
I’m not the biggest fan of that last hymn, On Eagles’ Wings. People are 
usually surprised to hear me say that, so I don’t bother mentioning it very 
often. Most people seem to like it so much that they immediately start de-
fending the hymn, and the last thing I want is a shouting match. I really 
don’t feel that strongly about it, so it’s usually not worth bringing up.

“But, Pastor, it’s such a pretty hymn!” I know. I know. It is. That’s one 
of the reasons that I don’t even want to bring it up. It’s pretty, very pretty. I 
absolutely agree. Although, at the same time, I guess you could say that’s 
one of the reasons I don’t especially like it.

“What? You’ve got a problem with pretty hymns?” No. That’s not it. I 
listen to pretty hymns all the time. But let me tell you something about be-
ing a pastor that’s going to make more sense today than it does on pretty 
much any other day you might choose. To be faithful to the God who called 
me, I can’t see my job as making things look pretty when they really aren’t. 
The job of a pastor is to tell the truth, pretty or otherwise, because, when we 
all stand before the Almighty and All-Knowing God at the end of time, 
there will be no hiding. You won’t be able to hide yourself. You won’t be 
able to make things you did look better than they really were. God will not 
be ignorant nor will he be fooled about anything in your life or in your 
heart. And if the pastors in your life did their jobs, then, in that moment of 
absolute truth, you will be able to say of them, “They were right. They told 
me it would be just like this, and it is, just like they said. They were right.”

So I hope you’ll excuse me if I sigh a bit when people choose this 
hymn just because it’s pretty. I’ve met too many people whose lives are full 
of pretty music but who have gotten nothing more out of it than the realiza-
tion that they really like pretty music and, when they finally leave this 
world, they want people to sing pretty songs at their funerals.

Besides, do you think “pretty” when you think of Bud? I don’t. I think 
“tough.” Am I the only one? Big guy. Football player. Survived an explo-
sion or two. Independent. Stubborn. I’m pretty close, right?

Nevertheless, I picked this hymn. I want to be clear on that. I told Jason 
and Jessica that if they wanted me to handle picking all the readings and 
hymns for today, I would do that. And, considering everything else they had 
to do, they were more than happy to let me do that. So I picked this hymn. 
Nobody had to talk me into it. I didn’t reluctantly cave in. I chose it.

Do you want to know why? It’s because, much like the truth that I have 
to share with you today, Bud wasn’t just tough. He was, thanks to Jesus, 
“pretty tough.” That doesn’t mean, “close to tough” or “fairly tough.” It 
means totally tough and, along with that, pretty.

Look at this hymn. Then look at this text from Isaiah. It’s about some 
ugly stuff—ugly stuff that, somehow or another, you’ve got to get through. 
The people of Israel were going through some stuff so ugly that they ques-
tioned whether or not God even cared for them. “Why do you say, O Jacob, 
and complain, O Israel, ‘my way is hidden from the Lord; my cause is dis-
regarded by my God?’”

And God didn’t sing a pretty song for them to make them feel better. 
He’s more like, “Are you serious? You’re so deluded and faithless that you 
think that the Almighty God, limitless in power and sight, somehow doesn’t 
know what’s happening to you? Come on! You dig a ditch in the prime of 
your youth for ten hours and you’re exhausted. I worked six days straight 
building the entire universe out of quite literally nothing, and I still had the 
strength and brain power to govern every last atom and particle on my ‘day 
off.’ Believe me. I know what’s happening in your life, and I have it well 
under control.”

This hymn isn’t about eagles because they’re pretty, although they are. 
Eagles are tough, and this is about God being strong enough to lift you up. 
The “breath of dawn” is the wind off the bay in the morning (pretty strong 
today, wasn’t it?). And don’t think that the sun provides enough energy to 
feed every single plant on this planet from the one tiny slice of its rays sim-
ply because it’s pretty. It is a devastatingly powerful nuclear furnace thou-
sands of times bigger than our entire planet!

And if none of that were enough to demonstrate that God is much more 
than just a pretty thought to distract you from the ugly things in your life, let 
me remind you that when the Lord shows you the palms of his hands, he is 
showing you the pierced hands of Jesus—Jesus, who is so much more than 
just a Hallmark card to the world. Jesus is God in human flesh, here to pro-
vide righteousness as your pinch hitter under the law, and here to die as 
your substitute under the punishment God’s law promises to all the wicked.

Pretty. Tough. God is both—in the highest degree—so that we might be 
given eternal life as a free gift, earned through Jesus’ blood, sweat and tears.

Bud was weak when we last saw him. Weaker than we ever would have 
wanted to see him. It wasn’t pretty. And I’d be a foolish, weak deceiver if 
all I did was bring you here to distract you from that truth with pretty songs. 
But, praise God, I have more for you today. I tell you that Jesus was strong 
enough to pay for our sins and beat our death in glorious resurrection. And, 
for his sake, I can proclaim this truth today: One more ugly sinner who 
didn’t deserve a Savior so beautiful understands first hand that God is tough 
enough to keep his Word, pay for our sins, and get us home. Amen.
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Isaiah 40:27-31 (NIV)

27     Why do you say, O Jacob, 
and complain, O Israel, 

“My way is hidden from the Lord; 
my cause is disregarded by my God”? 

28     Do you not know? 
Have you not heard? 

The Lord is the everlasting God, 
the Creator of the ends of the earth. 

He will not grow tired or weary, 
and his understanding no one can fathom. 

29     He gives strength to the weary 
and increases the power of the weak. 

30     Even youths grow tired and weary, 
and young men stumble and fall; 

31     but those who hope in the Lord 
will renew their strength. 

They will soar on wings like eagles; 
they will run and not grow weary, 
they will walk and not be faint. 

John 11:17-27 (NIV)

17 On his arrival, Jesus found that Lazarus had already 
been in the tomb for four days. 18 Bethany was less than 
two miles from Jerusalem, 19 and many Jews had come 
to Martha and Mary to comfort them in the loss of their 
brother. 20 When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, 
she went out to meet him, but Mary stayed at home. 

21 “Lord,” Martha said to Jesus, “if you had been here, 
my brother would not have died. 22 But I know that even 
now God will give you whatever you ask.” 

23 Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” 

24 Martha answered, “I know he will rise again in the 
resurrection at the last day.” 

25 Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. 
He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; 26 

and whoever lives and believes in me will never die. Do 
you believe this?” 

27 “Yes, Lord,” she told him, “I believe that you are the 
Christ, the Son of God, who was to come into the world.” 

Revelation 21:1-7 (NIV)

21     Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for 
the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and 
there was no longer any sea. 2 I saw the Holy City, the 
new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, 
prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. 3 

And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Now 
the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with 
them. They will be his people, and God himself will be 
with them and be their God. 4 He will wipe every tear from 
their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or 
crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed 
away.” 

5 He who was seated on the throne said, “I am making 
everything new!” Then he said, “Write this down, for 
these words are trustworthy and true.” 

6 He said to me: “It is done. I am the Alpha and the 
Omega, the Beginning and the End. To him who is thirsty 
I will give to drink without cost from the spring of the wa-
ter of life. 7 He who overcomes will inherit all this, and I 
will be his God and he will be my son. 


