1001-10A


                        


UNDERSTANDING DIVINE WORSHIP
(Isaiah 6:1-13)
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F.C.F:  
PROPOSITION:  
INTRODUCTION:

A.  One of the unhelpful consequences of the decline of the church in America over the past several decades has been the revision of our understanding of the purpose and practice of divine worship.  Worship has been reinterpreted.  It is no longer a meeting between almighty God and his faithful people in which he renews his covenant with us and gives us his gifts, and we adore him and respond with joyful gratitude.  Now worship is a talent show, a stage performance, a comedy routine, and/or music concert—in a word, worship has become entertainment.  I’m not talking about the difference between so-called “high church” and “low church” worship, the formal and solemn versus the more spontaneous and free expression of adoration to God.  This “new way of doing church” has a completely different purpose.  Its sole intent is to draw a crowd, and to do so by providing a show or performance to be experienced, much like a cinema or stage presentation.  


B.  I found an example of this mindset in my hometown newspaper.  Several years ago, a group of religious entrepreneurs created an entertainment-oriented church near my hometown, in a small city of about 30,000 people.  The “lead pastor” has no theological training whatsoever, only a keen ability to motivate and manage people.  This “church” has now expanded to six “campuses,” one near Colorado Springs where the founding pastor has now moved.  The other five campuses simply play reruns of the lead pastor’s motivational speeches.  That along with a band and perhaps a skit or two is what passes for “worship” among these groups, and the result is astonishing growth in terms of numbers.  An interview with one of the local campus pastors is what caught my eye.  He was describing the opening of a new facility in a nearby, small town.  The article mentioned the “stage where the church members can perform” and the various services that were held for the different members of the family (families do not worship together).  But the line that demonstrated the worship-as-entertainment mindset most clearly was this:  “[With our new facility] (w)e will be able to produce a similar service like you would have to go to Rockford [a nearby city] to see.”  So there it is:  worship is a production that people go to “see.”  


C.  But is that worship?  Unfortunately this reinterpretation of worship as entertainment has been with us for about a full generation now so that the vast majority of church-goers today have no personal understanding of Christian worship, and true worship may seem as strange to them as would a walk on the bottom of the sea.  So today I want to review the purpose and practice of divine worship.  

The famed British writer, Rudyard Kipling explained his method for investigating and reporting on some subject:  



I have six faithful serving men

They taught me all I knew


Their names are What and Why and When


And How and Where and Who.   

So let’s put Kipling’s “serving men” to work and ask the “who, what, when, where, how, and why” questions of worship.  If it’s not about entertainment, what is it?

We consider first, 
I.  THE “WHO” OF WORSHIP.

A.  In the entertainment church, the “who” of worship is you (singular) and god, and always in that order.  You (singular) are the real focus. Oh, there are lots of other people around, but they are only there help build excitement and to convince you that this church is important.  In the entertainment church, it’s really all about you (singular).  That’s why they try so hard to keep you entertained with your kind of music, and with topics that are of interest to you, usually some way of maximizing your personal potential.  There are performers on the stage, but they are really focusing on you and your felt needs. 

Now because it purports to be a church, the entertainment church has to make some reference to god.  And the god of the entertainment church is normally relegated to the position of personal assistant.  In the worst cases, god is a force for you to plug into through prayer or meditation or good behavior, a force you can use to attain your goals.  More commonly, god is your cheerleader.  He’s just as amazed as you about how wonderful you are, and he’s always at the ready to support you at your beck and call.  He just can’t wait to make your dreams come true, but make no mistake, it’s all about you.    
And the underlying, unspoken motive that the entertainment church never challenges in its customers, but rather continually strengthens and reinforces, is “what’s in it for me?”  In this model, you are a consumer, and the entertainment church is providing a product to meet your felt needs.  And every first-year marketing student knows that to sell any product you must first cultivate a demand for that product.  The entertainment church will only exist as long as people are thinking about themselves, their felt needs and cravings, “what’s in it for me?” That way the entertainment church will have a steady market for what it provides:  amusement and personal fulfillment.  The entertainment church needs you to keep thinking about yourself and your desires.  

B.  In the Bible worship is something quite different.  “1 In the year that King Uzziah died I saw the Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up; and the train of his robe filled the temple. 2 Above him stood the seraphim. Each had six wings: with two he covered his face, and with two he covered his feet, and with two he flew. 3 And one called to another and said:  “Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of hosts;  the whole earth is full of his glory!” 4 And the foundations of the thresholds shook at the voice of him who called, and the house was filled with smoke.”  I know that Isaiah 6 is not describing a typical worship service, but it does portray a real meeting with God.  And in this genuine meeting with God the terms are very different from the entertainment church model.  


What do we learn about Isaiah in that description?  Not much.  What do we know about his felt needs?  Again, not much.  It’s not about Isaiah.  There is one clue:  King Uzziah has died.  Uzziah started out as a good king, but pride brought him down.  If anything, Isaiah was filled with disappointment at the utter failure of human leadership.  As we will see, he had a very low view of human potential.  Rather the absorbing focus is on God himself! And that is always the case with biblical worship.  Worship is a meeting between God and his faithful people, and the meeting always centers on God.  


And you can see how true worship will destroy the entertainment church.  In biblical worship, people are focusing on God and his purposes and not self-help or personal fulfillment.  If biblical worship catches on, the market for the goods and services provided by the entertainment church will dry up completely.  


That’s the “who” of worship. Let’s consider:
II. THE WHAT OF WORSHIP.


A.  Of course the name of the game for the entertainment church is entertainment.  The newspaper article mentioned the “stage where church members can perform.”  So in the entertainment church, the “what” of worship is that it must be a show, a performance, a stage-presentation intended to amuse the audience. But, and here’s the rub, it must be even more entertaining the next time or the consumers won’t come back.  So if you had clowns and trained poodles this week, then you must have fire-eaters and tigers the next.  

And eventually this will all collapse for two reasons.  On the one hand, the show will plateau.  The entertainment church’s ability to hold people’s attention is limited.  Just think about how long it takes people to pick out a video in the movie rental store.  After you’ve seen enough, you become quite selective.  But this is especially true with the limited resources that hamstring most churches.  Like Isaiah, people will eventually become weary and jaded by a misplaced trust in human ability, whether it is to lead or to amuse.  

The other reason is more serious—hungry hearts can never be satisfied by entertainment.  Human amusements are a finite attempt to fill an infinite need, a need that only God himself can satisfy.  Jesus alone is the Bread of Life; religious entertainment is only sweetened sawdust, empty calories that will eventually lead to spiritual sickness and death.  The only possible end for religious consumers is disillusionment.  As someone has noted, these entertainment churches offer god-lite:  “tastes great, less saving.”

B.  Once again we find that biblical worship is something quite different.  Biblical worship is a meeting between God and his people, the terms of which are set by God himself in his Word.  It is not intended to amuse, but to display God’s glory and mercy, to grace and bless his people with his good gifts, and to call them to respond with loyalty and love.  The focus again is on the God who is so great that his glory fills the temple, that angelic beings forever laud his holiness and praise his glory, and the earth trembles in his presence.  


You will notice that Isaiah was certainly not amused when he met with God, but neither was he bored.  He was, in fact, terrified.  “5  And I said: “Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the LORD of hosts!” And God in mercy provided for his need with the gift of forgiveness and reconciliation.  “6 Then one of the seraphim flew to me, having in his hand a burning coal that he had taken with tongs from the altar. 7 And he touched my mouth and said: “Behold, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away, and your sin atoned for.”   The result was that God spoke, and Isaiah heard him and responded.  “8 And I heard the voice of the Lord saying, “Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?” Then I said, “Here am I! Send me.”

And by the way there is no indication that this is what Isaiah wanted to do.  Rather God called him to do it.  It was not so much about God fulfilling Isaiah’s dream, but about Isaiah responding to God’s call and purposes.

Already we see a kind of structure to biblical worship.  God comes to meet with his people and is adored for his glory.  The people confess their sinfulness and unworthiness, and God takes the initiative to bring forgiveness and reconciliation.  Then God speaks, declares, and commands, as is his right as our Maker.  And his people listen and respond appropriately.  There is a pattern of dialogue; God speaks, and his people respond.  It isn’t a show.  God is not there to entertain us like some swaggering celebrity.  And we are not there to entertain God like a troupe of trained monkeys.  God loves us.  He knows what we need—to adore his beauty and rest in his mercy—and he calls us to cease from our worldly pursuits one day in seven and to find our strength and rest in him.  


That brings us to 

III. THE “WHEN” OF WORSHIP.  


A.  When we examine the “when” of worship in the entertainment church, we find that they once again tip their hand and demonstrate the self-centeredness of their program.  In the entertainment church, the “when” of worship is determined (as is every other detail) according to the convenience of the consumers.  Since Sunday morning is still relatively uncluttered, Sunday morning is the appointed hour.  Make no mistake, Sunday is not selected because it happens to be the Lord’s Day, the one day in seven appointed for Christian worship in honor of our Lord’s resurrection from the dead.  Sunday morning is chosen because it is convenient.  
This is clearly demonstrated by the fact that the worship “experiences” for youth (jr. high and high school) are on Saturday evenings and Sunday evenings (young people tend to like to sleep in).  Sunday mornings are not terribly convenient for them.  So Mom and Dad and the little kids have their separate “experiences” on Sunday morning, while the older kids go in the evenings.  


You notice that the when of worship in the entertainment church is not determined by Christian tradition, nor by the commands of almighty God in the Bible, nor even by what’s ultimately best for the people involved.  Who would seriously argue that a family is better off when they all go their separate ways and have their separate worship experiences instead of the when the whole family worships together?  But the main concern in the entertainment church is not really the health of the family, but drawing a crowd.  And those parents who want to be entertained in worship would be less entertained with their restless children sitting by them.  How much more convenient it is for them to send their kids off to be entertained by the kinds of experiences that they would find amusing.  

B.  As you might imagine, the Bible has a different approach to the “when” of worship.  To distinguish themselves from the Jewish religion, the early Christians began to worship on the first day of the week (Sunday), calling it the “Lord’s Day” to honor our Lord Jesus’ resurrection from the dead.  We continue this New Testament pattern.  God commands us to set aside one day in seven for our benefit.  We are to work hard and finish up our tasks on the other six days, and then we are to spend the whole day on Sunday in his worship and service.  This church wisely offers worship in the morning and evening as “bookends” to the Lord’s Day, reminding us that the whole day is the Lord’s and not just an hour on Sunday morning.  
CONCLUSION



Biblical worship will be interesting and engaging to God’s people, but it is not entertainment.  The focus of worship is not on people and their self-centered, felt needs for personal improvement, but on the only true subject, upon God himself and his incomparable greatness and glory.  Non-Christians are welcome to observe and even join in, but they are never to be the focus.  That’s because worship is not a show or a performance, but a solemn meeting which God calls with his faithful people in which we celebrate is goodness and mercy to us, and we receive his gifts of grace.  Worship is not “whenever it is most convenient in our schedule,” but it is the centerpiece of the Lord’s Day, a whole day we set aside to honor our Lord and Savior, Jesus the Christ, and his rising from the dead in power and majesty as the true Lord of heaven and earth.   

If you haven’t already guessed it this is not an entertainment church.  We really have no interest in amusing you for an hour.  If that’s what you want, then we would instead direct your attention to cable television.  Cable TV will do a very good job of holding your interest for a while with round the clock shows about ultimately irrelevant things.  


But if you want to meet with God, we are very serious about doing that, and we firmly believe that God will meet with us together by his grace and promise.  This is what we believe to be our deepest and truest longing and need, to meet with God as he directs us.  But even more, this is what we firmly believe is good and fitting and proper and right.  
(
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