Worthwhile Worship #1

“A Call to Worship”

Psalm 95:1-11

The beginning of a new year causes many people to reflect and reassess their lives.  Some make resolutions to do certain things or stop doing others.  Others consider the direction and priorities of their lives.


For this new year, I would like for us to consider the primary priorities of every Christian.  We would probably all agree that the most important aspects of the Christian life are relationships, and the hierarchy of relationships should be:

· God

· family

· work

Over the next several weeks, we will focus on our relationship to God, specifically the activity of worship.  Most churches identify the Sunday morning service as the “worship service,” but do we really know what that means?  Are we really worshiping?

Worship has been defined in many ways. Allow me to share a few of them with you. I found this quote from R. A. Torrey in a sermon my father preached years ago,

Worship is the soul bowing itself in adoring contemplation before the object worshiped.  To worship God is to bow before God in adoring contemplation of Himself.


Another simpler definition states that worship “is the human response to the divine nature.”
   Few people would argue that worship is an important activity for the church.  Frank Accardy writes, “Whatever else the church does, worship is her first obligation.”
  Brother Lawrence, in his classic work, The Practice of the Presence of God, writes, 

“The end we ought to propose to ourselves is to become, in this life, the most perfect worshippers of God we can possibly be, as we hope to be through all eternity.”


Yet true worship has become all too rare in the Christian church.  As one author laments,

The worship of God is at once the true believer’s most important activity and at the same time it is one of the most tragically neglected activities in the average evangelical church today.
 


A. W. Tozer put it this way,

Hardly anything is missing from our churches these days, except the most important thing—the genuine and sacred offering of ourselves and our worship to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.


Yet another writer put it more simply: “Most Christians tend to worship their work, work at their play, and play at the worship.”
 


Over the past thirty years or so, the subject of worship has come more to the forefront than when these authors wrote the above quotes.  Books, conferences, and specialized training have been devoted to the subject of worship.  More money has been spent by churches in the area of worship than perhaps anything other than buildings.  Many churches even have a full-time minister in charge of worship.  Doesn’t this demonstrate that worship has come back to its proper priority in the church?


We might be tempted to think so, until we recognize that worship has become the number one reason for church splits in our society.  More Christians argue about worship these days than about any other doctrine or practice.  Much of those discussions revolve around personal preferences, “what I get out of the worship service.”  That demonstrates a lack of understanding of what worship is all about.


Turn with me to Psalm 95, “an invitatory hymn which calls people to worship.”
  Some churches list the first activity in their service as “a call to worship.”  This psalm itself provides such a call.

A Call to Heartfelt Rejoicing


The first element of worship is seen in verses 1-5, a call to heartfelt rejoicing:

Come, let us sing for joy to the Lord; let us shout aloud to the Rock of our salvation. Let us come before him with thanksgiving and extol him with music and song. For the Lord is the great God, the great King above all gods. In his hand are the depths of the earth, and the mountain peaks belong to him.  The sea is his, for he made it, and his hands formed the dry land. 


This call is a summons to come together for the purpose of celebration.
  The Hebrew text says literally, “let us sing loud songs of joy.”
  We are to come into the presence of God filled with joy and willing to express that joy.  From the earliest days, worship has been associated with singing.  (Later in this series we will devote an entire message to the role of singing in worship.)

We need to beware lest the music takes priority over the message in worship, but there is an important role which each plays.  (Perhaps this speaks to the whole argument of style of worship:  If the music is “the servant of the Word,” then perhaps those who are bent out of shape by the style of music are focusing on the wrong thing!)


Worship begins with acknowledgement; we recognize who God is.  These opening verses of Psalm 95 acknowledge that God is the Creator and Sovereign over all things.  Worship, then, is to recognize the authority of God over everything else, the over-arching supremacy of God over all the forces that bear upon our lives (Stedman, 261).  This recognition leads us to sing out such hymns as “How Great Thou Art” or choruses such as “Awesome God.”


The first aspect of worship, then, is a heartfelt rejoicing.  Derek Kidner writes, 

The full-throated cries urged in verses 1 and 2 suggest an acclamation fit for a king who is the savior of his people. Like most of the verbs of this psalm, they are urged upon us as worshippers, indeed as we address one another, to make sure that we rise to the occasion, not drifting into His courts preoccupied and apathetic.


Yet many worship services are described as “dull,” “boring,” or even, “dead.”  How can this be?  Perhaps the worshippers are preoccupied and apathetic.  Perhaps we are too self-conscious, worried about what others might think if we were to fully express our worship to God.  Perhaps we have adopted the attitude that worship is a spectator sport, in which we sit back and watch other people perform.  (The advent of athletics and entertainment in our society has contributed to this idea, which has come into the church.)


We are called to worship God in heartfelt rejoicing as a body.  Many coaches tell their athletic teams, “There is no ‘I’ in ‘team.’”  I would add to that, “There is no ‘I’ in ‘church,’ either.”  Bonhoeffer puts it this way,

It is the voice of the Church that is heard in singing together.  It is not you that sings, it is the Church that is singing, and you, as a member of the Church, may share in its song.  Thus all singing together that is right must serve to widen our spiritual horizon, make us see our little company as a member of the great Christian Church on earth, and help us willingly and gladly to join our singing, be it feeble or good, to the song of the Church.


Perhaps we just feel self-conscious in worshipping, because it is a strange activity to us.  As a culture, we do not sing as much as we used to, especially in public.  Anymore, the only time you hear large groups of people singing is during the seventh-inning stretch at Wrigley Field, when thirty-thousand people bellow, “Take Me Out To The Ball Game”!


We can remedy that for ourselves by making worship a regular part of our lives.  As George Mallone comments, 

The unique aspect of congregational worship is not that we do something different on a particular day, but that one day we do something together that we have done individually throughout the week.
 


As we become more comfortable with the practice of worship ourselves, we might feel more comfortable as we worship together.

A Call to Humble Reverence


The tone of the psalm changes dramatically in verses 6 and 7,

Come, let us bow down in worship, let us kneel before the Lord our Maker; for he is our God and we are the people of his pasture, the flock under his care.
The joyful singing gives way to the more solemn acts of worship, such as bowing down and kneeling before God.
  Heartfelt rejoicing turns to humble reverence.


Reverence is shown in the posture of the worshipper.  The word rendered “worship,” means literally “to bow down or prostrate oneself before anyone in order to do him homage, or reverence.”
  In ancient times, whenever one entered the presence of a king, he or she would bow low to the floor.  How much more should we bow low before the God of the universe!


I am not suggesting that we replace pews with pads on the floor so that we can all lie down in church.  (Some people have a difficult time enough trying to stay awake during the sermon!)  The outward bearing reflects an inward attitude of humility, respect, and reverence.  Remember, “man looks on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart” (1Sa 16:7).


In addition to a change of attitude, these verses also shift in the view of God.  Not only the God whom we worship as the true God, but One who has revealed himself to us as our God.
  It is one thing to say, “Great is the Lord,” and quite another to say, “Great is my Lord.”  Worship ought to be very personal.


This personal approach should not, though, become too familiar.  Addressing the Lord God Almighty as “the Man upstairs” demonstrates a lack of humble reverence which we should have.  Yes, God is our Father, but I would never think of addressing my earthly father by his first name or a nickname.  (I was, of course, raised before the era of Bart Simpson!)  Our relationship with God ought to balance intimacy with respect.


At some point in the worship service, each one of us ought to sense that we are alone with God.  Perhaps during the Lord’s Supper or the song service or the prayer time, we ought to block out everything going on around us, forget about the person beside, behind, or in front of us, and concentrate all of our attention on God.


Occasionally a person praying might ask for God to be present in the midst.  This is an unfortunate misconception:  We need not ask for God to be present in our midst—He already is—but we need to ask that our eyes be opened to see Him.

A Call to Holy Response


When we do encounter God, acknowledging Him as the Creator and Sustainer of the universe as well as our personal Savior and Heavenly Father, we are called to a holy response.  Picking up partway through verse seven through the remainder of the psalm:

Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts as you did at Meribah, as you did that day at Massah in the desert, where your fathers tested and tried me, though they had seen what I did. For forty years I was angry with that generation; I said, “They are a people whose hearts go astray, and they have not known my ways.” So I declared on oath in my anger, “They shall never enter my rest.” 


The activity changes from praising God to listening to God.  So much of our worship concentrates on what we say and do that we often fail to listen to what God wants to say to us.  I am not suggesting that God will audibly speak through the sound system; the Lord speaks to us through His Word, the Bible.  “To worship is to listen to the word of God, the voice of God.”
 


“Listening” may seem to us to be a passive activity, but that is not the meaning here.  In the ancient Hebrew language, ince bª shaama` signifies not merely to hear, but to hear obediently.
  To listen and not obey was simply unthinkable in those days.  (We follow the same logic when we yell to our children, “Are you listening to me?!”  Of course they can hear us, but their hearing is not accompanied by action, so we question whether they are listening at all.)


Worship, then, calls for a holy response.  We are to submit to the Lord with obedient hearts—a bent knee is not enough.  This does not in any way diminish the role of faith in the Christian life.  We are not trying to earn God’s favor by our actions.  But true Christianity can be described as “the obedience of faith.”
 


I like Matthew Henry’s comments on this text, 

The latter part of this psalm, which begins in the middle of a verse, is an exhortation to those who sing gospel psalms to live gospel lives, and to hear the voice of God’s word; otherwise, how can they expect that he should hear the voice of their prayers and praises?


What happens when we do not?  God says that He was “angry” with the Israelites who refused to respond in obedience to His voice.  Actually, the original term is better translated, “disgusted.”
  This attitude is revealed in Malachi 1:10, 

“Oh, that one of you would shut the temple doors, so that you would not light useless fires on my altar! I am not pleased with you,” says the LORD Almighty, “and I will accept no offering from your hands.”


“Going through the motions” of Sunday worship is not pleasing to God!  If our hearts are not involved, we are wasting our time.  And if we keep going to church week in and week out, month in and month out, year in and year out, without any hint of change in our lives, then we are not worshipping.  “God is concerned that none of us should worship him endlessly but remain unchanged.”

In the pages of Scripture, every person who experienced the presence of God was never the same afterward.  Their lives changed dramatically.  If we claim to worship God on a regular basis, yet our lives are never transformed into the image of Christ, then we are not truly worshipping.  As Accardy concludes,  

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.


Psalm 95 calls us to worship God by acknowledging who He is.  We do that through heartfelt rejoicing, humble reverence, and holy response.  Come, let us worship!
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