Vision 4: Worship        11th October 2009

A question for you – What is worship? What does the word mean for you? – I’m not looking for the right answer – I’m looking for your answer.
Worship – a word we use often in the church. A word that probably means something different to every one of us here this morning. When I first started coming to thois chiurch in the early 80s, worship came to mean music or singing or dance, or just calling out to God to say howwonderful he is. There is a case for saying that worship through music is the highest point of the church’s worship life together; the bible says that the angels in heaven sing their worship and whether that is figurative or not, the declaration of the glory of God in music on the earth has always been important to believers of all shades for many centuries.

I think that we very often get our spiritual knickers in a right old twist when we try to define worship in terms of the activities we use to express it. The whole issue of whether I am a ‘worship leader’ or a ‘song leader’ when I play the guitar is irrelevant really – the point is, do the congregation enter into worship because of what I do, or is it just a good ol’ sing-song? The only test of whether someone is a worship leader or a song leader is whether they lead worship or simply manipulate the people into singing with feeling! The leader can have some control over the feelings, but none at all over people’s hearts.

So,wWorship for some is best expressed in singing, for others it is service to others, for others it is prayer, for others it is the liturgy as provided by this church or that, for others it is a walk round Damflask. For others, it is all of this and more. 

You know we can get tied up in knots with this and we end up with such a diversity of understanding that we are all travelling the worship road, but we never go anywhere together. We have to understand that our whole lives should be worshiping lives. We cannot separate service, mission, prayer, the Word of God from worship – they are all expressions of our closeness to Almighty God. If we are not helping others, testifying about his work in our lives, serving one another and showing love in practical ways, we can’t really say we are worshipers, because the Word of God is quite clear ‘If a man says he loves God but hates his brother, he is a liar’. But when we come together, the term ‘worship’ takes on a different meaning.

Let’s deal with music bands and worship songs first, as hese days that is where many people start when they think of worship. We buy worship CDs and we sing worship songs and we understand that when a leader says ‘Let’s worship God’, we are probably going to sing.

I have a question which I ask the worship band from time to time: ‘When we are doing what we do on a Sunday morning, who are we serving?’

The usual answer is, ‘We’re serving God.’ That is the answer that everyone feels they ought to give, but I say, ‘No – we are serving the people.’

Of course, we should be serving God all the time, that is a ‘given’, which is not just for musicians, but for everyone. When we stand up here, then we are serving people. So anything we do which enables their worship is worship leading, but if it hinders it, especially by being intrusive, then it is not leading. You can tell when a music team gets this right, because the people remember the things they have sung, rather than the band or the worship leader. The worship band and the organist are the one group of people in the church who cannot afford not to stay on their feet and fully conscious!

 At the end of the day, it is not the professionalism of the musicians, the compositional excellence of the songs or the enthusiasm of the congregation which reaches God, though he gifts and inspires them all – it is the spiritual honesty of the hearts from which the worship arises which really makes it worship.

Music is not worship. This is obvious when you look at the enormous range of music in our world, much of it on decidedly ungodly themes. There is a song that says ‘Why should the devil have all the good music?’. I personally don’t believe the devil has any music – he has some of the lyrics, but the music is all a gift of God. We must remember that Satan never created anything – only God is the Creator! Yes? Last week we sang ‘We plough the fields and scatter’ (or we plough the fields with tractors, I think it was). How many of us realize that the tune for that hymn was originally a very baudy folk song?

So just because we sing – even if the words are deeply spiritual – we are not necessarily worhiping. The hymn ‘Abide with me’is sung after rugby matches, I believe, but it isn’t worship. Some churches can sing the same hymn and it still isn’t worship.

Worship is not only music. Christian worship involves lots of other things beside singing, or listening to others singing. And for those who find singing difficult, music can sometimes actually be unhelpful as a means of worshiping God.

But there is one fact that points to why singing and music is such an important element in our worship. Wherever you go in the world, even to the remotest parts – deep in the jungle or out in the deserts, you will always find two things: a believe in a god or gods, and music. And the two are always linked.

There is something inside all of us that music can express which words alone simply cannot. Whether or not we can perform the music ourselves, it is a fundamental part of us as human beings – music helps us to go deeper and to be lifted higher that we can go without it.

When you think about these things there is one important fact that we must never forget:

God is much, much bigger than our worship. 

We can never match God’s glory whatever we do in our worship. 

He is far more amazing than any song can describe, whether it’s written by Wesley or by Stuart Townsend.

He is far deeper than any prayer can fathom – no matter how old, new or well constructed it is.

He is far more holy than any liturgy, ceremony or ritual.

He is far more beautiful than any dance or drama or poem.

Our worship only hints at the glory of God.

There is a hymn which we used to sing which talked about God’s ‘ineffable love’. Ineffable is one of those words which nobody ever used apart from that hymn-writer. The word ineffable means:
‘causing so much emotion, especially pleasure, that it cannot be described’

That just about sums up worship. Worship is trying to express the inexpressible.

Here is a passage which tells us a bit about what God is like:

Job 26:6-14

 6 Death [a] is naked before God; 
       Destruction [b] lies uncovered. 

 7 He spreads out the northern skies over empty space; 
       he suspends the earth over nothing. 

 8 He wraps up the waters in his clouds, 
       yet the clouds do not burst under their weight. 

 9 He covers the face of the full moon, 
       spreading his clouds over it. 

 10 He marks out the horizon on the face of the waters 
       for a boundary between light and darkness. 

 11 The pillars of the heavens quake, 
       aghast at his rebuke. 

 12 By his power he churned up the sea; 
       by his wisdom he cut Rahab to pieces. 

 13 By his breath the skies became fair; 
       his hand pierced the gliding serpent. 

 14 And these are but the outer fringe of his works; 
       how faint the whisper we hear of him! 
       Who then can understand the thunder of his power?"

Reading:  1 Kings 8:1-10 - Sheila
The Ark Brought to the Temple 

 1 Then King Solomon summoned into his presence at Jerusalem the elders of Israel, all the heads of the tribes and the chiefs of the Israelite families, to bring up the ark of the LORD's covenant from Zion, the City of David. 2 All the men of Israel came together to King Solomon at the time of the festival in the month of Ethanim, the seventh month. 

 3 When all the elders of Israel had arrived, the priests took up the ark, 4 and they brought up the ark of the LORD and the Tent of Meeting and all the sacred furnishings in it. The priests and Levites carried them up, 5 and King Solomon and the entire assembly of Israel that had gathered about him were before the ark, sacrificing so many sheep and cattle that they could not be recorded or counted. 

 6 The priests then brought the ark of the LORD's covenant to its place in the inner sanctuary of the temple, the Most Holy Place, and put it beneath the wings of the cherubim. 7 The cherubim spread their wings over the place of the ark and overshadowed the ark and its carrying poles. 8 These poles were so long that their ends could be seen from the Holy Place in front of the inner sanctuary, but not from outside the Holy Place; and they are still there today. 9 There was nothing in the ark except the two stone tablets that Moses had placed in it at Horeb, where the LORD made a covenant with the Israelites after they came out of Egypt. 

 10 When the priests withdrew from the Holy Place, the cloud filled the temple of the LORD. 11 And the priests could not perform their service because of the cloud, for the glory of the LORD filled his temple. 
When you get home, read 1 Kings chapter 7. There you will see all the preparations that Solomon made for the dedication of the Temple of the Lord. There were hundreds of trumpeters, singers, drummers and goodness knows what else. As it happened, when the glory of the Lord entered the temple, none of them could do anything, they were all overwhelmed! We have to remember who it is we are worshiping. We are not in the presence of a God who is impressed by the quality of the songwriting, but by the quality of the hearts from which it arises.

But here is another truth: God delights in every word we speak to him. He loves to have us come close to him and tell him how much we love him. We may not be able to ‘understand the thunder of his power’ as Job puts it, but he is our Father who loves us, our Shepherd who cares for us, our King and Lord, who has called us his children. God is Almighty, Awsome, Eternal, Unfathomable, Indescribable and Uncomprehendable – but he loves you as his child – his son, his daughter.

So let’s think again about what worship is…
The Greek work used for worship in the New Testament is , which literally means, ‘I turn toward to kiss’. The word implies more than a given action - singing, raising hands, kneeling, praying, shouting out, weeping – all the things we associate with deep worship – it implies a deep relationship with the object of our worship. It is an act of intimacy and tenderness, love and obedience, submission and joy.

In this sense, our worship pervades every area of our individual lives – our work, our leisure, our relationships with family and friends. Everything we do in life is a demonstration to others of the love of God for us and our love for Him and through Him to the people around us. This kind of ‘worshipful life’ is the best possible witness to others of the truth.

However, though our lives are ‘worshipful’, there is this particular act of worship which we need to define. This is the deliberate or spontaneous outpouring of praise, thanks and love to God simply because we know Him so well. We worship when we try to put into words the ineffable – that which gives so much pleasure and causes so much emotion that it is impossible to describe.
Our private worship is where we need to start. But worship is also a corporate act. The word ‘corporate’ comes from the Latin word ‘corpus’, which means body, and ‘corporare’, which means ‘formed into a body’. Our life together as a body of Christians here in Malin Bridge is one small part of the Body of Christ across the world and in heaven. As in this sermon series we are looking at the vision for our church, it is this corporate worship that I want us to think about especially this morning. I want to suggest to you that the quality and depth of our worship as a body can only ever be as good as the worship we experience and offer to God when we are on our own. Some of us here today probably never worship outside the church. In some congregations, probably no-one does. It is interesting to note that the  Latin word ‘corpus’ also gives ride to the English word ‘corpse’. We must never allow our worship to be a dead thig – God gives us life, and our worship should be full of life – resurrection life in Jesus!
Those of you who went on the last parish weekend we had will remember that it took the theme, ‘Life in the Overflow’.

Taking the same theme. I would like us to consider this definition of worship:

‘Worship is the overflowing of the heart to God’.

Reading:
John 4:7-24 – Ivy

 7When a Samaritan woman came to draw water, Jesus said to her, "Will you give me a drink?" 8(His disciples had gone into the town to buy food.) 

 9The Samaritan woman said to him, "You are a Jew and I am a Samaritan woman. How can you ask me for a drink?" (For Jews do not associate with Samaritans.[a]) 

 10Jesus answered her, "If you knew the gift of God and who it is that asks you for a drink, you would have asked him and he would have given you living water." 

 11"Sir," the woman said, "you have nothing to draw with and the well is deep. Where can you get this living water? 12Are you greater than our father Jacob, who gave us the well and drank from it himself, as did also his sons and his flocks and herds?" 

 13Jesus answered, "Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, 14but whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life." 

 15The woman said to him, "Sir, give me this water so that I won't get thirsty and have to keep coming here to draw water." 

 16He told her, "Go, call your husband and come back." 

 17"I have no husband," she replied. 

   Jesus said to her, "You are right when you say you have no husband. 18The fact is, you have had five husbands, and the man you now have is not your husband. What you have just said is quite true." 

 19"Sir," the woman said, "I can see that you are a prophet. 20Our fathers worshiped on this mountain, but you Jews claim that the place where we must worship is in Jerusalem." 

 21Jesus declared, "Believe me, woman, a time is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. 22You Samaritans worship what you do not know; we worship what we do know, for salvation is from the Jews. 23Yet a time is coming and has now come when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for they are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks. 24God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth." 

We have heard many times in baptism services about the symbolism of water.

It washes, refreshes, revives and renews. The Living Water that Jesus was speaking about is the Holy Spirit of God, who comes to us when we give our lives to Jesus. This water has a source – the cross of Christ, or in Ezekiel 47, the Sanctuary of the temple. It is Christ’s sacrifice that washes our sins away in forgiveness, that  refreshes our souls with that revives us by reassuring us of his love for us. Christ has become the sanctuary – a place where we can go to experience the goodness of God. If we are Christians, then we should be ‘living in Christ’ as Paul puts it. We live in the holy place of God – the ‘Rock of Ages cleft for me’ as the old hymn has it.

‘It is no longer I that lives, but Christ that lives in me’

‘For me to live is Christ and to die is gain’

‘He that is in us is greater than he that is in the world’

Jesus offers to each of us the Water of Life. God seeks true worshipers.

So what is a true worshiper?

One who worships God in spirit and in truth.

Ok – that sounds good, but what does it actually mean?

Worshiping in spirit

Wesley taught that a human is made up of two parts, soul and body, but when a person accepts Christ as Saviour, then he or she is indwelt by the Sprit of God and becomes soul, body and spirit. This is the difference between a Christian and a non-Christian. A Christian has a spirit (the spirit of God) and a non-believer doesn’t.

So if we are worshiping in spirit, we are connecting with God through his own spirit, living within us. If you doubt that you have his spirit in you, then don’t. He has promised his spirit, so we have his spirit. The thing we have to do is listen to St Paul when he says we must ‘live to the Spirit’. This means praying, reading the Word, learning from the church’s teachers, meeting together to soak up the word of God and to pray, confessing to others that we believe in Jesus. It means making a real effort sometimes, even though it is hard. But if we do these things, then we are living to the Spirit and we will find that sin decreases, our lives become fruitful and worship arises from our hearts. We only overflow with whatever we fill ourselves up with!

If we spend all week thinking about nothing but work, or leisure, or TV or what we want for Christmas, or whatever rules our lives in this world, then it is these things that we will overflow with – stress, self-centredness, weariness, sin. 

If we fill ourselves up with Jesus, then we will overflow with worship. That is what the worshiping in spirit is.

Worshiping in truth
When we fill ourselves up with Jesus we fill ourselves up with the Truth. Jesus said, ‘I am the Way bthe Truth and the Life’. Filling yourself up with Jesus just means reading about him, praying to him, learning about him, being with other believers, telling him how much he means to you – all those things we thought about earlier. 

Worshiping in truth doesn’t mean you have to be perfect before you can sing a hymn, but rather acknowledging God’s perfect holiness.

It means acknowledging our weakness and clinging to His strength.

It means admitting our sin and accepting his forgiveness with joy.

It means not thinking more highly of ourselves than of others, but rejoicing in the gifts he has given to us.

It means not believing our way is the best way, the only way, but that his way is. And we find his will by reading his word.

Someone said to me recently that they wished that our preaching had more ‘fire and brimstone’ in it sometimes.

Here is the fire and brimstone for this week…

If you don’t read your bible, if you never really pray during the week, if you never let on to others that you are a Christian and if you never meet with other Christians to take the risk of sharing your life with them, if you never get on your own and tell Jesus how much you love Him, then you can never know the joy of worshiping in spirit and in truth. If this is you, then you cannot be the kind of worshipper that God is seeking. You need to make a change.

We cannot carry on as Christians living how we want to. We must do it God’s way or hand in our badges. It is no longer acceptable to be a nominal Christian – a church-goer. 

Of course, if you have given your life to Jesus and been baptized and received his Spirit, then your place in heaven is assured. The bible tells us that our salvation is a free gift of God –an act of his grace. There is no part we can play in it.

But the bible is full of paradoxes – we must die in order to find life; to be first, we must be last; to receive, we must give – and so on.

Here is another one. To become a Christian means we pay nothing, but it costs us everything. 1 Corinthians 6:19-20 says, ‘You are not your own – you were bought with a price’. That price was everything God had – himself, in Jesus. We have been bought and we are His – not our own. We can’t keep any of ourselves back for ourselves. We are not ours to keep. If you are holding anything back, then give it up.

These green cards that Patrick gave out last week – have you used yours? Have you questioned yourself about the life you say you live in Christ? If you did, and you didn’t like to admit the answers you gave yourself, have you fallen to your knees and asked for help in making the changes you need to make?

We come to worship so easily, don’t we? The words we pray or sing or hear are sometimes really lovely, powerful – they say more than we could by ourselves. But how often have the words escaped from our mouths whilst our minds are far away. How often have we forgotten the things we have said to God through them by the time we get to tea-time on a Sunday?

‘Purify my heart – let it be as gold and precious silver’

‘Take my life and let it be consecrated, Lord to Thee’

‘We are truly sorry and repent of all our sins’

‘Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us’

‘Everything we have is yours; all things come from you and of your own do we give you’

‘I lay down every grudge, every time I’ve been misjudged’

If we are to get worship right, it is not enough to come along to church each Sunday and go through the motions. You have to start to ‘fight the good fight with all your might’. You have to start to believe the promise that Jesus gave to us as well as the Samaritan woman at the well.

"If you knew the gift of God and who it is that asks you for a drink, you would have asked him and he would have given you living water." 

"Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, 14but whoever drinks the water I give (them) will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give (them) will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life." 

The survey you have filled in this morning tells of your preferences and they will help us to get the service and sermon length right. They will help us to decide which music to use and which prayers to pray. And when it comes to working together to discern God’s vision for St Polycarps, they will play a part in helping us to build a corporate worship style that is inclusive, inspiring and Christ-centred.

What the survey won’t do though is change our hearts.

Only God can do that, but even he needs our co-operation – your co-operation. He cannot fill you to overflowing with Living Water unless you give him the vessel which is your live – body and soul and allow him to pour his Spirit into you afresh.

We can change the songs, the hymns, the prayers, the length of this or that, but it is all in vain unless we have a change of heart. We can reorder the liturgy and the building, we can form groups for this and that, we can fill the church with technology and all the latest worship songs, but if our hearts are still set on going their own way, it is all in vain – pointless, worthless and Godless.

But if we allow our hearts to be changed and filled with Living Water, then even were the technology and the prayer books and the church furniture stolen – if the church building and all that is in it were to be burn to the ground, then we would still have Christ and we would be known to God and this community as those who worship the Lord in Spirit and in Truth.
