The Relationship Side of Praise
Ps 149:1-6 Praise the Lord! Sing to the Lord a new song, his praise in the assembly of the godly! 2 Let Israel be glad in his Maker; let the children of Zion rejoice in their King! 3 Let them praise his name with dancing, making melody to him with tambourine and lyre! 4 For the Lord takes pleasure in his people; he adorns the humble with salvation. 5 Let the godly exult in glory; let them sing for joy on their beds. 6 Let the high praises of God be in their throats and two-edged swords in their hands, ESV

Ps 34:1-3  Of David, when he changed his behavior before Abimelech, so that he drove him out, and he went away. 1 I will bless the Lord at all times; his praise shall continually be in my mouth. 2 My soul makes its boast in the Lord; let the humble hear and be glad. 3 Oh, magnify the Lord with me, and let us exalt his name together! ESV
______________________________________________________________________

I'm taking my ministry to unprecedented waters by attempting the second new joke within a month.  I'm getting better at this, because I've learned to type the jokes out and it's hard – not impossible, but hard – to butcher the punchline.  

The story is of a husband and wife who were traveling and they stopped at a gas station. This is an old story—from the days when you didn’t pump your own gas so the attendant came out and asked, “Fill ‘er up?”  The husband said “Yes, please.”  The attendant asked, “You have a nice car.  What kind is it?”  The husband said, “It’s a Chrysler.”  The wife was hard of hearing and asked, “What did he say?”  The husband said, “He wanted to know what kind of car we have.  I told him it was a Chrysler.”  The attendant asked, “Are you going far?”  The husband said, “We are just going to Nashville.”  The attendant asked, “Where are you from?”  The husband said, “Atlanta.”  The wife asked, “What did he say?”  And the husband said, “He asked where we were from and I told them Atlanta.”  The attendant said, “Atlanta—I used to know a woman there.  She was the meanest, hardest, bitterest, coldest woman I have ever known in all my life.”  The wife asked, “What did he say?” and the husband said, “He thinks he knows your mother.” 

I read recently Dan Erickson’s, “7 Stages of a Cold for a Married Couple.” Here they are:  The First year of marriage, the husband says, “Honey, I’m worried about my little girl. You have a bad sniffle. I want to put you in the hospital for a complete checkup. I know the food is terrible there so I have arranged for meals for you to be sent in from Mamma Lucia’s.”  The Second year: “Listen, sweetheart, I don’t like the sound of that cough.  I’ve called the doctor and he said I can bring you in this afternoon.  Just rest in bed until it’s time go.”  The Third year:  “Maybe you should lie down, dear. I’ll make supper tonight.  Do we have any cans of soup in the house?”  The Fourth year:  “Look, dear be sensible.  After you have fed the kids and washed the dishes, you really should go to bed.”  The Fifth year:  “Why don’t you take a couple of aspirin?”  The Sixth year:  “Please gargle, or something, instead of sitting there barking like a seal. I think I’ll sleep on the couch tonight.”  The Seventh year:  “Would you stop sneezing. What are you trying to do, give me pneumonia? You better sleep on the couch tonight.”
I bring these things to you to mention that as human beings, we struggle sometimes with this whole relationship thing.  Most of us are pretty good at looking out for ourselves, but  the area of our life affected the most by the Fall in the Garden of Eden was a complete loss of knowing how to seek and develop relationship with others.  That goes for God, a spouse, and even being true friends.  And yet the vast majority of our lives and hours of the day are affected by the state of the relationships in our lives.  The number one determining factor of how things are going in our life is based off how our relationship with God is doing.  And just under that is the relationship with those whom are the closest to us in life or love.  And how those relationships are doing trickles down into every area of our life:  self-confidence, casual relationships, our business and life dreams, and our attitude and developed temperament.  And the story of the Bible can be put in a nutshell by saying that it was God coming to earth to restore the relationship that had been lost between us and He and then He works on fixing us so that we can grow in this relationship.  And if we do so, then inevitably the other relationships in our lives will improve and get better and these things will manifest themselves throughout our lives.  
I'm not so much here to preach about your personal relationships with each other, as I am about your relationship with God, but if you grasp these truths, it should affect all of the other in a positive way, too!  Get your relationship with God going as it should be and everything else that matters in life begins to fall into place.  

_______________________________________________

If I had announced my subject and given that intro and asked you to guess at the scriptures that I would be using for our texts, it is doubtful that anyone would have gotten close to what I have chosen.  And that is not because these scriptures are obscure, but because we have filed them away in our minds as “praise and worship” scriptures.  And they are about that, but many people do not grasp that praise and worship is all about our relationship with God.  And many of the things that God commands us in His Word about praise and worship are for the benefit of our relationship with Him improving or being as they should be.  As Pentecostals, we are sometimes criticized for the way we worship and yet that criticism is often founded in a shallowness of understanding of what praise is about.  And we sometimes compound it by having ourselves only a shallow understanding of what we are doing when we praise and worship God as He has commanded.  When we obey the scriptural commands of praise and worship, we are taking steps to ensure that our relationship with God is strengthened and continually grows better and better!  Praise and worship is not commanded from us because God is off somewhere insecure and needs to hear how great He is 24/7, but rather for our relationship with Him to be as it should and stay as it should, we must put into action the principles found within Biblical praise.  Let's take our text and I'll try to show you what I mean by this, the relationship side of praise.
Let's begin with the first verses of each of our texts:
Ps 149:1 Praise the Lord! Sing to the Lord a new song, his praise in the assembly of the godly! ESV 
Ps 34:1 I will bless the Lord at all times; his praise shall continually be in my mouth.    ESV
A basic premise of our relationship with God is that we should and must praise Him and that we should praise Him continually.  This is because praise is tied to another promise in God's word that He will inhabit the praises of those who are His people in a covenant relationship with Him.
  That is, when we praise God, it is not an empty, weird sort of thing that we do in a vacuum but that He actually responds and becomes enthroned in those praises, meaning that He manifests Himself fully as to His power and ability and identity to us and reveals Himself in a way that we can know that He is near and respond to Him.  Here's the principle:
The success of a relationship is tied to the distance between the two involved.  
It's hard to have a close relationship with someone that you never see, never hear, never speak to, and never interact with.  Friends who are distanced eventually widen in relationship.  People who don't make it a point to communicate closely with each other, lose ground in their relationship.  Couples who are never together in person in actual face to face time, have their love diminish greatly.  
We live in a generation that thinks that text messages and FB posts constitute a relationship.  I cannot tell you the times that my wife over the last six years have had a younger person come to us and thought that they were in love and had found the one based upon their texting and emails and yet when they actually got with the person on a real date, found out that they couldn't stand them and that it was different.  A challenge of this generation is real interaction and real relationships.  If you've never watched their face in response to your comment that didn't involve Skype or a video camera and you've only bared your soul via typed letters, then you don't really know them and really have a relationship with them!  It's a whole new ballgame when you're in their presence.
So it is with God.  Some Christians think that they know God and are convinced that they have a great and close relationship with God and that God and them are doing fine and yet they've never actually been in His presence.  Or if they have, it has been a long time since they have felt Him and responded accordingly.  Because they don't have a true grasp of the point of praise and worship.  It's not just to get hyped up or worked into a frenzy, but the point is Him!  The point is that we fool ourselves if our only encounter and interaction with God is through the text messages of His Word.  If my entire experience with God is knowing Him through what He has written to me, then how is that a true relationship?  Without prayer and me talking back to Him, then it is a one sided thing and that never works!  Without praise and glorifying Him, how can I say that we know each other when we never truly communicate.  And our praise is the invitation that He awaits before He manifests Himself in a Spirit visitation that can be sensed and responded to in our lives.  When we praise, we are inviting God to come spend time with us; to bridge the distance between us as human and Deity.  
So when the psalmists said to “Praise the Lord!” and “I will bless the Lord at all times and His praises shall continually be in my mouth” what he was saying was that we should live in such a way that we are constantly with God and seeking to spend time with God.  Because praise is taking away the distance in our relationship, so if I want the relationship to flourish, then we must spend time with the one with whom we're in the relationship with!  When I make up in my mind to praise the Lord, I'm inviting Him near me.  When I make up in my mind to never stop praising the Lord, then I'm saying, “You're welcome to live my life with me to ever be with me, wherever I go, whatever I'm doing, You are welcome.”  And the distance disappears and the relationship grows!
The Psalmist said that we should sing to Him, “His praise in the assembly of the Godly!”  That is, when you come to church, the point is for your relationship with God to grow.  We need the Word of God and it is ever important, but our praise changes what the Word of God is to us.  If I have not invited Him into this place and into my life by my praise, then the Word of God is a distance letter or text message that God from a long way wrote to me about us.  Yet, if I have first praised Him and glorified Him and He has come into this place and has manifested Himself to my life and I am in His presence, then when the preacher begins to preach His Word, it is like God is here speaking to me directly.  He's not just here with me, but He's saying something to me while He's here.  And what world of difference that is than just hearing someone read a letter that someone wrote to you but who is not actually present!  That is why we begin church with songs of praise and then worship – if you will really enter into such praise, then He will come, and if His presence is with you, then what a difference it is when the Word of God goes forth!  As the Psalmist says in verse 6 of this Psalm:
Ps 149:6 Let the high praises of God be in their throats and two-edged swords in their hands, ESV      
Our two-edged sword, we find out from the New Testament, is the written Word of God!  And so what a combination for victory this is in this verse for we cannot help but be victorious if we are close to God in relationship because, “if God be for us, who can be against us.”  And I would add to that, “if God be with us, then who can attack us and win?”  Because to stand with God and be close to God means that He is there when the attacks come and who can stand against God?  My level of victory is determined by the spiritual proximity of God to me in our relationship.  But we cannot be close to God without us first inviting Him into our lives by our praises.  And so it is not enough to just have the Word of God in your hands to deal with this imperfect world, but first “let the high praises of God be in your throats” along with taking up the two-edged sword of the Spirit, the Word of God.  When you combine the Word of God with the presence of God that comes with high praises, then you are set up for victory!  You cannot help but be an overcomer with such a combination ever with you.  But it is based upon relationship and it all stems from our praise.  “Praise the Lord!”  “I will bless the Lord at all times!”  “I will sing His praises in the assembly of the Godly!”
There is something else here, because the psalmist wanted to show you another principle.  He said:
Ps 34:1 I will bless the Lord at all times; his praise shall continually be in my mouth.    ESV
And the other psalms said something that means basically the same thing:
Ps 149:5 Let the godly exult in glory; let them sing for joy on their beds. ESV
Don't just praise Him at church, but praise Him wherever you are, even on your bed at home or abroad!  Don't just praise the Lord at certain appointed times, but bless Him at all times, and let His praise be continually in your mouth.  This is teaching us another principle of relationship:
The success of a relationship is tied to the consistency of its affirmation.
What I mean is that if you want your relationship with someone to grow and get better, then you must be consistent in affirming that relationship no matter where or how you are.  Did you ever have a “friend” who really liked you and showed you attention and wanted to be around you in certain settings but when you when other places, they didn't even act like you existed?  Or did you ever like a person and things even seemed to be going forward to be able to date them except that you suddenly saw them somewhere else and found out that they didn't give you the time of day?  Those relationships didn't have much future did they?  Because for a relationship to be successful and grow as it should, there must continually be consistency in its affirmation, no matter who we're around and where we are.
It's that way with God.  Let the high praises of God be in your mouth and a two-edged sword in your hands, but not just on Sundays or Wednesday nights or while at Bible Study or youth service.  Let the Godly exult in glory in the congregation of the righteous but also at their homes in their beds, when nobody but God sees them.  Let the people praise Him when the music's on and the worship leader is exhorting and while they are surrounded by friendly peer pressure of most everybody around them praising God too, but also let them praise Him “at all times” and let His praise continually be in your mouth!  Let them be able to praise Him and act like they know Him and love Him when they are around their buddies on Saturday afternoon and no matter which group of friends they are with.  Let everywhere we go and everything we do, be a place where Jesus Christ is welcome to be with us and invited!  This praising continually is a relationship issue!
I learned very quickly in my teenage years that if a girl wanted to be with me and near me and around me unless one, other certain boy was around, that it meant that she liked that other much more than me.  What she made priority when she had a choice revealed much about how she really felt, right?  It's the same with God, Almighty.  We are tested by our praise and our willingness and consistency of praise or lack thereof reveals much about us.  If you are free to praise God around certain people and yet if so and so is there, you are inhibited of your praise to God, what does that tell God about where He ranks in your relationships?  If I am all about God in some places and yet very hidden with it in others, then what am I speaking to God?  How did you respond to that person who dissed you in certain places when they got back to a change of scenery and acted like they knew you again?  Aren't you glad that God doesn't treat us that way?  Yet, our relationship suffers for a lack of consistent affirmation – those who praise Him continually and talk to Him throughout the week and glorify Him in all things will have their relationship grow stronger and much better than those who only act like they know Him at church on Sundays!  
And I might add, that this affirmation of relationship goes for circumstances of life, also.  If I love someone then I share with them my ups and downs and I don't just want them to see part of it.  If I only share with them my good days, they don't really know me, but they know a carefully constructed front.  And that's not a close relationship.  Furthermore, if I only share with them my low times, then they become a doctor or counselor and yet are not really a friend.  But if we are close, then we have seen each other in all sorts of circumstances:  stressed out, vegging out, in the money, broke, mad, sad, glad, and bad.  Life can change like the wind, and yet every differing circumstance is an opportunity for a relationship to either grow closer or more distant.  If I affirm my relationship with God in every circumstance, then I'm telling Him, “I love you and want to be with you, no matter what comes in life and in every situation.”  And I'm showing Him the truth of that by my actions.  But if I don't affirm the relationship in certain situations, then I'm telling Him, “I want you around sometimes, when I choose and when it's convenient for me, but the other times, get lost!”  And our relationship with Him is affected by that!  Oh, someone make up in your mind to praise Him in good times and bad!  In dry times and in rainy seasons!  “I will bless the Lord at all times and His praise shall continually be in my mouth!”  “At church and at home, I will praise Him!”  Because His relationship with me means more than anything!

_________________________________________________

Now look at these verses as the psalm continues:
Ps 149:1-3 Praise the Lord! Sing to the Lord a new song, his praise in the assembly of the godly! 2 Let Israel be glad in his Maker; let the children of Zion rejoice in their King! 3 Let them praise his name with dancing, making melody to him with tambourine and lyre! ESV 
This speaks to us another principle and that is:
Outward expression of inward feeling is crucial for the success of a relationship.
There is a flow here:  first we should be glad in our Maker and we should rejoice in our King.  Glad and rejoicing are inward feelings.  And yet, if we are truly glad about Him and rejoicing in the fact that He is ours, then it cannot help but express itself on the outside with such things as dancing, singing, banging tambourines, and playing guitars and other stringed instruments.  The outward part of our praise is the most often criticized and yet there is good reason for it and our primary motivation for it should not just be to fulfill the commandment of scripture.  That's like saying I kiss my wife because I have to because we're married – anybody who feels that way has largely missed the point and the fun, too!
The old story is the old woman told the old man, “you don't ever tell me you love me” and he gruffly replied, “I told you fifty years ago that I loved you when I married you and that if I changed my mind, I'd let you know.”  That's not enough.  It's never enough.  Any relationship is only as strong as its most recent affirmation.  And if it is to grow, there must continually be outward manifestation of the inward feelings.  A love that is never expressed outwardly is the same as no love to the person who has not received it.  If we are glad about God and if we love God and if we rejoice in Him, then it will and should show in our praise.  Our continual praise is the outward expression of our inward feelings!
If you love someone, then you will want to show them.  If you love someone and don't show them, you might as well not love them.  For God so loved the world that He gave... what good would it have been for God to love us up there and yet if He had not made a way through the Son of Man to come down here and show us?  That's why He lived thirty-three and a half years on this earth and spent three and a half years ministering to people.  His death would bring salvation, but this was about relationship restored as it should be and so He didn't just tell us or send prophets, but He showed us by expressing that love!  “Hereby we perceive the love of God, that He laid down His life for us.”
  A love that cannot be perceived is the same as no love at all.  A love that is not communicated is pointless and essentially non-existent.  Had God stayed  in heaven and left us to die in our sins and never reached out to us, we would have ever known about His love and essentially it would have meant that He didn't love us.  But He did and He showed it!
For our relationship to go forward and grow, we must continually express our love to God.  We do this by obeying His commandments for He said, “if you love me, you will keep my commandments.”  That's the two-edged sword in your hand again.  But don't forget about the high praises of God that must be in our mouths, also!  Our praise – our outward manifestations – when driven by gladness and true rejoicing in our relationship, serve as expressions of our love for God to Him and to others.  And when this is so, our relationship is only further strengthened.  It has to be motivated from true inward feelings – like giving someone flowers because they bugged you for them and you say, “Here's your stupid flowers, are you happy?” – so is our outward praise if it only comes from begrudging obedience.  If I only clap my hands to get the monkey of God's Word off of my back, then I've missed the point.  And it's the same with dancing:  if I only dance because they just wouldn't stop playing fast songs and the worship leader kept hammering it over and over and over again, then I've missed the point.  But if I am truly glad and rejoicing over my King and Savior on the inside and I clap and dance and sing as an extension of that, then I am affirming the relationship and it will only get better!  There's a reason why you've never felt more close to God than when you've praised Him outwardly with your whole heart and this is it!  This is the relationship side of praise!
And there is something else here that we would do good to take note of, for in these scriptures is the command, “sing to the Lord a new song.”  In expressing outward affirmations of a relationship, there is something to not always doing the same old, same old.  The first time you give chocolates with a card that reads, “these are sweet and so are you, sugar” was nice.  But then after twenty-six anniversaries with the same card and the exact same chocolates (hopefully newly purchased, though) it just doesn't mean the same thing.  Maybe you should try flowers and come up with another cute rhyme.  Maybe you should give her what she really wants and that is gift cards so that she can go shopping!  It's easy to fall in the rut of, “this has always worked so let's just keep doing it.”  And with that monotonous expression of love, we lose it!  
It can be the same way with church and God and our praise.  “Sing to the Lord a new song.” He really would like to hear you praise and respond in something that is not the same old, same old.  People get into these habits of wanting the same song that meant something to them because way back then they had a special God moment when it was being sung, and that's okay for every now and then, but what about something fresh?  If every time you come to church, you clap the same way, your worship ends up the same way, your prayers of praise use the same exact phrase, and your response is always predictable, then eventually your relationship will grow stale.  That's why we sing new songs.  That's why I try to be “predictably unpredictable.”  That's why it is a good sign if you can't predict what the sermon will be about, what style songs we'll be doing, and how the service will flow, because that means that there is life to our relationship.  When things are different and new and fresh, then we are still making and forging the relationship.  When things are predictable then all we are doing is rehashing the days when our relationship was growing and we have become stagnant.  Sing unto the Lord a new song!  Voice your praise and prayers in a new way.  Give unto Him this night something beyond the same old praise that you gave last week and the week and months and year before.  Give to Him this week a new commitment and a new venture!  This is the relationship side of praise!
Now, on the other hand to keep us balanced, it is also true that:
For a relationship to be successful, there must be a continual maximizing of the other person's importance to you.
This is why the psalmist said:
Ps 34:2-3 My soul makes its boast in the Lord; let the humble hear and be glad. 3 Oh, magnify the Lord with me, and let us exalt his name together! ESV
This is best done by remembering all the good things that the person has done to you and is to you and that is why in the middle of the psalmist telling us to be glad and rejoice, suddenly he bursts forth with:
Ps 149:4 For the Lord takes pleasure in his people; he adorns the humble with salvation. ESV
My praise is boasting in the Lord!  There is no relationship that can survive constant gripes and criticism and the lack of verbal affirmation.  Our words about the other either magnifies them and makes them better to us or diminishes them and makes them invisible.  Is this not some people's problems in marriage that everything that they say about their spouse is negative and diminishing and it's no wonder the relationship and true love has all but disappeared?  Yet this is true for people's relationship with God, also.  Some people speak down about the Lord when they speak of Him at all and diminish Him and never ever talk about the good things that He has done for them in the past.  And the result is that they have a diminished God who is virtually invisible in their life and the relationship fades quickly!
But the opposite is the best way:  remind yourself of the goodness of the Lord and all that He has done for you in the past.  Remind yourself continually of how He saved you and how He takes pleasure in your life and what you are doing for Him. Praise is boasting in the Lord and reminding yourself of His good qualities and magnifying Him and exalting Him!  It's speaking positively of who He is and who He has been to you!  And when you do this, you will find that your praise becomes much more than just empty platitudes, but yet it anchors you in this life in your relationship with God Almighty!  It's hard to separate yourselves from whom you are convinced and in constant mind that He is great and greatly to be praised!  It's hard to turn around and walk away from someone whom you have been continually singing their worth and glorifying in your life!

__________________________________________________

It turns out that there is much about relationship in these scriptures about praise because praise really is all about relationship!  And we have covered every verse of our texts yet I would leave you with this, drawn from the preface to the 34th Psalm which told us that David wrote this, “Of David, when he changed his behavior before Abimelech, so that he drove him out, and he went away.”  These prefaces to the psalms are inspired of God just like the verses and this tells us that David wrote these things when he had made some very unfortunate mistakes and decisions and had been captures by the Philistines and brought before their king.  The scriptures elsewhere said that he pretended to act like he was mad, or insane, in front of the king, so that the king wouldn't kill him and the king told the guards, “is this the one who killed the giant?  He's insane, get him out of here!”  And David escaped a very dangerous and self-imposed situation.
That term for “mad” or “insane” that is used in the scripture in the story is the same word that is used throughout the psalms for “praise.”  It means to get beside one's self or to act beyond their natural disposition.  There are many scholars who believe that David got into that situation and wanted to seem crazy, and so he just begin to act like he acted at the temple when the songs of the Lord were going up!  
Whether that be true or not, it is true that David “changed His behavior” and the result was victory and escape and this psalm saying, “I will bless the Lord at all times; His praise shall continually be in my mouth.”  There are some of you, that for your relationship with your spouse to change, you are going to have to change the behavior of your mouth.  You cannot tear them down and minimize them and expect your relationship to get better.  And it is the same with your relationship with God.  For your relationship with God to be what it should and to be as good as it could be, you're going to have to change your behavior.  “How do I do that?,” you ask.  The answer is through praise.  Remember what He has done and talk about that!  Magnify Him and lift Him higher.  Let the high praises – high praises! – of God be continually in your mouth and let it accompany that sword of the Word of God in your hands.  And oh, how things would and will change!  For there is a relationship side to our praise!  
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