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We have had the privilege two times of taking groups on a travel and study trip 

called, “The Footsteps of St. Paul.” The trip is just what it sounds like. After a 

transatlantic flight to Athens we load up on a bus and travel all throughout Greece 

and Turkey making stops where Paul made stops. Our trip is really just following 

in the footsteps of St. Paul, going to the places Paul went. Traveling in the footsteps 

of Paul has been an amazing experience of faith that draws all who make the 

journey into a closer and deeper relationship with God. But our passage today, from 

the letter Paul wrote to his dear friends in Philippi, is a reminder that Paul did not 

call people to follow in his own footsteps.  

 

In Philippians, Paul spends a long section in chapter two encouraging and 

exhorting all his dear friends not to walk in Paul’s footsteps. Instead, he calls his 

dear friends to walk in the footsteps of Jesus. He challenges his dear friends to have 

the same attitude as Christ, “Who, being in very nature God, did not consider 

equality with God something to be used to his own benefit; rather, Christ made 

himself nothing by taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human 

likeness. And being found in appearance as a human being, as a man, Christ 

humbled himself by becoming obedient to death—even death on a cross! Therefore 

God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every 

name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and 

under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of 

God the Father.” (Philippians 2:6-11)  

 

Even the verses we read this morning from Philippians chapter 3 do not call us 

to follow in Paul’s footsteps. When the apostle speaks of pressing on toward his 

goal, his intention is not that we say, “Paul, we will follow you as you press on 

toward your goal.” His goal is that we would share the same goal, that we too would 

press on toward that goal. What is the goal? To know Christ. “I want to know 

Christ—yes, to know the power of the resurrection and the fellowship of sharing 

in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the 

resurrection of the dead.”  
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There is more than a little irony that when you travel with a group “In the 

Footsteps of St. Paul,” there are numerous reminders that this Apostle did not call 

people to follow in his own footsteps, this Apostle was all about Jesus Christ. When 

you go to the ruins of the ancient city of Corinth, a city that received at least two 

letters from Paul, you might end up standing at the Bema Seat, the seat set apart 

for judgement, and hearing words Paul wrote in his first letter to the Corinthians. 

“We preach Christ crucified…” The crucified Christ was so important to Paul he 

later wrote, “I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ 

and him crucified.” (I Corinthians 1:2) Cross into Turkey. Wander up and down 

the impressive ruins of Ephesus. The words Paul wrote in Ephesians ring out, “In 

Christ Jesus we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in 

accordance with the riches of God’s grace.”  

 

The importance of grace, referenced in Ephesians one, is spelled out so clearly 

in Ephesians chapter two. “It is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and 

this is not of yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can 

boast.” (Ephesians 2:8,9) The cross of Christ, the redemption of Christ, being 

bought back at a great price, the forgiveness of sins, the peace that comes from 

knowing we are loved with an everlasting love, that is all given by grace, a free gift 

God gives his children. We receive that gift by believing in what God has done. 

We receive that gift by faith. 

 

On this Reformation Sunday we do well to remember that this whole issue of 

receiving God’s gracious gifts simply by believing, by trusting, by having faith, is 

something that has been tried and tested throughout the ages. Some think there is a 

reason we have received these gifts. Paul makes mention of a group who put their 

trust in their circumcision, the Jewish custom of cutting the flesh of a young boy at 

eight days old. All these gifts from God are for us, but to receive the gifts you have 

to be circumcised.  At other points Paul notes that some think they receive the gifts 

because they practice Sabbath or set apart holy days in ways that please God. Some 

think it is because they keep the law, or they keep the law better than others keep 

the law. Some think it is because they do not eat food offered to idols. The effect 

of any, and of all these things is twofold. One, it can easily make a person believe 

they have been offered God’s gifts because of something they have done, that in a 

sense they “deserve” the gifts God has given. Secondly, and this one really hurts, 

they believe if others do not have these same merits, or works, that these others are 

not worthy of God’s gifts.  
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When Paul boasts in Philippians 3 about how if anyone else thinks they have 

confidence in the flesh, he has more reasons, his boasting is not really boasting. 

Yes, he talks about his own circumcision, his place in Israel, his place in a particular 

tribe, his keeping of the law and his zealous faith, but what Paul is trying to get 

across is that none of those things are things that earn God’s love or favor or merit 

God giving these gracious and amazing gifts. None of the “works of the flesh” put 

us in a right relationship with God. What Paul has discovered and what the Gospel 

proclaims is that the righteousness that was found in Jesus Christ as God’s beloved 

and faithful Son has now been freely given to all God’s people, apart from any 

measure of human worth and apart from any ethnic background and apart from any 

works of the flesh. The righteousness of Jesus Christ has been given freely to all 

and it is for all. “If anyone calls on the name of the Lord they will be saved.” 

 

I was with some friends this week who got a heads up about the hymns we would 

sing today on Reformation Sunday. One of our friends said, “This is my favorite 

Sunday of the year. I know we will sing “A Mighty Fortress.” What an affirmation 

of the sovereignty of God. A mighty fortress is our God…our God…not our works, 

not our racial or ethnic background, not our circumcision and not how good we 

happen to be in our religious life. Those things are not a mighty fortress. No, God 

is our mighty fortress, a bulwark never failing. Someone else said, “Amazing 

Grace.” That’s all they said. Amazing grace. They know that on Reformation 

Sunday Amazing Grace is our closing hymn, accompanied by our bagpiper. The 

grace of God is truly amazing. We were once lost but now we have been found. 

Well, someone had to like the other hymn, the one we had in the middle of our 

service today, so I guess it might as well be me. “How Great Thou Art.” Actually, 

“How Great Thou Art” is not anything like leftovers for me. That hymn holds such 

a special place. Whenever I hear it and whenever I sing it, it is a powerful witness 

to the greatness of God, the God who gives such wonderful gifts and blessings, and 

gives those gifts and blessings freely, graciously, to all and for all. 

 

On this Reformation Sunday, I want to bear witness to how God forms and 

reforms and will always be forming and reforming our lives. I am going to give 

witness to how one particular hymn has been part of reforming my faith and my 

life, working on me in a multitude of ways over the years, and in telling my own 

experience I am inviting you to consider how God might be forming and reforming 

you into a person of faith. 
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We were on a church camping trip at a beautiful retreat center on the Guadalupe 

River in the hill country of Texas. The river wound its way through the camp, and 

there was an old-fashioned waterslide and one of those big inflatable devices they 

call The Blob that you jump on and launch another person high into the air and 

they come crashing down in the water. The river is in the hill country. Much of the 

camp is set high above the river, in the hills. There is a hillside chapel, looking out 

on the valley where the river flows. One night we gathered for an outdoor worship 

service. When we sat down the skies were clear, but in Texas the weather can 

change literally in a minute. We had the call to worship and some prayers and then 

we started to sing a song. Within just those few minutes storm clouds had filled the 

sky. We started singing the hymn, How Great Thou Art, and with a timing that 

might have drawn a big smile from God as he looked down on a small flock of 

Presbyterians having an outdoor worship service, when we sang, “I hear the rolling 

thunder…” lightning lit up the sky, followed by a crack of thunder that sent us all 

running. We were scared to death. We were also filled with this incredible sense of 

awe. “Then sings my soul, my Savior God to thee, How Great Thou Art…” Nothing 

boring, nothing routine about that. We felt the presence of God and it set our hearts 

to racing. The majesty and the power that is displayed in our world causes our 

hearts to sing, “How Great Thou Art.” 

 

A couple of years ago I was visiting my family in California. My brothers and 

sisters and their children still live there. That summer we had some business to take 

care of. My mom had passed away the year before and we were going to have a 

small service for her. My mom and dad both worked for the YMCA during the 

summers when we were growing up, and they would take us for the whole summer 

to a beautiful camp in the Sierra Nevada Mountains. When my dad died, we 

gathered at the camp and had a service to remember him. Now we decided to do 

the same thing for my mom. One of the things my dad did at the camp was to 

restore trails, and late in his life they named one of the trails at camp in his honor. 

I can’t even begin to tell you what it means to me to come to the beginning of what 

we all call the Bible Rock Trail and see my dad’s name on that sign.  

 

I was there a few hours before the small service we were going to have for my 

mom, so I made my way up the trail. “When through the woods and forest glades 

I wander and hear the birds sing sweetly in the trees, when I look down from lofty 

mountain grandeur and hear the brook and feel the gentle breeze…” Hiking through 

the woods, hearing the birds singing sweetly in the trees, reaching the summit 

where I could look down from the lofty mountain grandeur and see our childhood 
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lake, what do you think I did? We were going to spread my mom’s ashes, and at 

that moment of deep mourning that was also a moment of even deeper faith and 

hope, I did what the birds were doing. I offered my own song of praise. “Then sings 

my soul, my Savior God to thee, How great thou art…How great thou art.” 

 

On one of those travel trips we led in “The Footsteps of St. Paul” that were not 

really in the footsteps of Paul but rather the footsteps of Jesus, we were spending 

the night in Thessaloniki. Thessaloniki is a place Paul visited on his missionary 

journeys. Earlier that day we had been at the biblical town of Berea and from 

Thessaloniki we were headed to Philippi the next day. After dinner in Thessaloniki 

we walked by the bar in the hotel where we were staying. We recognized another 

group at the bar, for they had also been at Berea earlier that day. They had taken 

over the piano in the hotel bar and they were singing. We stopped to listen as they 

sang show tunes from Broadway. Then they turned to the Beatles and these folks 

were having fun. Somehow one of the members of our group got dragged in to sing 

with them, and she found out they were members of a Filipino church from 

Southern California who were on a Christian tour of the biblical sites where Paul 

had travelled. Now I can’t think of a more abrupt transition than to go from singing 

Broadway show tunes and Beatles songs about Yesterday and Yellow Submarine 

and Obla Dee Obla Da life goes on….to singing church hymns.  

 

But there in that hotel bar in Macedonia where 2,000 years before a stranger 

came to town telling the story of a man named Jesus who was the Savior of the 

world, in that hotel bar the person at the piano began to play a hymn that has been 

played many times at many places among many, many people who have a deep 

faith and trust in God. The person at the piano began to play, “How Great Thou 

Art.” In that moment the hotel bar became a glimpse of heaven as Filipinos from 

California and Presbyterians from Texas and anyone else who happened to be 

present began to sing. We came to the last verse, the verse where creation achieves 

its final goal, when all God’s children of every race and nation and tribe and tongue 

will be brought together to dwell with our God and to know him face to face. 

“When Christ shall come with shouts of acclamation and take me home, what joy 

shall fill my heart. Then I shall bow in humble adoration and there proclaim, ‘My 

God how great thou art.’ Then sings my soul, my Savior God to thee, how great 

thou art, how great thou art. Then sings my soul, my Savior God to thee, how great 

thou art, how great thou art.” 
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In my reflection on the hymn I have mentioned the first verse about the stars and 

the rolling thunder, the second verse about hearing the birds sing sweetly in the 

trees and now the fourth verse, “When Christ shall come.” There is a third verse to 

the hymn. The third verse is about Jesus. The third verse is about Jesus Christ. 

“And when I think that God his Son not sparing, sent him to die I scarce can take 

it in. That on the cross, my burden gladly bearing he bled and died to take away 

my sin…” How could we ever take a verse like that about a Savior like Jesus and 

tie it down to something as small as a physical mark on human flesh. I have 

circumcision so I get to receive the gift of Christ. I keep the Sabbath so I get to 

receive the gift. I was born from this tribe or I speak in this tongue so I get to receive 

the gift. Jesus Christ did not die for us because we did anything deserving such a 

special gift. Jesus Christ died because we all needed his death and resurrection and 

the power it has to shatter sin and death and the hope it brings for new life. Without 

that gift we are lost, and hopeless, alone and afraid. At just the right time, when we 

were still sinners, Christ died for us. He died for us to prove his love. Even though 

we were all underserving, unworthy, he chose to give us the precious gift of life. It 

is a gift. It is a free gift. It is a gracious gift. We accept that gift by doing nothing 

more than believing in what God has done for us in Jesus Christ, embracing what 

God has done for in Jesus Christ, having faith in what God has done for us in Jesus 

Christ. 

 

My final reflection on “How Great Thou Art” is that sometimes we all need to 

know that the God who created this awesome and amazing universe and this 

awesome and amazing world we live in and the awesome and amazing love of 

Jesus Christ and the awesome and amazing hope we have for the great reunion that 

will take place in heaven is the God who knows us. Sometimes we need to 

reminded God knows us, personally. We need to know God is aware of our 

particular situation. We need to know God is aware of our hopes and our fears, our 

sadness and our sorrow. 

 

On a Friday morning in October of 2011 a dear friend called me early in the 

morning and asked me to come over. She said it was urgent. She said that during 

the night her husband had died. I rushed over to her house where she sat all alone. 

It was a terrible day, a shocking day, a day filled with grief. On days like that it is 

natural to feel alone. It is not unusual to feel like maybe God forgot about us. 

Sometimes we might even feel that God has abandoned us. Our friend was holding 

on for dear life. 
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Just a few days after we buried her husband this friend went with a group that I 

led to the Holy Land. This was no footsteps of St. Paul trip. We were going to walk 

in the footsteps of Jesus. Our friend Becky had planned on going with her husband 

but now her daughter took his place and traveled with her. It was tough on Becky. 

Everywhere she went she was reminded of her loss and her sadness and her sorrow. 

On the third day of our trip we stayed in a town called Tiberias. Tiberias is on the 

shores of the Sea of Galilee. That morning we got into a boat, our whole group, 

and we put out into the deep water. Deep water is a powerful metaphor. Sometimes 

we feel like we are in way over our head. Becky was feeling that, having just lost 

her husband. About 30 minutes into our journey the captain of the boat cut the 

engine. There we were, out in the deep waters. It was a calm day. The water was 

lapping against the boat. There was a gentle breeze.  

 

 

Out there on the Sea of Galilee, in the deep waters, with a friend who was feeling 

lost and alone, something powerful happened. Something beautiful happened. In 

some ways what happened was just for this one friend who needed a touch of God’s 

grace, for our friend who needed an extra measure of God’s love. As we sat in the 

middle of the Sea of Galilee, waves lapping on the side of the boat, our captain 

played a song for us. It was a song our whole group knew very well. Many knew 

the song by heart. The song was “How Great Thou Art”. As the song played there 

was no denying the presence of God, or the power of God, or the peace of God.  

Without me saying a word everyone stood up and began to sing. It was beautiful. 

It was spiritual. It was joyful. I was the leader of the group and my heart melted as 

I saw my people, every one of them who had been through some deep waters in 

their life, singing words of adoration and praise to God. We came to the verse that 

says, “And when I think that God, his Son not sparing, sent him to die, I scarce can 

take it in…” Right about then I looked at our friend Becky, the one whose husband 

had just died. She was singing. She was singing as tears streamed down her face. 

In that moment it was so obvious she knew that Jesus was in the boat with her. 

Jesus was in the deep water with her. She was not alone. Just like God said way 

back in Deuteronomy, “I will never leave you nor forsake you.” She knew in that 

moment, out in the deep, out on the Sea of Galilee, that Jesus Christ was with her, 

and that nothing in all creation could separate her, or you, or me, from the love of 

God. 
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It is that kind of a God who shows that kind of love not just to one person but to 

all people that leads someone like the Apostle Paul to say, “I want to know Christ.” 

Paul never completely grabbed hold of that. We never completely grab hold of that. 

But we never give up trying. We never stop wanting to know Christ in ways that 

are always deeper, always richer, and always more wonderful. May we join with 

Paul on this Reformation Sunday to say, “One thing we do: Forgetting what is 

behind and straining toward what is ahead, we press on toward the goal to win the 

prize for which God has called us heavenward in Christ Jesus.” And may our souls 

never stop singing that great hymn of praise, “How Great Thou Art…How Great 

Thou Art.” 


