Sharpening the Skills of Christmas #3

“The Skill of Worship”

selected Scriptures
Have you ever walked into a room, looked around and thought, “Something’s missing.” Maybe you can’t identify that the missing piece right away, but you just sense that something should be present but isn’t.

This is true for many when it comes to Christmas. The tree and décor may be in place, the classic Christmas carols may be playing, the traditional Christmas meal may be set…but there’s just something missing. John MacArthur writes in his usual delicate way,

Worship is the missing element in the monstrosity that Christmas has become. I’m not suggesting that there is anything wrong with putting up decorations, spending time with our families, getting together with friends, exchanging gifts, or many of the other things we do to celebrate the holiday. Those things add to the joy of the season, and they’re all legitimate. But apart from worship, they are utterly inadequate responses to the reality of the Savior’s birth. The first priority in all our celebrating should be worship, and everything else we do should flow out of adoring hearts.

“Well, you’re preaching to the choir!” you may be thinking. “We’re here in church, in the worship service.” We may call it the “worship service,” but it doesn’t make any difference if you put a label on an empty bottle.

In fact, worship can be expressed in many ways. We tend to think of worship as ritualized ceremony: singing, praying, or sitting quietly and reflecting— in short, the kind of thing we usually do in church. But when the Bible speaks of worship, it almost never means something that takes place in a church service. Worship as Scripture portrays it is always intensely practical, living one’s life as a testimony of God’s truth. A heart of praise and adoration weaves all such activity into the fabric of worship.

This month we are sharpening our spiritual skills of Christmas. So far we have considered the skills of welcome and wonder. This morning we will examine the skill of worship, again by considering how the characters of that first Christmas did it.

Worship by Singing Our Praise

First, we worship by singing our praise. When we think about the first Christmas, we often reflect on the gifts given to Jesus, some we will consider later in this message. But there is one gift that is often overlooked: The angels’ gift of worship.

In Luke’s account of the birth of Jesus, an angel appears to a group of shepherds out in the fields that night, announcing the “good news of great joy for all the people.”

Then in Luke 2:13-14 we read, “Suddenly, the angel was joined by a vast host of others—the armies of heaven—praising God: ‘Glory to God in the highest heaven,’ they sang, ‘and peace on earth for all those pleasing Him.’” (tlb)
The angels filled the night with light and the air with music, and they worshipped. Max Lucado wonders, 

Couldn’t they have done something more useful? Mary could have used a bed. Joseph would have benefited from an angelic escort back to Nazareth. Baby Jesus needed a bassinet.
These were angels. Didn’t they know better?
Then again, these were angels. Who knew Jesus better than they? Those who knew Jesus best loved him dearest. Those who had followed him the longest gave him the gift of worship. They placed their love on a pillow of praise and presented it to Jesus. They did that night. They do so still. Heaven at this very moment reverberates with loud corporate worship. “Day and night they never stop saying: ‘Holy, holy, holy’” (Rev. 4:8).

We may not attach a lot of worth to singing and praising the Lord, but He does. God is on the hunt for those who will imitate the angels, for people who will open their hearts and mouths and declare, “Glory to God in the highest heaven.” Jesus told the Samaritan woman at the well, “The Father…is actively seeking such people to worship him” (John 4:23 ncv).

You may be thinking, “But I can’t sing! I can’t carry a tune in a bucket! How am I supposed to do this?” That’s the great thing about congregational singing—there are other voices for yours to blend in! Besides, worshiping God is not like “America’s Got Talent” or “American Idol,” with Simon Cowell commenting, “That’s hideous!” I like to think of worship as pictures on the refrigerator. You know what I mean, those works of art in crayon or finger paint that may not score high marks at a gallery but are priceless to you because of who did them. When we worship God, He sees the intention of the heart more than the quality of the performance.

So we worship by singing our praise. As Hebrews 13:15 instructs, “Through Jesus, therefore, let us continually offer to God a sacrifice of praise —the fruit of lips that openly profess his name.” Give Jesus the gift the angels gave him, the gift of praise.

Worship by Sharing Our Possessions

Next we worship by sharing our possessions. You could say the first Christmas presents were given in Matthew 2:11, “On coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him. Then they opened their treasures and presented him with gifts of gold and of incense and of myrrh.” We are immediately impressed with the gifts themselves—the gold, frankincense, and myrrh—but we should not miss the importance of the words prior to the gifts: “they bowed and worshipped Him.” 

The gifts themselves did not constitute worship; rather, they were expressions of the worship being given. The presents were demonstrations of the attitudes of their hearts. What did these gifts demonstrate? They indicate what the wise men believed about Jesus. The early church father Epiphanius wrote that they “brought gold because He was king; incense because He was God; and myrrh because He was mortal.”

Something I had not thought of before in this way is this: While it is true that the magi gave gifts to Jesus as a display of worship, the gifts did not only benefit Him. Have you ever wondered what happened to the gold, incense, and myrrh? Though the Bible does not specifically say, it is likely that they were used to finance the trip to Egypt.

What’s the point? The gifts of the magi were used by Joseph and Mary to keep baby Jesus alive. They brought Him gifts. We give gifts to others at Christmas. Don’t forget Jesus’ words in Matthew 25:40, “Whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.” Sharing our possessions with others is one more way we can worship at Christmas.

Worship by Submitting Our Person

We can also worship by submitting our person. Our example from the first Christmas is Mary, the mother of Jesus. The gift she gave was in her reply to Gabriel as recorded in Luke 1:38, “I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May it be to me as you have said.” Mary’s gift was the gift of her person.  J. B. Phillips renders this verse, “I am the Lord’s, body and soul.” She gave herself totally to be used by God.

We are called to offer a similar gift. No, we are not called to bear the Messiah as Mary was. But Paul writes in Romans 12:1, “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship.” The word Paul uses for “offer” was a technical term used in presenting sacrifices to God at the Temple.
 Yet this is to be a “living sacrifice,” unlike the animals who were put to death on the altar. Kenneth Wuest explains, 

The physical body of the believer, put at the disposal of God, presented to Him, is holy, both in the sense of being set apart for His use, and holy in the sense of being used for pure and right purposes, and thus, being free from sinful practices.

Mary offered her gift, her body to the service of the Lord as a living sacrifice. Not only is this the meaning of “holy” but it also defines what “worship” is all about, as Paul indicates at the end of Romans 12:1. Worship is not merely something we do on Sunday mornings in a church building, but it encompasses all of our lives, everything we do with our bodies. 

With this in mind Paul goes on in Romans 6:12-13,

Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, as instruments of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God, as those who have been brought from death to life; and offer the parts of your body to him as instruments of righteousness. 
We are to submit our persons as a gift to Christ, just as Mary did. That means in practical terms we are to use our hands, our feet, our mouths, and our minds in ways that please God. Such a gift may include sacrificing our own desires and dreams for the service of God, but we will find that His plan for our lives far surpasses our own.

Think about this: God has given the greatest Christmas gift of all time: “For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish, but have eternal life” (John 3:16). Christ gave His all for us: “Although He existed in the form of God, He did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, and being made in the likeness of men” (Philippians 2:6-7). How else can we respond but by giving ourselves to Him completely in return?

Before we move on, there is one other character in the Christmas story that was associated with worship: King Herod. We read in Matthew 2:9-10, 

Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out from them the exact time the star had appeared. He sent them to Bethlehem and said, “Go and make a careful search for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, so that I too may go and worship him.”
Now anyone who knows what happened next realizes that Herod was lying when he said he wanted to worship the Child. He wanted to kill Him! Yet as Calvin Miller puts it,

How glorious the Christmas story might have been if Herod had really meant what he said. If Herod had fallen down and begun to worship the infant King, his whole future would have been glorious. But he didn't. He had no appetite for worship, no hunger for the divine visitation of God.

The kingdom of God has long thrived on those who have a desire to worship and adore. Yet we so easily grow devious in this business of worship, especially at Christmas. Christmas is a season of high worship attendance. Everyone goes to church at this holy season. But are not their hearts distracted? Are their minds clearly focused on the Son of God?

The glitzy materialism that has come to characterize Christmas makes Herods of us all. We may pretend to show interest in the Savior, but the season comes upon us like a frenzied neurosis, a materialism of fury. We “shop till we drop.” We spend and spend and spend. As Wordsworth said in his “Composed on Westminster Bridge”—”Buying and spending, we lay waste our powers.”

It may be that the infant Christ has been replaced by our secular adoration at Christmas. The crèche is too much in the way of the shopping mall to get our serious attention in December.

It has been said that anything which is more important to us than God is our real god. Herod already had a god. It brought him little joy, but he was the only god he had time for, and thus he worshiped at a very low altar—the altar of his own ego. Can this also be said of us at Christmas?

We must be careful, in the words of 1 John 5:21 in the Living Bible, “Dear children, keep away from anything that might take God’s place in your hearts.” That is the definition of idolatry—letting anything take God’s rightful place as King in our lives.

The skill of worship is one we must sharpen this Christmas season. Perhaps you are wondering, But what if I don’t worship? Oh, but you will. The question is not, will you worship? The question is, where will you direct your worship? We all worship someone or something. Whatever we look to for fulfillment and purpose, that is what we worship. “Worship” might not be the word you’ve used to describe your passion, yet the term fits. Anytime we trust an object or activity to give us life and meaning, we worship it.

What crowns your altar this Christmas Eve? Where do you worship? Whom do you worship? A baby was born, and He came to change your destiny. He was given to you so your worship might rise higher than the adoration of your own materialistic ego.

The apostle Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 9:15, “Thanks be to God for His indescribable gift!” That should be our response to Christmas. If your heart is not overwhelmed with gratitude and adoration, then you’re missing the whole point of Christmas.

Maybe that’s what’s missing in our Christmas setting.
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