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L:
May the Lord answer you in the day of trouble! 

R:
May the name of the God of Jacob protect you! 

L:
May he send you help from the sanctuary and give you support from Zion! 

R: 
May he remember all your offerings and regard with favor your burnt sacrifices! 

L: 
May he grant you your heart’s desire and fulfill all your plans! 

R:
May we shout for joy over your salvation, and in the name of our God set up our 

banners! 

L:
May the Lord fulfill all your petitions! 

R:
Now I know that the Lord saves his anointed; he will answer him from his holy 

heaven with the saving might of his right hand. 

L:
Some trust in chariots and some in horses, but we trust in the name of the Lord our God. 

R:
They collapse and fall, but we rise and stand upright. 

L:
O Lord, save the king! 

R:
May he answer us when we call. (Psalm 20, ESV) 

L:
O Lord, in your strength the king rejoices, 

R:
and in your salvation how greatly he exults! 

L:
You have given him his heart’s desire 

R:
and have not withheld the request of his lips. 

L:
For you meet him with rich blessings; 

R:
you set a crown of fine gold upon his head. 

L:
He asked life of you; you gave it to him, 

R:
length of days forever and ever. 

L:
His glory is great through your salvation; 

R:
splendor and majesty you bestow on him. 

L:
For you make him most blessed forever; 

R:
you make him glad with the joy of your presence. 

L:
For the king trusts in the Lord, 

R:
and through the steadfast love of the Most High he shall not be moved. 

L:
Your hand will find out all your enemies; 

R:
your right hand will find out those who hate you. 

L:
You will make them as a blazing oven when you appear. 

R:
The Lord will swallow them up in his wrath, and fire will consume them. 

L:
You will destroy their descendants from the earth, 

R:
and their offspring from among the children of man. 

L:
Though they plan evil against you, 

R:
though they devise mischief, they will not succeed. 

L:
For you will put them to flight; 

R:
you will aim at their faces with your bows. 

L:
Be exalted, O Lord, in your strength! 

R:
We will sing and praise your power. (Psalm 21, ESV)

A Battle Hymn for Life


You won’t find it in any of our Lutheran hymnals, but it is one of the best-known “hymns” in our country.  It’s been played at funerals of presidents and the national service of prayer and remembrance conducted at Washington’s National Cathedral following the attacks on on September 11th.  Its stirring words seemed to signal America’s intention to battle the forces of terror in the world.  


“The Battle Hymn of the Republic” was written by Julia Ward Howe, a leader in women’s rights and an ardent foe of slavery.  In 1861, during the darkest days of the Civil War, Julia toured a Union Army Camp on the Potomac in Virginia.  There she heard soldiers singing a tribute to abolitionist John Brown.    While the music was rousing, she felt the words needed improvement.  Julia’s pastor, Reverend James Clarke, asked her to consider writing new verses.  That night, after the Howes retired to their room at the Willard Hotel, the words came.  Howe woke up toward dawn and immediately wrote them down.  

Julia gave her song to a friend who worked at The Atlantic Monthly.  The magazine published it in February, 1862, sending her a check for five dollars.  After these verses appeared, they quickly caught on as the rallying anthem of the Union troops, and were sung frequently throughout the rest of the Civil War.  

Now I don’t bring up “The Battle Hymn of the Republic” to hold it up as an example of a good Christian hymn.  This might sound blasphemous to your red-blooded patriotic American ear, but The Battle Hymn is not a good Christian hymn.  It contains a lot of phrases that sound Christian, but reflects more the tenets of American civil religion, and the philosophy of Mrs. Howe and her Unitarian-Universalist religion.  It fails to proclaim Christ crucified for the forgiveness of our sins.  It mixes the two kingdoms—civil government and the Church—and fails properly to “render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the things of God.”  Check it out sometime.

But that’s not to say battle hymns do not have a place.  Battle hymns stir up the citizens and steel the soldiers for battle, whether in war or some cause.  The patriots of the American Revolution had “Yankee Doodle.”  High school and universities all have their own fight songs.  The civil rights movement had “We Shall Overcome.”  Every one of us knows “Onward, Christian Soldiers.” And Lutherans we’re particularly proud of “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” the “battle hymn of the Reformation.”

Did you know the ancient Israelites had a battle hymn?  You just heard it.  We didn’t sing it, but the words that we just spoke responsively were originally used for that purpose.  Psalm 20 was used before a battle and Psalm 21 after battle.  These prayers set to song may have been intended especially for use by Israel’s army, but they were also appropriate for the whole nation.  They may have been used in public worship services like the one Jehoshaphat held before his battle with Moab and Ammon recorded in 2 Chronicles chapter 20.


In Psalm 20:1-5, the people (or the priests on their behalf) pray that God will grant victory to their king as he leads them into the battle.  In verse 3 they point to the king’s piety and faithfulness in worship as a basis for their prayer.  They promise that they will join the king in praising God when he returns victorious.  

Strictly speaking, these words are more of a benediction than a prayer, since they are spoken to the king rather than directly to God.  However, the spirit and intent is that of prayer, since it is God alone who can provide the blessings promised here.

Verse 6 is the king’s response to the people’s benediction.  His confidence is bolstered by the support the people are giving him through their prayers.  He trusts that the Lord will hear the prayers of the people and sustain him with the saving power of His right hand.

In the concluding verses, the people or the army reaffirm their faith in God, as the army is about to depart for battle.  They realize that the battle really belongs to the Lord, and will not be won with superior forces and technology, but through the power of God.  They conclude their preparation for battle with a final plea for the safe and triumphant return of the their king.

In Psalm 21, the people thank the Lord for the blessings He has given to their king in the just completed battle.  Notice how verse 2 of Psalm 21 echoes verse 4 of Psalm 20.  This shows that God granted the very blessings that the people and the king had requested in their prior prayers.  

In verse 6 the people proclaim that the Lord has given the king more than he asked for.  Not only has God saved his life in battle, but he has assured him of eternal life through faith.  

In the final verses, the people assure the king of a string of future victories for God’s anointed.  Although these words can be applied to the victories of the kings of Judah, they are especially fitting when applied to Christ, David’s greatest son.  These words will be fulfilled in the fullest sense on Judgment Day, when Christ accomplishes the final defeat of all the enemies of God’s people.

After encouraging the king, the people turn once more to the Lord with a final word of praise for the victories He gives.  “Be exalted, O Lord, in your strength!  We will sing and praise your power.”

What a wonderful battle hymn for us, Lutherans For Life, who are engaged in the battle to promote and preserve the sanctity of all human life!  What an encouragement when we face the challenges of ballot measures and referendums, court rulings, or executive orders that negatively effect the sanctity of all human life!  What an encouragement as we “seek to witness to the sanctity of human life through education based on the Word of God” in our own churches, community, state, nation and world.     

Yes, we are in a battle.  But let us remember who our enemy really is.  It is not pro-abortion activists, liberal politicians, Planned Parenthood, or members of South Dakota Campaign for Healthy Families.  This is a spiritual battle.  This is not just a battle for human life, but for human souls, souls who, like you and me have been redeemed by the blood of Jesus Christ.  People who may be lost in the guilt and shame of their sin.  Little ones who may not live to receive the life-giving water and Word of Holy Baptism.  People grappling with difficult decisions involving the beginning- or end-of-life.  

Our primary mission as Christians is share the Gospel of Jesus Christ with all the world.  And that is what makes Lutherans For Life different from other pro-life organizations.

St. Paul reminds us, “Our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” (Ephesians 6:12).

And so we do not rely on human weapons, our own cunning, or our own strength.  We have been given spiritual weapons.  The Lord has given us the armor of God, so that we can take our stand against the devil’s schemes.  

“Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand.  Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist, with the breastplate of righteousness in place, and with the breastplate of righteousness in place, and with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace.  In addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one.  Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God.  And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests.  With this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the saints” (Ephesians 6:18).

We are in an epic battle.  What can we do?  We can put on our spiritual armor by hearing, studying, and listening to God’s Word.  We can pray.  Pray for strength.  Pray for forgiveness for our Pray for our leaders.  Pray for our nation.  Pray that God’s will would be done.  Then we can go into battle, using all the talents, skills, and resources that the Lord puts at our disposal.  

We can do all of this trusting that God will give us the victory.  Christ has already won victory over our greatest enemies—sin, death, and the devil—by dying on the cross in our place for our sins.  He has proven that victory with His own resurrection from the dead.  He has won for us forgiveness, salvation, and eternal life.  He will certainly deliver us in this battle as well.

  
“Some trust in chariots and some in horses, but we trust in the name of the Lord our God.  They collapse and fall, but we rise and stand upright.”  

“Be exalted, O Lord, in your strength!  We will sing and praise your power.”  Amen 
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