Worship- what’s it all about?

Intro:  This morning I’ve come to talk about something that God has put on some of our hearts.  Since Coming to North Central a couple of years back, there have been some great discussions about this thing we call worship.  

In preparing this talk I was thinking of the best place to start, with so many great ideas from so many passionate people all them valid and topical I began to feel a little daunted.  So after a while I began to realise that the best starting place for all of us, is finding out what God has to say about worship.  

It puts us on a level pegging.  Finding God’s perspective is important, as we need to protect ourselves from our own opinions at this stage. I’m not saying our opinions are not important, just that it’s not the best start.

It’s a guarantee that if anything is going to divide a church its worship.  There is an old saying…if you want to split a church start a choir!  

Rather unsurprisingly the best place to find God’s perspective is the Bible. 

So I assumed like any good student that this would help in putting it all together.  However, because the Bible doesn’t give us a definition of worship …we are still left with a similar issue. 

If I now have to interpret what worship means, I’m therefore left with two questions…what is the best way of interpreting, and how can I be sure that I’ve got the right interpretation? 

Notice how much I’ve already started thinking about my views, how do I interpret what worship means, how can I be sure that this is the right interpretation? Rather than finding out what God says before I’ve even started!!!


So I’m going to start with an apology as this talk about worship has evolved into something more along the lines of a study in interpretation.  Yet I remain totally convinced that if we want to study worship properly we have to start with understanding the Bible. Why?

Well the reasons for this are simple, firstly the Bible is our main source in understanding God, our understanding of God will affect the way we worship.
Repeat.

A stark example of this was in ancient Mesopotamia, the contemporaries of the ancient Hebrews had a faulty view of God in so far as they worshipped their own gods, with their fertility cults their practise of worship ended with orgies, rape, and child sacrifice. 

Therefore the better we understand the Bible, the better we will understand God, the better our worship will become.
Repeat.

If we don’t start with a biblical perspective we are in danger of making it all up, therefore turning worship into something it isn’t and wholly unsuitable for God. 

So the Bible is the most reliable way of finding out who God is, and what His perspective is.

Any Questions?

So today is really setting the scene:

· How we interpret the Bible with the view that we will understand God better.
· This will protect us from turning worship into something it isn’t.   
· How God was understood throughout the Bible…essentially the same aim.
· Who God is/ Gods’ nature and Character  (expressed through God, Son and Holy Spirit) because…
· Knowing who God is…will affect our worship and answer our questions about worship.
Our World Views 

How do we interpret?  We should all be aware that interpreting anything is always filtered through our own unique world views or what I call filters.  These filters are largely a result of our upbringing, our experiences, our relationships basically our experience of life thus far.  It is these world views, that have brought us here today…We are here because we believe certain things, or because we wish to develop our world views.

Identifying our world views is important,  perhaps the best way of doing this is seeing how we spend our time, our jobs, our families, our hobbies these all help identify who we are as people, and what we value. 

This raises an interesting point, what we value in one sense is evidence of what we worship.  

We all value certain things like our jobs, time, families etc…So the question why do we worship is really slightly benign.  I would go so far as to say worship is inevitable…therefore the question is who or what.  This reinforces the need to know who we worship.  

We could say, most of us are here today, because we value our relationship with God.

So back to our world views…How we perceive life will determine how we respond to life’s challenges, issues and questions, in this case worship. It’s basically the old is the glass half empty or half full debate.  As I said earlier we need to be careful of our responses and understanding of what worship is all about, we will all have our own valid opinions and interpretations on the subject.

However, thankfully no matter how unique our filters, there are some unifying principals that are useful when we wish to study together.  

Examples of this are obvious; we would all read the front page of a news paper differently to how we would read the funnies.  We watch the news with a different filter to how we watch a film. These filters are also common in our church life also, have you ever wondered why we enter a sort of prayer mode, which somehow can only be “mystically” broken by the word Amen.  

There is nothing good or bad necessarily about these filters they are simply something we should be aware of. Ultimately, how we perceive God will determine how we worship, similarly how we worship could be affecting how we perceive God. 

The Danger is that our world views come between us and the truth.

With this in mind, this morning I would encourage us all to take out our boxes marked worship. Be prepared to re-examine some of our ideas, re-think some of our issues and try as much as possible to remove the filters through which we perceive and understand worship and what we think worship means.  Essentially I think I’m asking, why do you feel what you feel about God and worship?


Moving further round the circle, I just want to look at some tools that apply not only to our corporate but also our personal reading and understanding of the Bible.  

To conclude our little issue about interpreting what we are trying to do when reading the Bible is…

· Understand God and what he has to say.

· We do this by studying what is actually written, by reading the text and learning about the world views and issues of the authors and their contemporaries. If  anyone wants to  see my notes for further explanation…basically they had their world views too, which gives clues into understanding them better.

· To take note of how these themes developed and were understood throughout history.  

· Understanding ourselves, our world and how we can apply it to our lives.

In brief we need to know, what it means, what it meant then, and what it means now.

These are the unifying principals by which we can know that we have a good and true interpretation.  

So now we are ready to begin with worship. I want to suggest that we don’t start with what or where or when or even why, but who. Why? Because as we saw earlier understanding who will shape the rest of our questions. 

Who do we worship?   


I have made list of the different names and terms found in the Bible and that we use in every day life.  (I’m not sure that this exhaustive!) Abba, Yahweh, Elohim, Eloi, Adoni, God, Jesus, Lord, Judge, Jehovah, Friend, Saviour, Emmanuel, Father, Son, Holy, Spirit,  Word,  Son of Man,  Son of David, Prince of Peace,Trinity, Sovereign, friend, chosen one, Messiah, Almighty, warrior, Creator,  destroyer, redeemer, rescuer, Majesty, Master, The Wise, Just , Christ. That’s thirty seven different names so far!!! 

So who are we worshipping? 

We need to look at how God’s people viewed God, and the meanings behind some of the different names.

Elohim: Interestingly enough this was used in ancient Mesopotamia for god’s plural.  A little like the Pantheon in Greek mythology, the god’s are with us. 

The first creation account in Genesis chapter 1 uses Elohim. However, in the Hebrew only the noun is plural, the verb is singular, so to the Hebrews God’s oneness and sovereignty, omnipotence omnipresence and omniscience is actually being stressed by using Elohim in the first Chapter. Essentially it refers to God creating and remaining in charge of His creation. 

Yahweh: first appears in chapter 2 where we see in our translation the Lord God. This is a personal, or covenant noun for God, which is wear most of our theology as our God being a personal God is actually derived.  


These two names are used over 6000 times in the OT alone.  Perhaps the best way of understanding The God of the Hebrews and this becomes highlighted especially when compared with the gods of the ancient world, that God is totally in control and yet totally personal.

I briefly want to look at how God was viewed as Israel’s History developed.  First:

God as warrior and king:  Basically in the ancient near east  if you lost a battle it meant either one of two things, that your king was evil and not in favour with his god or god’s, alternatively that your god was inferior to the god of the winning army.  So this is the back drop behind much of the fears of the Hebrews during exile, thus the need for Daniel and Elisha proving that God was still Lord of Lords and King of Kings.  

God as wise:  The Hebrew word for wise…Hokma is actually feminine and is likened to as a mother or a sister so it is clear especially when we note the first poem of the bible, (a little foot note here that if an author wanted to stress something he would do it with a poem) in Genesis 1.26 In God’s Image he created them man and woman… God was clearly seen as both male and female, or perhaps more helpfully, God expresses His Character as both Male and Female.  


Just a little foot note here, I think that Genesis implies that part of our design as human beings is to worship, God created us for it…which explains a good deal why worship is inevitable no matter who you are.  

Jesus

So now were ready to look at Jesus, the time of his coming was ripe with expectation and his birth, life, death and resurrection caused a stir to say the least.  The expectation around the coming of the Messiah was little like that feeling you get in the underground, you can here the train coming and you can see the lights reflecting on the curve of the wall, but you can’t quite see the train yet. 


We must understand that for a Jew to claim equality with God he had to be put to death, we shouldn’t just blame the Pharisees, it was blasphemous, it flew in the face of God being one, it went against thousands of years of history and thinking.  

It took nearly 4-5 hundred years for the Church to fully understand who Jesus was.  At the council of Chalcedon in 451 CE, they finally decided that Jesus was one person in two natures. Now what does that mean? 

Christ was fully God and fully human, this council met to correct the heresy floating around that somehow Jesus did all his miracles as God and not as man. The reason I want to pick up on this particular point (there were several other heresies floating around as well) is that it has profound implications on our worship today.  

Just to touch on the others the main problems were/are that people either had too high a view of Jesus i.e. Jesus did everything as God, which left the problem that he therefore could not save humanity (I will explain this at a later date) but basically; because sin is a human defect it therefore requires a human to atone for it. 

It also implied that Jesus could somehow ignore the pain of the cross in another miracle and therefore, he never really suffered or died and thus did not really pay the true cost.

The other issue; was having to low a view of Jesus’ identity i.e. he was only man, his miracles were trickery, and therefore he never really rose again because that’s impossible for a human and thus we are  still left with the problem of un-atoned sins.  

The reality as the Bible sees it is, Jesus lived a perfect life, he died on the cross as a human. He rose again and ascended into heaven and remains there as God … Our response to this is either denial or worship. 

If we deny it then we just get on with lives anyway, however if it hits us and we realise, actually He did do those things, it makes sense, he did it for me…Thank you,  I think I want to spend my life getting to know this person that went through all that agony for me….  

Going back to the profound character of Jesus in his humanity, why does this have implications for us today?  Well we have chosen to worship Jesus


Jesus’ humanity was a humanity that was totally in step with God, i.e. his humanity was without sin.  This therefore, pretty much states that because Jesus offers total forgiveness here and now, we should be doing the work that Jesus did.   

To put it another way, Jesus did his miracles as a human walking in step with God, because we have complete forgiveness of sins here and now, we are also, through Jesus, capable of walking in step with God. Therefore, the works so prevalent in the life of Jesus, should also be displayed in our lives…Jesus said if you have faith as little as a mustard seed…etc.


I will be touching more on this later.

In reflection it’s Jesus that makes our worship possible. 

A brief word about God as friend or father: 
We often use language like God is our friend and this quite true and is actually an amazing and profound statement.  

However, all this said and done we do not have a reciprocal friendship. I.e. a friendship based on equal status. If God turns round as says, 

“Simon I command you to go to the Artic and open an outdoor swimming pool, and do exactly as I tell you”  

 
I can’t turn to God and say “Ok, sure…and I command you to go Egypt, turn the pyramids upside down and then wait to do exactly as I tell you.”

It’s not a reciprocal friendship. 

However, when Jesus used Abba as his way of addressing God this was a profound thing, actually Jesus was really picking up on one aspect of God’s name Yahweh, a personal God.  Israel in Jesus’ time had a very distant concept of God.  Jesus was saying no, our relationship with God is one of intimacy, care, hanging out, enjoying each other, helping, teaching, learning, going through the bad and the good, even dying for each other…

It’s this relationship that is essentially what Biblical worship is all about, a relationship where God wants to be with us, where God values us and therefore we should value, indeed love Him with all our hearts.  

I became a Christian through Revelation 21v3 

I heard a loud voice saying,   “…now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them.  They will be His people, and God himself will be with them and be their God.  He will wipe every tear from their eyes.  There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain for the old order of things has passed away.” 


He who was seated on the throne said, “I am making everything new!”, Then he said “Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and true.” 

In my next talk we will be looking at that problem of a perfect God that wants to relate with a sinful humanity, which in essence is the entire point behind sacrifice.  However the point I’m making is…Only Jesus makes this relationship possible.

The Holy Spirit… John 15 Jesus  talks about the sending the Helper that reveals the truth about God.  

In brief the role of the Spirit is primarily one of Enabling, us to encounter God. It is the Spirit that teaches about God, about how to interpret His word. It is the Spirit that is present when we become Christians, it is the Spirit that talks to our spirits teaching us new things about God today, and it is the Spirit that keeps us going.  

I think we need to be clear on this issue; we should not confuse the Holy Spirit as a person, I’m not saying that the Holy Spirit is not a person, he is…I’m saying we should not confuse the person with the gifts that He bestows.  

It is through the Spirit and God’s Word that God speaks to us today, so when we pray Holy Spirit Come, this does not imply that the Spirit leaves us during the week and only visits on Sunday.  No when we come together and pray this, we are admitting that we have turned our backs and so in a sense we are saying Holy Spirit meet with us we are turning back to you, please help us understand what God wants to tell us today etc…

The gifts of the Spirit i.e. prophecy, speaking in tongues, and it’s interpretation etc. are not the only evidence that God is with us, if we have learnt something new about God, if we have been built up, encouraged, forgiven etc.. We have engaged with the Spirit.  In fact the most convincing evidence of the Spirit being present with us is that we remain and even more so, convinced of Jesus’ death and resurrection and his forgiveness.  From this we more readily see the fruits of the Spirit, love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self control, we only have these if the Spirit has convinced our spirits about God’s grace on the cross.  

So that gives us our starting point whom, God, Jesus and the Spirit each having their place in the scheme of things each having their roles and each having equality in our worship. 

We worship God the Father through the Son in the Spirit. 

Conclusions:
God has many different facets at different times. We should be aware of not always 
putting God in box.

· Who is God, what is Gods’ nature and Character  

A perfect all powerful God that has literally gone through hell to win us back so that 
HE can have relationship us.

Biblical Worship is essentially, a relationship where God loves us therefore we love him. It’s this relationship that we are expressing together on a Sunday.

Where do go from here…In practise today


We can never fully understand God, therefore worship should always contain a 
sense of awe, and majesty, and power, i.e. our worship should reflect God.

Worshipping God  is an all encompassing, life changing experience, this dynamic is what our lives and not just our Sundays, or music or our talks should be embracing.  

Questions?

So next time we will look deeper into what, why, how and probably when...to be continued!

