenness, perhaps feeling so stuck in that brokenness 

that they did not know that they could even hope for something new, and yet God provides a new 

song. “Here is the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” A Lamb who breaks our 

cycles of sinfulness and who mysteriously brings remedy to the world.  

This should be the message we rally around. Yet how often in 2,000 years has the church 

muddied our message? Quite a bit, I’m afraid. Rather than pointing to Jesus and saying, “Right here 

is the gift that is the hope of the whole world,” we muddy the message and somehow point at our 

own selves.  

Annually there is the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. For 2020, it began yesterday, and 

Christians around the world are asked to pray that the Holy Spirit will lead us toward unity. When it 

comes to this week, I think of Christ’s prayer after he washed his disciples’ feet at the Last Supper, a 

prayer that asks that his followers may be one. I think of how so often Christians -- myself included 

-- can convince themselves that unity can be found once everyone else is like them. You know: “We 

can have unity if everyone would worship the way I do. If everyone would believe what I do.”  

I think John the Baptist is a good example for us. He simply pointed to Jesus and said, 

“Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” Two men heard this declaration 

and then approached Jesus to ask where he is staying. “Come and see,” is his response. “Come and 

see.” It is a phrase used four times in this gospel. Whenever it is used, the background of each scene 

has this hanging question, “Can Jesus really be what was just professed about him?” In this case, 
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‘Can Jesus really be the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world?’ Rather than getting into 

theological arguments about the answer, rather than moralizing to the people in these scenes, and 

rather than preaching to them from a soapbox, the response is simply, “Come and see.” Isn’t that a 

refreshing way to do evangelism? That I don’t point to my worship practices as the way, that I don’t 

point to my theological answers as the truth, and that I don’t point to my lifestyle as the life. Rather, 

I point to Jesus as the way, the truth, and the life; the one who takes away the sin of the world. 

“Come and see.” I feel that if Christians pointed to Jesus more than to our own practices, and if we 

responded to inquiries with “come and see” instead of arguments, we’d be making better headway at 

fulfilling Christ’s prayer that his followers be one.  

It is ultimately not about us -- or what we might find that differentiates us -- it is about Jesus. 

As we point to the Lamb who takes away the sin of the world, we will find others who are doing the 

same. We might have different backgrounds, traditions, and practices, but those are not what defines 

us. What defines us is “whose” we are. We belong to Jesus.  

As we point to Jesus, we might better see each other as siblings, discovering how we are one. 

Then, perhaps our collective voice will have the same experience of the writer of Psalm 40: “The 

Lord set my feet upon a high cliff, making my footing sure. The Lord put a new song in my mouth, 

a song of praise to our God; many shall see, and stand in awe, and put their trust in the Lord.” May 

our lives and our proclamation always point others to Jesus, the one who is God’s gift of salvation 

for a broken world. We don’t have to explain it or argue it. We simply point, and say, “Come and 

see.” Amen. 
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