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WORSHIP IN THE SPLENDOR OF HOLINESS
(Psalm 96)

TEXT: 

SUBJECT:  



F.C.F:   
PROPOSITION:  

APPLICATION: 
INTRODUCTION:


A.  So what we’re doing on these first Sunday nights of 2009 is rehearsing once again the core callings and commitments of the church.  If we are to rise to the challenge of this opportune moment and be the church together, we need to recall who Christ calls us to be as the church and how we can best serve the Lord in our generation.  This is something like the annual State of the Union Address given by the President in which he most often takes assessment of where the nation has been and proposes plans for the year to come.  

B.  Our church divides its work under five headings.  Last time we considered our calling to fellowship and congregational care.  This time we take up the central subject of worship.  Above all, the church is called to be a worshipping community.  Our Scripture is Psalm 96, which is an extended call to and examination of worship:  


“1 Oh sing to the LORD a new song;  sing to the LORD, all the earth! 2  Sing to the LORD, bless his name;  tell of his salvation from day to day. 3  Declare his glory among the nations,  his marvelous works among all the peoples! 4  For great is the LORD, and greatly to be praised;  he is to be feared above all gods. 5  For all the gods of the peoples are worthless idols,  but the LORD made the heavens. 6  Splendor and majesty are before him;  strength and beauty are in his sanctuary. 7  Ascribe to the LORD, O families of the peoples,  ascribe to the LORD glory and strength! 8  Ascribe to the LORD the glory due his name;  bring an offering, and come into his courts! 9  Worship the LORD in the splendor of holiness;  tremble before him, all the earth!

    10  Say among the nations, “The LORD reigns!  Yes, the world is established; it shall never be moved;  he will judge the peoples with equity.” 11  Let the heavens be glad, and let the earth rejoice;  let the sea roar, and all that fills it; 12  let the field exult, and everything in it!  Then shall all the trees of the forest sing for joy 13  before the LORD, for he comes,  for he comes to judge the earth.  He will judge the world in righteousness,  and the peoples in his faithfulness.”
I.  WHAT IS WORSHIP?


A.  In his book, Knowing Christianity, J.I. Packer reminds us that “worship” is a contraction of the word “worthship,” which means “to ascribe worth” or “to acknowledge value.”  It is to acknowledge and ascribe to God the great value of who he is.  This is what it means to glorify God, not to make God glorious, but to reflect or declare his glory.  


Packer writes that the Bible views glorifying God as a “sixfold activity:

(1)  Praising God for all that he is and all his achievements.

(2)  Thanking him for his gifts and goodness to us.

(3)  Asking him to meet our own and others’ needs.

(4)  Offering him our gifts, our service, and ourselves.

(5)  Learning of him from his Word, read and preached, and obeying his voice.

(6)  Telling others his ‘worth’ by public confession and testimony to what has been done for us.” 


In shorthand, he summarizes these elements of worship as (1) Lord, you are wonderful; (2) Thank you, Lord; (3) Please, Lord; (4)  Take this, Lord; (5) Yes, Lord; and (6) Listen, everybody.  We see all of these elements in our Psalm 96.  


B.  But we should also recall that God is to be both the subject and object of worship.  What do we mean?  By saying that God is to be the subject of worship, we mean that the substance of our worship is to be God himself, who he is, every aspect of his greatness and perfections, what he has done, what he commands, the gifts he offers, and how we may rightly know and respond to him.  Some people complain that worship does not seem “practical” or “relevant.”  What they often mean is that worship is not directly about them as the subject.  They are used to most every other aspect of life being about them.  Much of life is calculated to cause us to think much about ourselves and to think much of ourselves.  This is rightly called “self-worship,” and our culture is absolutely full of it.  Biblical worship is one of the few times in life when we are (or should be) called to think much about God and to think much of God.  So when people sometimes complain that worship seems “impractical or irrelevant” it’s because Christian worship is like no other activity in life.  


But God is also to be the object of worship.  And what this means is that worship should not only be “about” God but should also be “to” God.  Christian worship differs from a lecture or a motivational talk or a dramatic presentation largely because the unseen and all-important host and guest in worship is God himself.  Our worship is to be the expression of our covenant relationship with God as the people of God.  God calls us to worship, speaks to us in worship, forgives and restores us in worship, commands us in worship and blesses us in worship.  And we respond by praising, thanking, confessing, asking, listening, and committing ourselves to him.  It is a covenant relationship.     


C.  Some have noted that “all of life is worship.”  By this they mean (rightly) that we are not simply to worship God on Sunday and ignore him the rest of the week, but that we are to enjoy our covenant relationship with God every day and each day praise, thanks, confess, ask, listen, and respond.  But this can be misunderstood to mean that everything we do every day (showering, cooking, going to work, brushing our teeth, reading the newspaper) is an act of worship.  While we are to worship God every day, there is a day that is set aside for corporate, formal worship.


So worship is the corporate expression and celebration of our covenant relationship with God in which he calls, forms, and blesses us, and we respond in faithful love and obedient service.  


So next we need to ask the question, 
II. WHY WORSHIP?


A. We could answer this question, why worship, in two basic ways.  One answer understands the question in purely mercenary terms, “What advantage is there in worshiping God?” or “What’s in it for me?” And the answer is “much.”  The personal advantages of worship are beyond calculation, an infinite benefit, if you could measure the advantage of the eternal joys of heaven verses the everlasting torments of hell.  


B.  But a far better way to understand this is to acknowledge that it is right to worship God and then examine the reasons why we must worship God.  Worshiping God is right, it is fitting, it is proper, and the only reasonable response to him.  That would mean than not worshiping God is wrong, it is unseemly, improper, and outrageous.  God must be worshipped, not only because you will be judged and condemned if you do not, but because it is right.  


I have witnessed the births of all three of my children.  I have to tell you that in each instance, my heart was in my throat and very rare tears welled up in my eyes.  I was witnessing what I would call a miracle and receiving a priceless and dearly sought and prayed for gift from God.  For me NOT to respond with soaring joy would have been just wrong.  It’s not that someone would have convicted me of a crime, but it would have been a crime against all reason for me to treat those events casually.  Do you see the point?


What if there were a being so utterly glorious that there would be no comparison, that there would be no words to fully describe him?  The Bible tells us in words that there is such a glorious Being.  It would be unthinkable not to worship him.  It would be an outrage, an unparalleled offense to withhold worship to that Being, to treat him as less than he is.  


C.  We hear clear echoes of this perspective in our Psalm: “1 ¶  Oh sing to the LORD a new song;  sing to the LORD, all the earth! 2  Sing to the LORD, bless his name;  tell of his salvation from day to day. 3  Declare his glory among the nations,  his marvelous works among all the peoples!” (Now here’s the big question:  Why?) “4  For great is the LORD, and greatly to be praised;  he is to be feared above all gods. (So he is great in his being.  And there is nothing with which to compare him.)  5  For all the gods of the peoples are worthless idols,  but the LORD made the heavens. 6  Splendor and majesty are before him;  strength and beauty are in his sanctuary. 7  Ascribe to the LORD, O families of the peoples,  ascribe to the LORD glory and strength! (Why should we do this?)  8  Ascribe to the LORD the glory due his name; (Do you see it there?) bring an offering, and come into his courts! 9  Worship the LORD in the splendor of holiness;  tremble before him, all the earth!”

D.  Let’s go back and ask the psalmist the other question:  “What’s in it for me?”  How does he answer that question?  The point is that he doesn’t answer it at all.  He seems offended at that question.  The closest he comes to answering it is to warn of what will happen if we do not worship this glorious God:  “Then shall all the trees of the forest sing for joy 13  before the LORD, for he comes,  for he comes to judge the earth.  He will judge the world in righteousness, and the peoples in his faithfulness.”

Why worship?  To not worship would be truly outrageous!
 
So then we must ask
III. HOW TO WORSHIP?


A.  And we could answer this in two ways, as Psalm 96 does, focusing on the activity of worship but also on our attitude of worship.  As for the activity of worship, we should say that it includes such practices as “sing, bless, declare, ascribe, bring an offering, worship, and say.”  The activity of worship is communication to and about God for his greatness and glory.  


But the attitude, our demeanor in worship, is just as important.  We are to “tremble, rejoice, and exult.”  We are not only to sing, but to “sing for joy.” Worship is in the active, not the passive voice.  


B.  Perhaps because of the way that the church service is laid out and the worship sanctuary is structured, we are tempted to think of worship in a passive sense.  It appears that we are in a theater of sorts.  There is the stage where the show takes place, and there is the section for the audience (literally “hearers:” audience comes from “audio”).  Now we know how to behave at a show or a play.  We are to sit back and take it in, to receive it passively.  We are to let it affect us if we want to, and we are to assess it critically afterward, (“What did you think of the show?”).  


But you notice that all of the verbs in this psalm are in the active imperative voice.  In other words, they all call us to do something.  And even in the times in worship when we receive God’s Word and his gifts, these are to be actively received.  So, worship is to be done actively.       



C. Our Lord Jesus declared that the greatest commandment is to love the Lord your God with all your heart and soul and mind and strength.  Certainly our worship must be given with our all in this same way.

1.  We are to worship with all our heart and soul.  We are to be fully engaged in worship from the center of our being.  Worship cannot be a mere mental exercise since we are to “tremble, rejoice, and exult.”  So true worship must engage and involve the affections.  


2.  We must worship God with all our mind, as well.  Worshiping God with your mind is worshiping with understanding.  We must know who God is, why he is so glorious, what he has done for us, and what are the basic elements of worship.  Our worship must make sense.  It must be an expression of our covenant relationship that covers the fullness and richness of who God is, what he has done, and what he has promised us.  While worship is certainly more than a rational activity, it is also certainly not less.  I believe it is by the renewing of our minds that we grow in worshiping God.  The more you know God in his greatness and immensity, the more you understand the depths of his love for us on the cross, the more you realize the great privilege of what he promises us, the more truly you can appreciate God and “Ascribe to the LORD the glory due his name.”  If you don’t know his glory, you cannot ascribe to him what is due his name.  


3.  We must worship God with all our strength.  Worship should tire us out a bit.  We should be expending energy as we actively sing, bless, ascribe, worship, tremble, say, rejoice, and exult.  We are to spend ourselves in worship as we offer ourselves to God, for it is only right.  There is a glory that is “due his name,” and it calls for us to be fully engaged in worship, with all our heart and soul and mind and strength.  
CONCLUSION


All this calls for us to prepare for worship, to come to worship prepared.  Now it’s your turn.  What are some ways that we can prepare to worship God?

Well- rested,   
sins confessed and repented of,   
PRAYED FOR PASTOR
read hymns and Scriptures beforehand, 

review thoughts from last week, 
humbled yourself, 

ready with a view of God’s glory for which to praise 
and his mercy for which to thank, 

prepared to make an offering, 
prepared to recommit self as a living sacrifice.  

Let me close with a final word from J.I. Packer:  “So come and worship!  Reality, as distinct from formality, in worship brings vitality to Christians and churches as nothing else does.  Worship is in any case a rehearsal for heaven, and what can be more important than that?  An epitaph for a Puritan contained the line, ‘Heaven was in him, before he was in heaven.’  If we give ourselves to worship, there will be grounds for saying that of us too.”   
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