Worthwhile Worship #5

“Spectator Spirituality”

Ezekiel 33:30-32
Today is a holy day for millions of people.  It happens every year, always on a Sunday, though it is not Easter or Christmas or any other commemoration of a biblical event.  Nearly 75,000 will pack into Dolphin Stadium in Miami to witness Super Bowl XLI.  An estimated ninety million people in this country and millions more from around the world will watch on television or listen on radio as the Indianapolis Colts and the Chicago Bears vie for the NFL championship.  Thirty-second commercials will cost sponsors 2.6 million dollars each.

All of this proves a simple point: America has become a spectator society. We are willing to pay billions of dollars every year to watch others perform, whether on the picture screen, the playing field, or the concert stage. We can enjoy another person’s efforts and talents without expending any of our own. We can be entertained without being involved. It is so much easier to pay at the gate and watch other people do the work.
This spectator mentality has crept into the church as well. Many churches are filled with people who come to worship services basically to be entertained. They will place their money in the basket, occasionally turn to the hymn that is announced (a few brave souls even sing!), and if the pastor can keep their inter​est for thirty or forty minutes, they will complement him on their way out. Now with Christian radio and television broad​casts, a person can enjoy a full church service from the comfort of his or her living room. Don’t like the special music? Just hit the “mute” button on the remote! Don’t like the sermon? Just change channels! It’s so much easier to sit back and watch others worship! Spectator spirituality: entertained but not involved.

Andrew Murray, a pastor in South Africa over a century ago, wrote about this attitude:
What a terrible delusion to be content with, to delight in hearing the Word, and yet not do it. And how prevalent the sight of multitudes of Christians listening to the Word of God most regularly and earnest​ly, and yet not doing it! If a servant were to hear and not do, how quickly judg​ment, would be given, And yet, so complete is the delusion, that Christians never realize they are not living good Christian lives.

More recently, there is a Christian song that fits this attitude perfectly:
Something is happening, and everyone knows it’s not meant to be,
People are coming like never before just to listen to me.
Now I’m not the one who can judge them—a man only knows what he sees—

They applaud what I say and they do whatever they please.
Filled with emotion and tears in their eyes they recite every word,
“Love one another as much as yourself,” but has anyone heard?

Giving their lives for their money and leaving their friendships behind 

Everyone plays a charade but they don’t seem to mind.
“You’re just a beautiful 1ove song in the night
Nobody wants you to tell them wrong from right.”
They just come to hear me play—it doesn’t matter what I say.
“You’re just a beautiful love song in the night.”
I tell them their hearts are rebellious,
They’re running away like a child
All of them hear what they want and they leave with a smile.
For a long time I thought that song simply reflected the frustration of a Christian musician who wanted to be more than just an entertainer.  Then I read a passage from Ezekiel that will be our text today. In chapter 33, the prophet receives the following from the Lord in verses 30-32,
As for you, son of man, your countrymen are talking together about you by the walls and at the doors of the houses, saying to each other, “Come and hear the message that has come from the Lord.” My people come to you, as they usually do, and sit before you to listen to your words, but they do not put them into practice. With their mouths they express devotion, but their hearts are greedy for unjust gain. Indeed, to them you are nothing more than one who sings love songs with a beautiful voice and plays an instrument well, for they hear your words but do not put them into practice [niv].

You see, spectator spirituality is nothing new. In Old Testament days, just as in New Testament times and throughout history, some people have looked to religion as leisure. As one commenta​tor writes, “Ours is not the only age that treats God’s spokesmen as if they are public entertainment.”

An Apparent Interest

The first aspect of this “spectator spirituality” is an apparent interest. On the surface, Ezekiel’s ministry was eliciting a response from the people. Notice how his countrymen were acting toward him; they were talking about him all over the area, and they were coming regularly to hear him speak. If he were a pastor today, he would have large gatherings on Sunday morning. Perhaps he would have a radio or television ministry that reached many more households. He was a very popular preacher.
This was not always the case for Ezekiel. He had acted out many of his prophecies as visible parables for the people, The Lord had called him to perform some strange activities in the past, and certainly he had been written off by a lot of the exiles as a fanatic or a lunatic. But now he had quite an audi​ence. He was the talk of the town.
Our own age is very simi1ar to Ezekie1’s. Church attendance is still rather high, and the popularity of television and radio ministries is also great. Tape minis​tries in many churches are used extensively by people who “can’t get enough” on Sunday mornings.
The apostle Paul spoke of such times in his last letter, Second Timothy. One of the themes of this book is the “last days,” which encompasses the period of time between Christ’s ascension and His return to earth.
Paul instructs Timothy in 2 Timothy 4:2, “Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke, encourage—with great patience and careful instruc​tion.” Certainly this is fitting a young man in the ministry. But do not miss the reasoning behind Paul’s words as found in verse three, “For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great numbers of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear.”
Mark the words, “to suit their own desires.” This brings us to our second point that Ezekiel had to learn about the spiritu​ality of his people.
An Applauding Inactivity

On the surface it might have seemed to the prophet that his countrymen were quite spiritual. After all, they were coming to hear him speak the Word of the Lord, and they were certainly moved by his preaching, as verse 31 says, “with their mouths they express devotion.” But there was something hollow to their worship; it was marked by an applauding inactivity.
The Lord points out the source of this shallow spirituality in the next line of verse 31: “their hearts are greedy for unjust gain.” In a word, selfishness. The motivating factor behind their attendance and their words of devotion were not pure and true, but insincere and false. As John Taylor writes, “[The people’s] receptivity to the Word of God was distorted by the inner feeling of ‘what is there in this for me?’”

Jesus faced this same situation in His earthly ministry.  At times He was extremely popular.  Many people thronged to see and hear Him—especially after He had performed an amazing miracle.  In John chapter six, following the miracle of feeding five thousand with a small lunch, the people wanted to make Jesus their king.  Later they caught up with Him on the other side of the lake.  Look at what transpires in John 6:26-27,

Jesus answered, “I tell you the truth, you are looking for me, not because you saw miraculous signs but because you ate the loaves and had your fill. Do not work for food that spoils, but for food that endures to eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you. On him God the Father has placed his seal of approval.” 


Jesus saw right through their applause and favorable ratings to the heart of the issue: they were interested in what they could get for themselves.  Rather than basking in the popularity, Jesus challenged them to commitment.  Verse 66 reports the result: “From this time many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed him.”  When push came to shove, selfishness won out.

Whenever ulterior motives come into religion, that person’s faith ceases to be real. As Jesus said so pointedly in Matthew 6:24, “No man can serve two masters.” Unfortunately, these Jewish exiles of Ezekiel’s day were trying to get the best of both worlds—to please God and please self, though not necessari​ly in that order.
Is our age any different? Years ago Napoleon Hill hit the best-seller list with his book, Think and Grow Rich.  Nowadays you can find Joel Osteen’s book, “Your Best Life Now” at the top of the best-sellers list.  The popularity of the “Pros​perity Gospel” thrives despite the scandals surrounding several of these preachers. Years ago I saw hanging in the banner of a church this slogan: “The Key of Blessing; TITHING.” I am not demeaning tithing, but I wonder at the motivation behind that slogan. Am I giving to God so that He will give me back more? At that point, whom am I really serving?
Spectator spirituality is ultimately selfish spirituality. And at that point it is no longer spiritual. It is simply self​ishness masked in religious practices.
An Appalling Implication

Finally, we see spectator spirituality ending in a futile ministry. Twice in these three verses spoken to Ezekiel, the Lord says that the people “hear your words, but do not put them into practice,” No matter how well Ezekiel would speak, the message never really got through to his audience. In the words of the song mentioned earlier, “All of them hear what they want and they leave with a smile.” Stuart Briscoe writes,
If Ezekiel had ever been tempted to evalu​ate the effectiveness of his ministry by the size of the crowds he was drawing, the Lord was making sure he was saved from any such temptation in the future. The people were coming with great enthusiasm but even though they were making appreciative noises with their mouths, but their hearts were unchanged.

I have heard of missionaries who have ministered for years and years before they witnessed their first convert to Jesus Christ. I have also heard ministers in this country expressing their frustration at the futility of their ministry. One minister said of a former church, “It got to the point where the subject matter of my messages was meaningless. I could preach strong conviction, warm encouragement, or passionate motivation, and it elicited the exact same response.” And that response was: nothing.
As a minister I am constantly faced with the task of self-evaluation. The question, “How am I doing?” is seldom far from my mind. The easy, conventional method of measuring success is in numbers—how many were in church on Sunday, how many converts have we had in the last year, etc. Certainly this was not the guide for Ezekiel, and I am certain that it cannot be the guide of spiritual ministry. Instead, I am impressed with the words of Briscoe,
The effectiveness of anyone’s ministry is determined, from the human dimension, by the degree in which hard hearts are trans​formed, and from the divine dimension, by the degree in which the people through the ministry come to know that “I am the Lord.”
This applies to a much broader realm than simply the preach​er, though. Scripture is clear that ministry is the responsibil​ity of the entire congregation, and we must ask ourselves the question, “How are we doing as a church in fulfilling our mission?”
The answer to that will depend upon the degree of lordship we have entrusted to Christ. And the measurement of the lordship of Christ is the degree to which His word is put into practice in our daily lives. The stinging rebuke of Christ in Luke 6:46 is appropriate in this day as it was in His: “Why do you call me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do what I say?”
What is our answer to that question? Are we guilty of spectator spirituality? Are we coming to church to hear “beauti​ful love songs in the night” but not changing one iota in the way we live? Are we any different than the people of Ezekiel’s day?
I close with James 1:22-25. This apostle has the knack of saying things the way they are in no uncertain terms. He writes, 

Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like. But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it — he will be blessed in what he does [niv].

The best response to a sermon is not, “That was a fine message,” but “God has spoken to me; I must do something.”

Remember the banner I mentioned earlier church with the slogan, “The Key to Blessing: TITHING”? Perhaps that would be more accurate if it read, “The Key to Blessing: OBEDIENCE,”
But it’s so much easier to drop a check in watch everyone else do it….
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