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CHRISTIAN WORSHIP 
(Deuteronomy 12:1-7)

SUBJECT:  


F.C.F:  
PROPOSITION:   
INTRODUCTION:


A.  During the last few decades, the church in America has undergone a revolution, some would call it a war, a “worship war.” The revolution has had to do with the purpose and practice of Christian worship.  In this war, traditional worship was saddled with the cruelest insult possible in our present-day world.  Referring to church services, many pronounced the death sentence:  “Church is…boring.”  Could there be any more certain way to nail the church’s coffin shut than to pronounce her worship “boring”?  

B.  And so the scramble began somehow to enliven those boring church services.  The first avenue of advance was sought in the church’s music.  The staid, predictable, theology-laden psalms and hymns had to go in favor of the light, peppy, repetitive choruses, and eventually the more high- energy, pop songs of CCM, Contemporary Christian Music.  But the sermons of the biblical exposition variety also had to go, in favor of the more topical and psychological self-help messages such as you would hear from Dr. Laura or Dr. Phil.  It was hard to relate to sermons on the holiness of God or the atonement of Christ, but people were eager to learn of the newest innovation in coping with their problems or maximizing their potential.  If I am my favorite subject, then I really ought to be the focus of the worship service as well.  And if we mention God at all, it is to point out how God celebrates the wonder of me, how God can help me reach my dreams, or how God is my greatest cheerleader.  But make no mistake, the subject is me.  

C.  This is not to say that some churches really aren’t boring.  Many churches have lost the glory of God and his gospel and can offer nothing but a do-good, social action (boring) or a pharisaical legalism (boring).  Do-goodism and legalism are two varieties of another religion that often passes under the name of Christianity, but is really something different, moralism.  And even a gospel church’s worship will be boring to the unregenerate, and to lukewarm or cold believers.  But changing divine worship into a circus or sideshow or even a slick and sophisticated variety hour cannot sustain hungry hearts or slake our spiritual thirst.  Only true, covenant worship can satisfy the human soul, because it is only in that context that God really shows up to strengthen and bless his people.  Humanly-engineered spectacles will almost always get up a crowd, but God never visits them, except in judgment.  

D.  In our study of Deuteronomy we are in the largest section of the book, a commentary on the Ten Commandments that stretches from chapter 6 to chapter 26.  We have finished the exposition of the first commandment in chapters 6-11.  Now we consider the second commandment in just two chapters 12-13.  If the first commandment tells us the object of worship, the Lord God, the second commandment explains the manner of worship.  And in the opening verses of this section, 12:1-7, we learn that:  

I.  WORSHIP CANNOT BE DETERMINED BY 
THE CRAVINGS OF SINNERS.

II. WORSHIP IS ORDERED BY THE WORD OF 
GOD.

III. WORSHIP MUST BE THE RESPONSE OF 
JOYFUL GRATITUDE.  

I.  WORSHIP CANNOT BE DETERMINED BY THE CRAVINGS OF SINNERS.

A.  Some call this the “aesthetic” approach to worship.  From this perspective, the most important concern in worship has to do with personal taste.  Do I find it artistically pleasing or entertaining? It is worship according to referendum.  If the majority votes for this or that in worship, then it is so.  Practically speaking, much of the procedure in worship in America is determined this way:  people vote with their feet and seek out the style of worship that best fits their liking. 

B.  Yet God rejects this approach to worship.  Almighty God has the audacity to command his covenant people in the Old Testament to avoid this kind of worship according to personal taste.  Look with me at verses 1-4:  “1 “These are the statutes and rules that you shall be careful to do in the land that the LORD, the God of your fathers, has given you to possess, all the days that you live on the earth. 2  You shall surely destroy all the places where the nations whom you shall dispossess served their gods, on the high mountains and on the hills and under every green tree. 3  You shall tear down their altars and dash in pieces their pillars and burn their Asherim with fire. You shall chop down the carved images of their gods and destroy their name out of that place. 4  You shall not worship the LORD your God in that way.”  

C.  It may come as a shock to our contemporary, individualistic, self-centered, and democratic sensibilities, but God really doesn’t care what kind of worship practices we like.  What’s more, he declares that some worship practices are offensive to him.  Israel was about to take over a land where the people had been practicing worship according to personal taste for countless generations.  In fact, God hated their worship so much that he ordered his people to wipe them out, to exterminate them.  Judgment Day fell on them because they were worshiping in a way that they found pleasing.  And God warned his people not to follow their way, but to utterly destroy every trace of it.  That should give us pause in our thinking about worship.  


Quite possibly the most foolish experiment in the recent history of the church was conducted in the early 1970s by Robert Schuller, and repeated in the mid-1970s by his protégé, Bill Hybels.  Robert Schuller moved to Orange County, California with a mandate to plant a new church for the Reformed Church in America.  The problem was that he did not have a nucleus of Dutch Reformed people to start with.  So Schuller rang the doorbells of 3,500 homes in the area, not to share Christ, but to learn at the feet of the masters.  He asked unchurched or formerly churched people what kind of worship would appeal to them.  And then he created a church that sinners would like, a church service designed by the unregenerate, those who were hostile to God, the Garden Grove Community Church, commonly called the Crystal Cathedral.


Bill Hybels knowingly copied Schuller’s method in the affluent suburbs of Chicago.  He found that the unregenerate reported they did not attend church because of the following reasons:

1.  The church was always asking for money.

2.  I can’t relate to the music or messages.

3.  The church doesn’t meet my needs.

4.  The church services are predictable and boring.

5.  The church makes me feel guilty.  



So they created church services that never asked for offerings, with lightweight, pop music and therapeutic, me-centered messages geared to meet felt needs that, of course, rarely mentioned sin.  

After three decades of this experiment in “a new way of doing church,” with thousands of congregations aping their methods, they did a self-assessment that was nothing short of devastating.  Through aesthetic, entertaining worship, they had succeeded in creating a generation of pew potatoes who loved the show, but seldom translated it into any kind of Christian commitment.  It may be an overstatement, but the problem was that everybody showed up except God.  Humanly-engineered spectacles will almost always get up a crowd, but God never visits them, except in judgment.  They could have known that if they had bothered to read Deuteronomy, but apparently nobody did.  

The fact is that 

II. WORSHIP IS ORDERED BY THE WORD OF GOD.  


A.  The basic message of the second commandment is simply that God reserves the right to tell us how he wants to be worshiped, how we are to worship him.  Does it not make sense that if we are going to worship God, we ought first to consider how he wants to be worshipped?  Guys, let me suggest that if you are going to take your wife to a gun show for her birthday, you might first want to make sure that she really wants to go to a gun show, and that it wasn’t just your idea.  And likewise, the first question with respect to worship is not, “Will the congregation like this hymn, or song, or sermon, or order of worship?” but, “Will God like it?”  If your utmost goal in worship is to please people, or to attract people, or even to persuade people, then you are already violating the second commandment.  In fact, you are violating the first commandment as well, “You shall have no other gods before me.”  Any other goal before pleasing God in worship is idolatry.  

“5  But you shall seek the place that the LORD your God will choose out of all your tribes to put his name and make his habitation there. There you shall go, 6  and there you shall bring your burnt offerings and your sacrifices, your tithes and the contribution that you present, your vow offerings, your freewill offerings, and the firstborn of your herd and of your flock.”  God reserves the right to order worship according to his Word.  

B.  The main concern here is that in the Old Testament God established a certain place for worship.  One could pray at home and hear the word of God from your local, community Levite-pastor right in your hometown every Sabbath.  But true worship took place at the tabernacle, later temple, and every Jew was required to travel there several times each year for worship and sacrifice.  And, did you notice that offerings were not optional in worship, despite the fact that the unregenerate might not like them?  God reserves the right to order worship according to his Word.


C.  There is some flexibility in the New Testament with respect to worship, but the basic elements are all there and are required for worship.  Most basic is Word and Sacrament.  God’s Word is to be read and preached (and received in faith), and the Word is to be sealed by the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  To this we should add the prayers:  prayers of adoration, confession of sin, thanksgiving, and intercession.  We should include psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, as well as ascriptions of praise, declarations of faith and renewed loyalty to God, and the wholehearted offering of ourselves to God, concretely depicted through giving tithes and offerings.  


My in-laws told me of a worship service they attended on Father’s Day in which two fathers were selected at random, were given a battery powered leaf blower and a beach ball, and were urged to race from the back to the front of the auditorium, pushing the ball with the leaf blower.  The winner got to keep the leaf blower, and every dad received a free bottle of Dad’s root beer on their way out.  They’re fairly open-minded, but even they couldn’t believe it.  

God reserves the right to tell us how he wants to be worshiped.  He orders our worship according to his Word.  

But we also learn that…

III. WORSHIP MUST BE THE RESPONSE OF JOYFUL GRATITUDE.

A son woke up one Sunday morning and announced to his mom that he wasn’t going to church.  He complained, “The people there don’t like me, I don’t understand the services, and I just don’t enjoy it.”  His mother replied, “Oh, yes you are going to church, for three reasons.  First, because the people really do like you; second, because you should go to church every Sunday, and thirdly, because you’re the pastor.”  

A.  Worship must be the response of joyful gratitude.  “7  And there you shall eat before the LORD your God, and you shall rejoice, you and your households, in all that you undertake, in which the LORD your God has blessed you.”  God is not only concerned about the manner of our worship, but also the attitude of our worship.  

Suppose a husband approaches his wife on their first anniversary and says, “Well, Dear, I just want you to know that I am committed to you.  It’s hard to be your husband, I don’t really like you very much, and, quite frankly, I’m very disappointed being married to you.  But never fear, I’m a man of my word, and I am committed to you for the rest of my life.”  Do you think she would be encouraged by those words?  I think that if he’s going to say that he should be wearing a football helmet with a full face mask, because otherwise he’s going to get a black eye.  


B.  What message does it convey to almighty God when we say, “Oh no, Sunday again, and I have to go to church.  I hate it, but it’s my duty, so I’ll get it out of the way for another week and hope it doesn’t take too long”? To that kind of duty-bound, ungrateful worship, God has been known to say, “10 Oh that there were one among you who would shut the doors, that you might not kindle fire on my altar in vain! I have no pleasure in you, says the LORD of hosts, and I will not accept an offering from your hand. 11  For from the rising of the sun to its setting my name will be great among the nations, and in every place incense will be offered to my name, and a pure offering. For my name will be great among the nations, says the LORD of hosts…(14) For I am a great King, says the LORD of hosts, and my name will be feared among the nations.” (Malachi 1:10-14)
If we can find nothing in God for which to rejoice, then he’s not much of a God, and certainly is not worthy of our worship.  

C.  But let’s not forget that the derivation of the English word “worship” is a contraction of the larger word “worthship.”  Worship is recognizing the great worth of God.  And it’s in trying to calculate the worth of God that we begin to enter into the true spirit of worship.  What is God worth? What is the Maker of all things worth? (Certainly vastly more than the sum of all he has made!)  The Psalms help us greatly here, because many of the Psalmists, under the direction of the Holy Spirit, spent long hours pondering the great worth of God.  And it is because we have not done the same, that worship may seem boring to us.  When we do not approach God with any sense of joyful gratitude, then we need to rely on tricks and spectacles to start to gin up our emotions.  So if the music is loud and peppy enough, or the crowd is big and can generate a sense of excitement, or if the motivational speaker can tell enough warm, engaging, and humorous stories, then we get worked up into the mood.  
CONCLUSION


Last Sunday, late afternoon, I flipped on the radio and listened to a Christian speaker.  He spoke in a perfectly flat, monotone voice.  His subject was familiar ground to me:  the five points of Calvinism.  I thought to myself, “This is guaranteed to be dull.”  The speaker droned on addressing the fifth point, the preservation of the saints.  There were no jokes, no heart-warming stories, no raising and lowering of the voice.  But as he calmly (too calmly, I think) explained the glory of God who is able to keep us even when we are not terribly faithful, and especially when he began to recite the biblical promises with respect to the believer’s hope in Christ, my heart was warmed, and joy caught me by surprise.  He didn’t tell me anything I did not already know.  But he did remind me of many things I should have been holding onto and hoping in.  And I began to rejoice in the hope of glory in the gospel.  I began to thank God for the great privilege of being saved by his unfailing Son.  In short, I began to worship. 

Please understand, there was no loud music, no clever stories, no pulsing crowd, and no leaf blower, giveaway contest.  But the Word of God in the hands of the Spirit of God accomplished the work of God.  


Worship cannot be determined by our felt needs (that is, our sinful cravings) for the simple fact that we don’t really know what we need, nor do we instinctively worship God.  If that’s what we are following, then we will undoubtedly wind up worshiping self.  


Worship must be ordered by the Word of God. We should only be concerned with what pleases God in worship, for it is God we are worshiping. 


And our worship must be the response of joyful gratitude.  Anything less would not be worthy of the glory of God.  In fact, anything less is not worship.    
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