Hope: Go Tell It on the Mountain

Big Idea:

We are called to be gospel people.

Purpose:

To encourage people to share the good news.

Passage:

Isaiah 52:7-10

Verse:

Isaiah 40:9

Opening
The Power of Music

-One of the things I miss most during the global pandemic is coming together every
Sunday to sing. Numerous studies have revealed that singing, especially group singing,
has profound physical, emotional, and social benefits. Communal singing calms our heart
rates, boosts our immune system, and increases our pain tolerance. It also increases our
life span. Communal singing also releases all those feel-good neurochemicals that help us
feel less stressed, anxious, and depressed.
Finally, communal singing bonds us together as we sing. When we sing together, we feel a
sense of connecting. Some studies have shown that when we sing together, our hearts
actually start beating in unison. That’s why humans have always sung together. I imagine
many of you, like myself, miss gathering every week to sing and worship together. Stay
tuned: we are planning some opportunities to gather safely to celebrate Christmas
together. We may even do some singing.
-Music is powerful. Music is starting to be used to care for people struggling with
Alzheimer’s or dementia. Practitioners are finding that music therapy reduces pain,
improves post-surgical rehab and decreases the need for mood-altering medications.
Many times, the last thing a person will failing memory will remember is a song.
Music unlocks and accesses parts of our brains that we don’t normally access. Often when
we hear a song, it provokes a memory of a certain time, place, or person. Singing helps us
remember. ‘A, B, C, D, E, F, G…’, That is the power of music.
-In light of this, we thought we would devote our Advent series this year to the power of
music. Each week, we will consider a different well-loved Christmas carol and explore how
that carol came to life and how it interacts with Scripture. Today, we are going to look at
the Christmas carol – Go Tell It On The Mountain.
Advent/Series

-We are calling our Advent series The Carols of Christmas. On the Christian calendar,
today is the beginning of the Advent season. The word Advent comes from a Latin word
meaning arrival or coming. The full name is adventus redemptoris or the coming of the
Redeemer. Followers of Jesus have been celebrating Advent since the 5th century.
Traditionally, Advent celebrates the arrival of the King and anticipates His future return.

-Hopefully you caught the earlier announcement about all the tools we are offering you
and your family to celebrate Advent. Our team did an outstanding job on the Advent kits,
so make sure you sign up to pick one up. It is our gift to you.
We hope the Advent devotionals will guide your hearts towards the things that matter.
And I want to challenge everyone to dig deep as you prayerfully consider what you will
give to our Advent offering. Emily and her team did an exceptional job picking three
impactful projects. Let’s spend less and give more.
Some of you have never celebrated Advent. Some of you have regularly celebrated it. I
want to encourage all of you make the celebration of Advent a priority this year. It has
been a really tough season for everyone. This is not the year to take Advent off. This is the
year to lean in like never before. But we can’t do it for you. All we can do is provide the
resources to you.
-Let’s read the lyrics to the song Go Tell It on the Mountain. There are several different
versions of the song. This version includes most of the changes over the years.
Go Tell It On the Mountain

Chorus:
Go, tell it on the mountain
Over the hills and everywhere
Go, tell it on the mountain
That Jesus Christ is born.

While shepherds kept their watching
O'er silent flocks by night,
Behold throughout the heavens
There shone a holy light

The shepherds feared and trembled
When lo! above the earth
Rang out the angel chorus
That hailed our Savior's birth

Down in a lowly manger
The humble Christ was born;
And God sent out salvation
That blessed Christmas morn.

When I was a seeker
I sought both night and day

I sought the Lord to help me
And He showed me the way.

He made me a watchman
Upon the city wall
And If I am a Christian
I am the least of all.

Go, tell it on the mountain
Over the hills and everywhere
Go, tell it on the mountain
That Jesus Christ is born.
History of the Song

-What is the origin of this famous Christmas carol?
Not long after the Civil War, a man named John
Wesley Work, an African American church choir
director and scholar, felt that the next generation
of black southerners needed to know the songs
their ancestors sang during slavery. In his church
choir there were several members of the Fisk
Jubilee Singers.
The Fisk Jubilee Singers
originated out of Fisk University, which was created to
educated freed slaves. John Work began to introduce these
college students to some of the spirituals that had been sung by
their enslaved ancestors in the South. At first, they were
hesitant to learn them because they
were connected to such a dark
chapter of history. But the power of
the songs overwhelmed them and soon they couldn’t stop
singing them.
-John Wesley Work passed on his giftedness and passion to
his son, John Wesley Work, Jr., who studied at Fisk and at
Harvard. He got his masters in Latin and returned to Fisk to
teach Latin, Greek, and history. He and his brother, Frederick,
continued in their father’s footsteps, recovering and
remembering the great black spirituals. John Jr. and his wife
continued to work with the Fisk Jubilee Singers.
-In 1871, Fisk University began to face dire economic
challenges. So, a 10-member touring ensemble of Fisk singers

took the University’s remaining money and left Nashville to hit the road for an 18-month
world tour to raise money for the school. They were thrown out of hotels, ships’ cabins
and even churches, but they kept going. Most of what they sang were spirituals, and one
of their most celebrated songs was Go Tell It On the Mountain.
The tour was a smashing success. They performed for President Chester Arthur and for
Queen Victoria in England. In an age where most black people never traveled far from
home, the Fisk Singers shared with the entire world the great spirituals written in cotton
fields by their enslaved ancestors. The Fisk Jubilee Singers’ tour was one of the first times
many white people had heard black spirituals. And it was the first time most white
audiences had heard black music sung by black people. This tour put a dent in the
common practice of white singers performing black music in ‘blackface’. The Fisk Singers
continued to grow and performed until 1904.
-If you look up Go Tell It On The Mountain, it is attributed to John Wesley Work, Jr. But he
didn’t write it. He recovered it and made it known by including it in a book published in
1907 called Songs of the American Negro. The song was actually created by an unknown
black person enslaved in the south in the early 1800s. Of the hundreds of spirituals, few
are about Christmas. This is one of them. Go Tell It on the Mountain went from relative
obscurity to having a place in most every hymnbook in the world.
-John Wesley Work Jr.’s son, John Work III, continued the
legacy of his father and grandfather. John Work, a graduate of
Julliard, continued to gather and add to the growing catalog of
spirituals. He was known for traveling hundreds of miles to
have conversations with elderly black folks who were formerly
enslaved. He hoped they might be able to share new spirituals
with him or add to ones that had been recovered. John
reworked Go Tell It On The Mountain one last time and added a
final verse. It is unknown if John wrote this final verse or
discovered it in his research.
-Go Tell It On The Mountain is one of the most beloved black
spirituals and certainly the most well-known Christmas
spiritual. The song has been covered by Mahalia Jackson, Bing Crosby, Frank Sinatra, Dolly
Parton, Cheryl Crow, Simon and Garfunkel, Garth Brooks and Hansen just to name a few.
(If you don’t know who Hansen is then you haven’t missed a thing.)
A tradition started at Fisk University. Very early on Christmas morning, long before
sunrise, students gather and walk together from building-to-building singing Go Tell It on
the Mountain. This song came to life as a song of hope from the lips of the enslaved and
oppressed. It continues to be a song of hope for anyone and everyone who is feeling
hopeless. What inspired Go Tell It on the Mountain? Michelle Collins who is joining our
team from Mt. Scott will be reading our Scripture today.
Public Reading

-How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of those who bring good news,
who proclaim peace, who bring good tidings, who proclaim salvation, who say
to Zion, “Your God reigns!” Listen! Your watchmen lift up their voices; together
they shout for joy. When the Lord returns to Zion, they will see it with their
own eyes. Burst into songs of joy together, you ruins of Jerusalem, for
the Lord has comforted his people, he has redeemed Jerusalem. The Lord will
lay bare his holy arm in the sight of all the nations, and all the ends of the
earth will see the salvation of our God. (Isaiah 52:7-10)
Isaiah 52 — Color Commentary

-Since we do not know who wrote Go Tell It on the Mountain, we cannot be sure of its
Biblical inspiration. But it is reasonable and even likely that it was inspired by two
passages from the prophet Isaiah. In Isaiah 52, prophet Isaiah paints a scene for us that is
meant to point to a greater reality.
-The scene Isaiah unfold for us would have been easy to grasp for his readers but more
difficult for us to imagine. The remaining inhabitants of city of Jerusalem are holding on
for dear life behind the city walls. Their king is fighting an epic battle that will determine
their fate. They await the word of the messenger, or herald, that will bring news from the
battlefield. Will the herald bring good news or bad news? Their lives hang in the balance.
The watchmen are in the watchtowers scanning distant mountains for any sign of the
herald. Then a rider emerges, charging over the crest of the nearest hill, riding
triumphantly on a war stallion and carrying a victory flag. The watchmen erupt with joy.
This is the scene Isaiah is attempting to paint.
-Isaiah writes, ‘How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of those who bring good
news.’ Isaiah is referring to the approach of a herald that appears on a distant mountain.
Heralds would run to deliver messages from city to city. Heralds that ran alone typically
delivered good news. Because this herald is bringing good news, his feet are beautiful.
Most people don’t think of feet as beautiful. But in this case, they are because they convey
good news.
-What is this good news? The good news that Isaiah wants proclaimed is in quotations at
the end of verse 8 – “Your God reigns!”, or your God has been victorious. This reign of
God was incredibly good news to a people who lived in a once-beautiful city that had
been destroyed. Many of the inhabitants were taken away in exile to Babylon. They were
probably beginning to doubt if their God even cared. The good news that God reigns
essentially told them that all is well. Isaiah provides three characteristics of this good
news, this reign of God.
-The good news of the reign of God proclaims peace. This is the Hebrew word shalom
which means peace and so much more. Shalom is everything being right. It is a state of
flourishing. The good news of the reign of God also proclaims goodness. The Hebrew
word is tov, which we discussed in depth several weeks ago. Tov means everything is
working as it is designed to work. It can also be translated as beauty. The good news of
the reign of God also proclaims salvation. Those who are in bondage, like Isaiah’s

audience had been, will be set free. The people who might have doubted God was on the
throne need not doubt anymore. God’s reign is not just good news—it is great news.
-The watchmen are the first ones to know the good news. They are the first to see the
herald emerge over the crest of the mountain with the victory flag. The watchmen join in a
chorus of joy and celebration. As they share the news with the people, those people, who
Isaiah refers to as the ruins of Jerusalem, burst into songs of joy. The Jewish people lived
in ruins and were ruined. They will be ruined no more. For their King reigns.
Isaiah is using this well-known scene of a people waiting with baited breath for news from
the battlefield as a spiritual reminder to his audience, the real people of Israel. This is their
reality: their God reigns. Isaiah is the herald that offers the good news that because their
God reigns, they are freely offered shalom, goodness, and salvation. Essentially, Isaiah is
telling them that one day ‘Yahweh will flex his holy arm for all the world to see’ as Yahweh
accomplishes the redemption of his people.
-Some of these same images and ideas are also found in Isaiah 40:9. It is likely that the
people who created Go Tell It on the Mountain crafted their refrain directly from this
verse. Isaiah writes,
You who bring good news to Zion, go up on a high mountain. You who bring
good news to Jerusalem lift up your voice with a shout, lift it up, do not be
afraid; say to the towns of Judah, “Here is your God!” (Isaiah 40:9)
-Isaiah is telling the people that once they receive the good news, they need to be heralds
themselves. They need to go up on a high mountain and shout with a loud voice the good
news that God reigns and that God’s reign brings peace, goodness and salvation. The
people who have received the good news are to proclaim the good news fearlessly. Those
who have experienced God’s work are to become part of God’s work.
So what? What does this ancient prophecy and a song written in the early 1800s have to
do with us?
Life Lessons
We are called to be gospel people.

-We live in a world with lots of bad news. That is because we have a bad news bias. We
are drawn toward bad news. There are more negative than positive words in the English
language. 74% of words we use to describe others are ‘bad news’ words. Studies have
revealed that news agencies have gotten more and more morose since the 1970s. 90% of
news in print and on television highlights bad news. This is mainly due to the reality that
news agencies need our attention to survive.
The truth is that most people are more prone to consume bad news than good news. One
news agency decided to only report on good news for one day. Their clicks dropped by
two thirds. They decided it wasn’t a sustainable business model. We click on the bad news
stories so the news media gives us what we want. It is a vicious spiral.

If you don’t believe me then just test it out. Click on your favorite news website and count
the number of stories about bad news and good news. I guarantee you that the bad news
stories will far outnumber the good news stories. Scroll through Facebook and Twitter. I
guarantee you there are way more bad news posts and Tweets than ones that share good
news.
-Here is what the prophet Isaiah and the people who wrote Go Tell It On The Mountain
want us to know— in a world of bad news we are called to be gospel people. What is a
gospel person? The word gospel is one of those words that carries lots of extra baggage.
What does gospel really mean?
-The word gospel originates from the two passages we just considered from Isaiah the
prophet. It is translated as good news. The New Testament writers took Isaiah’s idea and
ran with it. The Greek work they used was euangelion which means good message or
good news. The gospel was the core message of the early church so much so that the four
eyewitness accounts of the life of Jesus are called Gospels.
-The angels appeared to the shepherds and gave them good news. This is captured in
verses 1 and 2 of Go Tell It On The Mountain. The angels were acting as the herald did in
Isaiah 52. What was their good news? But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring
you good news that will cause great joy for all the people. Today in the town of David a
Savior has been born to you; he is the Messiah, the Lord. (Luke 2:10-11) The angels are
announcing the good news of arrival of the victorious King that Isaiah had envisioned. This
King would bring peace, goodness and salvation.
-Jesus clearly affirms that He was that long-awaited King in some of His first recorded
words in Mark’s eyewitness account:
After John was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the good
news of God. “The time has come,” he said. “The kingdom of God has come
near. Repent and believe the good news!” (Mark 1:14-15)
-According to Jesus, the good news is that the scene Isaiah envisioned was happening—
the kingdom of God had arrived and that He was the King. This would have gotten the
attention of people in the first century. The Romans would announce the birth and reign
of an emperor as good news that would bring salvation for all of the people in the empire.
Or they would announce the good news of a military victory. Jesus, in fulfillment of
Isaiah’s prophecy, is stepping into that well-known usage. Jesus is claiming to be the King
who reigns victoriously by bringing salvation to all people. Jesus is pronouncing that this
is the good news that overshadows all over good news.
-This idea of God reigning as a King on the throne is the main emphasis of the both Old
Testament and the New Testament. It is the heart of the gospel. New Testament scholar
N.T. Wright defines gospel:
The gospel is the royal announcement that the crucified and risen Jesus, who
died for our sins and rose again according to the Scriptures, has been
enthroned as the true Lord of the world. (N.T. Wright)

We can simplify further by defining the gospel as the good news of the rescue and
reign of King Jesus.
-Followers of Jesus are called to be gospel people. In a world of bad news, we are called
to be people of the good news. The earliest followers of Jesus would have identified with
this idea. Followers of Jesus should be known as gospel people. If people in Portland are
asked, “What do you think of those people at New Hope?” They should respond, “They are
people of the good news.” This good news should provide hope to the people we
encounter. When people encounter us and engage us, they should leave more hopeful
because we are gospel people, people of good news. Is that true of us?
-This is not to say followers of Jesus should be pie in the sky people who are not tethered
to reality, or that they must ignore or downplay bad things. My mentor recently told me, ‘I
am not optimistic but I am hopeful.’ Hope is not wanting something to be true that can’t
plausibly happen; like if I hope if I eat donuts, I will lose weight. Hope is the strong and
confident expectation that God will do what He promised to do.
Good news is meant to be shared

-Another thing we can learn from the prophet Isaiah and Go Tell It On The Mountain is that
good news is meant to be shared. The Greek word for good news, euangelion, is made
up of the word for good and the word for angel, or messenger – it could be translated
good messenger. The very word suggests it is meant to be shared.
-Paul writes to the Romans referencing the prophet Isaiah,
How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can
they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear
without someone preaching to them? And how can anyone preach unless they
are sent? As it is written: “How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good
news! (Romans 10:14-15)
Our enslaved black brothers and sisters sang, ‘go tell it on the mountain.’ The early
followers of Jesus took this call seriously and literally shared the good news all over the
world. Good news is meant to be shared.
-Isaiah and our song give us an example of what this looks like. It looks like watchmen.
Remember, most ancient cities were built on hills and fortified with walls, and on these
walls, watchmen were positioned, to scan the surroundings for any sign of trouble.
Watchmen would also announce the dawning of a new day. It was a boring and yet
high-pressure job. Watchmen who failed to warn the city of danger would be responsible
for the blood of the city.
In the scene from Isaiah 52, the watchmen are the first to receive the good news of the
victory of their King. As any faithful watchmen would do, they turned around and shared
the good news loudly and triumphantly with the people who were in ruins. ‘We won! Our
King was victorious! He is coming to rescue us and reign among us!’

-Good news is meant to be shared. That’s what you do with good news. It’s a girl! I got
the job! We won the game! She said yes! The cancer is gone! What do you do with that
sort of news? You share it. No one has a healthy baby, or gets engaged, or lands their
dream job, and doesn’t share that news. It would be super weird for parents of a healthy
newborn to keep that news to themselves. Why? It is good news!
This is totally true of me. When I discover a movie or TV show I love, or read a book I
adore, or go on a hike that is stunning, I can’t help but tell everybody I know about it.
Why? It is good news!
A few years ago, I got the good news that two of my
favorite candies were having a baby. I love Reese’s
Cups and I love Butterfingers. If you had to make me
choose my favorite, I am not sure I could decide. Then
I heard the astounding good news that some genius
had come up with the idea of a Reese’s Cup filled
with Butterfinger goodness. It’s that goodness that
sticks in your teeth so you can enjoy it later. Whoever
created this wonder of a snack should win the Nobel Prize. It is so incredibly delicious.
One bite will change your life. Why am I sharing this with you? How could I not? It is good
news. Good news is meant to be shared.
-This is true for all followers of Jesus. Followers of Jesus should be sharing the good
news of the rescue and reign of King Jesus. What better news could there possibly be?
We should be sharing it like watchmen on the walls. Our King reigns! We are rescued. Our
victory is secure! Our King is on the way! We share it like the shepherds. They heard the
good news from the angels, went to see the baby King for themselves, and then shared
the good news with everyone they encountered. How could they not? Good news is
meant to be shared.
The gospel is only good news to those who need a Savior

-Finally, knowing the story of the people who first created Go Tell It On The Mountain
reminds us that the gospel is only good news to those who need a Savior. The story of our
enslaved black brothers and sisters in Jesus is both horrific and remarkable. It is horrific
because what people who professed to follow Jesus did to those they enslaved was
horrible. It was the antithesis of the gospel. The story is remarkable because, despite their
horrible and brutal enslavement, many of those who were enslaved became followers of
Jesus and discovered the good news of the rescue and reign of King Jesus.
During the centuries of slavery in the South, it was often expected that entire households
would attend church on Sundays. That included the enslaved. Even though the enslaved
weren’t allowed to participate in worship and heard sermons that distorted the gospel,
they were able, by God’s grace, to understand the real thing. The gospel was truly good
news to them because they were in dire need of a Savior. Remarkably, more and more of
the enslaved became followers of Jesus. The gospel spread like wildfire among them.
Why? Because good news is meant to be shared.

It was not uncommon for the enslaved to sneak away at night for secret worship
gatherings in the swamps and other areas where they would not be discovered. In these
sacred gatherings, as the risked their lives, they worshipped King Jesus who had rescued
them and reigned among them. They looked with hope to His eventual return. These
gatherings came to be called hush harbors because they had to worship, pray and recite
Scripture in hushed tones so that they would not be detected. It was at these hush harbor
gatherings that spirituals came to life. It is likely at one of these hush harbor gatherings
that Go Tell It On The Mountain was first sung or whispered. These spirituals became work
songs that reminded the enslaved of the good news and provided hope even in the
darkest of times.
-The story of Luke 2, the Christmas story, the culmination of Isaiah’s words, was incredibly
good news to our enslaved brothers and sisters in Christ who didn’t find a lot of hope in
their daily surroundings. They found hope in the rescue and reign of King Jesus and His
eventual return. The gospel is only good news to those who need a Savior. If the gospel is
not good news to you, then I would encourage you to do a heart check on where you find
your hope.
Closing
There is Always Hope

-Isaiah’s words and the song Go Tell It On The Mountain remind me of a scene from J.R.R.
Tolkien’s second book in the Lord of the Rings trilogy, entitled The Two Towers. Aragorn,
Theoden, and Legolas, along with their meager armies, are gathered behind collapsing
walls as the massive armies of the evil Sauron advance. Things look hopeless.
But then Aragorn remembers that Gandalf, the good wizard, had told him, ‘at first light, on
the fifth day, look to the East for my coming.’ Aragorn did just that. He stood at the wall
and he, like a good watchman, looked east for the first crack of light. And as the sky begin
to illuminate, he saw Gandalf coming with a massive army to bring rescue and salvation.
Tolkien, who was a follower of Jesus, knew his Bible well. He’s clearly leaning into the
prophet Isaiah.
-Advent is a season of waiting and watching. Like those who first heard Isaiah’s words, we
can find hope because our King Jesus was victorious, our King Jesus has secured our
rescue, and our King Jesus is coming to make all things right. Until then, like the
inhabitants of Jerusalem, we look east, we watch and wait for His inevitable return. And
while we wait, we proclaim the good news from the mountaintops. For we are gospel
people. We are people of the good news. And how can we not share good news?

-When my friend Jon was very young, his dad died of cancer.
He never really knew him. Years later, when John was
grown, his mom gave Jon his dad’s diary. Jon’s dad was a
follower of Jesus and was faithful even until the very end. On
the last page of the diary, Jon discovered his father’s final
words, ‘There is always hope. ‘Jon got that tattooed on his
arm. That’s about the best tattoo story I ever heard.

-That’s Advent. That’s hope. That’s Isaiah. Today or tonight,
when you are by yourself or gather with others to light your
first Advent candle, remember that there is always hope. Because of the rescue and
reign of King Jesus, there is always hope.
We light the candle to keep the light on for our King’s triumphant return. And maybe
this week, we will be the herald who shares this good news with someone we love.
How could we not?

