
 
SEPTEMBER 29, 2019, 11:15AM 
MORNING WORSHIP SERVICE 

(Children’s Choirs will sing at the 8:30am Service) 

Jesus, keep me near the cross; there a flowing fountain, 

Free to all—a healing stream—flows from Calvary’s mountain. 

Near the cross, a trembling soul, love and mercy found me; 

There the Bright and Morning Star shed its beams around me. 

Near the cross!  O Lamb of God, bring its scenes before me; 

Help me walk from day to day with its shadow o’er me. 

Near the cross I’ll wach and wait, hoping, trusting ever, 

Till I reach the golden strand just beyond the river. 

–Fanny Crosby 

This Sunday’s service opens with an organ voluntary by David 

Blackwell, entitled Cantilena on “A New Commandment.” You may 

recall that a couple of weeks ago, the Youth Chorus sang a setting of 

anthem by Thomas Tallis, based on John 13:34–35.  This morning’s 

voluntary is based on the relatively recent hymn tune, NEW 

COMMANDMENT.  The voluntary is not intended as background 

music, but has historically been a part of worship services of various 

liturgical traditions through the centuries.  It has an intention and 

function in our liturgy much like the choral introit—to help us prepare 

for worship.  More often than not, the voluntaries and postludes that Mr. 

Russell  selects and plays are related to either the sermon passage (as is 

the case for this Sunday morning’s voluntary) or a hymn or anthem that 

is sung during the service.      

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/John%2013.34%E2%80%9335


 

Our introit, Fanny Crosby’s Jesus Keep Me Near the Cross (see above), 

points us to the hard question that Jesus poses to Peter in this Sunday’s 

passage:  “Will you lay down your life for me?”  It struck me that this 

question could be taken as our Lord rebuking Peter’s presumptuousness 

(“Will you lay down your life for meˆ?”) or it could be taken as a 

probing question (“Will you lay down your life for me?”).   Crosby’s 

hymn, of which we will only sing two verses, so beautifully and 

succinctly describes the big picture of the Christian walk– stanza one: 

the free offer of the gospel; stanza 2: salvation is a gift of grace given to 

the repentant sinner; stanza 3:  the Christian life in the “shadow” of the 

cross; stanza 4: the Christian’s great hope of heaven.  It’s the third 

stanza that points to the question our Lord asked Peter.  If Peter had only 

understood at this point  what Fanny Crosby had come to know (as Peter 

does as well) that laying down one’s life is not just being willing to 

literally die for the Lord, but to live for him by living under the shadow 

of the cross “day to day.”   

Our hymn of preparation, prior to the offertory and sermon, also 

encourages us to keep our eyes firmly fixed on the “Lamb of 

Calvary.”  Ray Palmer’s hymn My Faith Looks Up to Thee was written 

in 1830.  Palmer was a member of Boston’s Park Street Congregational 

Church, prior to moving to New Haven and attending Yale.  This hymn 

was penned shortly after graduating, and was soon given to the prolific 

American writer of hymn tunes, Lowell Mason.  Palmer, like Crosby, 

knew that the walk of faith was one that would have periods of grief, 

darkness, and sorrow.  But he also knew the truth of Isaiah 42:3, that “A 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Isa%2042.3


bruised reed he will not break, and a faintly burning wick he will not 

quench; he will faithfully bring forth justice.”  This is alluded to in the 

2nd stanza of Palmer’s hymn– “May thy rich grace impart strength to my 

fainting heart, my zeal inspire; as thou hast died for me, O may my love 

to thee pure, warm, and changeless be, a living fire.” 

Our offertory, John Donne’s A Hymn to God the Father, set to music by 

Howard Helvey, has become a piece much loved by our Chancel 

Choir.  The poem, upon which one could meditate for hours, is one of 

deeply personal and soul-piercing self-reflection.  In the first two 

stanzas, the poet is tormented by the sin he hates–sins of the past and 

those that he continues to commit–as well as those that he sees as even 

more heinous, the sins which have brought sin’s misery upon 

others.  There is a play on words in the refrain of these two stanzas in 

which the word “done” is an allusion to the poet himself–“When thou 

hast done (Donne) Thou hast not done (Donne), For I have more.”   The 

third and final stanza reveals Donne’s greatest fear, God’s righteous and 

eternal judgment.  But the poem ends with the light of the true gospel–

that we are saved from sin and hell only by Christ’s work:  “But swear 

by Thyself, that at my death Thy Son Shall shine as he shines now, and 

heretofore; And having done that, Thou hast done (Donne); I fear no 

more.” 

Do you believe this?  You may know about this, but do 

you believe it?  Or do you think there is still some other ritual or 

religious activity that you must do, or something that you can give, in 

order to be thought worthy to enter into your Father’s house?  Have you 

begun to see yourself for the hell-worthy wretch that you are, or have 



you even begun, as Donne writes, to deplore your sin?  Have you spent 

sleepless nights pondering and mourning the sins of your youth and the 

harm you’ve done to others?  Or do you only lose sleep about the 

matters of this world–finances, your children’s future success, and all 

the other things that will “perish at the shore”? 

Dr. Ferguson would frequently remind us that there is more grace in 

Christ than there is sin in us.  For those of us who spent many years 

living a profligate life, the words of John Donne’s hymn remind us of 

the life-giving words of assurance found in Psalm 103, “As far as the 

east is from the west, so far does he remove our transgressions from 

us.”   

This Sunday’s service concludes with John Newton’s Glorious Things of 

Thee Are Spoken, set to the tune ABBOTT’S LEIGH.  You can hear the 

choir sing this setting here in order to better sing this tune this Sunday 

morning. 

Savior, if of Zion’s city I, through grace, a member am, 

Let the world deride or pity, I will glory in thy name; 

Fading is the worlding’s pleasure, all his boasted pomp and show; 

Solid joys and lasting treasure none but Zion’s children know. 
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