Worthwhile Worship #4

“What to Wear to Worship”

Psalm 29:2

By now you may have seen the title of my message—”What to Wear to Worship”—and may be wondering if this sermon will set some kind of dress code for church.  If that were the case, some would support it, thinking that the standards for attire at church has slipped from where it should be.  Others would be horrified, imagining themselves strangled in clothes they would not want to wear to their own funerals!


I realize that many people find dress clothes uncomfortable.  Some are forced to wear a shirt and tie (perhaps even a suit) or a dress at their work.  Many men would agree with one pastor who concluded that neckties are “a conspiracy that slowly chokes men to death over time.”


I’ve never had that problem.  I’ve liked dressing up since I was young.  By the time I was ten or eleven, I had a couple of three-piece suits that I wore to church.  One weekend, though, I spent Saturday night at a friend’s house.  I made sure I took my suit—an olive green one—but I forgot my dress shoes.  When I arrived at church on Sunday, I had on my suit, along with tennis shoes—which were purple!  I’m sure that outfit would have landed me on the TV show “What Not To Wear” if it happened today!


But church dress codes are not what this message is all about.  In my study of Scripture this past week, I came across Psalm 29:2, “Give unto the Lord the glory due unto his name; worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness.”  The last phrase of the verse intrigued me: What does it mean to worship the Lord “in the beauty of holiness”?  


The phrase is found five times in the Bible: three in the book of Psalms, and once each in 1 and 2 Chronicles:

Psalm 96:9 - O worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness: fear before him, all the earth. 

Psalm 110:2-3  - The Lord shall send the rod of thy strength out of Zion: rule thou in the midst of thine enemies. Thy people shall be willing in the day of thy power, in the beauties of holiness from the womb of the morning: thou hast the dew of thy youth. 
1 Chronicles 16:29 - Give unto the Lord the glory due unto his name: bring an offering, and come before him: worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness. 
2 Chronicles 20:20-21 - And they rose early in the morning, and went forth into the wilderness of Tekoa: and as they went forth, Jehoshaphat stood and said, Hear me, O Judah, and ye inhabitants of Jerusalem; Believe in the Lord your God, so shall ye be established; believe his prophets, so shall ye prosper. And when he had consulted with the people, he appointed singers unto the Lord, and that should praise the beauty of holiness, as they went out before the army, and to say, Praise the Lord; for his mercy endureth for ever. 

Reading the Scriptures alone may still leave us wondering about the significance of this phrase.  Keil and Delitzsch, two Hebrew scholars of the late nineteenth century, note that the Hebrew phrase הַדְרַת קֹדֶשׁ means, “holy vestments or splendid festal attire.﻿”
 This idea is seen in Leviticus 16:4,

He shall put on the holy linen coat, and he shall have the linen breeches upon his flesh, and shall be girded with a linen girdle, and with the linen mitre shall he be attired: these are holy garments; therefore shall he wash his flesh in water, and so put them on.


Adam Clarke translates these words as “the beautiful garments of holiness” and adds,  “Let the priests and Levites put on their best and cleanest apparel; and let the whole service be conducted in such a way as to be no dishonour to the divine Majesty.”
 They had their “Sunday best” even in the days of Moses!  (Okay, back then it was “Sabbath best” instead of “Sunday best.”)   Another commentary puts it this way:

The proper approach of the heavenly creatures, like the earthly creatures, can only be “in holy attire” (NIV, “the splendor of his holiness”). Only when arrayed in a manner fit for the worship of the Great King and when consecrated to him like the priests at the temple are God’s servants prepared to serve him.


To worship the Lord “in the beauty of holiness,” then, is to come into the divine presence in a manner worthy of Him.  By this I do not mean that everyone has to wear the finest suits or dresses—for “man looks on the outward appearance, but God looks on the heart” (1Sa 16:7).  It doesn’t matter to God whether you come to church in Ralph Lauren or Levi’s—as along as it’s your best.


I don’t know about you, but it usually takes me some time to decide what I’m wearing to church on Sunday.  Each week I find something that I like then check with Tammy to make sure it goes together okay.  Occasionally it takes a few times to get it right!


But I wonder how much time and effort we invest in preparing our hearts and minds to go to church on Sunday?  Do we get so caught up in making the outside presentable that we neglect the inner person?


Using the imagery of putting on clothes, I would like to suggest three elements that we ought to “wear” to worship.  If we were to take as much effort to prepare ourselves in these ways for church on Sunday, I believe we would find our worship experience more rewarding.

The Garment of Praise


The first item to “wear” to worship is the garment of praise.  This phrase comes right from the pages of Scripture, as seen in Isaiah 61:3,

To appoint unto them that mourn in Zion, to give unto them beauty for ashes, the oil of joy for mourning, the garment of praise for the spirit of heaviness; that they might be called trees of righteousness, the planting of the Lord, that he might be glorified.


Isaiah here presents a contrast.  God promises to give His people “beauty” in contrast to their “ashes”; the “oil of joy” as opposed to “mourning”; and “the garment of praise” instead of “the spirit of heaviness.”  These contrasts speak of what happens to a person when he or she is transformed by God.  Life without Christ can be described as “ashes,” “mourning,” and “heaviness.”  Becoming a follower of God gives our lives “beauty” and “joy”—and this should cause us to “praise”!


The book of Psalms is all about praise.  In Psalm 22:22-25 David writes,

I will declare thy name unto my brethren: in the midst of the congregation will I praise thee…. My praise shall be of thee in the great congregation: I will pay my vows before them that fear him.


These verses speak of public worship—praising God together at church, as it were.  As the people of God we should come together and lift our voices together in praise.  But that needs to be balanced by private worship as well.  David also writes in Psalm 34:1, “I will bless the Lord at all times: his praise shall continually be in my mouth.”  Then we read in Psalm 35:28, “And my tongue shall speak of thy righteousness and of thy praise all the day long.”  Both of these texts transcend one hour a week in a “worship service.”  Praise of God ought to be a regular part of our lives.


Practically speaking, this can be done by finding Christian music that you like.  Music styles can become a bone of contention within a church body, but on an individual level we can choose whatever style of music that suits us.  Believe me, there are Christian artists that provide every style of music possible with lyrics that praise our God and promote Christian living.


Personally speaking, I enjoy a wide variety of Christian music.  I listen to it when I am exercising on the treadmill, driving in the car, and even at times when I am studying.  In our early years of marriage, Tammy and I would listen to Christian music while we cleaned the house.  Not only does it make mundane activities a little more enjoyable, the lyrics of the music sink into the heart and mind and keep us focused on the truth of God’s Word.


Putting on the garment of praise prepares us for worshiping God.  Incorporating personal praise into our daily lives will make our corporate praise on Sunday mornings even more meaningful.  Perhaps even introducing Christian music to our Sunday morning routine of getting ready for church will help put us in the proper frame of mind when we arrive at church.

The Garment of Prayer


A second element is the garment of prayer.  Unlike the “garment of praise,” this phrase does not itself appear in the pages of Scripture.  But the idea behind it definitely does appear.  Peter writes to women in 1 Peter 3:3-4,

Your beauty should not come from outward adornment, such as braided hair and the wearing of gold jewelry and fine clothes. Instead, it should be that of your inner self, the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is of great worth in God's sight [niv].


Some preachers in the past wrenched these words out of context to condemn the braiding of hair and the wearing of gold jewelry.  Peter, though, also includes “the wearing of…clothes,” and I don’t think he was advocating nudity!  His point was that one’s beauty should not depend upon the outward appearance, but rather the attitudes of the heart.  I take this “gentle and quiet spirit” as a compliment to the spirit of praise we just considered.  Praise and prayer should both comprise the Christian life.


While the Bible does not mention “the garment of prayer,” there is one particular item of clothing that is often associated with prayer: sackcloth.  Whenever the Scriptures speak of sackcloth, it is in the context of mourning and sorrow.  David wrote in Psalm 69:10-13,

When I wept, and chastened my soul with fasting, that was to my reproach. I made sackcloth also my garment; and I became a proverb to them. They that sit in the gate speak against me; and I was the song of the drunkards. But as for me, my prayer is unto thee, O Lord, in an acceptable time: O God, in the multitude of thy mercy hear me, in the truth of thy salvation.


Fasting and prayer are accompanied by the “garment” of sackcloth.  In the ancient world, sackcloth was similar to burlap in our day and age.  Imagine wearing a burlap bag for any length of time—that would get quite uncomfortable!  The reason they did so was to represent the discomfort of spirit they felt at the time.


Sometimes the wearing of sackcloth represented mourning on behalf of others who were ill, injured, or had died.  Other times sackcloth was a symbol of repentance, as seen in Jonah 3:5-10,

So the people of Nineveh believed God, and proclaimed a fast, and put on sackcloth, from the greatest of them even to the least of them. For word came unto the king of Nineveh, and he arose from his throne, and he laid his robe from him, and covered him with sackcloth, and sat in ashes. And he caused it to be proclaimed and published through Nineveh by the decree of the king and his nobles, saying, “Let neither man nor beast, herd nor flock, taste any thing: let them not feed, nor drink water: but let man and beast be covered with sackcloth, and cry mightily unto God: yea, let them turn every one from his evil way, and from the violence that is in their hands. Who can tell if God will turn and repent, and turn away from his fierce anger, that we perish not?”


Wearing sackcloth by itself meant nothing—God looks at the attitude, not the apparel.  But when we come before the Lord in humble prayer, we are prepared for worship.  Just as we need to incorporate praise in our preparations for Sunday worship, so we should make prayer a regular part of our lives.

The Garment of Purity


Finally, true worship requires the garment of purity.  This is perhaps the closest meaning to the original Hebrew phrase, “the beauty of holiness.”  Warren Wiersbe writes, “God sees beauty in holiness and the holiness of beauty.”
  He goes on to add,  
Just as the Jewish priests had to dress in the garments required by the Lord (Exo. 28), so God’s people must worship with “clean hands and a pure heart” (Psa. 24:4) and experience cleansing from the Lord before they worship Him (Heb. 10:19–25). The only beauty that God accepts is “the beauty of holiness,” the righteousness of Christ imputed to us by faith (Rom. 4) and the righteousness we live as we obey Him in the power of the Spirit (Rom. 8:1–4). We approach God only through Christ’s righteousness, but we please God when we are obedient children.
 


The “garment of purity” is seen in Job 29:14, “I put on righteousness, and it clothed me: my judgment was as a robe and a diadem.”  Isaiah picks up on this theme in Isaiah 52:1,

Awake, awake; put on thy strength, O Zion; put on thy beautiful garments, O Jerusalem, the holy city: for henceforth there shall no more come into thee the uncircumcised and the unclean.  


The “beautiful garments” of the holy city are contrasted with the uncircumcised and the unclean.  God is holy, and we can only enter into His presence in similar holiness.  David wrote in Psalm 24:3-4,

Who shall ascend into the hill of the Lord? Or who shall stand in his holy place? He that hath clean hands, and a pure heart; who hath not lifted up his soul unto vanity, nor sworn deceitfully.


In ancient times, only the high priest could enter into the Holy of Holies, or the innermost room where the presence of God dwelled.  He had to be completely pure to enter into the holy presence of God, or he could be struck dead on the spot.  No priest went into God’s presence thoughtlessly or carelessly!  It was truly a matter of life and death.


I am not suggesting that we will be struck dead at the doorway of the church if our clothing is unacceptable.  The important condition is the condition of the heart, and that it what God looks at.


“But I’m not holy!” you might protest.  “How can I ever come before God?”  


You would be right to conclude that you are not holy.  None of us are.  Fortunately, God has provided a way to take care of that problem.  In keeping with the theme of “what to wear,” turn to Ephesians 4:22-24,

That ye put off concerning the former conversation the old man, which is corrupt according to the deceitful lusts; and be renewed in the spirit of your mind; and that ye put on the new man, which after God is created in righteousness and true holiness.


Paul uses the imagery of taking off old dirty clothes and putting on new clean clothes in this passage.  Before we put on the “clean” clothes—the garments of praise, prayer, and purity—we must first take off the “dirty” clothes of selfishness and sin.  Just as I would never think of coming to church immediately after working or exercising without cleaning up and putting on clean clothes, so we need to cleanse our minds and hearts before we come into God’s presence.  As the classic preacher Thomas Watson put it, “Godliness is to the soul as the light is to the world, to illustrate and adorn it. It is not greatness which sets us off before God, but goodness.”  We don’t have to be great to be accepted by God—just good.  And that goodness we receive as we take on the righteousness of Christ.


What to wear to worship—it is a challenge every week.  May we spend as much time and effort preparing our inner selves for worship as we prepare our outward appearance.  Then we will find our worship of God truly worthwhile.
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