Confronting Casual Christianity #2

“Casual Regarding Our Worship”

Hebrews 10:25
Recently the results of a poll were released regarding Americans’ attitudes toward God. Not surprisingly, the highest numbers belonged to southern states (Mississippi ranked number one), while the lowest percentages could be found in New England. What may astonish some folks, though, is the disparity between the number of people who claim to believe in God and the number who regularly worship God in church. The poll found 71% of Americans polled believed in God, while the national average of those same people who attend church is 39%.

Last week we began a series of messages entitled “Confronting Casual Christianity,” and I mentioned four specific areas where too many Christians become casual—and by “casual” here I mean “careless.”  The first of these regards our worship.

The Meaning of True Worship


Worship is a familiar word to most Christians; every Sunday we hold a worship service at church. But do we really know the meaning of true worship? Definitions of worship abound—we could spend most of our time this morning discussing various definitions of worship, which I do not want to do. Instead, I’d like to point out where our English word “worship” comes from. John Stott writes,

All men should honour God, should ascribe to Him the honour and glory which are due to His name. Indeed, this is the meaning of worship. The very word ‘worship’ implies it. Being an abbreviation of ‘worthship’, it indicates that God is worthy to be praised, that worship is but a due recognition of His absolute worth.
 


Have you ever thought about worship in that way?  In worship we demonstrate what God is worth to us. What is God worth to you? It shows in your worship.


Some of you may read Oswald Chambers’ classic devotional, My Utmost For His Highest. This past week one of his devotionals addressed this very subject:

Worship is giving God the best that He has given you. Be careful what you do with the best you have. Whenever you get a blessing from God, give it back to Him as a love gift. Take time to meditate before God and offer the blessing back to Him in a deliberate act of worship.
 

Worship takes a number of forms, which we will see in a few moments. But whatever we do as a part of worship, how we do it reflects what we truly feel about God. Two passages of Scripture speak of this truth, the first being Genesis 4:3-5,

In the course of time Cain brought some of the fruits of the soil as an offering to the Lord. But Abel brought fat portions from some of the firstborn of his flock. The Lord looked with favor on Abel and his offering, but on Cain and his offering he did not look with favor. So Cain was very angry, and his face was downcast. 


I know that scholars and preachers differ on why God accepted Abel’s offering and rejected Cain’s. A popular view is that Abel offered a blood sacrifice while Cain’s offering was food.
 But I don’t believe that was the issue here, since God later mandates food offerings as part of the Israelites’ worship.  I think, instead, that the difference lies in the quality of the offering. Notice that Cain brought “some” of the fruits of the soil, while Abel’s offering is characterized as “fat portions” (considered the best in those days) “from the firstborn of his flock.”  In other words, Abel gave the best he had to offer, while Cain gave some of what he had leftover.
  And God did not accept the leftovers. (I recall seeing a church sign some time ago with the phrase: “Give God what’s right, not what’s left.” They had the correct idea!)

Another passage emphasizing a similar theme is found in the life of David as recorded in 2 Samuel 24:18-24,

On that day Gad went to David and said to him, “Go up and build an altar to the Lord on the threshing floor of Araunah the Jebusite.” So David went up, as the Lord had commanded through Gad. When Araunah looked and saw the king and his men coming toward him, he went out and bowed down before the king with his face to the ground. 

Araunah said, “Why has my lord the king come to his servant?”

“To buy your threshing floor,” David answered, “so I can build an altar to the Lord, that the plague on the people may be stopped.” 

Araunah said to David, “Let my lord the king take whatever pleases him and offer it up. Here are oxen for the burnt offering, and here are threshing sledges and ox yokes for the wood. O king, Araunah gives all this to the king.” Araunah also said to him, “May the Lord your God accept you.” 

But the king replied to Araunah, “No, I insist on paying you for it. I will not sacrifice to the Lord my God burnt offerings that cost me nothing.”

Usually this text is read with regard to giving tithes and offerings to the Lord—and that is a valid application—but I think it goes beyond placing money in the offering plate. The final words of David, “I will not sacrifice to the Lord my God…that [which] cost me nothing,” ought to be reflected in everything we do in worship. When we offer to God that which costs us nothing, we demonstrate that we think He is worth nothing.

The Manifestations of True Worship


How does this play out in actual practice? What are the manifestations of true worship?


We must begin by acknowledging two types of worship. There is private worship and there is public worship. In our culture we tend to emphasize the latter at the expense of the former. We go to church on Sunday to worship—that takes care of it, right? Yet as George Mallone writes in his book, Furnace of Renewal,

The unique aspect of congregational worship is not that we do something different on a particular day, but that on one day we do together what we have done individually throughout the week. The worship service is no place to catch up for our lack of private praise and thanksgiving.


We need to regularly spend time with God, in prayer and Bible study, learning about Him and expressing our love and thankfulness to Him. When we do this, we will find our appreciation of public worship to grow in leaps and bounds. When we fail to do this because we are “too busy,” what are we telling God about His worth to us?


This private worship needs to be supplemented by public worship. As Warren Wiersbe writes, “Worship is the most important activity of a local church family.”
 Above the fellowship and service and outreach activities, worship is the foremost thing we can do together. We must worship before we work or witness, for it is only as we encounter God that we are equipped to do His work.

To do that, God created the church. Throughout the Old Testament, great emphasis was placed upon the tabernacle (later replaced by the temple) as the meeting place between God and mankind. Later, local synagogues arose as the place Jews would gather weekly to worship when the temple was too far away to go that often. In the New Testament, the early church met consistently to worship together. A familiar description of this is found in Acts 2:42-47,

They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles. All the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.

What were the elements of worship back then? The apostles’ teaching (instruction), fellowship, the breaking of bread (perhaps alluding to the Lord’s Supper), and prayer. We also know that these early Christians had hymns and songs that were used as a part of their worship…not unlike many worship services held two thousand years later!

The Measurement of True Worship


So what’s the difference between then and now? How can we tell if we have become too casual regarding our worship? While this list is by no means exhaustive, I would like to point out three areas by which we can come to the measurement of true worship.


The first is attendance. In order to worship together we have to show up! Yet, as one person quipped, “If absence makes the heart grow fonder, some people ought to love their church greatly.”
 If the poll numbers I referred to at the beginning of the message are any indication, a whole lot of Americans ought to love their church greatly!


“Well, I don’t have to go to church to be a Christian,” I hear people say all the time. Maybe not, but you have to go to church to be an obedient Christian. The Bible says in Hebrews 10:25, “Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching.”  Put simply, “it is the direct command of our Lord that after we have become Christians, we should meet together for worship with other Christians.”
 To refuse to attend church is to disobey that direct command.


I am not suggesting that God has a required percentage of church attendance in order to gain access to Heaven. We do not keep individual attendance records at this church. That is not my emphasis here. Nor am I suggesting that there are no legitimate reasons to miss a worship service.  Certainly illness, inclement weather, mandatory work requirements, and ministering to others on Sunday morning can cause us to miss church. But let me challenge you with this question: What does it take to keep you away from church on Sunday morning? Think back over the past several instances you did not come to church. Why didn’t you come? If it was for one of the reasons mentioned above, that is understandable; but if the reasons were more like, “I didn’t feel like it,” or “I was out late on Saturday night,” or “I made plans for Sunday morning,” what do you think that tells God about how much He is worth to you? If our standard for going to church becomes, “If there isn’t anything better to do, then I’ll go to church,” how is that not committing the sin of Cain? How is that not giving God the leftovers of our time and energy?


David declared, “I will not sacrifice to the Lord my God…that [which] cost me nothing.”  What are we willing to forego in order to worship God? What does worship cost me (and I’m not speaking in monetary terms)? What is God worth to me?


“I don’t have to be in church to worship God!” some object. Perhaps. But I agree with one writer who wrote, “A Christian who says he worships God every Sunday morning on the golf course is really worshiping golf on God’s course.”
 While there are some valid reasons for missing church, more often than not they are flimsy excuses that mask a casual, careless approach toward worship. Church attendance is not everything when it comes to worship, but it must start there. As Chuck Swindoll challenges us, 

Show me a believer who consistently neglects the regular services of a church that faith​fully preaches and teaches the Word, and I’ll show you one whose cutting edge on spiritual things is getting dull—one who is losing ground, spiritually speaking.


The second measurement of true worship is our attitude. David wrote in Psalm 122:1, “I rejoiced with those who said to me, ‘Let us go to the house of the Lord.’” He was happy about going to church! Are we? Do we look in the mirror on Sunday and say, “Good morning, Lord!” or “Good Lord, it’s morning”?  C. H. Spurgeon comments in his commentary on the Psalms, The Treasury of David, “Our happy God should be worshipped by a happy people; a cheerful spirit is in keeping with his nature, his acts, and the gratitude which we should cherish for his mercies.” 


Yet many folks coming to church on Sunday morning look like they’ve lost their best friend, or been sucking sour lemons on the way! They must think that their spirituality is measured by the frown on their face! (And we wonder why more outsiders don’t want to come to church?)


We ought to be thrilled to come to God’s house to worship Him! Think of the countless people around our world today who do not have the freedom to worship as we have! Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 9:7, “Each man should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.” The context here has to do with monetary giving, but apply this principle to worship (which is something else that we give). We should worship not reluctantly or under compulsion. Our attitude toward church attendance should not be, “Do I have to?” but “I can’t wait to!” And look at that last phrase: “for God loves a cheerful worshiper.” Why? Because a cheerful worshiper demonstrates how much God means to him or her. Isn’t that what worship is all about?


Finally, the third measurement of true worship is attentiveness. (You may have thought I was going to say, “attire,” but I’ve already preached a sermon on what to wear to worship, and it has nothing to do with clothes!)  It is one thing to be in attendance for worship; it is quite another to give our attentiveness in worship.


Often Jesus would end His teaching with the words, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.” Each of His letters to the seven churches in Revelation end with the words, “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.”  I don’t think our Lord was questioning the ability of His audience to literally hear the sound of His voice; instead He was challenging them to listen.

You know the difference, right? The parent who screams at the teenager, “Aren’t you listening to me?” There is no doubt that the teen hears—probably everyone within a city block can hear what is being said—but listening is quite another story. Listening is all about paying attention…and a lack of attentiveness is an inarguable sign of disrespect.


So how much attention to we pay in worship? Do we sleepwalk through the worship service…standing at the right times, repeating the words, singing the songs, doing what is expected…all without a thought about what we are doing or why we do it? When we sing the hymns, do we really read the words on the page? When we pray, are we focused on the fact that we are bowing before Almighty God, bringing Him our concerns as a church family? When the Scripture is read, do we read along, or at least listen to what is being read? And when the sermon is preached, do we follow along, listening for the voice of the Lord to speak to us through the Word and through His messenger?


Perhaps the most important measurement of our attentiveness deals with what we do after the worship service is completed. According to Romans 12:1-2, the highest form of worship is to do God’s will.
  Frank Accardy writes,
Real worship is the glory of God moving us to do the will of God.  Or, in other words, when God communicates Himself to us and we commit ourselves to Him, that is worship.
 


It is not enough to show up at church on Sunday morning; worship involves God communicating to us and our committing ourselves to God. Ultimately that means applying the message God speaks to our hearts into our daily lives.  Accardy continues,

Either God is absolute Lord or our worship is an absolute lie.  We simply cannot bow before a sovereign God while clutching the right of self-determination without being guilty of a monstrous fraud.  By its very nature, worship requires a willingness to obey.


Maybe the Holy Spirit speaks to us through the hymns, or through the Scripture reading, or in the communion meditation, or through some part of the sermon. As a preacher I am constantly amazed at how many people are touched by the same worship service—that can only be God at work! And what He relates to me may be very different from what He relates to you, depending upon what is happening in our lives and where we are in our walk with Him.


Whatever it is God speaks, we need to put it into action. James 1:21 ends, “... and humbly accept the Word plant​ed in you, which can save you.  Do not merely listen to the Word, and so deceive yourselves.  Do what it says.”  True listening involves interaction with that which is being said, rather than a passive absorption of information entering the “ear gate.”


Jesus told a story of two builders in Matthew 7.  The one built his house on a solid foundation, while the other built on sand.  The first house withstood the storm, while the second structure collapsed.  In explaining the story, Jesus acknowledged that both heard the Word, but only the first one “put it into practice.” True attentiveness leads to action.

Have we become too casual regarding our worship? Do we have a take-it-or-leave-it attitude when it comes to attending church? As Stott points out, worship is not an optional activity which may be added to life’s curriculum by those who enjoy that sort of thing, and discarded by those who do not, but it is rather an obligation for every Christian.
 Let’s not be counted among those who fail to attend or who attend but give little attention; let us be among those who truly worship our Lord and demonstrate to Him (and our world) what He is worth to us!
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